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Prison volunteering gives meaning in senior days

Audun Pedersen'

' Norway
(nuduap@gmail.com)

After a long career in mental health services, I really had mixed feelings when it came to retiring. My
job gave meaning and structure to my days, fellowship and friendships with colleagues and simply feelings of
belonging to my multi-facetted work community. I enjoyed being part of a huge network of people around
Norway and other countries. But there is a time for everything and when I reached 68, I decided to retire. One
of my projects as a retiree has been to engage through Red Cross as visitor in the local prison.

Volunteering in prison

What is a prison visitor and how is this service organized? A visitor is a person who visits another
person sentenced to prison once a week, or every second week. We meet the person in their cell for 1 to 1.5
hours. The contact becomes like a friendship. We can talk about whatever the person is interested in and
likes. Of course, we have some guidelines as visitors and need to go through a special process. First there is a
course about being a Red Cross volunteer and after that a course about being a visitor. This is followed by an
interview with someone from the prison administration and finally a guided tour of all the departments in
the prison. In the process we also learn about how we can get into the prison and how to get out, what we are
not allowed to bring in as well as use of personal identity card and personal alarm. Through this process both
the prison and Red Cross have come to know who you are, what your motivation is for volunteering and who
you can be a good match for. There are many prisoners who do not speak Norwegian, so being competent in
several languages is a big plus. Every new visitor gets a mentor. The prison chaplain is the one in “my prison”
who matches the prisoner to each visitor, together with the visitor coordinator in Red Cross.

All new inmates in prison are visited by the prison chaplain or the prison imam, who gives them
information about the visitor service. The prisoners can apply on a simple form and then they have a
conversation with the priest to be sure they understand what the service entails. The prison administration
also makes an evaluation about the safety for the visitor before they approve. If there are more prisoners
who wish to have a visitor than there are visitors available, those with long sentences and little contact with

network and family are given priority.
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Who are the visitors in my city?

We are both female and male - half and half. In other volunteer services, females are a large majority.
There is a big group of us over 60, but also students and some younger persons. Many visitors start to volunteer
just as they become pensioners. What is remarkable, is that visitors often stay in the service for many years. It
gives a kind of meaning and satisfaction to us - that keep us going. When I tell people around me about my
volunteer work, they often haven’t heard about it before. So, there is a need to get more attention to recruiting
new visitors.

Red Cross also has a related volunteer service called, Network After Service. They work with people
on their way out of jail and back to society. This is a very important service to help people avoid returning to
criminal activities.

My own journey as a visitor

It is not easy to prepare yourself before the first meeting. You only know the name and the age of the
person you are going to meet, and the first meeting is really both exciting and important. It’s like a blind date.
It is common to go with an experienced visitor the first time, at least at the start of the visit. Confidentiality is a
key issue. The details of and when the person wants to share about why they are in prison, is up to him or her.
For some contacts a visitor will know nothing about the crime committed, for others it is a main theme in the
contact. Still after one year I feel new in this service and have experienced both. For instance, some persons
may talk about how bad and unfair they were treated by the police and the court, and their bitterness about
that. Others may use a lot of time to talk about how they regret and have a lot of sad feelings for their crime
and the victims. However, most of the time we talk about their daily life in jail and what can give meaning to
their life from day to day.

The first man I visited could not speak Norwegian and had no network at all in Norway. His English
was also poor and of course it limited our contact. He wanted me to engage in his sentence like an attorney.
I guess he was somewhat disappointed when I could not. For him it would probably have been better to have
a visitor who could speak his native language. After some weeks he managed to escape from the prison, by
running away from two officers on a trip out to a shopping centre. The language and the cultural differences
were really challenging, but looking back, I wish we could have had more time to get to know each other better.

Right now, I am visiting a young man with a long sentence. He has planned his prison days well and
for him education is very important. He uses seven hours per day in the prison school, and more for reading
textbooks and preparing himself for exams. He also talks a lot about his relationship with his daughter and

his friends and family. He engages in all kinds of activities offered in the prison and sees that his positive
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cooperation with the staff is a good thing for him. As I see my role, it is mainly offering him support and

discussing how his efforts can help him achieve his goals.

He is also curious about life outside the prison and about my interests and life experiences. This young
man is a person with a lot of interests and skills, so I feel I learn a lot from him. Right now, I am trying to
establish a small kitchen garden next to my cottage. He knows a lot about gardening and guides me about what
to grow there and how to care for the plants. Sometimes I wonder what the difference between a visitor is and
contact with friends and family. The young man says that many in prison feel freer to share personal things
with a visitor. The confidentiality is important and of course the quality of the relationship.

Sharing experiences

Visitors have frequent meetings to share experiences and to learn more about what happens in the
prison. Sometimes we also organize events in the prison, like concerts, bike races and garden parties. But the
most important part is the one-to-one contact, over time and with confidentiality.

Sometimes either the visitor or the prisoner feels the match is not good. We can both talk with the
chaplain about it - and, in some cases, changing visitors can be a good solution. As a visitor I can also discuss
various situations with my mentor or the coordinator. This has helped me a couple of times. All in all, I feel
this service is meaningful to me and helps me to “fill the gap” after my retirement. I am not sure how many
countries have Red Cross branches or other organisations offering this service, but I know that as a mental
health worker with extra time available, I can be a resource for someone who experiences hard days in their

life and needs support.
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