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Introduction 
The Building Stronger Families (BSF) course seeks to strengthen the relationships between prisoners and 

their partners, good relationships are associated with a reduced likelihood of the prisoner offending 

after release12.  The couple relationship is under great stress in prison, with a high probability of 

breakdown3.  The Building Stronger Families (BSF) course seeks to address three well-known problem 

areas: poor communication, disagreements over parenting and stress over handling money.  In each of 

these cases imprisonment exacerbates the problems4. 

The Building Stronger Families course started at HMP Dartmoor in 2005. This evaluation covers the 

course at HMPs High Down, Pentonville, Brixton, Wandsworth, Durham, Exeter, Swaleside and Wolds.  

Description of BSF course 
The standard BSF course runs for one day per week for six weeks.  The first two days cover 

communications, including avoiding negative communications, increasing positive communication, 

forgiveness and commitment.  The second two days discuss parenting with a focus on ways the couple 

can better resolve issues together.  The final two days look at how couples talk constructively together 

about money with some practical advice about spending and budgeting. 

Variants of the course have been run at different prisons to fit with the different prison regimes.  At 

Durham we have had two communications modules, followed by parenting and money.  At Wolds we do 

not run the parenting module.  At Exeter we have run just the Communications module. 

Evaluation Framework 
The purpose of the BSF course is to strengthen relationships so that they survive the prison sentence 

and lead to a greater likelihood of reduced re-offending.  The BSF course could be evaluated against 

each of these objectives:  

 Does the course strengthen relationships 

 Does the course lead to greater stability and longevity of the relationship so that it survives the 

sentence 

 Does attendance on the course lead to reduced re-offending 



 2 

In practice, each of these measures is complex and it is difficult to obtain controls.  For now, we have 

attempted three methods to estimate the impact on the first objective of strengthening relationships: a 

before-and-after survey and course satisfaction questionnaire.  We have used a post-course telephone 

survey to begin to understand the longer-term impact of the course. 

We have also considered measuring the number of visits participants receive before and after the 

course because more visits are also associated with good resettlement outcomes5 and with reduced re-

offending6.  However, the phone survey has shown that the course may have a minimal impact on visits 

(see below).  Further off, we are hoping to examine whether there is an impact on re-offending rates, 

but this requires a substantial sample, access to the Offender Index and a way of addressing the 

problem of controls. 

Relationships satisfaction is not a direct measure of relationship longevity7, but many of the positive 

communication styles that increase satisfaction also have a positive impact on relationship stability.  If 

we can demonstrate that we are increasing relationship satisfaction it is likely we are also increasing 

stability. 

The Relationship Satisfaction Scale is adapted from the ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale.8  This has 

been chosen because it is simple to administer, it has high validity (based on a sample of over 5,000 

couples), and it has been correlated with positive outcomes in relationship stability.  However, it was 

designed for married couples and for a community context and so the questions have had to be slightly 

adapted to make them suitable for this client group (see Appendix for changes), and this could have 

changed its validity slightly.  

The satisfaction survey asks questions about the participant’s experience and perception of the course.  

In addition, it asks whether more detailed questions about each component of the course, plus 

questions on future plans for visiting.  This survey cannot be correlated with the Satisfaction Scale for 

reasons of confidentiality. 

Overview of BSF course 
The course has been running since 2000.  Unfortunately, in the first three years the course was run on 

an ad hoc basis with very poor record-keeping.  In 2003 there was a rapid expansion, but full record 

keeping was not started until 2005.  Since 2007 the data collection has been consistent and good. 

Courses Run 

Prison 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Bristol 10 5     15 

Brixton 13 19 5 3 40 

Cardiff 10       10 

Channings Wood 3       3 

Dartmoor 15 10     25 

Dorchester 2 5     7 
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Prison 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Durham 2 5 6 5 18 

Everthorpe     1   1 

Exeter 2 7 5 1 15 

Featherstone       1 1 

Gloucester 1       1 

Guys Marsh 7       7 

High Down     3 6 9 

Hull     1   1 

Pentonville       5 5 

Reading   1     1 

Standford Hill     1 1 2 

Swaleside       2 2 

Wandsworth 1 1   4 6 

Wetherby       2 2 

Wolds 1 8 9 3 21 

  67 61 31 33 192 

Table 1 BSF Courses Run 

Since 2005 we have run 192 courses in 21 prisons.  In its initial phase Time for Families (TfF) offered its 

course for free but once it started charging several prisons, such as Channings Wood, were unable to 

continue.  Many of these courses were 2 day courses; in the last two years TfF has standardised on a six 

day format.  In the last two years take up has been affected by the need to be recognised under new 

standards required for all courses in Prisons.  A recent evaluation of these course by … encourages us to 

believe that this formal recognition is close to being achieved on a National basis.  

Attendance 

Overall, we have had 1,389 couples attend since 2005.  Nearly all of these are partners (married and 

unmarried), but a few (less than five couples) have been family members (e.g. siblings or mother). 

Prison 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Bristol 76 25     101 

Brixton 137 151 41 23 352 

Cardiff 192       192 

Channings Wood 20       20 

Dartmoor 25 40     65 

Dorchester 10 17     27 

Durham 16 20 52 25 113 

Everthorpe     5   5 

Exeter 8 42 24 3 77 

Featherstone       9 9 

Gloucester 20       20 

Guys Marsh 74       74 
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Prison 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

High Down     24 57 81 

Hull     3   3 

Pentonville       34 34 

Reading   12     12 

Standford Hill     5 8 13 

Swaleside       12 12 

Wandsworth 17 12   34 63 

Wetherby       7 7 

Wolds 16 30 43 20 109 

  611 349 197 232 1,389 

Table 2 Attendance on BSF course 

We have increased the standard course size over the years and we now aim for 12 couples per course.   

Attendance and Course Completion 

We are currently achieving a 77% attendance rate; 

this is measured as the number of sessions attended 

divided by the total number of sessions for each 

person.   

The primary reason for non-attendance is problems 

for the partner (48% of total, see table).  These are 

usually travel, childcare or unable to get time off from 

work.  We also have a surprisingly high number of 

women who are in the last month of their pregnancy; 

the birth of the child frequently stops them coming 

(we speculate that the motivation of many couples to 

do our course becomes greater with the thought of a child coming).   

Prisoners are unable to come mainly because of court hearings 

(particularly for remand prisoners) but also for prison-related 

problems, such as conflicts with another training course.  It is 

disappointing that 16% are unable to complete because the 

prisoner is transferred to another prison; we ask prisons to put 

prisoners on “hold” for the duration of the course, but this is 

sometimes forgotten or not possible.  We have a strict policy of 

enforcing prison rules and so couples can be removed from the 

course for inappropriate behaviour or for smuggling 

contraband.  A very small proportion fail to complete because 

the relationship breaks down, and a few decide not to do the parenting module because they have no 

children (although most childless participants find it valuable). 

Prison 2006 2007 2008 

Brixton 74% 68% 75% 

Durham   59% 49% 

Everthorpe   87%   

Featherstone     86% 

High Down   80% 80% 

Pentonvill     77% 

Swaleside     85% 

Wandsworth     83% 

Wolds     48% 

 74% 69% 77% 

Reason for not completing % 

Partner couldn't attend 48% 

Prisoner unable to attend 17% 

Transferred 16% 

Removed from course 12% 

Relationship broken down 3% 

Released 3% 

Not parents 1% 

 100% 
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Purposeful Hours 

A major target for prisons is for prisoners to be engaged in 

“purposeful hours” of activity.  The purposeful hours the 

Time for Families courses have delivered are shown in the 

table. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recruitment 

Running a course for prisoners and partners 

requires considerable care over selection to 

ensure that security is not compromised.  If we 

are working in a high-turnover prison, such as 

Brixton or Durham, we also cannot rely on 

word-of-mouth to ensure sufficient large 

number of applicants.  We have some difficulty collecting this data, but the table illustrates that only 

about 40% of applicants are accepted; the others are rejected on the grounds of security or concerns 

over domestic violence.  Only about 30% start, and this will be because the partners are unable, or do 

not want, to attend. 

Demographics 

We analyse the course attendance by age and ethnicity.  The 

distribution of ages is shown in the table.  In general, the female 

partners are younger than the prisoners.  A quarter of participants 

are under 25, reflecting the prison population. 

 

 

 

 

Prison 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Brixton  1074 2676 1566 

Channings Wood 300    

Dorchester 96 210   

Durham 126 384 1770 720 

Everthorpe   312  

Exeter   600 96 

Featherstone    558 

High Down   1620 3702 

Hull   72  

Pentonville    1992 

Standford Hill   60 96 

Swaleside    738 

Wandsworth    2394 

Wetherby    294 

Wolds   882 372 

Prison Applicants Accepted Starters 

Brixton 63 37% 37% 

Featherstone 33 36% 27% 

High Down 205 41% 28% 

Wandsworth 123 54% 28% 

Ages m f 

<18 0% 1% 

<21 3% 16% 

<25 23% 21% 

<50 71% 60% 

50+ 3% 2% 

 100% 100% 
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The age distributions between prisons are given in the 

following table.  Featherstone, with a small sample size as 

the course has only been run once at the prison, has a 

markedly younger age group than other prisons.  The 

large, B-cats (Brixton, Pentonville, Wandsworth, High 

Down, Exeter and Durham) seem fairly similar, although 

Exeter appears to have a slightly younger group and 

Wandsworth a rather older group. 

 

 

 

 

 

We monitor the ethnic mix of our participants to check that our recruitment and selection procedures 

do not create barriers to particular groups.  Ideally, we would like to compare the ethnicity of our 

participants in each prison with the average ethnic mix of that prison.  However, the data is generally 

not available (the most recent published data is for 2003 in Hansard). 

The analysis, using the Census 

categories, has too many categories to 

be easily analysed (or compared with 

the 2003 data) and so the following 

table has been produced.  It is clear that 

the participants on our course are over-

represented from ethnic minority 

groups, with a striking percentage of 

South Asians (who are relatively scarce in the prison system).  This is a highly satisfactory result, 

although it may reflect the preponderance of our courses in the London prisons, which probably have a  

 

 

Prison <25 <50 50+ 

Brixton 20% 77% 3% 

Channings Wood 20% 68% 12% 

Dorchester 35% 65% 0% 

Durham 22% 75% 4% 

Everthorpe 0% 100% 0% 

Exeter 38% 59% 3% 

Featherstone 51% 49% 0% 

High Down 25% 70% 5% 

Hull 0% 100% 0% 

Pentonville 31% 69% 0% 

Standford Hill 25% 75% 0% 

Swaleside 34% 48% 18% 

Wandsworth 16% 84% 0% 

Wolds 28% 72% 0% 

Ethnic Group Prison Population 
TfF 

Prisoners 
TfF 

Partners 

White 83% 69% 77% 

Black 12% 22% 14% 

South Asian 3% 6% 4% 

Other 2% 3% 5% 

 100% 100% 100% 
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higher number of prisoners from ethnic 

minorities.  The following table compares 

the ethnicity of prisoners on our courses 

from three similar prisons but from very 

different parts of the country (High Down is 

the local prison for the outer South London 

suburbs, such as Sutton and Croydon, and 

Wandsworth is inner South West London).  The table clearly shows that the percentage of white 

prisoners differs markedly and this reflects the underlying prison population. 

Prison Sentence 

We try to collect data on whether the prisoners are 

sentenced or on remand, the date they were incarcerated 

(i.e. not necessarily sentenced, as this is likely to be more 

relevant to the state of their relationship), and their 

expected date of release (this may not be the actual date 

but is probably more relevant to their relationship).  In 

some prisons this data is difficult to obtain, because the 

prison is reluctant to release it. 

We examine below the impact of our course on different 

aspects of the sentence, but for now, we want to note 

that the participants on our course are roughly 2/3 

sentenced prisoners.  This varies by prison, depending on 

the type of prison.  The large London B-category prisons, 

plus High Down and Durham, have a large number of 

remand prisoners, and particularly in London, they can 

often be in the prison for many months before their trial. 

The Enrich Data 

Administration of the Questionnaire 
The survey has been administered to most participants on our courses since January 2008.  BSF courses 

usually start with 8 to 12 couples and run for six weeks, one day per week.  However, there are two 

exceptions to this.  The course at HMP Wolds is only four days (communications and money) because 

the prison runs a separate parenting course just for prisoners.  The course at HMP Durham has two 

intakes (i.e. two sets of 2-day communications courses, followed by parenting and money).  This was 

done at the request of the prison because the high turnover of prisoners makes it hard to retain 

sufficient numbers to keep the course full. 

At the start of the course, the Survey is given to the prisoners before the partners come in to the 

training venue.  If possible it is given to the partners in the Visitors Centre.  We ensure that couples do 

Ethnic Group Durham High Down Wandsworth 

White 99% 53% 45% 

Black 0% 35% 32% 

South Asian 1% 11% 16% 

Other 0% 1% 6% 

 100% 100% 100% 

Prison remand sentenced 

Brixton 78% 22% 

Channings Wood 0% 100% 

Dorchester 5% 95% 

Durham 20% 80% 

Everthorpe 0% 100% 

Exeter 0% 100% 

Featherstone 0% 100% 

High Down 82% 18% 

Hull 0% 100% 

Pentonville 57% 43% 

Standford Hill 0% 100% 

Swaleside 0% 100% 

Wandsworth 68% 32% 

Wetherby 17% 83% 

Wolds 7% 93% 

 35% 65% 
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Table 3 Enrich Differences 

the course independently.  The responses are kept in sealed envelopes with the person’s name on the 

outside.  The second questionnaire is usually given just before the lunch break on the final day of the 

course.  The second survey is attached to the first and the couple number (an identifying number 

allocated to each couple) is written on the form so that the couples questionnaires can be matched and 

identified.  This means the survey is not fully confidential, although we guarantee that no individual data 

will be revealed to anyone outside Time for Families. 

The satisfaction surveys are anonymous.  Participants are asked to fill in the form as the last activity of 

the course. 

The data is entered on a database and the original forms destroyed. 

We only analysed participants who were present on the first and last days (although we did accept 

responses from participants who have missed one or more days mid-course).  We rejected responses if a 

question had been left blank, invalidating the scale (4 responses). 

The survey tool has ten questions with a ten point scale (See Appendix).  The survey has four reversed 

questions.  Participants often struggle with these (and 

sometimes with basic literacy problems) and so Course 

Leaders circulate among the participants to help with 

problems and to try to ensure all questions are answered. 

We have been unable to obtain 100% response rate for the 

“Before” response because of late arrivals (mainly partners) 

and non-attendance at the first session.  This can be for a 

number of reasons, including court cases or finishing off 

another course (for the prisoner) and child care or work 

problems for the partner.   

Overall Results from Enrich 
The results are very positive.  Using 

rescored data (negative questions 

converted into positive scores), the 

total scores are shown in the 

accompanying table.   

The female partners experienced a greater increase in satisfaction than the men, although they started 

from a lower base. 

Using the t-test, the differences are significant (p≈0.000 for female, 0.0003 for male).  The effect size, 

using Cohens d, is 1.07, which is a large effect according to Cohen’s definition.   

The histogram below shows the spread in differences between the After – Before scores for men and 

women (all the partners were female and all the prisoners were male).  The vast majority had a small-

medium improvement (0-20 points on the scale), with 15 people having dramatic changes positively, 

Prison Starters 
Enrich 

Response 

Brixton 26 22 

Durham 28 32 

Featherstone 18 17 

High Down 89 82 

Pentonville 55 39 

Swaleside 24 15 

Wandsworth 68 53 

Wolds 8 6 

Sex Before After Difference % increase 

F (n=110) 
64.4 

(14.41) 
74.5 

(14.58) 10.1 14% 

M (n=123) 
68.0 

(14.48) 
74.1 

(14.58) 6.1 8% 
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and 8 people having a large negative change.  We speculate that the negative effects may be a result of 

unrealistically optimistic feelings about the state of the relationship before the course started.   

 
 

Ethnicity & Age 

We examined the impact of ethnicity and age on the Enrich scores.  None of the differences are 

significant but we will continue to collect data to see if differences emerge.    From anecdotal evidence, 

we are fairly confident that there is no difference in impact for whites or black British, and we suspect 

younger people may find the course less helpful than people over 25.  However, these are hypotheses 

that need to be tested. 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact of prison sentence 
We are frequently asked by the prisons which type of prisoner would benefit the most from our course.  

To answer this question we have collected data on the following aspects of a sentence: 

 Remand or sentenced.  From observation, remand prisoners, and their partners, are very 

absorbed in the progress and likely outcome of their sentence and so may not benefit as much 

from the course. 
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Changes in Enrich Score 

Ethnicity M F 

Black 3.5 9.2 

White 8.0 10.1 

Asian & Other 12.4 21.6 

All 7.2 10.8 

Changes in Enrich Score 

Age M F 

<25 5.0 11.4 

25-30 5.9 8.1 

30-35 11.2 11.4 

35-40 12.9 18.0 

>40 0.4 9.0 

All 7.2 10.8 
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 Date of incarceration (not date of conviction as we suspect the length of time away from the 

partner is the more salient variable) 

 Expected date of release.  The release date is very hard to estimate because of parole and early 

release schemes.  However, the expectations of the couple about the date are probably more 

important than the actual date. 

We did not collect information on the type of sentence mainly because of concerns over confidentiality. 

Remand or Sentenced 
We have quite a large sample (86 men, 80 women) for examining the impact of remand or sentence.  

Table 4 Comparing Enrich Scores Before Course for Remand and Sentenced 

 M F 

Remand or sentenced 
Avg 
Score Num 

Avg 
Score Num 

Remand 68.7 66 63.6 61 

Sentenced 68.4 20 65.1 19 

Grand Total 68.6 86 64.0 80 

 

The norms for our total sample (see Table 4) very similar to this sample for the both the men and 

women.  However, the results are not significant, and so are not analysed further.  We will continue to 

collect data to see if there is an effect. 

Table 5 Impact of course for Remand and Sentenced 

Remand or sentenced Average of Prisoner Enrich Average of Partner Enrich 
Num of 
Couples 

Remand 5.5 10.7 50 

Sentenced 10.6 10.8 21 

All 7.0 10.7 71 

 

Length of Sentence 
To examine whether the length of the sentence or the “position” in the sentence has an impact we have 

constructed two variables.  The first is the length of sentence which we have partitioned into less than 

three months, three to twelve months and more than twelve months.  These categories are based on 

anecdotal evidence that prisoners seem to be differently affected up to about a year sentence, but after 

that the length of the sentence seems to make little difference. 

The second variable is the timing of the course.  We have considered the course to be at the start of the 

prison term (within three months of incarceration), at the end of the prison term (within three months 

of expected release) or else in the middle of the imprisonment. 
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Table 6 Comparing Enrich Scores Before Course by Length of Sentence 

 
M 
 

F 
 

Length of Sentence Avg Score Num Avg Score Num 

<3 mths ** 1 ** 1 

3-12 mths ** 2 ** 2 

> 1yr 65.4 17 69.2 18 

Grand Total 65.3 20 68.3 21 

** - sample too small 

Unfortunately, the sample sizes for this analysis are too small to draw any conclusions. 

Table 7 Impact of course by length of sentence 

Length of Sentence Avg of Prisoner Enrich Avg of Partner Enrich Num of Couples 

<3 mths ** ** 1 

3-12 mths 25.4 19.6 5 

> 1yr 5.9 7.8 16 

All 9.7 10.4 22 

** - sample too small 

This table points to the fascinating possibility that the course makes its greatest impact on couples for 

whom the man has a moderately long sentence (3-12 months).  Again, this needs testing with more 

data. 

Timing of Course in Sentence 
We have couples attending the course at all points in their sentence. 

Table 8 Comparing Enrich Scores Before Course by timing of sentence 

 M F 

Timing Avg Score Num Avg Score Num 

Start 68.3 3 76.7 3 

Middle 65.8 21 64.6 21 

End 71.3 3 ** 2 

Grand Total 66.7 27 65.7 26 

** - sample too small 

The results are not significant.  However, as the samples are so small we consider that no conclusions 

can be drawn. 

Table 9 Impact of Course by timing of sentence 

Timing Avg of Prisoner Enrich Avg of Partner Enrich Num of Couples 

Start 8.6 7.2 9 
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Middle 14.6 11.4 23 

End ** ** 2 

Grand Total 11.7 10.6 34 

** - sample too small 

Findings from post-course Satisfaction Survey 
We have run the satisfaction survey for two years.  We have 307 responses (155 male, 152 female).  The 

course is rated very highly (on a scale of 1 (very poor) to 10 (excellent), the mean score is 9.1). 

We ask about three areas of couple communication: 

a) Has the course helped you to be better at communicating with your partner? 
b) Has the course helped you to be better at showing your love to your partner? 
c) Has the course helped you to be better at talking through difficult issues with your partner? 

 
Sex a) Communication b) Showing Love c) Talking Issues 

M 9.0 8.7 8.6 

F 9.1 8.9 8.6 

 
The participants appear to recognise that the course has helped these three areas.  The main theme of 

the whole course is improving communication, and this seems to be the area the participants perceive 

as having the largest impact. 

A feature of the Building Stronger Families course which we believe is unique is our focus on the couple 

talking about money issues.  When asked “Has the course helped you to talk to your partner about how 

you both spend money?”, the response was: 

Sex Course helped talk about money 

M 8.8 

F 8.8 

 
Again, this is a very high response (the anchors are 1-Not at all to 10-Yes, a lot). 

For the Parenting module we ask two questions: 

a) Has the course helped you to be better at talking about things you do as parents with your 
partner? 

b) Has the course helped you to be a better parent than you were? 
 
 
The response for these questions is: 

Sex Talk about Parenting Be a better parent 

M 8.5 8.1 

F 8.1 7.5 
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Here the responses are slightly lower.  Mothers may be more sensitive about the question of being a 

better parent when they are struggling at home with the kids, but we frequently are told by mothers 

that they are now shouting less at their children. 

 The responses had a very broad range.  We suspect that 

couples find parenting with one person in prison a 

particularly difficult subject, and so this range reflects the 

wide variety of responses.  Anecdotally, the parenting 

module often generates difficult issues for both each 

individual, and brings out the struggles the women are 

having with disturbed children; struggles that the men may 

previously have preferred to ignore or play down.  These 

results may hint at the value of additional parenting 

support for both prisoner and partner. 

The research linking visits with reduced re-offending and positive outcomes9 indicates that the influence 

of the course on increasing visits could be an important outcome.  It is likely that the participants were 

already regular visitors as the selection procedure for the course is likely to favour these couples.  Also, 

visits are restricted for sentenced prisoners and so many of the partners will already be visiting as 

frequently as possible; this may reduce the scope for increasing the number of visits.  However, many 

visitors comment on the unpleasant experience10 and so any intervention that makes visits more 

enjoyable could have a beneficial impact. 

We asked two questions on visits: 

a) Has your enjoyment of visits changed because of the course? (please circle) 

Visits are more enjoyable About the same Visits are less enjoyable 

b) Are you having or making more visits because of the course? (please circle) 

More visits About the same Fewer visits 

 
The response to the first question was: 

Sex Visits more 
enjoyable About the same Visits less enjoyable Total 

M 74 (61%) 40 (33%) 8(7%) 122 (100%) 
F 70 (58%) 40 (33%) 10 (8%) 120 (100%) 

 
The response to the second was: 

Sex More visits About the same Fewer visits Total 
M 34 (28%) 78 (65%)  8 (7%) 120 (100%) 
F 27 (23%) 80 (67%) 13 (11%) 120 (100%) 

 
On the surface the results are encouraging.  A large percentage thought visits would be more enjoyable 

(and we had some comments that, in contrast to the course, visits would seem less enjoyable) and a 

Be a better 
parent 

M F 

1 2 1 

2  1 

3 1 2 

4 1 2 

5 8 6 

6 1 2 

7 3 9 

8 9 8 

9 11 6 

10 22 16 
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Did you want to visit your partner 
more after doing the course? 

Visits got much better because 

we had more to talk about and 

we knew how to say things to 

each other . 

smaller percentage, but still around a quarter, thought they would be visiting more.  However, this 

questionnaire was not conducted with the couples apart, and so the response could be higher if the 

partners were trying to please one another. 

Telephone Follow-up Surveys 
We have conducted two telephone follow-up surveys.  The first, based on the HMPs Exeter and 

Channings Wood courses, was for partners who had participated over a year previously.  This had a very 

poor response rate, and so the second survey was conducted with the participants from HMP 

Featherstone three months after participation. 

The surveys were designed to: 

 Test recall of the course 

 Examine whether the relationship was still intact 

 Explore whether the course had helped the relationship 

Exeter and Channings Wood survey 
We tried to contact by phone the 24 partners who had attended in 2005 or 2006.  The following table 

illustrates the difficulties of this type of survey.  Only three people did not give us a contact number.  

However, a quarter of numbers were now unobtainable, 25% were business numbers or answerphone 

where we felt it inappropriate to leave a message, 7 numbers (30%) either were unanswered after three 

attempts, or someone other than the participant answered and the participant could not be contacted. 

Response Count % 

Business number 2 8% 

No contact number 3 13% 

Unobtainable 6 25% 

Answer Phone 4 17% 

No answer 2 8% 

Not convenient arranged call back [missed - suspect didn't want to talk]  1 4% 

Talked to interviewer 5 21% 

Mother aggressive, mobile not answered 1 4% 

Grand Total 24 100% 

 

Overall, we only managed to get responses to our 

interviewer from one fifth of those who did the course.  We 

were seeking qualitative information rather than 

quantitative.  So the responses were helpful, although the 

small sample naturally restricts the generalizability of the 

results. 



 15 

Do you think the course helped your 

relationship? 

Yes ð amazingly so!  She felt that it 

helped them to understand the 

difficulties they experienced in their 

relationship ð particularly with being 

honest with each other about how they 

felt about things.  

Out of the five responses, two of the relationships had broken down and three were continuing, and 

generally seemed to be doing well.  The men of the two broken relationships were both released, for the 

others, two were released, but one was living in a hostel. 

Of the three surviving relationships, the women were 

extremely positive about the impact of the course.  

All three relationships were very different: in one, the 

couple had only been together six months before the 

man’s imprisonment, the second couple were long-

term married and the third were long-term co-

habiting.  The women were optimistic about the 

future, partly because they all felt the man was now 

more committed to the relationship. 

 

HMP Featherstone survey 
The Featherstone Building Stronger Families course ran for six weeks from 10 Nov to 15 Dec 2008.  It 

had 9 couples participating, although one couple dropped out after the first week and we have found 

out while doing the survey that their relationship is in severe difficulties. 

Every female partner was contacted in February/March 2009 (about two months after the course had 

ended).  They were asked, using a semi-structured interview, to comment on the impact of the course 

on their relationship.  The interviewer was Brian Eccleshall, the course leader. 

In one interview, Brian spoke to the partner and to the released prisoner. 

All the couples who finished the course completed a before and after questionnaire looking at 

relationship satisfaction.  Their scores showed a small improvement. 

Recollection of the course 

All partners were asked “Do you remember coming on a Time for Families course when {Prisoner} was in 
prison? What do you remember of the course?” 

I remember it all! The STOP si gns and all of it. I found the money part really useful. I 

copied the spending record and use it all the time.  

Certainly do. Things have been a lot better since doing it ð we really loved it.  

It was a long time ago. I only attended the first day and had to  drive across from {home 

town about 1 hourõs journey}. The course was fine but there is a problem and I donõt think 

itõs working out between us. I came all the way over there and I didnõt think he appreciated 

it. Thatõs why I pulled out. 

A few bits: we cov ered communication, parenting and money. I remember especially the 

STOP signs about Scoring Points and the Rhino, Ostrich & Hedgehog.  
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Yes. How to deal with problems in our relationship, how to talk without trying to score 

points.  

Talking about money press ures was helpful though I donõt have those pressures at the 

moment. 

Oh, I remembered lots: the communication, speaking and listening, the Love Languages, all 

the STOP signs and, yes, I notice when they are happening with us and know to ease off.  

I remembe r it very well. The best part for me was the Communication like keeping eye 

contact, not doing the STOP signs.  

Oh, yes. I remember quite a bit: the STOP signs with the red traffic lights, Scoring points 

and all that. Iõm really glad we did it; it definitely helped. 

The stuff on money was really helpful ð we learned to spend more wisely and to plan more 

what we spend on. 

Ex-prisoner: Yes, I remember a lot ð especially about communicating with each other, to 

use better listening techniques. Also we found the budgeting and money very good.  

 

There is substantial consistency in recollecting the STOP signs, negative modes of communication that 

need to be avoided.  They are Scoring points, Thinking the worse, Opting out and Putting down.  These 

are taught on the first day and re-enforced on every subsequent day. Research shows that these forms 

of communication are extremely destructive to relationships. 

Other areas mentioned include other communication skills and money.  The parenting module (Days 3 

and 4) was not mentioned. 

Relationship with ex-prisoner 

Two of the prisoners had been released and were both living with their partners.  We asked what had 

happened since release, whether the prisoner had found work and whether he was staying out of 

trouble. 

No, he hasnõt yet. Getting the tag off in May will make it easier. He may be able to get a 

job working in a bar.  

So far ( staying out of trouble) . Weõre very hopeful. He is still tagged and this makes it 

difficult but he goes to the JobCentre.  

Ex-prisoner: Iõve been for jobs (e.g. attended for a job at a zoo) but there are so many 

applicants. When I lose the tag, it will be much better because I can apply for shift work.  

The feeling is that the woman is positive and hopeful that the man will find work and stay out of trouble. 

Did the course help their relationship 

Ex-prisoner: Yes, it did. Thereõs still a bit of an issue around trust but we are definitely 

getting through it and getting stronger all the time.  



 17 

Yes, definitely. I remember the anger types: Rhino, hedgehog and ostrich, Iõm still a bit of 

a rhino but we have learned to cope better when arguments come up, to step back and take 

a breather.  

Communication is much better. We can see how important it is to talk things through  

D. learned a lot about listening. He used t o be paying attention to all other things going on 

but now he is much better at listening to me, we both are.  

Yes, he remembers to give eye contact, body language, not interrupt, all the things we 

learned. 

Yes. We donõt try to pick fights as much now, we recognize the scoring points in it and 

avoid that.  

Yes but he is not writing as many letters as he used to do.  

Yes, definitely. We are much better now at working through problems, we have learned to 

discuss things far more. I find that E. is more supportiv e of when I am feeling low, he 

wants to help me through.  

Much better. He phones me every day, sometimes more and writes lovely letters every 

week. 

Yes, it helped us a lot. It was just good to be able to give time to talking about things 

together, like how we spend our money and things that are really important.  

Yes, definitely. We understand each other a lot more now.  

It was good to be able to do the course together and we learned how important it was to 

us. 

Yes. We have been able to talk a lot easier now.  

I think S. is growing up quite a bit.  

Yes. Sometimes, I bring up things about Scoring Points and I have all the workbooks and 

folders with me so look through them now and then.  

Yes it did. It brought us closer. The spending record was very useful. Now we know where 

the money goes. 

Yes, we remember some of the things when they are happening, like the STOP signs.  

The overwhelming response is positive, with a strong emphasis on improved communication skills, both 

talking and, in some cases, letter-writing or phone calls.  There seems to be a strong enthusiasm on the 

part of the partners to view the relationship in a very positive light, with a strong sense of hope that 

things are improving.   In three cases the partner has associated the course with the prisoner making 

progress in their communication or maturity.  This may support theories that strong relationships help 

men to change their self-image. 



 18 

Visits 

Research from the MoJ11 has shown that prisoners who receive visits are less likely to re-offend.  

Although this research does not examine whether the number of visits has an impact we wanted to 

examine whether the course’s impact on relationships made a difference to the number of visits.   We 

asked whether the partner (if the man was still in prison) if she wanted to visit the prisoner more: 

Iõve always gone to visit as much as I could anyway so thereõs no difference. 

Actually, I have not visited D. as much now that heõs closer to coming out. He doesnõt 

send his VOs out. He has five a month but heõs actually busier now with his jobs and his 

university course.  

I was visiting as often as I could, anyway, 2 or 3 times a month.  

I was visiting as much as I could but now itõs too far to go. But the home visits are 

much better.  

I made more of an effort to visit aft erwards because I saw how much it meant to S.  

About the same but I canõt go more than I do, anyway. 

Yes, but Iõm very busy now that the business is going so well.  

It appears that the course has made little impact on the number of visits, because all but one of the 

partners were already visiting as often as they could. 

Children 

We asked whether the couple had children.  We deliberately asked a simple question to allow the 

respondent to reply in the way should considered appropriate to her particular family circumstances.  

Three respondents (out of eight) did not have children.  Among the others, there was a preponderance 

of very young children.  We also asked the parents whether the partner consider that the man was 

better with the children after the course. 

No, hopefully in the future.  

No, but I look after my nephew quite often and find it helpful with him.  

 

Yes, F., now 9 months old. Well, D. gives him attention but heõs still a bit young to need 

as much input from him. Itõll be more important when heõs out. 

One little girl of 2 years. We have talked about the changes when he comes out. We 

realize that we will have to think of one another and work around her needs.  

Yes, a son who is now 18 months old.  He is much better, more loving with our son during 

visit s.  

Yes. Our little boy is nine months old now.  I think S.  is a very good father anyway.  

Yes, we have four between us.  Weõve had a tough time with the little one after his 

accident but we feel we are working together now.  
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The responses about improvements in fathering are more equivocal than the previous responses.  The 

feelings seem to be that the women are hopeful the men will give time and attention to their children 

but they recognise that there will need to be more changes. 

Does the course improve relationship stability? 
We have shown that the course leads to improved relationship satisfaction.  Unfortunately, this does 

not necessarily lead to increased stability as some couples can continue in an unhappy relationship.  

However, research12 has shown that interventions that reduce negative communication styles (such as 

our STOP signs) can make a long-term impact on both happiness and stability.  So, it is likely that our 

course is improving the stability as well as the happiness of the relationship. 

Conclusions 
We can be confident that the Building Stronger Families course is increasing relationship satisfaction.  

The course may be improving relationship longevity, because it is reducing negative communication 

styles.  The telephone surveys are providing positive indications that there is good recall of the course 

material and the partners perceive that the prisoners have changed and are hopeful about the future.  

The different components of the course seem to have very high levels of satisfaction. 

The two other evaluation techniques, the end-of-course questionnaire and the follow-up phone survey, 

suggest that the course may be having a small positive impact on visits, although many partners are 

already visiting as often as they are able to. 

The next stages of the evaluation need to examine three aspects: 

 Are there differences based on demographic factors, especially age and ethnicity, and on the 

timing of the course within the sentence 

 Does the course affect the likelihood of a prisoner returning to his partner’s address 

 Does the course affect re-offending 
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Appendix: changes to Enrich 
The original Enrich tool comprises the following questions 

1. I am happy with how we make decisions and resolve conflict. 

2. I am unhappy with our communication and feel my partner does not understand me. 

3. I am happy with how we share our responsibilities in our household. 

4. I am unhappy with some of my partner’s personality characteristics or personal habits. 

5. I am happy with how we manage our leisure activities and the time we spend together. 

6. I am unhappy about our financial position and the way we make financial decisions. 

7. I am pleased with how we express affection and relate sexually. 

8. I am unhappy with the way we (will) each handle our responsibilities as parents. 

9. I am happy with our relationship with my parents, in-laws, and my partner’s friends. 

10. I feel very good about how we each practice our religious beliefs and values. 

 

The scoring using a Likert Scale with 1-Strongly Disagree to 5-Strongly Agree.  The Enrich Scale has been 

well-validated13. 

 

However, several of the questions are inapplicable to couples with one person in prison (e.g. the 

questions about sexual relations and leisure time).  Also, we wanted to detect changes before and after 

the course and so we extended the scale.  Finally, we found some of the reverse questions caused 

difficulties for our client group (many of whom have poor literacy) and so we altered which questions 

were reversed.  The final version used is given below: 
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