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Preface

Keywords  Parental incarceration, Incarcerated mothers, Incarcerated fathers, 
Families

Due in large part to the historic rise in imprisonment over the past four decades, 
reducing mass incarceration and its collateral consequences have become key ele-
ments of criminal justice reform. A recent national survey shows that one in two 
adults has had a family member in jail or prison (Elderbroom, Bennett, Gong, Rose, 
& Towns, 2018). To be clear, the impact of incarceration on children and families is 
devastating. Studies have found parental incarceration is associated with an array of 
harmful social, health, and financial outcomes (Kirk & Wakefield, 2018). 
Incarceration impacts parent-child relationships, contact with children, and custo-
dial outcomes (Arditti, 2003; Christian, 2005; Comfort, 2003; Johnson & Waldfogel, 
2002; Genty, 1991; Genty, 1998; Halperin & Harris, 2004). In response to these 
adverse outcomes, including the emotional toll and related pain for parents, chil-
dren, and caregivers (Arditti, Smock, & Parkman, 2005; Johnson & Easterling, 
2012; Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008), an increasing number of programs and policies 
have been designed to reduce the harms associated with parental incarceration.

In 2014, we joined those efforts and held a summit at Arizona State University 
on children of incarcerated parents. We invited 60 professionals across Arizona sys-
tems, including the adult and juvenile justice systems, child welfare, education, 
service providers, and policymakers to share knowledge and commit to doing what 
we could to serve children of incarcerated parents. There were many things we 
learned from the summit, including an overall lack of awareness about the number 
of children impacted and how many became child welfare involved due to the incar-
ceration of one or both parents, or due to the circumstances that led to the incarcera-
tion, such as family violence, trafficking, and substance abuse. Financial hardship, 
childhood trauma, stigma, and elderly grandparents as caregivers to four, five, six, 
or more children were common realities among these families. We learned that sys-
tems were struggling and often not coordinating or engaged with one another in 
serving incarcerated persons and their loved ones. The summit confirmed the impor-
tance of having discussions, planning, and sharing resources across sectors.
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Today, in the midst of COVID-19 and a pursuit for racial justice, there are numer-
ous efforts dedicated to reducing the number of people held in state prisons and 
jails, decreasing sentence lengths and time served, and to offer community-based 
supervision and non-custodial sanctions. Yet, despite such reforms, we know that 
the effects of incarceration disproportionately impact people of color and the poor. 
This is not to say that the effects of incarceration are uniform. In fact, research has 
established the variability in the effects of parental incarceration (Geller et al., 2011; 
Haskins 2014; Kirk & Wakefield, 2018; Murray, Loeber, & Pardini, 2012; Turanovic, 
Rodriguez, & Pratt, 2009; Wildeman & Turney 2014). In light of continued dispa-
rate impacts of mass incarceration, the varied effects of parental incarceration, and 
the growing segment of women in prisons, we felt it necessary to highlight and sup-
port the various systems that interface with children and families impacted by mass 
incarceration.

Within this context, we asked ourselves what we could do to most comprehen-
sively and effectively serve children and families impacted by the justice system and 
incarceration. We knew that our efforts had to begin with creating a national forum 
to gather, share best practices, and engage in action planning. The product was the 
creation and launch of the first National Children of Incarcerated Parents Conference 
in April 2018. Our goal with the national conference was to bring together people 
across different disciplines to address the needs of children and families. We learned 
that for change to occur, it was necessary to reach across the silos, recognize our 
similar intentions to support children and families, and work together, not always 
agreeing, but learning from one another. Our discussions would center on research 
approaches and gaps, multiple perspective, and the importance of accountability. It 
is these dynamic discussions, many which took place during our conference, that 
represent the collection of essays in this volume.

We rely on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory as an organizing frame-
work for the volume, given the multidimensional knowledge presented by the 
authors. The book is divided into four corresponding parts that include the micro, 
meso, exo, and macro systems. The authors include a broad sector of experts from 
government agencies, academia, advocates, corrections officials, and individuals 
with lived experience. The chapters are diverse in theoretical and methodological 
approaches. We are grateful for their wisdom, dedication, and guidance on this 
important topic and indebted to them for their willingness to be part of this volume.

Part 1 of the volume addresses the micro system, which centers on the child and 
personal relationships with family members, and the circumstances of the home and 
its impact at varying stages of child development. In Chapter 1, Rosalyn D. Lee, 
Denise V. D’Angelo, and Kim Burley from the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention address how expectant and new mothers exposed to incarceration can 
benefit from engaging in home visitation programs. The authors provide valuable 
insight into how such programs may impact child (e.g., low birth weight, preterm 
birth) and mothers’ outcomes (e.g., smoking, alcohol use, breastfeeding, hyperten-
sion, and depression). In Chapter 2, Elizabeth I. Johnson and Joyce A. Arditti pro-
vide a rich review of research on the impact of parental incarceration on adolescents, 
summarizing the major developmental changes during this period and guidelines 
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for developmentally informed research and practice with adolescents. Particular 
attention is paid to elements that may heighten or mitigate risk during adolescence, 
as well as factors that help promote positive youth development. By focusing on 
family and school-based sources of resiliency, Jennifer E. Copp, Peggy C. Giordano, 
Monica A. Longmore, and Wendy D. Manning complete the coverage of the micro 
system. The authors rely on longitudinal data and in-depth qualitative interviews 
with a subset of transition-age young adults who experienced parental incarceration 
and illustrate the important intersection between parental incarceration, educational 
attainment, relationship commitment, and emotional well-being.

Part II highlights the meso system or the interaction of different micro systems, 
such as the interaction between home and school, peer group and family, and 
between family and community. We begin this part with Jennifer Wyatt Bourgeois, 
Jasmine Drake, and Howard Henderson’s discussion on the various ways in which 
the incarceration of parents and family members impacts minority families living in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. Considering the different cultural and situational 
dimensions faced by families impacted by incarceration, the authors propose an 
interdisciplinary, culturally responsive, and localized approach for parental incar-
ceration research and policy. In Chapter 5, William J. Sabol, Samuel L. Myers, Jr., 
and MariTere Molinet examine the patterns of racially disparate child welfare pro-
cesses related to imprisonment. The authors describe the trends in imprisonment 
and children’s entry to the foster care system and discuss the various ways in which 
foster care and incarceration may be related. They offer key insight into child wel-
fare decision making and the role of federal child welfare policies in disparate child 
welfare processes and outcomes. In the following chapter, Tanya Krupat and 
Whitney Q. Hollins discuss the importance of humane language and terminology in 
supporting and serving children impacted by parental incarceration. They argue 
humanizing language can create safe spaces for children and families, and reduce 
stigma and the negative effects of separation. Such language can also help to human-
ize the way in which systems interact with children, family members, and parents 
who are incarcerated.

Part III of the volume contains essays on the exo system, which pertains to the link-
ages that may exist between two or more settings that do not directly include the child, 
but may still impact him/her/they. In Chapter 7, Margaret L. Kerr, Pajarita Charles, 
Michael Massoglia, Sarah Jensen, Jennifer Wirth, Kerrie Fanning, Karen Holden, and 
Julie Poehlmann-Tynan describe an attachment-based visit-coaching model to sup-
port the child/parent relationship through technology-assisted visits. They present 
findings on the impact of the model to support the promise of this approach in a jail 
setting. In the subsequent chapter, J. Mark Eddy, Jean M. Kjellstrand, Pajarita Charles, 
and Kim Gonzalez-Quiles provide a summary of research on reentry programs rele-
vant to incarcerated parents. Focusing on parents and their reentry process, the authors 
discuss key dimensions of reentry programs that specifically target children and fami-
lies. They share important recommendations for future program content, program 
development, and evaluation research. In Chapter 9, Jean M. Kjellstrand, J.  Mark 
Eddy, Gabriella Damewood, Kimberley Gonzalez-Quiles, and Jean Schumer discuss 
the importance of gender-sensitive reentry programs for parents. The authors 
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highlight the distinct roles and life circumstances of incarcerated mothers and fathers 
and the implications for correctional systems, families, and communities, at large.

Part IV includes chapters that illustrate the macro system, comprised of societal 
values and cultural norms, as well as political and economic systems. In the first 
chapter of this part, Isabel Coronado provides examples of how policy making can 
be used as a tool to address the hardships children, families, and cultural communi-
ties face due to mass incarceration. In Chapter 11, Alexandria S. Pech and Kevin 
L. Henry Jr. draw from critical race theory (CRT) to examine the experiences of 
parental incarceration for youth of color. The authors highlight parental incarcera-
tion across multiple intersectional identities (i.e., Black, Latinx, Native, and Asian 
youth), discuss how parental incarceration can compound oppression for youth of 
color, and convey the implications for adolescent development. The next chapter, 
authored by Judy Krysik and Natalia Vasiliou, examines how gendered perceptions 
and treatment disadvantage mothers in the corrections and how such treatment is 
perpetuated in policy. In Chapter 13, Pajarita Charles, Amy Blank Wilson, Jean 
Kjellstrand, Aaron Gottlieb, and Branden McLeod discuss the heterogeneity in 
experiences of incarcerated parents and their children, and offer a review of the 
protective and risk factors associated with variations in the experiences and out-
comes for children. The authors outline how the Smart Decarceration initiative can 
develop research, policies, partnerships, and interventions designed to foster resil-
iency and improve outcomes for families that experience incarceration. In the epi-
logue, Reginald Wilkinson, former director of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation 
and Correction, offers insight into what we need to know to better serve children of 
incarcerated parents and their caretakers. He presents examples on how to build 
partnerships and infrastructure across disciplines and systems to advance science 
and provide guidance for practitioners who work in this space.

Children of Incarcerated Parents: Integrating Research into Best Practices and 
Policy is a collection of diverse perspectives and inquiries on children of incarcer-
ated parents and effective or promising policy responses. In light of the current fight 
towards racial justice, the volume illustrates one model for addressing complex 
problems and raising issues around the treatment of people of color. We believe all 
perspectives and knowledge presented here are critical in advancing research and 
developing evidence-based responses. We believe the volume is important for aca-
demic communities across different disciplines, as well as professionals working in 
advocacy, child welfare, corrections, behavioral health and human services, and of 
course, the men, women, and children who have experienced having a loved one 
incarcerated. In the end, our hope is to reduce the criminal justice footprint, find 
alternative systems of care and support for children and families, and strengthen 
those systems in this important effort. We encourage future assessments such as 
ours and the incorporation of other systems (e.g., education, immigration) that 
impact the well-being of children in the USA. Of crucial need is an assessment of 
how pandemic-related considerations have affected children and families with 
incarcerated loved ones. This includes, for example, ceasing in-person visits, and 
the release of some parents with little to no preparation or support, whereas others 
who remain in correctional facilities face increased health risk and stress. As more 
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interventions are developed and adapted, evidence supporting their implementation 
and effectiveness will help move the field forward from awareness to action.

� Judy KrysikPhoenix, AZ, USA

Nancy RodriguezIrvine, CA, USA
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Abstract  Having a parent with an incarceration history is an adverse childhood 
experience (ACE; i.e., potentially traumatic events and aspects of a child’s environ-
ment that undermines a sense of safety, stability, and bonding). Research indicates 
that children exposed to parental incarceration are exposed to more overall ACEs 
than children not exposed to this situation. Because the risk of negative outcomes 
increases with the number of ACEs to which one is exposed, children exposed to 
parental incarceration face greater health and social risks. Given this, consideration 
of interventions that focus on mitigating and/or preventing risks as early as the pre-
natal and immediate post-partum periods is needed. Enhancing efforts to engage 
women affected by incarceration in home visitation programs is one opportunity for 
intervention. Women with incarceration histories face barriers to program participa-
tion that may be unique as compared to other home visitation program participants. 
Studies indicate that home visitation programs, particularly those designed for fam-
ilies that exhibit one or more risk factors for child abuse and neglect, were more 
impactful than those designed to generally provide support to families. Thus, 
extending outreach of home visitation programs designed for families facing high 
levels of risk, to populations impacted by incarceration, may be of value. Efforts are 
needed to increase engagement of this sub-group of women and children in home 
visitation programs and to evaluate whether home visitation improves outcomes for 
them. Additional studies may further understanding of reasons why women affected 
by incarceration do and do not utilize such services and may help inform how pro-
grams, as well as recruitment and retention strategies, might be tailored to best 
address the needs of this sub-group.
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�Introduction

The rate of persons in the U.S. over age 18 under correctional supervision (i.e., held 
in prisons or jails or serving probation or parole) has been decreasing in recent years 
(i.e., from 3210 to 2640 per 100,000 between 2007 and 2016; Kaeble & Cowhig, 
2018); but it remains the highest in the world (Walmsley, 2018). It is generally rec-
ognized that the overall exponential growth in persons under correctional supervi-
sion since the 1970s has not been due to increases in criminality or violent behavior 
but, instead, largely driven by changes to drug policies and law enforcement prac-
tices (National Resource Center on Justice Involved Women, 2016). Further, these 
changes have inequitably impacted racial/ethnic minorities (Cole, 2011) and 
increased the risk of children of color growing up with a parent that has been incar-
cerated (Wildeman, 2009). Consequently, programs that address the needs of par-
ents and children impacted by incarceration are needed.

Growing up with a household member who has an incarceration history is con-
sidered an adverse childhood experience (ACE). Research has found that across 
the life course, ACEs, potentially traumatic events, and aspects of the child’s envi-
ronment that undermine sense of safety, stability, and bonding (e.g., child abuse 
and neglect, witnessing intimate partner violence, growing up in a household with 
substance use disorders, mental health problems, and instability due to parental 
separation or household member incarceration) have negative impacts on health 
(i.e., risk behaviors, physical and mental health outcomes) and well-being (i.e., 
levels of educational attainment and other factors that influence life potential; 
Felitti et  al., 1998; CDC, 2019a). ACEs may facilitate chronic, severe, or pro-
longed exposure to stress which, in the absence of protective factors, may disrupt 
brain circuitry and metabolic systems during sensitive developmental periods. 
Such disruptions may result in anatomic changes and/or physiologic dysregula-
tions that subsequently influence development of learning and behavior impair-
ments and chronic stress-related physical and mental illnesses (Shonkoff & 
Garner, 2012). ACEs are generally strongly inter-related; however, their exposure 
is more common among children exposed to parental incarceration than children 
not exposed to parental incarceration. Children whose parents have experienced 
incarceration are exposed to nearly five times as many ACEs as children not 
exposed to parental incarceration (Turney, 2018).

The higher burden of ACEs among children impacted by parental incarceration 
is particularly concerning given studies that have found that risk of negative out-
comes increases with the number of ACEs to which one is exposed (Felitti et al., 
1998; Dube et al., 2003; Gilbert et al., 2015; Lee & Chen, 2017; Merrick et al., 
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2019). This dose-response relationship has been found to be consistent, strong, and 
graded across a number of health outcomes and population cohorts (Dube et al., 
2003). Over the past 20 years, in response to the exponential growth of incarcera-
tion in the U.S., an emergent body of literature has focused specifically on the 
impacts of parental incarceration on child health. This literature has concentrated 
on the period of childhood through young adulthood (Lee et al., 2013; Roettger & 
Boardman, 2012; Wildeman et al., 2018) and furthers understanding of the rela-
tionship between a parent’s incarceration and negative impacts on children’s health 
risk behaviors (Nebbitt et al., 2017), as well as mental health, infectious disease, 
and chronic disease outcomes (Lee et  al., 2013; Roettger & Boardman, 2012; 
Wildeman et al., 2018). Studies have also investigated whether parental incarcera-
tion is associated with increased risk of violence (Turney, 2014; Muftic & Smith, 
2018); but many of these studies rely solely on child welfare-based samples 
(Austin, 2016).

Fewer studies have examined incarceration-related risks immediately before, 
during, and after pregnancy. Findings of extant research focused on this early period 
appears to be mixed with some studies indicating associations between maternal 
incarceration and poor birth outcomes (Testa & Jackson, 2020; McMillan Dowell 
et al., 2019; Howard et al., 2009; Bell et al., 2004). Though additional studies could 
clarify links between incarceration and birth outcomes, the health risk profile of 
women with incarceration histories and evidence from existing research on children 
whose parents have been incarcerated suggests early interventions are warranted 
(Lee et al., 2013; Dallaire et al., 2018; Wildeman et al., 2018). Such interventions 
may prevent or buffer the impact of risks associated with incarceration exposure, 
including ACEs, such as maternal mental health problems and substance use disor-
ders, factors which also may increase the risk of another ACE – child abuse and 
neglect.

CDC identified several strategies for the prevention of ACEs before they occur 
and the mitigation of risks associated with existing ACEs (CDC, 2019a). One of 
these strategies is to ensure a strong start for children. An approach that aligns 
with this strategy and can be implemented before, during, and immediately after 
pregnancy is early childhood home visitation. Early childhood home visitation 
has been found to be especially effective for women and children who are at 
increased risk for poor maternal and child health, child development, parenting 
practices, and child abuse and neglect outcomes (Sama-Miller et  al., 2019). 
Furthermore, programs tailored to the needs of particularly vulnerable sub-groups 
have been found effective. For example, a review study by Casillas et al. (2016) 
found that early childhood home visiting programs aimed at families that exhibit 
one or more risk factors for child abuse and neglect (e.g., maternal mental health 
and substance use disorders) were more impactful than those designed to gener-
ally provide support to families. Though incarceration widely impacts family sys-
tems and home visitation programs may involve fathers and other family members, 
this chapter will discuss the potential for home visitation to address many of the 
factors that place women and infants affected by incarceration at increased risk 
for poor health and well-being.

Women and Infants Affected by Incarceration: The Potential Value of Home Visiting…
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�Female Involvement in U.S. Correctional Systems

Though males greatly outnumber females (e.g., comprising about 85% of the total) 
with respect to correctional supervision, the female population is generally grow-
ing, while the male population is declining or growing at a slower rate. Between 
2000 and 2010, with the exception of parole, the total rate of increase in correctional 
supervision among females exceeded that of males for the overall population (17.2% 
vs 8.1%), as well as for probation (16.5% vs. 2.6%), jail (30.1% vs. 19.3%), and 
prison (21.1% vs. 15.4%) (Glaze & Kaeble, 2014). Between 2010 and 2013, while 
the overall correctional population declined, female populations either declined at a 
slower rate than the male populations (e.g., probation, parole, and prison popula-
tions) or increased (e.g., jail). By 2016, the most recent year for which there is data 
on community supervision, slightly more than 1 million women were under com-
munity supervision, including just over 900,000 on probation (25% of all probation-
ers) and slightly more than 100,000 on parole (13% of all of all paroles) (Kaeble, 
2018). With respect to incarceration, slightly more than 200,000 women were held 
in correctional facilities at the year-end of 2017 (the most recent year for incarcera-
tion data). Nearly half of these women were detained in jails (Bronson & Carson, 
2019; Zeng, 2019) for short durations (i.e., less than a year). Further, between 2005 
and 2017, the female jail population grew 12%, while the male jail population 
decreased by 10% (Zeng, 2019). These trends indicate that the growth in women’s 
involvement with incarceration has disproportionately been located in  local jails. 
However, data limitations preclude gender-specific analyses that might identify fac-
tors that underlie the increases (Kajstura, 2019).

�Incarceration, Women’s Health, and the Perinatal Period

Though additional research is needed to better understand factors driving increasing 
rates of female involvement with U.S. correctional systems, existing information 
suggests these women are in need of programs and services. Most women who 
come into contact with the correctional system are of childbearing age, and they live 
with their children before incarceration more frequently than males (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008). Additionally, women with incarceration histories tend to experi-
ence high rates of disadvantage and health problems (Browne et al., 1999; Hammett 
& Drachman-Jones, 2006; Lee & Wildeman, 2013). Studies indicate women who 
are incarcerated have high rates of substance dependence, sexually transmitted 
infections, and other health problems (Hammett & Drachman-Jones, 2006). These 
women also are more likely to have experienced ACEs during their childhood and 
other forms of interpersonal violence as adults (Browne et al., 1999). These risks 
may affect maternal well-being, and they represent ACEs (e.g., maternal mental 
health and substance use disorders, witnessing intimate partner violence) which 
may have short- and long-term impact on infant health and well-being.
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�Birth Outcomes

Although estimates among jail populations are unknown (Bronson & Sufrin, 2019), 
the Department of Justice indicated in 2004 that 3–4% of women who entered pris-
ons were pregnant (Maruschak, 2004). These prison-based estimates, which have 
not been updated since 2004, are further limited because they do not consider 
women who become pregnant while incarcerated (Bronson & Sufrin, 2019). This 
lack of data represents a significant data gap. Though more needs to be done to 
estimate the overall number of pregnant women affected by incarceration, it is of 
value to give consideration to potential proximal consequences of incarceration on 
infant health. One potential consequence is negative birth outcome, as risks for pre-
term birth (i.e., less than 37 weeks gestation) and low birth weight (LBW; i.e., less 
than 2500 grams) increase with unfavorable socioeconomic conditions, maternal 
medical risks, and poor access to healthcare (Valero de Bernabe et al., 2004) – all 
factors that women with incarceration histories are more likely to experience 
(Browne et al., 1999; Hammett & Drachman-Jones, 2006; Lee & Wildeman, 2013). 
These birth outcomes can have significant life course impacts. Pre-term birth (PTB) 
and LBW are associated with an increased risk of infant mortality (see McMillan 
Dowell et al., 2019). Furthermore, children born prematurely may have more prob-
lems with motor/neurologic functions, visuomotor integrative skills, IQ, academic 
achievement, language, executive function, and attention-deficit hyperactivity dis-
order/behavioral issues than their normal birth weight counterparts (Aylward, 2014). 
The limited research that examines the relationship between maternal incarceration 
and birth outcomes is mixed with some studies indicating that incarceration 
improves outcomes, while others suggest it is linked to poorer outcomes (Testa & 
Jackson, 2020; Dallaire et al., 2018; McMillan Dowell et al., 2019; Howard et al., 
2009, ; Bell et al., 2004). Though more research is warranted, given the health risk 
profiles of women with incarceration histories and consequences of poor birth out-
comes, it appears programs that engage women with incarceration histories during 
the perinatal period may be of value.

�Mental Health

Maternal mental health, particularly depression and other mental health condi-
tions, can also influence maternal health promotive behaviors, parenting behav-
iors, and child well-being (Wouk et al., 2016; Stein et al., 1991; Kingston et al., 
2012). This is of concern because with respect to perinatal mental health, research 
indicates notable disparities between women with and without incarceration his-
tories. For example, about one in nine American women experience symptoms of 
postpartum depression (PPD) (Ko et al., 2017). However, in a scoping review of 
studies on maternal health outcomes that included women incarcerated at any 
point during the perinatal period, Paynter et  al. (2019) examined four studies 
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(Fogel, 1993; Fogel & Belyea, 2001; Hutchinson et al., 2008; Williams & Schulte-
Day, 2006) that looked at depression and/or anxiety. The studies had relatively 
small sample sizes; but three of the four studies found moderate to high levels of 
depressive symptomology above a level indicative of clinical depression (e.g., two 
studies >70% of participants) among incarcerated women. Though the extant 
research suggests disparities in perinatal mental health by incarceration history, 
additional studies with larger sample sizes are needed to confirm and extend these 
findings.

Maternal PPD has also been shown to affect child health and well-being, includ-
ing increasing risk of communication and language problems, cognitive function-
ing, and emotional and behavioral problems (Kaplan et al., 2014; Murray, 1992; 
Stein et al., 1991; Surkan et al., 2014). Providing services and supports to prevent or 
mitigate PPD may also help prevent or mitigate poor PPD-related child outcomes 
such as increased anxiety, attachment disorders, and depression (Earls, 2010), as 
well as sleeping and eating difficulties, temper tantrums, and separation problems 
(Murray, 1992). PPD also appears to interfere with parenting quality, which can 
impact the level of safety in the child’s environment. For example, PPD has been 
associated with lower likelihood of implementing injury prevention measures, and 
in the extreme it may increase likelihood of a parent committing fatal harm to them-
selves and their child (e.g., suicide and infanticide; Barr & Beck, 2008; Lindahl 
et al., 2005).

�Breastfeeding

Breastfeeding can have many positive health effects including reduced risk for 
some short- and long-term health conditions for both infants and mothers (e.g., 
ear, respiratory, and gastrointestinal infections in infants and type 2 diabetes, 
hypertension, reproductive cancers in mothers; Feltner et al., 2018; Ip et al., 2007) 
and can increase levels of maternal-infant interaction (Earls, 2010). Recent 
research indicates that women with jail contact compared to their counterparts are 
already less likely to breastfeed: 64.4% and 79.1, respectively, where p<0.0001 
and the relative risk (RR)=0.86 (Dumont et al., 2014). Furthermore, disparities in 
breastfeeding exist among racial/ethnic minority sub-groups disproportionately 
impacted by incarceration, 69.4% of African American infants initiated to breast-
feeding compared to 85.9% of white infants (Beauregard et al., 2019). In addition, 
women who have been exposed to ACEs, such as child abuse and neglect, may 
have more challenges forming high-quality bonds with their children (Rikhye 
et al., 2008). Thus, programs that can encourage breastfeeding and bonding may 
be especially important for women with incarceration histories since they are 
more likely to have experienced violence in childhood and adulthood (Browne 
et al., 1999). Taken together, women with incarceration histories have poor health 
profiles and may be at increased risk for poor birth outcomes and PPD and may be 
less likely to engage in health behaviors that have positive impacts for themselves 
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and their infants. When combined with other risks they face (e.g., substance use 
disorders), increased attention to engaging them in programs as early as the peri-
natal period may be of value for them and their children.

�Home Visiting

Increasing safety, stability, and degree of nurturing in relationships and environ-
ments may counter high levels of stress and adversity (CDC, n.d.-a, n.d.-b) in the 
lives of children whose parents have histories of incarceration. For example, 
research demonstrates that responsive, contingent, nurturing relationships function 
as a buffer to high cumulative or toxic psychosocial stress, preventing the rise of 
cortisol and other hormonal mediators which can damage brain architecture (See 
Lowell et al., 2011). Programs that can intervene to prevent poor birth outcomes, 
help promote maternal mental health and substance abuse treatment, and support 
the development of strong parent-child bonds (i.e., responsive and nurturing behav-
iors) during the perinatal period may hold significant preventive potential for women 
and children affected by incarceration. An approach that attempts to address many 
of these protective factors and has become increasingly accepted as effective is early 
childhood home visiting (Olds et al., 1986a, b; Council on Child and Adolescent 
Health, 1998; Sama-Miller et al., 2019). Such programs may help buffer against 
high levels of intersecting disadvantages that can influence poor maternal and child 
outcomes across the life course.

The broad and varied array of programs under the umbrella of early childhood 
home visiting include programs designed to be universal as well as those designed 
to target high-risk, often low-income and first-time mothers. Programs are often 
designed to improve maternal and child health, child development, parenting prac-
tices, family economic sufficiency, child abuse and neglect, juvenile delinquency, 
family violence, and crime (Sama-Miller et  al., 2019). In addition to working 
directly with women and children, many programs aim to connect families with 
services and supports that are tailored to their specific needs (Lowell et al., 2011). 
Support and referrals provided by early childhood home visiting are intended to 
improve parental mental health by lowering stress, anxiety, and depression and 
improving confidence and motivation (Sandstrom, 2019). Many programs help 
ensure that parents have support to care for their children by screening caregivers 
for postpartum depression, substance abuse, and family violence and connecting 
them to relevant resources (HRSA, Maternal & Child Health, n.d.-a). Numerous 
program models exist – some requiring enrollment prenatally and others enrolling 
children in infancy or later in early childhood; but programs generally include four 
components – screening, case management, family support or counseling, and care-
giver skills training. A meta-analysis that focused on the components of home visit-
ing programs, however, revealed no consistent pattern of effective home visiting 
components across outcome domains (e.g., maternal outcomes, child outcomes, 
etc.) of interest (Filene et al., 2013).
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�Maternal Outcomes

Though some evaluations have found unfavorable or ambiguous impacts, studies 
have also found that home visiting programs can prevent poor birth outcomes 
(Brooten et al., 2001; Chapman et al., 1990; Harrison et al., 2001; Norbeck et al., 
1996; Olds et al. 1986b), address maternal mental health (Porter et al., 2015), and 
support parent-child bonding and child development outcomes (Ammerman, 2016; 
Avellar et al., 2016) – all of which appear to be significant needs of women and 
infants affected by incarceration. Specifically, programs have resulted in maternal 
reports of lower levels of PPD symptoms (Armstrong et al., 1999; Gelfand et al., 
1996;); increased parent responsivity, sensitivity, and parent-child bonds (Flemington 
& Fraser, 2016; Goldfeld et  al., 2019; Guthrie et  al., 2009; Kemp et  al., 2011; 
Oxford et al., 2016; Sadler et al., 2013; Spieker et al., 2012); as well as an increased 
use of health promotive practices (Kitzman et al., 1997; Lowell et al., 2011; Shah & 
Austin, 2014).

�Child Outcomes

With respect to child outcomes, several studies have demonstrated that early child-
hood home visiting programs can lower risk of child abuse and neglect victimiza-
tion, which has significant implications for later delinquency and substance use 
(Gomby et al., 1999; Love et al., 2005; Lowell et al., 2011; Sweet & Applebaum, 
2004). Research has shown links between early childhood home visiting programs 
and the reductions in healthcare visits for acute conditions and/or problems. This is 
attributed to reductions in both intentional (child abuse and neglect) and uninten-
tional injuries in children. Specifically, studies indicate associations between early 
childhood home visiting and reduced number of family doctor visits (Fergusson 
et al., 2005; Kilburn & Cannon, 2017), emergency department visits (Kilburn & 
Cannon, 2017; Olds et  al., 1986a), hospitalizations (Koniak-Griffin et  al., 2000, 
2002), and overnight stays in hospitals (Dodge et al., 2013). In addition to showing 
protective effects against injury and child abuse, there is also evidence that these 
types of programs positively affect young children’s cognitive and language devel-
opment, as well as child problem behaviors (Stein et  al., 1991). Taken together, 
these benefits may greatly contribute to preventing or reducing both child and par-
ent adversity associated with exposure to incarceration.

�Other Considerations

It is important to recognize that individual home visiting models are designed to 
address different sets of outcomes. Additionally, only certain models have been 
found to meet the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) criteria 
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for being an evidence-based early childhood home visiting model. In the most 
recent Home Visiting Evidence of Effectiveness (HomVee) review, 21 of 50 (42%) 
home visiting models were identified as meeting the HHS criteria for being an 
evidence-based model (Sama-Miller et al., 2019). An earlier HomVee review also 
indicated that the most common favorable effects of effective models were child 
development and healthcare usage outcomes (Avellar & Supplee, 2013).

Data from the Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System (PRAMS), which 
currently covers about 83% of all U.S. births, can be used to describe experiences, 
maternal behaviors, and experiences that occur before, during, and shortly after 
pregnancy from women who deliver live-born infants in select U.S. states, cities, 
and territories (Shulman et al., 2018). The 2012–2015 PRAMS data from 37 sites 
indicate that 28.6% of women with jail contact (defined as those who reported that 
she and/or her partner went to jail in the 12 months before her most recent live birth) 
received early childhood home visiting services during or after pregnancy compared 
to 16.8% of women without incarceration exposure (see Table 1). When comparing 
women with and without jail contact who received early childhood home visiting 
services, it was observed that higher proportions of women with jail contact were 
younger, less educated, unmarried, publicly insured, and participants in the Special 
Supplemental Program for Women and Infants (WIC). The higher proportion of 
women with jail contact receiving early childhood home visiting services presents a 
unique opportunity for interventions from these programs to prevent and mitigate 
effects of ACEs in the lives of mothers and infants, impacts of incarceration, as well 
as mental health, substance abuse problems, and other risks that are highly corre-
lated with incarceration. However, a large proportion of women in the sub-group 
with jail contact reported they did not receive early childhood home visiting ser-
vices (71.4%), which indicates there is a potential for targeted service provision 
given the potential benefit to this special population. When considering this gap, it 
will be important not only to engage these women in evidence-based early home 
visiting programs but also to connect them with programs that show favorable 
effects for the outcomes with which they need assistance.

�Families Affected by Incarceration as a Target Sub-group 
for Home Visitation

Considering women with jail contact as an at-risk sub-group to receive early child-
hood home visiting services represents a valuable opportunity for an intervention. 
This is particularly the case given Casillas et al. (2016) found that early childhood 
home visiting programs aimed at families that exhibit one or more risk factors for 
child abuse and neglect (e.g., household mental health and substance use problems) 
were more impactful than those designed to generally provide support to families. 
Participants in federally funded early childhood home visiting programs tend to live 
below poverty (71% with household incomes at or below 100% poverty), have low 
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Table 1  Characteristics of women with and without jail contact by home visitation status, 
Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System (PRAMS), 2012–2015

Characteristics
Total 
population*

Prevalence 
any home 
visit† % (95% 
CI)

No jail contact Jail contact

p 
valueTotal*

Any 
home 
visit† % 
(95% 
CI) Total*

Any 
home 
visit† % 
(95% 
CI)

Total 148792 17.3 
(17.0–17.6)

139940 16.8 
(16.5–
17.1)

6389 28.6 
(26.7–
30.6)

Age (years) 0.000*
<20 10065 31.2 

(29.6–32.8)
8914 30.6 

(28.9–
32.3)

898 37.5 
(31.9–
43.5)

20–24 31882 20.2 
(19.5–21.0)

28959 19.7 
(19.0–
20.5)

2268 27.2 
(24.2–
30.5)

25–34 83273 15.4 
(15.0–15.8)

79293 15.0 
(14.7–
15.4)

2745 27.3 
(24.5–
30.2)

=35 23568 15.2 
(14.5–15.9)

22770 15.0 
(14.3–
15.7)

478 26.6 
(20.2–
34.1)

Race/ethnicity 0.000*
White, 
non-Hispanic

75845 14.4 
(14.0–14.7)

72620 13.9 
(13.6–
14.3)

2523 27.7 
(25.0–
30.5)

Black, 
non-Hispanic

24322 25.7 
(24.8–26.6)

21729 25.3 
(24.3–
26.2)

1902 31.1 
(27.5–
34.9)

American Indian/
Alaska native, 
non-Hispanic

4507 19.6 
(17.7–21.7)

3913 19.2 
(17.2–
21.4)

485 23.5 
(17.8–
30.2)

Other, 
non-Hispanic

18501 18.1 
(17.2–19.1)

17572 17.7 
(16.8–
18.7)

541 28.8 
(21.9–
36.7)

Hispanic 24902 20.5 
(19.7–21.3)

23433 20.2 
(19.4–
21.1)

908 29.1 
(24.2–
34.6)

Education 0.000*
< High school 21324 26.1 

(25.2–27.1)
19104 25.5 

(24.4–
26.5)

1558 37.7 
(33.3–
42.4)

High school 36871 19.4 
(18.8–20.1)

33797 18.9 
(18.3–
19.6)

2331 26.6 
(23.6–
29.9)

(continued)
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Table 1  (continued)

Characteristics
Total 
population*

Prevalence 
any home 
visit† % (95% 
CI)

No jail contact Jail contact

p 
valueTotal*

Any 
home 
visit† % 
(95% 
CI) Total*

Any 
home 
visit† % 
(95% 
CI)

> High school 88705 14.4 
(14.1–14.8)

85290 14.1 
(13.8–
14.5)

2407 25.5 
(22.8–
28.5)

Marital status 0.000*
Married 87689 13.4 

(13.1–13.8)
85318 13.3 

(13.0–
13.6)

1344 21.0 
(17.7–
24.7)

Other 60534 23.5 
(22.9–24.1)

54093 22.9 
(22.3–
23.5)

5024 30.7 
(28.5–
33.0)

Health insurance 
for prenatal care

0.000*

Private 76566 12.0 
(11.7–12.3)

74663 11.9 
(11.6–
12.2)

1208 18.7 
(15.5–
22.5)

Medicaid 58818 24.1 
(23.6–24.7)

53245 23.6 
(23.0–
24.2)

4533 31.4 
(29.1–
33.9)

Other 5478 21.7 
(20.0–23.6)

5071 21.1 
(19.3–
23.0)

281 37.7 
(27.5–
49.0)

None 4344 22.8 
(20.8–24.9)

4074 22.4 
(20.4–
24.5)

175 27.5 
(17.6–
40.2)

WIC recipient 
during 
pregnancy

0.000*

No 77696 12.1 
(11.7–12.4)

75651 12.0 
(11.6–
12.3)

1503 18.6 
(15.7–
21.9)

Yes 68950 24.1 
(23.6–24.6)

63265 23.5 
(23.0–
24.1)

4826 31.6 
(29.3–
34.0)

Note: Jail contact is defined as those who reported that she and/or her partner went to jail in the 12 
months before her most recent live birth
*Unweighted sample size. †Weighted percent and confidence interval. CI, confidence interval. The 
p value is significant (*) when p < 0.05
The sum of the population for jail contact and non-jail contact women does not equal to the total 
count for each characteristic level due to missing values
Data is from 37 sites: Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, 
Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, 
Missouri, Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York State, New York City, 
Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Vermont, Virginia, 
Washington, West Virginia, Wisconsin, and Wyoming
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levels of education (65% with high school education or less), rely heavily on public 
health insurance programs (76% Medicaid or CHIP), and experience high levels of 
violence and substance abuse (19% history of child abuse and 13% current sub-
stance abuse) (HRSA, Maternal & Child Health, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). What is not known 
is the rate at which participants are also impacted by a history of incarceration. 
Given that women affected by incarceration frequently experience significant levels 
of health, social, and economic disadvantage (Subramanian et al., 2015) and their 
children experience significantly more ACEs than other children (Turney, 2018), 
prioritizing recruitment of these women with incarceration histories into home visi-
tation programs may assure such programs reach populations that may benefit the 
most from them. It is important for implementers of programs to be aware of barri-
ers to access and utilization that may be unique for these women, as well as consider 
strategies for expanding and tailoring outreach to assure this population has the 
opportunity to participate in such programs.

�Unique Engagement Challenges

Women affected by incarceration fall into numerous sub-categories. Some may 
have recently been released from correctional systems, while others may have past 
incarceration histories, may be in a supervised status, or may have been diverted 
from corrections into a special program. Though all of these sub-groups of women 
and their children are affected by the criminal justice system and may benefit from 
engaging in home visitation programs, the discussion herein will largely focus on 
experiences of women with recent jail contact.

Incarceration is de-stabilizing; even a short period of detention can have severe 
impacts on residential stability and employment (Subramanian et al., 2015), as indi-
viduals who cannot meet bail may lose jobs and be evicted from residences. A study 
by Kulkarni et al. (2010) examined access to healthcare among former prisoners 
and found that persons with an incarceration history were similar to their peers who 
did not have an incarceration history (i.e., with regard to predisposing, enabling, and 
need factors), but their access to medical care was worse, likely due to financial bar-
riers . In addition, individuals with incarceration histories often face formal and 
informal sanctions that consequently result in them being restricted from gaining 
access to needed services and supports. For example, some states suspend public 
benefits while women are in custody (Bell et al., 2004; Kaiser Family Foundation, 
2020) and prohibit those with felony convictions from accessing benefits (Wang 
et  al., 2013). Implications of such policies may include interruptions to needed 
health and social services as women navigate complex systems to re-establish ben-
efits such as Medicaid, or find alternative resources, before obtaining care. Having 
to navigate around such sanctions can increase the complexity of increasing engage-
ment among those at risk of poor outcomes. Research, however, indicates that 
access and utilization of healthcare services among the formerly incarcerated are 
facilitated when indirect and non-monetary resources (e.g., corrections-based 
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discharge planning and social support) are made available (Lee et al., 2006; Wang 
et al., 2008).

Discharge planning appears to be a key point of intervention for pregnant women 
leaving jail, yet it often is a significant unmet need as local correctional systems are 
often under-staffed and not funded to provide such services. According to a qualita-
tive study, jail staff do not believe there are sufficient resources, housing, or pro-
gramming for women who are leaving jail (Belknap et al., 2016). Belknap et al. 
(2016) suggest that to most effectively work with incarcerated women, jail staff 
trainings will need to be updated to include content on trauma-informed care, men-
tal illness, and gender-responsive programming. Given what is known about the 
impact of ACEs, it would also be helpful for jail staff to be trained on ACEs and how 
they can impact the lives of women and children. This may help guide development 
of policy and practices that address women’s needs during the time they are detained 
and when they are preparing for discharge from jail detention.

Changes in local correctional systems that would bring about improvements to 
discharge planning may begin with the aforementioned staff trainings but may also 
require development of partnerships between local public health authorities, profes-
sional associations, and local jails. Such partnerships may ultimately facilitate home 
visitation program recruitment of detainees released from jail during the course of 
their pregnancies.

An example of a professional association that supports development of partner-
ships in this area is the Association of Women’s Health, Obstetric, and Neonatal 
Nurses (AWHONN). AWHONN supports comprehensive, high-quality, perinatal 
care for women who are incarcerated during pregnancy and the postpartum period. 
While they recognize a role for nurses in the care of these women, they suggest 
changes are needed at a system level. Specifically, they have proposed that the cor-
rectional infrastructure support maternal-infant contact by establishing prison nurs-
eries and family visiting spaces, providing support for breastfeeding regardless of 
whether the dyad will remain together post hospital discharge, and sentencing 
women to facilities in proximity to their family (AWHONN, 2018). Though many 
of their recommendations apply to prison settings where women typically serve 
longer sentences, they may also be relevant to jail settings. Applying these practices 
in jail settings may help build capacity for re-entry planning for women discharged 
from jails during pregnancy. This in turn may facilitate their enrollment in early 
childhood home visiting programs.

As noted earlier, given the diversity of statuses among women affected by incar-
ceration, there will be multiple entry points to home visitation program participa-
tion. Multiple strategies may be needed to identify and secure commitments to 
participation. Other approaches may involve development of partnerships between 
providers and community-based organizations that already serve populations with 
high concentrations of individuals impacted by incarceration. For example, 
AWHONN suggests nurses can collaborate with other healthcare providers to 
develop action plans that may help women affected by incarceration with breast-
feeding (Shlafer et al., 2018), child care, and housing (Guthrie, 2011).
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�Conclusion

Having a parent with an incarceration history is an adverse childhood experience. 
Research indicates that children exposed to parental incarceration are exposed to 
more overall ACEs than children not exposed to this situation. Because the risk of 
negative outcomes increases with the number of ACEs one is exposed to, children 
exposed to parental incarceration face greater health and social risks. Effective pro-
grams, policies, and practices that focus on mitigating and/or preventing risks as 
early as the perinatal period can improve the well-being of children. CDC has iden-
tified several strategies for the prevention of ACEs before they occur and the mitiga-
tion of risks associated with existing ACEs (CDC, 2019a). One of these strategies is 
to ensure a strong start for children. An approach that aligns with this strategy that 
can be implemented before, during, and immediately after pregnancy is early child-
hood home visitation. Enhancing efforts to engage women affected by incarceration 
in home visitation programs is one opportunity for intervention. Women with incar-
ceration histories face barriers that may be unique as compared to other home visita-
tion program participants. Compared to their peers, they may require additional 
support in order to achieve stable housing, as well as access to health insurance and 
health care. A review study by Casillas et al. (2016) found that programs aimed at 
families that exhibit one or more risk factors for child abuse and neglect were more 
impactful than those designed to generally provide support to families. Therefore, 
extending outreach to a sub-group known to experience increased risk of mental 
health challenges and substance use disorders may be of value. Analysis of 
2012–2015 data from the PRAMS surveillance system indicates that a higher pro-
portion of women with jail contact, compared to those without such contact, reported 
utilizing home visitation services. Of the jail contact group, about 70% had not 
utilized these services (Table 1). This suggests there may be a significant number of 
women and children that could benefit from these services who are currently not 
being engaged. Efforts are needed to increase engagement with these women and 
children. Additional studies may assist us in understanding the reasons women 
affected by incarceration who are eligible for home visiting services in their juris-
diction do and do not utilize such services and whether the services improve their 
outcomes. Findings of such studies may help inform how programs, as well as 
recruitment and retention strategies, might be tailored to best address the needs of 
this sub-group. Establishing partnerships between correctional systems, community-
based organizations that serve women affected by incarceration, and early child-
hood home visiting programs may be a critical next step toward preventing or 
buffering ACEs in the lives of these women and children in ways that can impact 
lifelong health and well-being (CDC, 2019b).
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Abstract  A substantial portion of the millions of American children who have 
experienced parental incarceration are adolescents. Research on the intergenera-
tional consequences of parental incarceration has largely focused, however, on 
either pre-adolescent samples or aggregated across childhood and adolescence or 
adolescence and young adulthood. The result is that we know comparatively little 
about how parental incarceration affects well-being during this unique, critical junc-
ture of the lifespan. Normative developmental changes in physical, cognitive, and 
psychosocial development can influence how adolescents think about, cope with, 
and respond to the experience of parental incarceration. These changes also have 
implications for the kinds of research questions we ask and how we develop and 
implement intervention programs. This chapter provides an overview of the major 
biological, cognitive, and psychosocial transitions that occur during adolescence 
and reviews existing studies on adolescents with incarcerated parents. We also pro-
vide recommendations for developmentally informed research and practice with 
this population.

Keywords  Parental incarceration · Parents in prison · Adolescent development · 
Developmentally informed practice

More than five million American youth are estimated to have experienced the incar-
ceration of a residential parent (Murphey & Cooper, 2015), a substantial portion of 
whom are adolescents. Analysis of data from national inmate surveys suggest that 
between 42.5% and 50.4% percent of minor children reported by individuals in state 
and federal correctional facilities are between the ages of 10 and 17 (Glaze & 
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Maruschak, 2008; Mumola, 2000). Data from the National Survey of Children’s 
Health, a representative sample of children under the age of 18 in the United States, 
further suggest that 8% of all US children between the ages of 12 and 17 have lived 
with a parent who has been to jail or prison (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). The major-
ity of youth experience their fathers’ incarceration; however the incidence of mater-
nal imprisonment has increased at a dramatic pace with growing numbers of youth 
experiencing maternal and dual (i.e., maternal and paternal) incarceration by young 
adulthood (Wildeman & Turney, 2014). Even these conservative estimates, which 
either don’t reflect children with parents incarcerated in local jails or nonresident 
parents’ contact with the criminal justice system, suggest the wide scope of parental 
incarceration and underscore the importance of developmentally informed research 
and practice with adolescents.

Although a substantial portion of the millions of American children who experi-
ence parental incarceration are adolescents, research on the intergenerational conse-
quences of parental incarceration has largely focused on either pre-adolescent 
samples or aggregated across childhood and adolescence or adolescence and young 
adulthood. The result is that we know comparatively little about the experiences of 
children with incarcerated parents during adolescence, a critical juncture in the 
lifespan that is characterized by biological, cognitive, and psychosocial transitions. 
These changes present unique opportunities for the expression of both risk and resil-
ience and have important implications for how we study and work with adolescents 
and their families. In this chapter, we provide a brief overview of the fundamental 
changes that occur during adolescence and review existing work on parental incar-
ceration and adolescent well-being. We also offer recommendations for develop-
mentally informed research and practice with adolescents.

�A Primer on Adolescent Development

Adolescence is a critical transitional period in the lifespan that is characterized by 
major physical, cognitive, and psychosocial changes. Although adolescence is often 
synonymous with “the teen years” in popular discourse, developmental scientists 
conceptualize it more broadly as encompassing the time between puberty and 
assuming adult roles and responsibilities (Dahl et al., 2018; Steinberg, 2014). The 
chronological boundaries of adolescence have shifted across historical time, with 
contemporary researchers largely embracing the view that adolescence roughly cor-
responds to the second decade of life.

The changes of the second decade begin with biological, neurological, and phys-
ical processes that set the stage for cognitive and psychosocial transitions (Dahl 
et al., 2018). Becoming capable of reproduction is one of the biological hallmarks 
of adolescence, but sexual maturation is just one component of a much larger set of 
physical changes that occur. The hormonal changes of puberty that begin in the 
neuroendocrine system stimulate the development of primary and secondary sex 
characteristics as well as changes in height, muscle mass, body fat, and sleep 

E. I. Johnson and J. A. Arditti



25

patterns. These physical developments can have important implications for how 
adolescents think and feel about themselves, especially when they occur early or 
late relative to peers. Puberty typically begins around age 10 for girls and age 12 for 
boys (Dahl et al., 2018), but there is important variability in the onset of puberty, 
and research suggests that early maturation can be particularly consequential for 
girls’ mental and physical health (Graber, 2013). Timing of pubertal maturation is 
influenced by a number of factors including exposure to adversities such as eco-
nomic disadvantage, stress, and father absence (Deardorff et al., 2011), and there is 
also evidence that the effects of pubertal timing on adolescent well-being are ampli-
fied by family and neighborhood disadvantage (Ge et al., 2002). Pubertal develop-
ment and timing are therefore essential considerations in studies of mental health 
and distress among adolescents who have experienced parental incarceration. 
Parallel literatures examining adolescent development and father absence  further 
highlight the need to embed adolescent development in broader contexts of family 
and community life. For example, there is evidence that father absence during early 
childhood appeared to connect with the early timing of menarche for adolescent 
girls; however, this relationship was fully mediated by maternal depression and 
financial problems (Culpin et al., 2014). Such a finding raises interesting questions 
about the timing of parental incarceration and adolescent development as well as the 
role of family-level instabilities in mediating these effects.

Puberty-related hormones also contribute to changes in the brain during adoles-
cence (Goddings et al., 2019). Although the brain reaches its full size by age 10, 
major changes in brain structure, function, and connectivity occur throughout ado-
lescence (Dahl et al., 2018; Steinberg, 2014). Particular attention has been paid to 
the nature and consequences of changes in the prefrontal cortex, the region of the 
brain that is particularly important for sophisticated thinking abilities such as plan-
ning, weighing risks and rewards, and controlling impulses. Neural changes that 
occur in the prefrontal cortex during adolescence enhance how the brain processes 
and integrates information, and there is also evidence of gradual, increased connec-
tivity in regions of the brain responsible for processing emotional and social stimuli. 
The brain is thought to be particularly “plastic” or sensitive to experience during 
adolescence, meaning that brain development not only shapes adolescents’ experi-
ences of rewards, relationships, and regulation but is also shaped by them (Steinberg, 
2014). This also means that acute and chronic stressors related to parental incarcera-
tion such as economic and residential stability, changes in family relationships, and 
trauma related to witnessing a parent’s arrest may alter brain structure and function 
in ways that could have significant consequences for well-being. Importantly, how-
ever, sensitivity to experience also applies to positive and enriching experiences, 
making adolescence an especially crucial time to implement interventions designed 
to promote developmental assets and healthy family relationships.

Changes in brain structure, function, and connectivity are accompanied by sig-
nificant developments in cognitive, emotional, and self-regulatory abilities. These 
changes culminate in the ability to “adaptively pursue new goals and priorities that 
can be increasingly abstract and extend far into the future” (Dahl et  al., 2018; 
p. 442). The emergence of more sophisticated ways of thinking such as the capacity 
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to think abstractly and hypothetically also contributes to changes in how adoles-
cents view themselves and their futures. Identity work has long been viewed as one 
of the main psychosocial tasks of adolescence (Erikson, 1968), and identity pro-
cesses are closely tied to the social, cultural, and historical contexts in which young 
people develop (Baumeister & Muraven, 1996). The explicit and implicit messages 
that adolescents receive about their future possibilities often inform how they con-
struct and work toward images of themselves in the future (Oyserman & Fryberg, 
2006). Parental incarceration may shape these “possible selves” and strategies in 
ways that can influence academic and behavioral outcomes. Youth may view incar-
ceration as a likely outcome or “feared possible self,” especially if they live in 
households or neighborhoods with high concentrations of incarceration. In this 
vein, youth with incarcerated parents may come to endorse or internalize identities 
that are focused on antisocial behavior which, in turn, increases their risk for delin-
quent behavior (c.f., Finkeldey et al., 2020).

Changes in cognitive, emotional, and self-regulatory abilities may also change 
how adolescents relate to others. Relationships with parents and friends evolve in 
both quantitative and qualitative ways during adolescence, and adolescents’ inti-
macy and affiliation needs are increasingly also met through romantic relationships. 
Adolescents begin to spend more time with friends and less time with family 
(Larson et al., 1996); start to value abstract concepts such as trust, closeness, and 
intimacy more in their friendships (Smetana & Villalobos, 2009); and increasingly 
look to friends rather than parents for social support (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). 
These changes likely have important implications for youth disclosure decisions in 
the context of parental incarceration and may also influence who they look to for 
support surrounding parental incarceration.

Parents continue, however, to be critical influences in their children’s lives 
throughout adolescence. Structural dimensions of parenting such as monitoring and 
supervision as well as more affective dimensions such as warmth, support, and 
responsiveness serve a number of protective functions for adolescents (Fergus & 
Zimmerman, 2005). Researchers have also increasingly embraced the notion that 
normative developmental changes in parent-child relationships can present both 
challenges and opportunities (Suleiman & Dahl, 2019). Challenges may potentially 
be magnified in the context of parental incarceration because of physical or psycho-
logical distance between adolescents and their parents, but this phase of the lifespan 
also provides new opportunities to repair and rebuild relationships that may have 
been damaged prior to or because of parental incarceration.

In sum, adolescent development is characterized by a variety of physical, cogni-
tive, and psychosocial changes. These changes interact to transform adolescents’ 
inner worlds and their relationships with others and have important implications for 
what, when, and how we study adolescent development in the context of parental 
incarceration. Although these changes were once thought to usher in a period of 
inevitable, universal turmoil, developmental scientists have long since rejected this 
“storm and stress” characterization (Arnett, 1999). Rather, contemporary scholars 
view adolescence as a period of transformation and opportunity that should also be 
reflected in research on adolescents with incarcerated parents.
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�Research on Adolescents with Incarcerated Parents

Although approximately half of children with incarcerated parents are adolescents, 
it is only recently that researchers have focused specifically on child well-being dur-
ing adolescence (Shlafer & Poehlmann, 2010). Recent scholarship has identified a 
host of psychological, social, and economic harms to children that stem from paren-
tal incarceration and may proliferate into early adulthood (e.g., Foster & Hagan, 
2015; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2014). The fact that harms connected to the experi-
ence of parental incarceration during childhood may be long-lasting has contributed 
to greater efforts on the part of social scientists to understand the implications of a 
parent’s confinement for adolescent adjustment (Mears & Siennick, 2016). As we 
outline below, existing research related to the second decade of life has focused on 
links between parental incarceration during childhood and adolescent emotional 
and behavioral problems, school-related outcomes, and sexual and physical health. 
A handful of studies, mostly qualitative in nature, have also focused on coping and 
more positive indicators of well-being.

�Internalizing and Externalizing Problems

The majority of research on adolescents with incarcerated parents has focused on 
internalizing and externalizing problems. Internalizing problems encompass 
inwardly directed manifestations of distress  such as depression or withdrawal, 
whereas externalizing problems reflect outwardly directed manifestations of dis-
tress such as aggression, antisocial behavior  , and substance use. Although some 
studies suggest that parental incarceration heightens risk for problems such as 
depression, anxiety, and self-injurious behaviors (Davis & Shlafer, 2017a; Swisher 
& Shaw-Smith, 2015), other studies suggest that differences between adolescents 
with histories of parental incarceration and those without are not statistically signifi-
cant after controlling for other adversities (Boch et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2012; 
Thurman et al., 2018). A similar pattern has emerged for externalizing problems. 
Several studies provide evidence that incarceration heightens risk for behavior 
problems and serious delinquency (e.g., Murray et al., 2012; Ruhland et al., 2020; 
Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015) and that this association may increase over time 
(Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011). Other studies suggest, however, that parental incarcera-
tion may be a marker of accumulated adversity but not a mechanism of risk (Boch 
et al., 2019; Chavira et al., 2018; Porter & King, 2015).

One explanation for these seemingly divergent findings is that between-group 
comparisons of youth with incarcerated parents and those without may mask impor-
tant within-group variability. The effects of parental incarceration during adoles-
cence may depend, for example, on the age at which parents were incarcerated, how 
long they were incarcerated, and whether incarceration was temporally proximal or 
distal to the outcomes being assessed. Indeed, Kjellstrand and colleagues (Kjellstrand 
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et al., 2018; Kjellstrand et al., 2020) have found that adolescents with incarcerated 
parents are at varying degrees of risk for trajectories of internalizing and external-
izing problems. Although some adolescents with incarcerated parents may exhibit 
levels of internalizing and externalizing problems that are cause for concern – either 
at particular points in time or across adolescence – the majority do not.

Studies on substance use and drug-related problems have generally been more 
consistent in showing an adverse impact of parental incarceration. Davis and Shlafer 
(2017b) found that adolescents with currently and formerly incarcerated parents 
were more likely to experiment with alcohol at an early age, binge drink, and meet 
criteria for substance abuse or dependence than youth without a history of parental 
incarceration, with effects being most pronounced for youth with currently incarcer-
ated parents. Studies with older adolescents and emerging adults have also indicated 
that parental incarceration is associated with increased frequency of substance use 
and drug-related problems (Kopak & Smith-Ruiz, 2016; Mears & Siennick, 2016), 
as well as accelerated trajectories of use across the transition from adolescence to 
young adulthood (Roettger et al., 2010). Although studies have been consistent in 
showing that parental incarceration increases risk for substance use above and 
beyond sociodemographic adversities, we know little about the extent to which this 
reflects ongoing exposure to substance use norms and behaviors or whether it 
reflects unique risk associated, for example, with efforts to self-medicate negative 
emotions related to parental incarceration.

�School-Based Outcomes

Attention to school-based outcomes is particularly important during adolescence 
given the vast amount of time that adolescents spend at school and the implications of 
educational outcomes during adolescence for adult economic and employment secu-
rity. Two studies suggest that youth with incarcerated parents have more school-
related problems than comparison youth including decreased educational engagement 
and connectedness, lower grades, and more exposure to disciplinary actions than 
comparison youth that could not be explained by differences in sociodemographic and 
school-level characteristics (Nichols et al., 2016; Shlafer et al., 2017). Other studies 
suggest, however, that between-group differences in attention problems and academic 
performance are not robust to the inclusion of controls for pre-incarceration perfor-
mance and other adverse childhood experiences (Boch et  al., 2019; Murray et  al., 
2012). In terms of social networks at school, results have been consistent in showing 
a pattern of social marginalization among youth with incarcerated parents. Specifically, 
youth with incarcerated parents have friendship networks that are characterized by 
more disadvantage, more delinquency, and less academic success than comparison 
youth (Bryan, 2017; Cochran et al., 2018). Finally, the most recent study on this sub-
ject suggests that parental incarceration adversely impacts behavioral and disciplinary 
outcomes in high school above and beyond the impact of other adversities but that 
effects on grades are largely due to selection (McCauley, 2020).
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�Sexual and Physical Health

Findings related to sexual and physical health have been consistent in suggest-
ing that youth with incarcerated parents are at an elevated risk for problems in 
this domain relative to peers, even after adjusting for differences in sociodemo-
graphic characteristics. Several studies with different samples have suggested 
that maternal (Le et  al., 2019) and paternal (Nebbitt et  al., 2017; Turney & 
Goldberg, 2019) incarcerations are associated with an increased likelihood of 
early sexual debut, a finding that may reflect exposure to stress that hastens 
pubertal maturation and/or leads to sexual activity as a way of meeting needs for 
affiliation and intimacy. Khan et al. (2018) also found evidence of risk related to 
sexual health, observing that parental incarceration before age 8 was associated 
with STI/HIV risk in adolescence for Black youth as well as a modest associa-
tion between parental incarceration and having multiple sexual partners during 
adolescence. Intriguingly, parental incarceration before the age of 8 had a stron-
ger impact on these outcomes than incarceration that occurred between the ages 
of 8 and 17. Work by Hiolski et  al. (2019) further indicated that patterns of 
physical activity, fruit and vegetable consumption, and sleep are also adversely 
affected by parental incarceration, even after controlling for economic hardship. 
Given that health risk behaviors are a major cause of morbidity among adoles-
cents (Bennett & Bauman, 2000) and may forebode a variety of health problems 
later in life, these findings underscore continued investigation and attention to 
the mechanisms by which parental incarceration may translate into poorer pro-
files of physical health and well-being.

�Coping and Positive Youth Development

Although the majority of research on adolescents with incarcerated parents has 
been problem-focused (Eddy & Reid, 2003; Shlafer et al., 2019), findings from 
qualitative and mixed-methods studies have suggested evidence of resilience and 
positive youth development. These studies suggest that youth often cope with the 
challenges of parental incarceration in positive, resourceful, and multifaceted 
ways (Berman & Steinhoff, 2012; Johnson & Easterling, 2015a; Nesmith & 
Ruhland, 2008). They also suggest that some youth, particularly older adoles-
cents, manage the stress and negative affect associated with parental incarceration 
by attempting to exert control in their relationships with parents – and that this 
gives them a sense of strength and purpose (Johnson & Easterling, 2015a). Work 
by Johnson et  al. (2018) further suggests that even youth who are exhibiting 
adjustment problems may also display competencies. This finding is broadly con-
sistent with research on positive youth development (Lewin-Bizan et al., 2010) 
and underscores the importance of conceptualizations of adjustment that encom-
pass both problems and competencies.
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�Summary

Most existing studies of adolescents have focused on between-group comparisons 
of youth with incarcerated parents and those without in terms of adverse outcomes. 
These studies have primarily focused on the effects of parental incarceration before 
the age of 10 on adolescent outcomes and have largely considered the impact of 
whether any parent (mother or father) was ever incarcerated during this time frame. 
Results of these studies have been mixed, with some suggesting that parental incar-
ceration heightens risk for emotional, behavioral, academic, and health-related 
problems and other studies suggesting that the differences between groups reflect 
the impact of other adversities. Thus, whereas some studies suggest that parental 
incarceration may be a mechanism of risk for adolescent development, other studies 
raise the possibility that it may better be conceptualized as a marker of accumulated 
adversity or what Giordano and Copp (2015) have called “packages of risk.” Most 
recently, an emerging body of work has moved away from focusing on between-
group differences to identifying variability among youth (Johnson et  al., 2018; 
Kjellstrand et al., 2018, 2020). In the section that follows, we offer recommenda-
tions for additional research on within-group variability that is more focused on 
positive youth development and sensitive to developmental processes.

�Developmentally Informed Research with Adolescents

Contemporary adolescent research has been focused on identifying assets and posi-
tive youth development, capturing the diversity of adolescent experiences, and 
explaining how changes across domains of development interrelate and interact to 
shape the lives of young people (Lerner & Steinberg, 2009). Adopting these foci in 
the literature on adolescents with incarcerated parents has the potential to transform 
the way we conduct research and advance our understanding of ecological adversity 
and well-being during this critical phase of the lifespan. We therefore suggest that 
future research should focus on development in multiple domains and connections 
between these domains, recognize both challenges and assets, and seek to identify 
variability in adolescents’ experiences. Specific recommendations are pro-
vided below.

�Recommendation #1: Focus More on the Nature and Sources 
of Within-Group Variability

Although between-group comparisons have been a critically important first step 
in the research on adolescents with incarcerated parents, they often mask impor-
tant within-group variability and detract from the equally important work of 
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identifying the nature and sources of heterogeneity among adolescents with 
incarcerated parents. At the most basic level, this means recognizing that youth 
with incarcerated parents are a diverse population at varying degrees of risk for 
problematic outcomes. Moreover, parental incarceration is not equitably distrib-
uted, and racial disparities in prison populations extend to children and youth. 
Black youth are far more likely than White youth to experience the incarceration 
of a parent and of multiple family members (Wildeman, 2009; Wakefield & 
Wildeman, 2014). The harms that minority youth experience are speculated to 
stem in part from their inequitible  exposure not only to parental and familial 
incarceration but also other adverse childhood experiences (such as poverty and 
neighborhood violence) (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). It is essential to acknowl-
edge these racial disparities while also considering within-group variation and 
sources of resilience in the day-to-day lives of Black youth. For example, strong 
and close intergenerational relationships with Black youth and their caregivers 
promote outcomes such as school success and help youth overcome adversity 
(see Arditti et al., 2020, for a review). A within-group sensibility contributes to 
a deep consideration of how best to promote adolescent well-being and resil-
ience and contextualizes the lives of youth by attending to their social location 
and sources of systematic inequality that precede and exacerbate the implica-
tions of parental incarceration. Conceptualizing incarceration as a process that 
unfolds over time rather than a discrete event may also be helpful in illuminat-
ing additional sources of variability among youth and helping to reconcile 
seemingly contradictory findings (e.g., there may be an initial increase in a 
depression or anxiety that levels off as adolescents and their families adjust and 
then may resurface during reentry).

�Recommendation #2: Integrate Strengths-Based Perspectives

Research on adolescents with incarcerated parents has been, and continues to be, 
largely problem-focused (Eddy & Reid, 2003; Shlafer et al., 2019). Although it is 
essential to document the many ways in which mass incarceration harms adoles-
cents and their families, it is also important to challenge deficit-focused perspec-
tives and recognize youth strengths, competencies, and resilience. Although 
successful adaptation is often operationalized in terms of the absence of prob-
lems, resilience researchers have long emphasized the importance of studying the 
presence of competence in age-salient developmental tasks (Masten, 2014). The 
nature of competence changes across development and needs to be considered in 
relation to what a given society, culture, or setting values at a particular point in 
time for people of a given age group. Examples of competence during adoles-
cence include establishing autonomy while remaining meaningfully connected to 
others, planning for the future, and completing schooling. Examining these and 
other adaptive outcomes will advance our ability to document the nature and pre-
dictors of resilience.
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�Recommendation #3: “Zero in” on Regulation 
and Relationships

The major changes in brain structure, function, and connectivity that occur during 
adolescence have significant implications for cognitive, emotional, and psychoso-
cial development (Dahl et al., 2018; Steinberg, 2014). Given the sensitivity of the 
brain to experience during adolescence, investigating how, when, and why paren-
tal incarceration affects aspects of brain development and neurocognitive func-
tioning is a critical direction for future research. Self-regulation and relationships 
are thought to be particularly important foci (Steinberg, 2014), yet these areas 
have been underexplored in research on adolescents with incarcerated parents. 
One particularly important direction for future research is to examine how stress, 
instability, and trauma around parental incarceration affect developing self-
regulatory processes during adolescence. It is also essential to devote more atten-
tion to investigating the quality and protective potential of adolescents’ 
relationships with parents, caregivers, and/or peers. Resilience scholars have long 
argued that healthy relationships are essential to resilience in the face of adversity 
(Luthar & Brown, 2007), yet we know surprisingly little about the nature and 
quality of adolescents’ relationships before, during, and after parental incarcera-
tion. Identifying the circumstances under which relationships with peers and fam-
ily members heighten or mitigate risk would provide important new information 
for the development of adolescent-focused intervention programs (e.g., when and 
how to intervene).

�Recommendation #4: Investigate Developmentally Relevant 
Mediators and Moderators

Although attention to mediators and moderators has increased in the more general 
literature on children with incarcerated parents, few studies have investigated them 
in relation to adolescent well-being. The results of these studies suggest that youth 
gender and whether or not children lived with their incarcerated parent function as 
moderators (Swisher & Shaw-Smith,  2015; Turney & Goldberg, 2019) and also 
reveal that family instability following incarceration may increase risk for behavior 
problems which, in turn, leads to problems in other domains of functioning (Turney 
& Goldberg, 2019). The latter finding suggests that parental incarceration may 
exacerbate existing adversities and set into motion new chains of events or cascades 
of adversity that are important to map out in future research.

The conceptual models that have most recently emerged posit that parental incar-
ceration has both direct and indirect effects on child outcomes and that family pro-
cesses such as parenting and family stability as well as youth emotional experiences 
play key mediating roles (Arditti, 2016, 2018; Foster & Hagan, 2015). All of these 
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mechanisms are plausible across infancy, childhood, and adolescence but may differ 
in nature and kind. For example, parental supervision and monitoring take on spe-
cial significance during adolescence, and coping strategies may also fluctuate in 
both productive (e.g., more active and engaged coping) and unproductive (e.g., self-
medication) ways. In addition, new mediators may emerge. Future expectations, for 
example, may be shaped by parental incarceration and also influence academic 
engagement and young adult outcomes. Neurocognitive processes such as executive 
function and emotional regulation are also sensitive to adversity during adolescence 
and may influence later behavioral and academic outcomes. Examples of develop-
mentally relevant moderators that are important to investigate in future research 
include pubertal development and timing, peer and neighborhood contexts, coping 
strategies, race, ethnicity, gender, and age. An intersectional approach that acknowl-
edges the social location of adolescents and their families would be particularly 
helpful in understanding how oppression and privilege shape developmental trajec-
tories within the context of parental incarceration (Poehlmann-Tynan & 
Arditti, 2018).

�Recommendation #5: Integrate Youth Voices and Perspectives

Qualitative studies that capture youth voices and experiences have provided more 
evidence of competence and adaptive coping than quantitative studies and warrant 
additional use in the literature on adolescents with incarcerated parents. Continuing 
to explore youth narratives and meaning-making not only will provide a more 
complete and nuanced picture of risk, competence, and resilience but may also 
translate into advantages for young people themselves. For example, youth-based 
participatory research methods may be especially valuable in that they can 
empower youth and harness their experiences to create change (e.g., Checkoway 
et  al., 2003). Regardless of the specific type of qualitative method, bringing a 
“qualitative consciousness” into the study of adolescents’ experiences related to 
parental imprisonment has great value given the often stigmatizing and prohibi-
tive context of criminal justice involvement. Qualitative methods are particularly 
apt for studying vulnerable populations (such as justice-involved families; see, 
e.g., Arditti, 2015) and relevant for honoring the “voices” of adolescent research 
participants. Giving voice to adolescents confers greater control over their narra-
tive – something that is consistent with the emerging autonomy that is character-
istic of this developmental stage (Rich & Ginsburg, 1999). Qualitative methods 
aimed at eliciting thick description also  provide youth with an opportunity to 
explore their emotions regarding their incarcerated parent, family and social 
changes, and feelings about their own behaviors, thereby benefitting young people 
themselves as well as researchers’ understanding of youth meaning-making and 
adaptation to parental incarceration.
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�Developmentally Informed Practice with Adolescents

Mobilizing support for adolescents who experience parental incarceration via inter-
vention programs is an important complement to legislative and policy changes 
designed to reduce incarceration and increase supports to families (Arditti & 
Johnson, 2020).  Given the plasticity of the brain during adolescence, Steinberg 
(2014) argues that “we must be exceptionally thoughtful and careful about the expe-
riences we give young people as they develop from childhood to adulthood” (p. 22). 
In particular, it is important that intervention programs are  sensitive to changing 
developmental resources and needs, respectful of adolescents’ desires for both 
autonomy and connection, and strategically focused not only on reducing risk but 
also increasing resilience and positive youth development. Conceptualizing adoles-
cence as a time of opportunity and capitalizing on the resources youth can bring to 
the table are important dimensions as well.

�Recommendation #1: Develop and Evaluate Programs That Are 
Specific to Adolescents

Most existing programs for youth with incarcerated parents are focused on children 
(Hoffman et al., 2010; Johnston, 2012; Shlafer & Poehlmann, 2010). Developing 
programs that specifically serve adolescents – both within and outside of correc-
tional facilities – is critical for ensuring that their unique developmental needs are 
met and that they are positioned for positive transitions into adulthood. At the most 
basic level, this means recognizing the breadth and depth of changes that adoles-
cents are undergoing. Adolescents’ brains and bodies are developing, they are think-
ing about themselves and their worlds in new ways, and they are experiencing 
changes in relationships with parents, friends, and peers. They may also be more 
aware of the stigma around parental incarceration and have different needs regard-
ing communication and control in their relationships with their parents (Johnson & 
Easterling, 2015a). Whereas parents and caregivers may play important gatekeeping 
roles during childhood, adolescents may want or need more of a say what their 
relationships with parents look like and when and how they have contact with them. 
Adolescents may also have more complicated, mixed feelings about parents being 
in jail and/or coming home than children (Johnson & Easterling, 2015b), in part 
because of cognitive developments that enable them to think in more complicated, 
contradictory ways and in part because they may have experienced disappointments 
or setbacks with parents before. Helping youth to navigate these increasingly com-
plex feelings is vital, as is programming that educates caregivers about the changing 
developmental landscape and helps youth formulate and enact visions for their 
futures.

Another component of developmentally informed intervention is situating pro-
grams in the settings where adolescents typically spend their time. Shlafer et  al. 
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(2017) suggest, for instance, that schools are particularly important settings for 
interventions such as peer support groups, tutoring, and mentoring. They also rec-
ommend that teachers and administrators are educated in issues surrounding paren-
tal incarceration and that they are informed about how to avoid perpetuating harmful 
assumptions and biased about families whose lives have affected by criminal justice 
programming. After-school programs and community-based settings such as Boys 
and Girls Clubs and YMCAs may also be ideal settings for programming, especially 
to the extent that youth are already spending time in these settings.

Recognizing that there is variability within adolescence in terms of normative 
developmental changes is also critical for conducting developmentally sensitive 
interventions. Ten-year-olds are different from 17-year-olds, for example, in a vari-
ety of ways. Seventeen-year-olds are likely spending less time with parents, moving 
more freely and independently in their neighborhoods, engaging in romantic rela-
tionships, and thinking about their futures in ways that 10-year-olds are not. Because 
so many physical, cognitive, and psychosocial changes occur during adolescence, 
scholars have suggested the value of conceptualizing adolescence as being com-
prised of a series of phases that roughly correspond to major educational transi-
tions  – early adolescence (~10–13), middle adolescence (~14–17), and late 
adolescence (~18–21) – and these age demarcations may also be useful in develop-
ing and targeting intervention programs.

�Recommendation #2: Recognize that Adolescents Have 
Different Needs

A handful of recent studies indicate that there is important variability among ado-
lescents with incarcerated parents and their families. One important implication of 
these findings is that youth may have varying degrees of need for services and ben-
efit from different types of interventions. Johnson et  al. (2018), for instance, 
observed that some youth were thriving, some were functioning well, some were 
both struggling and exhibiting competences, and some were exhibiting problems 
across multiple settings. Youth that are exhibiting difficulties across settings are 
likely most in need of services because they are already displaying problems, but 
also because their social ecologies are characterized by more contextual strains and 
fewer caregiver-level protective factors to offset that risk. Although the vulnerable 
group and their caregivers may need the most intensive level of services, the other 
groups may also benefit from supports to help maintain their positive trajectories as 
they encounter normative developmental challenges during adolescence. 
Additionally, some youth may need help coping with stigma or trauma around wit-
nessing a parent’s arrest, whereas others may require guidance with navigating rela-
tionships with parents or reentry. Still other youth may benefit from more universal 
approaches such as anti-poverty programs and assistance with basic needs (Giordano 
et  al., 2019; Poehlmann-Tynan & Arditti, 2018) – either alone or in conjunction 
with more targeted interventions.
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�Recommendation #3: Adopt Positive Youth Development 
Perspectives and Approaches

In general, interventions with adolescents have focused on preventing or remediat-
ing problems rather than promoting positive growth and development (Steinberg, 
2014). Given that resilience is not just about the absence of problems but also the 
presence of competence, it is crucial to implement programs that reflect a positive 
youth development (PYD) focus. This approach “emphasizes the manifest potenti-
alities rather than the supposed incapacities of young people – including youth from 
the most disadvantaged backgrounds and those with the most troubled histories” 
and is focused on “understanding, educating, and engaging children in productive 
activities rather than correcting, curing, or treating them for maladaptive tenden-
cies” (Damon, 2004; p. 15). PYD-based approaches often emphasize the develop-
ment of the “5 Cs” – competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring 
(Lerner et al., 2005) – and have proven effective with multiply disadvantaged youth. 
Including youth voices and lived experiences in conversations around what they 
need would bolster PYD-based approaches. Just as youth voices have helped trans-
form narratives around parental incarceration, the recognition and inclusion of their 
perspectives may appreciably enhance both the nature and impact of intervention 
programs.
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Abstract  Recent empirical evidence has identified deleterious effects of parental 
incarceration across multiple domains, both among young children and across the 
transition to adulthood. It is also increasingly recognized that children experiencing 
parental incarceration confront numerous additional adversities, including a broad 
range of family risks. Disentangling the effect of parental incarceration from these 
other problematic parental behaviors and family dynamics has become a focus 
within the incarceration effects tradition. Yet the overwhelming focus on “risk” has 
detracted attention from the sources of resilience that may be present within these 
populations. Drawing on five waves of structured interview data from the Toledo 
Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS), and in-depth qualitative interviews with a 
subset of young adults who had experienced parental incarceration while growing 
up, we examined associations between parental incarceration and educational 
attainment, relationship commitment, and emotional well-being, adjusting for fam-
ily- and school-based sources of resilience. We found that parental incarceration is 
associated with lower levels of educational attainment and relationship commitment 
and higher levels of depressive symptoms. However, indicators of school attach-
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ment and family stability contributed to more positive outcomes along these dimen-
sions, even among youth exposed to parental incarceration. Furthermore, 
school-based sources of resilience appeared to be particularly central to overcoming 
this particular form of risk (i.e., parental incarceration), as reflected in the greater 
impact of school attachment on educational outcomes of children with parental 
incarceration backgrounds. We discussed the implications of our findings for future 
research and programmatic efforts targeting children of incarcerated parents.

Keywords  Parental incarceration · Resilience · Young adulthood · Mixed-methods

�Introduction

There are currently more than two million individuals incarcerated in America’s 
prisons and jails, the majority of whom are parents of minor children (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008). This corresponds to roughly 2.7 million children with a cur-
rently incarcerated parent or 1 in 28 (Pew Charitable Trusts, 2010). If we extend 
our focus beyond those with a currently incarcerated parent, approximately ten 
million children have experienced a parent’s imprisonment at some point in their 
lives (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2016). In light of the unprecedented num-
ber of children exposed to parental incarceration, there has been increasing schol-
arly attention to its latent consequences. Recent empirical evidence has 
demonstrated harmful effects of parental incarceration on the next generation, 
both among young children and across the transition to adulthood (e.g., Foster & 
Hagan, 2015a; Haskins, 2016; Mears & Siennick, 2016; Murray et  al., 2012; 
Turney & Lanuza, 2017; Turney & Wildeman, 2015). Given disparities in arrests 
and the use of incarceration on the basis of race/ethnicity and social class, schol-
ars (Gaston, 2019; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013; Wildeman, 2009) have argued 
that parental incarceration may contribute to widening inequalities among 
children.

Yet, at the same time, other scholars (Giordano & Copp, 2015; Giordano et al., 
2019) have noted that children experiencing parental incarceration confront numer-
ous additional adversities, including a broad range of family risks such as parents’ 
substance use and mental health problems as well as economic strain and family 
instability. Exposure to such adversities may both precede and follow periods of 
arrest and confinement and often form a more ongoing presence in the lives of 
youths with direct implications for their own development and well-being. Indeed, 
a key challenge within the incarceration effects tradition has been to disentangle the 
effect of parental incarceration from these other problematic parental behaviors and 
family dynamics (Copp et  al., 2018; Giordano et  al., 2019; Johnson & 
Easterling, 2012).

The continued focus on this plethora of risks has had the effect of obscuring the 
sources of family and individual strengths or resilience that may be present within 
these populations. Recent research has revealed that children vary in their reactions 
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to parental incarceration, such that some children are more likely to experience 
negative outcomes following a parent’s confinement. Focusing on the parents’ pro-
pensities for experiencing incarceration, findings from this work has suggested that 
the deleterious consequences of incarceration are concentrated among children 
whose parents are least likely to experience incarceration (Turney, 2017; Turney & 
Wildeman, 2015). Others similarly have focused on behaviors and characteristics of 
the parent(s), including parenting stress, emotional well-being, the extent and type 
of offending, and levels of paternal involvement to explain variability in the out-
comes of children exposed to parental incarceration (e.g., Antle et al., 2020; Geller 
et al., 2012; Wildeman, 2010). Yet there remains a need to examine child-specific 
factors to further develop our understanding of the conditions under which children 
of incarcerated parents fare better (or worse).

The current study followed up on some recent empirical work that has high-
lighted heterogeneity in parental incarceration effects and earlier qualitative studies 
that have concluded that not all children of incarcerated parents experience deleteri-
ous consequences. We drew on structured data collected in connection with a study 
of a large heterogeneous sample of youths followed up five times from adolescence 
to young adulthood and in-depth qualitative interviews with a subset of these indi-
viduals who had experienced parental incarceration. We explored the role of school 
and family factors associated with more successful transitions among the subset of 
individuals whose lives have been touched by parental incarceration. We considered 
young adult educational attainment (high school completion), relationship commit-
ment, and emotional well-being as three anchors of a more successful transition to 
adulthood. As the sample included individuals who have not experienced parental 
incarceration, our analyses explored the degree to which resilience factors may be 
specific to overcoming this form of risk or parallel resiliency processes as observed 
across the sample as a whole.

�Background

�Parental Incarceration and Child Well-Being

Prior research on parental incarceration and child well-being has identified delete-
rious consequences associated with a parent’s confinement across a range of 
domains, including children’s behavioral, psychological, and educational out-
comes. These broad conclusions are based on the findings of research conducted 
over the past few decades and that span multiple disciplines and methodological 
approaches. Using survey data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
Study (FFCWB), scholars (Geller et al., 2012; Wildeman, 2010) have identified a 
link between parental incarceration and youths’ physical aggression. This aligns 
well with the findings of several mixed-methods and qualitative studies, which 
suggested that children with incarcerated parents exhibit more frequent 
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externalizing behavioral problems, such as aggression, delinquency, and behav-
ioral concerns in school (Braman, 2007; Siegel, 2011). Similar support has been 
provided for the association between parental incarceration and children’s inter-
nalizing behaviors, particularly during middle childhood and beyond. Results 
from a systematic review of research on parental imprisonment found that chil-
dren of incarcerated parents were roughly twice as likely as their peers to exhibit 
internalizing problems, including depressive symptoms and anxiety (Murray 
et al., 2009). A handful of more recent studies in the incarceration effects tradition 
has corroborated these earlier findings, suggesting that parental incarceration may 
lead to increases in mental health problems during the adolescent years (e.g., 
Aaron & Dallaire, 2010; Hagan & Foster, 2012; Haskins, 2015; Turney, 2017). 
These findings coalesce with earlier qualitative research on the impact of incar-
ceration on families (Arditti et al., 2003; Braman, 2007), which found that chil-
dren with parental incarceration backgrounds often reported feelings of depression 
and other symptoms of internalizing problems.

Scholars also have considered the effects of parental incarceration on chil-
dren’s educational outcomes in an attempt to identify potential ways in which a 
parent’s confinement may lead to reductions in children’s life chances. Although 
much of this work has focused on younger samples, with particular attention to 
outcomes including children’s test scores, grade retention, and school placement 
(Haskins, 2016; Turney & Haskins, 2019), results of studies drawing on samples 
of older adolescents and young adults similarly have found that parental incar-
ceration is associated with lower levels of educational attainment (Hagan & 
Foster, 2012). In line with this longer life-course lens on incarceration effects, 
researchers have argued that parental incarceration may have consequences for 
youths’ successful transitions to adulthood even beyond the educational realm 
(e.g., Foster & Hagan, 2015b; Lee et al., 2013; Roettger et al., 2011; Turney & 
Lanuza, 2017). Yet few studies have focused on relational considerations despite 
the centrality of romantic relationships to successful adulthood transitions. In a 
couple of exceptions, using data from the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent to Adult Health, researchers have examined transitions to marriage 
(Turney & Lanuza, 2017) and cohabitation (Mears & Siennick, 2016). Findings 
from this work have suggested that young adults with parental incarceration back-
grounds were more likely to form cohabiting unions, but were no less likely to 
marry. Given the ubiquity of cohabiting unions, and the reality that the majority 
of young adults spend some time in a cohabiting union (Manning et  al., 2019; 
Manning & Stykes, 2015), it is limiting to construe transitions to cohabitation as 
itself a harmful relationship development. Instead, research is needed that includes 
attention to a range of relationship perspectives and dynamics, particularly the 
overall level of commitment that characterizes these romantic ties. The level of 
commitment is particularly important, as prior research (e.g., Umberson et  al., 
2010; Waite & Gallagher, 2001) has shown that stable romantic relationships are 
associated with health and longevity, as well as reduced involvement in various 
forms of antisocial behavior.
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�Heterogeneous Effects of Parental Incarceration

Overall, the existing evidence has suggested that the children of incarcerated par-
ents fare worse in multiple respects, as documented above. However, some studies 
have found evidence of a null effect (particularly those focused on maternal incar-
ceration) (Wildeman & Turney, 2014), while others have argued that parental incar-
ceration may actually benefit some children (e.g., Siegel, 2011; Turanovic et al., 
2012). In an effort to reconcile these findings, scholars increasingly have focused on 
variability in parental incarceration effects, with several attempts to identify the 
conditions under which exposure to a parent’s confinement confers risk. Variation in 
the effects of parental incarceration has been documented in a series of qualitative 
studies (e.g., Arditti, 2012; Giordano, 2010; Siegel, 2011) and has more recently 
made its way into quantitative research on incarceration effects.

In two related studies based on the FFCWB study, Turney (2017) and Turney and 
Wildeman (2015) examined heterogeneity in parental incarceration effects as a 
function of parents’ likelihood of experiencing incarceration. Across these studies, 
the authors found that the effects of parental incarceration on child well-being, 
including externalizing behaviors, internalizing behaviors, and juvenile delinquency 
(maternal incarceration only), were concentrated among children who were least at 
risk of experiencing a parent’s imprisonment. Consistent with this line of research, 
others have considered whether specific parental characteristics contribute to varia-
tion in children’s behavioral problems. In an earlier investigation, Wildeman (2010) 
exploring the link between paternal incarceration and children’s physical aggression 
found that the positive effect of paternal incarceration on boys’ aggression varied 
according to the father’s offense type and use of violence in the home. That is, pater-
nal incarceration was a stronger predictor of boys’ physical aggression when fathers 
were incarcerated for non-violent offenses and did not report using physical vio-
lence with the boys’ mothers. More recent work in the incarceration effects tradition 
(e.g., Haskins et al., 2018; Turney & Haskins, 2019) has called for additional atten-
tion to “variability” to more clearly articulate the pathways through which parental 
incarceration transmits risk to the next generation.

�Resilience Among Children of Incarcerated Parents

Findings based on the above studies of parental incarceration effects have revealed 
a pattern of heightened risk but also have highlighted that not all young people 
exposed to these stresses and disadvantages inevitably experience negative out-
comes as they develop and begin to mature into adulthood. This suggests the impor-
tance of investigating child perspectives and experiences that presage more favorable 
trajectories (see, e.g., Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008; Nichols et al., 2016).

The more general research tradition focused on resilience cuts across numerous 
types of stresses and adversities the child may face, ranging from poverty to natural 
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disasters to chronic illness. In a recent overview of resilience research, Luthar and 
Eisenberg (2017) focused heavily on the presence of family strengths that included 
“nurturing, loving” interactions with parents and the development of positive cop-
ing strategies on the part of both the parent and child. This central focus on positive 
parenting dynamics clearly is warranted and is recognized as a key healthy child 
development. However, where the referent is children who have experienced paren-
tal incarceration, prior qualitative and quantitative studies have indicated that the 
family system is tested severely by the parent’s incarceration (Geller et al., 2009; 
Rodriguez, 2016; Turanovic et al., 2012), as well as the broader pattern of behavior 
that generally is linked to criminal justice contact (Giordano et  al., 2019). 
Researchers (Bronson et al., 2017) also have shown either that a high percentage of 
offenders report using drugs at the time of arrest or that they have a history of sub-
stance abuse problems. This suggests not only that the child may have been exposed 
to some of the concomitants of a drug-involved lifestyle but that substance abuse 
may not model the positive coping strategies that are referenced in the resilience 
literature. Accordingly, “home-life” factors that may distinguish this population 
may relate more to basic issues such as maintaining a relatively stable living situa-
tion, in spite of the parent’s difficulties. It is also important to include attention to 
the child’s experiences outside the family that may be associated with more favor-
able adolescent and young adult outcomes.

The school is one such extra-familial domain that has clear potential, as engage-
ment with and success in academia serve as a pipeline to later prosocial activities 
(college, full-time employment) and enhance the odds of affiliating with prosocial 
companions and later developing a stable, committed relationship with a romantic 
partner. Prior research has provided a basis for focusing on school factors. For 
example, early on Zingraff et al. (1994), in a larger study of child abuse victims, 
found that while child abuse was significantly associated with delinquency, school 
performance mediated these effects.

�The Current Study

Using quantitative and qualitative data from the Toledo Adolescent Relationships 
Study (TARS), we examine the association between parental incarceration and three 
indicators of a successful adulthood transition: (1) educational attainment, (2) rela-
tionship commitment, and (3) depressive symptoms. After establishing linkages 
between exposure to a parent’s imprisonment and these young adult outcomes, we 
consider whether indicators of family- (family support, stability of family circum-
stances) and school-based (school attachment, school performance) resilience pro-
cesses contribute to more positive outcomes across these dimensions, controlling 
for youth’s exposure to parental incarceration. Recognizing that resiliency processes 
may be especially key to overcoming the risks associated with parental incarcera-
tion, we examine whether the effects of the family- and school-based sources of 
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resilience identified in this investigation operate similarly or differently for youth 
with and without a background of parental incarceration.

�Data and Methods

This research drew on data from the Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study 
(TARS), which is based on a stratified random sample of 1321 adolescents and 
their parents/guardians. The sampling frame of the TARS study encompassed 62 
schools across 7 school districts. The initial sample was drawn from the enroll-
ment records of registered students in the 7th, 9th, and 11th grades in Lucas 
County, Ohio. School attendance, however, was not a requirement for inclusion in 
the study. The stratified, random sample was devised by the National Opinion 
Research Center and included over-samples of Black and Hispanic adolescents. 
The TARS data were collected in the years 2001, 2002, 2004, 2006, and 2011. The 
analyses relied primarily on structured interviews conducted in connection with 
the first and fifth wave of interviews (2001 and 2011), but a parent questionnaire 
administered at the first interview provided information about parental incarcera-
tion and family sociodemographic characteristics. The analytic sample included 
all those who participated in the wave 5 interview (n = 1021), with the following 
exceptions. Respondents who did not identify as non-Hispanic Black, non-
Hispanic White, or Hispanic were excluded due to small cell sizes (n = 26). In 
addition, we excluded a single respondent who had incomplete information on the 
items used to assess depressive symptoms. The final analytic sample comprised 
997 respondents, including 535 women and 462 men.1 Analyses of relationship 
commitment were restricted to respondents reporting on a current or recent 
(within past 2 years) relationship and thus excluded an additional 77 respondents 
(n = 920, 502 women and 418 men).

At waves 1, 3, 4, and 5, we chose a subsample of respondents to participate in 
the in-depth qualitative component of the study (n = 93, n = 92, n = 97, n = 102). 
For the current analyses, we drew on qualitative interviews from wave 5 and tar-
geted respondents with parental incarceration backgrounds (n = 43). Although we 
focused on the qualitative interviews at wave 5, as they align with our young adult 
outcomes and reflect on the full adolescent and young adult periods, we also 
examined the content of qualitative interviews that were conducted with respon-
dents who had parental incarceration backgrounds at earlier waves (n = 22) (for 
more information on the qualitative interview selection and procedure, see 
Giordano et al., 2019).

1 The TARS data contain little missing data. For example, after the sample restrictions were made, 
data on the dependent variables and sociodemographic characteristics was complete. Less than 2% 
of observations were missing information on the resilience processes included in this investigation. 
Mean imputation was used to account for these few missing values.
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�Measures

Dependent Variables  Educational attainment referred to the highest level of 
education obtained by the respondent at the time of the wave 5 interview. We 
dichotomized responses to distinguish between respondents who reported com-
pleting high school and those who did not (1 = yes). Relationship commitment, 
assessed with a single item at wave 5, asked: “How often have you seriously 
considered ending your relationship with X?” Responses ranged from 1 “never” 
to 5 “very often.” We measured depressive symptoms using a revised 6-item ver-
sion of the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depressive Symptoms Scale 
(CES-D) (Radloff, 1977). We asked respondents how often each of the follow-
ing was true during the past 7 days: “you felt that you could not shake off the 
blues,” “you had trouble keeping your mind on what you were doing,” “you felt 
lonely,” “you felt sad,” “you had trouble getting to sleep or staying asleep,” and 
“you felt that everything was an effort.” Responses ranged from 1 “never” to 8 
“every day” (α = .85).

Parental Incarceration  During the parent questionnaire administered at the 
time of the wave 1 interview, parents received the following prompt: “Many chil-
dren experience changes in their living situation. The following are examples of 
such changes. For each experience, please circle the number of times your child 
has had that experience.” Included in this series was the following: “One of your 
child’s parents was sent to prison.” Responses ranged from 1 “never” to 5 “four or 
more times.” Parental incarceration, based on a dichotomized version of this 
item, indicated whether the focal child had ever experienced a parent’s imprison-
ment (1 = yes).

Resilience Processes  We measured school attachment as the mean of two items 
from the wave 1 interview. We asked respondents about their level of agreement 
with the following: “I feel close to people at school,” and “I feel like I am part of 
my school.” Responses ranged from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree.” 
School performance, also assessed at the time of the wave 1 interview, was taken 
as the mean of the following two items: “good grades are important to me,” and “I 
try hard in school.” Responses ranged from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 
“strongly agree.”

During the parent questionnaire administered at wave 1, we asked parents how 
often they do the following in the average month: (1) “praise your child,” (2) “hug 
your child,” (3) “have an enjoyable time with your child,” (4) “spend time working 
on a project together with your child,” (5) “spend time in leisure activities with your 
child away from home,” and (6) “have private talks with your child.” Responses 
ranged from 1 “never” to 5 “very often.” Parental support was taken as the mean of 
these six items (alpha = .84).

We measured stability of living circumstances with a 10-item summed scale 
from the wave 1 parent questionnaire. It included parents’ responses to the series of 
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items referenced above assessing changes in children’s living situation. In particu-
lar, we asked parents about the number of times that their child experienced the 
following: (1) “your child and other family members moved to a different house”; 
(2) “a relative (other than a parent or sibling), friend, or boy-/girlfriend moved into 
your child’s home”; (3) “your child went to live with her/his other parent (if parents 
not living in the same household) or another relative”; (4) “your child was placed in 
a juvenile detention facility”; (5) “one of your child’s siblings moved to his/her own 
home or went away to school”; (6) “one of your child’s parents spent more than a 
week in a hospital or treatment facility”; (7) “child welfare officials took your child 
away from her/his parents”; (8) “your child moved in with a friend’s (or boy-/girl-
friend’s) family”; (9) “your child ran away”; or (10) “your child moved into his or 
her own apartment.” Responses ranged from 1 “never” to 5 “four or more times.” 
We first dichotomized and then summed the responses, such that the final scale 
represented a count of the number of changes in living situation experienced by 
respondents ranging from 0 to 10.

We included controls for a range of sociodemographic characteristics including 
gender; age, measured in years using a continuous variable reported from respon-
dent’s age at wave 5; as well as three categorical variables to measure race/ethnicity 
including non-Hispanic White (contrast category), non-Hispanic Black, and 
Hispanic. Family structure (wave 1) is based on four dichotomous variables indicat-
ing whether the respondent lived with two biological parents (contrast category), a 
single parent, step-parent, or some “other” family configuration at the time of the 
first interview. We controlled for socioeconomic status using the highest level of 
education reported in the wave 1 parent questionnaire. Because the parental sample 
consisted primarily of women, we referred to this measure as “mother’s education” 
and is represented by four dichotomous variables including less than high school, 
high school (contrast category), some college, and college or more.

�Analytic Strategy

We estimated zero-order logistic and OLS regression models examining rela-
tionships between parental incarceration and young adults’ reports of educa-
tional attainment, relationship commitment, and depressive symptoms. Next, 
we examined the influence of resilience processes on each of the young adult 
outcomes in nested models. Model 2 added the indicators of resilience pro-
cesses (i.e., school attachment and performance, parental support, and stability 
of family circumstances) as a block. A final model included parental incarcera-
tion, resilience processes, and sociodemographic characteristics. In supplemen-
tal analyses, we considered whether the family- and school-based resilience 
processes operated similarly for youths with and without a background of 
parental incarceration.
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�Results

�Quantitative Findings

Table 1 showed the means/percentages and standard deviations of all variables used 
in the analysis, as well as the range of each variable. Nearly one in ten respondents 
(9.83%) experienced parental incarceration prior to the first interview wave, based 
on self-reports. Average levels of school attachment and school performance were 
3.76 and 4.17, respectively. Individuals with parental incarceration backgrounds, 
compared to their peers, scored significantly lower on school attachment (p < .05), 
but scores were similar on self-reported school performance. Additionally, average 
levels of parental support were 3.72, suggesting that parents, on average, engaged 
“often” with their children, and these scores were similar according to parental 
incarceration. Respondents reported experiencing high levels of stability of family 
circumstances, as the average score on this indicator was roughly 8 (reflecting 
“never” having experienced 8 of the 10 potential changes in living circumstances 
assessed). However, respondents with and without parental incarceration back-
grounds significantly differed on this indicator, such that those exposed to parental 
incarceration experienced significantly more instability in their living/household 
circumstances than their peers without such experience. Refer to Table 1 for addi-
tional information on the remaining covariates, including comparisons by parental 
incarceration.

Zero-order models (Table 2) focused on the implications of parental incarcera-
tion for key young adult anchors of a more successful transition, including educa-
tional attainment, relationship commitment, and emotional well-being. At the zero 
order, parental incarceration was associated with lower odds of high school comple-
tion, lower levels of relationship commitment, and greater depressive symptoms. 
Additionally, school attachment and performance indicators were significantly 
associated with all three outcomes, such that those who were more attached to 
school and exhibited higher levels of school performance were more likely to gradu-
ate from high school, to report higher levels of relationship commitment, and to 
report fewer depressive symptoms at the time of the wave 5 interview. Family resil-
ience was generally not associated with the outcomes; however, one exception was 
that family stability was associated with greater educational attainment.

Focusing first on the models predicting educational attainment, model 2 exam-
ined the influence of parental incarceration and the family- and school-based resil-
ience processes on the odds of high school completion. Net of school attachment/
performance, parental support and stability of family circumstances, and the asso-
ciation between parental incarceration remained significant, suggesting that respon-
dents with a background of parental incarceration are less likely to graduate from 
high school. In addition, school attachment and stability of family circumstances 
were both positively associated with educational attainment, controlling for paren-
tal incarceration. A final model included the full roster of sociodemographic charac-
teristics. After controlling for age, gender, race/ethnicity, mother’s education, and 
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family structure, the effect of parental incarceration was no longer significant. 
However, two of the resilience processes were significantly associated with the odds 
of high school completion in this full model. In particular, school performance and 
stability of family circumstances were associated with greater odds of graduating 
high school, net of the other variables included in this investigation.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for the full sample and by the experience of parental incarceration

Full sample
PI (n = 
98)

No PI (n = 
899)

Means/
percentages SD Range

Dependent variables
Educational attainment 91.78% 79.59% *** 93.10%
Relationship commitment 3.873 1.14 1–5 3.586 * 3.903
Depressive symptoms 2.419 1.35 1–8 2.810 ** 2.376
Parental incarceration 9.83% – –
Resilience processes
School attachment 3.762 0.78 1–5 3.571 * 3.783
School performance 4.171 0.69 1–5 4.056 4.183
Parental support 3.727 0.67 1–5 3.627 3.738
Stability of family 
circumstances

8.06 1.47 0–10 6.694 *** 8.207

Sociodemographic characteristics
Age 25.395 1.84 22 – 29 25.153 25.422
Gender
 � Male (ref. category) 38.78% 47.16%
 � Female 53.66% 61.22% 52.84%
Race/ethnicity
 � Non-Hispanic white (ref. 

category)
34.69% *** 70.08%

 � Non-Hispanic black 22.27% 44.90% *** 19.80%
 � Hispanic 11.13% 20.41% ** 10.12%
Mother’s education
 � Less than high school 10.73% 18.37% * 9.90%
 � High school (ref. category) 26.53% 33.37%
 � Some college 33.70% 45.92% ** 32.37%
 � College or more 22.87% 9.18% *** 24.36%
Family structure
 � Two biological parents (ref. 

category)
14.29% *** 57.73%

 � Single parent 21.36% 32.65% ** 20.13%
 � Step parent 13.24% 21.43% * 12.35%
 � Other family 11.94% 31.63% *** 9.79%

Source: Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS)
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Although the findings from the zero-order models indicated a significant associa-
tion between parental incarceration and relationship commitment, the effect of 
parental incarceration is no longer significant after controlling for resilience pro-
cesses (relationship commitment, model 2). Furthermore, of the resilience pro-
cesses, school attachment has a significant and positive effect on relationship 
commitment. This effect remained significant in a full model, net of sociodemo-
graphic characteristics. This finding is of particular note, as it indicates that the posi-
tive value of school attachment reaches beyond the narrow confines of educational 
attainment, as reflected in the previous models. Finally, controlling for other factors, 
the link between school performance and relationship commitment was significant 
and positive.

In a final set of models, we examined the effect of parental incarceration on 
depressive symptoms. Similar to the findings from the zero-order analyses described 
above, we identified a significant and positive association between parental incar-
ceration and depressive symptoms, after accounting for resilience processes. The 
school-related resilience factors continued to exert a negative influence on depres-
sive symptoms in model 2, net of parental incarceration. The negative influence of 
the school attachment and performance indicators persisted in a full model, control-
ling for the full range of study variables. However, including the sociodemographic 
characteristics attenuated the association between parental incarceration and depres-
sive symptoms.

Taken together, these findings revealed significant associations between parental 
incarceration and the young adult outcomes considered in this investigation; how-
ever, these associations were attenuated following the inclusion of resilience pro-
cesses and, to an even greater extent, sociodemographic indicators. The findings 
also revealed that resilience processes are associated with more positive outcomes 
across educational, relational, and emotional domains. In particular, the school-
related factors, school attachment and school performance, contributed to greater 
odds of educational attainment (school performance), higher levels of relationship 
commitment, and fewer depressive symptoms, even net of parental incarceration 
and sociodemographic indicators.

To explore whether the family- and school-based resilience factors were unique 
to overcoming exposure to parental incarceration or conversely, whether they repre-
sent more general resiliency processes for youths from all backgrounds, we esti-
mated a series of interactions in supplemental models. In general, the interaction 
effects of the different resilience factors on young adult outcomes were non-
significant, suggesting that the observed linkages between school attachment, 
school performance, family stability, and the different markers of a successful tran-
sition were similar among youths with and without parental incarceration. However, 
there were two notable exceptions. In particular, we found that the effect of school 
attachment on educational attainment was stronger among youths with a parental 
incarceration background, while school performance was a stronger predictor of 
relationship commitment among those who had not experienced parental 
incarceration.
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The former finding is of interest, as developing a positive connection to the 
school may be more important to children of incarcerated parents precisely because 
they lack the high levels of parental social capital and family resources that may 
otherwise propel youths moving forward. In effect, their success is more dependent 
on their own engagement relative to more advantaged peers. With respect to rela-
tionship commitment, the significant interaction described above likely reflected the 
reality that school performance is a more straightforward pathway to becoming 
involved in a committed, long-term relationship among more advantaged youths. In 
contrast, young people whose backgrounds included parental incarceration and its 
attendant adversities and who are, nevertheless, highly focused on their educational 
pursuits may not feel that they have as many relationship options during their young 
adult years. At the same time, these youths may also clearly recognize that their 
choices in terms of who they may eventually partner with are limited and may sel-
dom include a wide array of people who are going to be a positive influence in their 
lives. Recognizing that dynamics such as intimate partner violence, infidelity, drug 
and alcohol abuse, and partner criminality are relatively common among young 
people who grow up in contexts of extreme disadvantage (Edin & Kefalas, 2011), 
the more high-achieving among those exposed to parental incarceration may not be 
able to translate their educational achievements into a more stable partnership.

�Examples from the Qualitative Analyses

Analyses of in-depth interviews with a subset of the respondents who had experi-
enced parental incarceration revealed numerous family stresses and disadvantages, 
including parental substance use problems, chronic economic disadvantages, and at 
times deviance across the wider network of family members. Discussions of these 
broader and at times all-encompassing problems added to the stresses that related 
directly to parental incarceration itself. Yet some respondents managed to navigate 
the transition to adulthood in spite of this virtual panoply of disadvantages. These 
teens developed a strong identity in contrast to that of their family members but 
backed this up with a commitment to academic achievement as a way to cement a 
different way of life:

I don’t want to be like this [her mom’s life]. Period. It’s like she smoked and sold drugs 
and… so’s everybody in my family. It seems like it. So, if like that inspires me to just do 
what you gotta do no matter what. Don’t drop [out]. I don’t want to have no kids neither. I 
mean my brother’s got five kids. No house, no car, no license, no life insurance, no medical 
insurance. I’m like no! I don’t want to have to worry. I don’t want to struggle. I just want to 
go about my daily life. Like ok my mom ain’t got no car. She’s like I don’t know how I’m 
gonna get food today… [Cheryl]

Although Cheryl focused on the importance of staying in school, it is interesting to 
note that this respondent paired this determination with a commitment to avoid an 
early pregnancy as well (I don’t want to have no kids either…my brother’s got five 
kids). As the interview progressed, responses to questions about her relationship 
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with her boyfriend revived the discussion of the importance of school as a pathway 
to a more favorable adult life. For example, Cheryl indicated that she frequently 
gave advice to her boyfriend of 5 years Kevin. Kevin’s own family background was 
difficult (she wasn’t the best of moms to me, so he’s just moving to different 
schools…). Yet she described her admonitions about staying in school regardless of 
these difficulties:

“You need not to become a statistic,” meaning as in cuz he’s done got in trouble with 
Juvey… You need to get a state id…so he got that and then I said “go to school.” Go to 
school, get that diploma…no matter what you think gotta have that diploma. I’m telling him 
that and he’s like ok…if you don’t do that you’ll be a statistic…I don’t want you to become 
that. I know I don’t want to become that.

This kind of encouragement is important for understanding the progress Kevin has 
made, but also for reinforcing themes that motivated her own choices and emphases 
(I don’t want you to become that. I know I don’t want to become that).

Although the young people who focused on academic success provided the most 
straightforward link to the findings based on the structured data as described above, 
those who had not done well often expressed regrets as they considered the “paths 
not taken.” This provides a window on the continued difficulties experienced by 
young respondents who had not focused heavily on academic achievement:

The smart 18-year-olds when I was in high school were planning their colleges and they’re 
probably doing very well for themselves now. All the time I spent smoking pot and screw-
ing around and skipping school, I really could have spent more time investing in what I 
really wanted to do with my life. The first day of first grade I got kicked out for playing with 
some kid and I kicked him in the mouth…knocked his tooth out on accident and ever since 
then I kept going to different schools, and different schools getting kicked out. [Brian]

Brian indicated that he is less involved in things that could get him in trouble with 
the law now, “even though I may not have a college degree or a high school diploma.” 
Nevertheless, while this respondent expressed a general commitment to settling into 
a more prosocial way of life, some of the basic elements are not in place. For exam-
ple, he lived for a time in an abandoned house, and during part of that time, his 
mother came to live with him, as she also did not have a place to live. His life was 
closely monitored because he was on probation, and “I didn’t have that car run-
ning,” which made securing a job that much more difficult. Neither Brian nor Cheryl 
could reliably count on high levels of family support, but within that framework 
Cheryl appears to be better positioned to develop a solid footing during her young 
adult years.

The in-depth interviews with young adults who experienced incarceration also 
highlight the interrelationships between life course outcomes and experiences we 
have considered as distinct variables in the analyses. For example, records indicate 
that Jessica’s mother had been incarcerated during her teen years, and she lived with 
her grandmother most of the time. At age 28, she indicated to the interviewer that 
she had recently moved into her own small apartment but was having difficulty 
making ends meet (God it has turned me into a worry-wart, nervous wreck…I worry 
about next month’s bills). In addition to these new concerns, Jessica expresses regret 

J. E. Copp et al.



57

about the kinds of relationships she had formed during the previous years and 
expressed a desire for something more serious (the security, that, you know, that’s 
your man, only your man). Instead, she reflected on previous boyfriends that have 
not positioned her well in terms of this type of commitment:

Gosh, I look back now, and I’m like…what was a doing with him, and oh…why would I 
have sex with him? I think that they were young punks. They were your average, on the 
streets, trying to make a buck, in the bars, with the flashy cars and the rims, and the loud 
music. I was into that…that’s what I was looking for. And now, it’s like man, with that 
comes this, that, and the other. When they’re out here selling drugs and stuff like that…Half 
the people that I did sleep with they were either in and out of jail, or on drugs, or sold drugs, 
or you know they had terrible family relationships and they already had a kid or their 
baby’s mom…

Although the lack of a stable relationship and economic concerns may be a source 
of stress, Jessica’s narrative also highlighted that the risk factors typically posi-
tioned as “early family experiences” do not necessarily fade into the background. In 
the excerpt below, Jessica makes clear that her mother’s difficulties have extended 
into her young adult years, and these contributed as well to a lack of emotional 
well-being:

I think that my mom is a little bit jealous of me. For the first time, the other day, she told me 
she was proud of me [Jessica recently found a job]. We were driving down the street, she 
had just got out of prison, so she was clear, she didn’t have no drugs in her system, no alco-
hol, no nothing. And I looked over at her, and I was like staring at her, and I’m like who, 
me? You, you’re proud of me? Wait, OK I just heard that…You know, I’m like…my mom 
doesn’t tell me things like that…you know she will do drugs, or you know, she has no 
respect for herself, but she sets my standards higher…that’s what you’re supposed to be 
doing, but yet she don’t do it. And it’s just like, I’m getting to the point where, I love my 
mom…but just the drugs and the fast life and the men, beating her up.

[Interviewer: Do you feel pulled into her drama?]

Yes, I do…If she gets beat up by her boyfriend, the first person she’s calling is me. Crying, 
he just beat me up, this that and the other, and that’s my mother! I love her and I still care 
for her, so I’m gonna run to her, and try to comfort her. That’s my mommy…you know what 
I mean? But I’m getting to the point, where I can’t deal no more. It’s starting to be a burden 
on me. I’m losing sleep over my mom.

�Discussion

Research over the past few decades has focused considerable attention on the harms 
associated with children’s exposure to parental incarceration. In comparison, rela-
tively little work has considered the potential sources of resilience among this popu-
lation. In light of recent research identifying heterogeneity in parental incarceration 
effects, a logical extension of the parental incarceration literature is to consider the 
specific factors and/or processes that contribute to more positive functioning among 
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youths despite their backgrounds, which often include not only parental incarcera-
tion but other interrelated adversities and family-based risks.

In the current investigation, we have attempted to contribute to existing research 
on parental incarceration and resilience by narrowing in on a set of family- and 
school-based sources of resilience that may operate as conduits to improved func-
tioning among youth as they make the transition to adulthood. Consistent with prior 
research, we found that respondents with a history of parental incarceration fare 
worse across the different outcomes included in this investigation. In particular, 
parental incarceration was associated with reduced odds of high school completion, 
lower levels of relationship commitment, and greater depressive symptoms at the 
zero order; however, these associations were attenuated following the inclusion of 
family background indicators. Furthermore, resilience processes were important 
contributors to young adult well-being. Of the different resilience factors, the 
school-based indicators appeared to be particularly salient, as better performance in 
school was associated with improved educational, relational, and mental health out-
comes. Even controlling for school performance, school attachment contributed to 
greater relationship commitment and fewer depressive symptoms. Thus, relative to 
the family-based sources of resilience, school factors appeared to emerge as a sort 
of “universal leveler,” improving the outcomes of children with and without paren-
tal incarceration backgrounds alike.

Although these school factors have been shown to improve life chances across a 
number of prior studies, results of interaction models described above suggest that 
school attachment may matter to an even greater extent among children of incarcer-
ated parents. That is, attachment to school among youths exposed to parental incar-
ceration was more strongly related to educational attainment. We argued that as 
compared to their more advantaged peers who may rely heavily on their parents to 
access social capital and other resources, young people with parental incarceration 
backgrounds must rely on their own engagement within the schools to achieve a 
level of academic success. We also found that school performance was a stronger 
predictor of relationship commitment among youths who had not experienced 
parental confinement. Whereas more advantaged youths may require greater levels 
of education to achieve relationships, educational attainment may be less of a pre-
requisite for those from more disadvantaged backgrounds.

That the indicator of parental support did not contribute to improved young adult 
well-being is particularly notable, as it contrasts with much of the emphasis within 
existing theorizing and programming in this area. Much of the literature on parental 
incarceration has centered on the centrality of attachment processes, and the argu-
ment that poor outcomes observed among children with incarcerated parents may 
be due to the lack of attachment (the idea of attenuated bonds) that occurs as a result 
of the incarceration experience. Yet these findings demonstrate that variability in the 
character of the parent-child relationship, conceptualized here as parental support, 
was not a strong predictor of the young adult outcomes. The existing literature has 
also focused heavily on the extreme contexts of disadvantage that often characterize 
the family and broader community contexts of children exposed to parental incar-
ceration. It is well established that children of incarcerated parents are more 
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disadvantaged than their peers. Yet the findings of the current investigation suggest 
that enhancing the stability of family circumstances within these families can lead 
to improved outcomes—particularly in the educational realm.

Despite the contributions of the current investigation, a handful of limitations are 
worth noting. First, the measures of academic performance were limited, as they 
were based on respondents’ subjective accounts of their efforts in school and the 
importance of good grades. A comprehensive treatment of school-based sources of 
resilience would benefit from the inclusion of objective indicators of academic 
achievement. Second, while our intention was to explore family- and school-based 
resilience processes and their influence on adulthood transitions among youths with 
and without exposure to parental incarceration, we recognize that peer influence is 
also particularly salient during this period. Thus, research is needed that considers 
peer factors associated with a more successful transition among youths with a back-
ground that includes parental incarceration. In this investigation, we wanted to focus 
on these “basics” of adult development; however, a remaining question is how 
parental incarceration and these sources of resilience figure into young adult 
involvement in offending or alcohol/substance use—behaviors more reflective of 
direct transmission processes.

Family dynamics clearly are important to a comprehensive understanding of 
healthy youth development, and parents generally continue to play a key role in the 
successful adulthood transitions of their young adult children. Yet from a program-
matic perspective, the findings of our investigation suggest that efforts focused on 
maintaining or enhancing parent-child bonds (e.g., visiting programs), while gener-
ally beneficial, may not fully address the complex needs of children exposed to 
parental incarceration. In particular, our results provide support for the need to 
encourage academic performance (and engagement), as these school-based factors 
not only are direct pipelines to academic success but also provide a connection to 
prosocial activities and contexts. Thus, beyond playing a shaping role in the educa-
tional paths of young people, the school can serve to channel individuals’ affilia-
tions, providing a peer context that often represents a contrast to the social ties of 
parents and other family members. Efforts to improve the outcomes of children with 
a history of parental incarceration may include certain school-wide initiatives to 
enhance the overall climate; however, more targeted interventions for at-risk youth 
will likely need to be implemented alongside broader school-level changes. These 
may include providing an adult advocate to help students address any barriers to 
academic success and encouraging classroom teachers to provide the necessary sup-
ports to enhance youths’ educational outcomes (Dynarski et al., 2008; Ecker-Lyster 
& Niileksela, 2016).

Long-term, a multifaceted approach is needed that addresses factors linked 
directly or indirectly to the odds that parents will face criminal justice exposure. 
This will necessarily include the provision of high-quality drug treatment, develop-
ment of more effective programs that focus on violence in the home, and increased 
reliance on non-judicial strategies for handling emotional distress/mental illness. In 
addition, housing insecurity is generally deleterious but has a particularly devastat-
ing impact on children’s lives at school and opportunities to form positive 
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relationships with peers. A consistent, stable family environment will provide the 
basis for more favorable choices during adolescence that then enhance the likeli-
hood of achieving along conventional lines, specifically educational attainment.
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Abstract  Incarceration is no longer an uncommon experience in the United States 
for racial and ethnic minorities or for the poor. Close to half of US adults have been 
impacted by the incarceration of a family member, and as many as 10 million chil-
dren have experienced the incarceration of a parent at some point in their lives. 
Children and families are the forgotten victims of incarceration and are confronted 
with many challenges due to the incarceration of their parent(s) or family member. 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a review of the current research on paren-
tal, familial, and the lesser-known reality of sibling incarceration. Additionally, this 
chapter will discuss the historical context of family separation in the periods before 
and after slavery. Informed by this research, we suggest different approaches for 
examining the impacts of parental and familial incarceration in fragile communities 
in an effort to change the narrative from one of disadvantage to resiliency.
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�Introduction

The incarceration of a parent has impacted more than five million children in the 
United States (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). The list of barriers in communities 
impacted by incarceration is lengthy (Bourgeois & Henderson, 2019; Clear, 2007; 
Western & Wildeman, 2009). Incarceration is shared between the person impris-
oned and the family members left behind. The forgotten are the millions of children 
and family members on the other side of the correctional facility walls who endure 
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the spillover consequences of incarceration (Correa et al., 2019; Elderbroom et al., 
2018). Notably, parental incarceration affects children in fragile or disadvantaged 
communities at a disparate rate. Disadvantaged communities are areas in which 
residents are impacted by poverty, low educational attainment, homelessness, and 
limited financial resources (Center for Advancing Opportunity, 2019; Clear, 2007; 
Wilson, 2012). In the context of this chapter, our definition of fragile communities 
is consistent with the Center for Advancing Opportunity’s definition: residents liv-
ing in areas that have limited opportunities and many barriers that prevent social 
mobility. In more cases than not, these obstacles are due to involvement with the 
criminal justice system. Among the millions of children that have experienced 
parental incarceration, the number is the highest among Black children, children 
living in poverty, and children living in rural areas. At some point after birth, 1 in 14 
children have resided with a parent who was incarcerated. In comparison, one in 
nine Black children experienced an incarcerated parent, which is almost double 
compared to White children (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). Research has shown that 
the incarceration of a parent negatively affects children’s physical and mental health 
(Davis & Shlafer, 2017; Gaston, 2016; Murray et al., 2012; Turnanovic & Rodriguez, 
2017; Tasca et al., 2014; Turney, 2014). Children exposed to parental incarceration 
also have a higher likelihood of future involvement in the criminal justice system 
(Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016; Kopak & Ruiz, 2016; Novero et al., 2011; Mears & 
Siennick, 2016; Roettger & Swisher, 2011; Will et al., 2014, 2016).

The trauma of losing a parent due to incarceration is often overlooked. 
Previous research has suggested that children who have experienced the incarcera-
tion of a parent are more likely to have experienced other adverse childhood experi-
ences  (Balistreri & Alvira-Hammond, 2016; Bethell et  al., 2017).  An adverse 
childhood experience (ACE) is a traumatic experience that impacts children under 
the age of 18, such as abuse or neglect (Felitti, 2009).  Past research has linked 
adverse childhood experiences to negative outcomes such as chronic health condi-
tions, mental health, risky behaviors, and infectious diseases. Children whose par-
ents are incarcerated suffer from stigma, shame, and the attachment of negative 
labels (Phillips & Gates, 2011). Turney (2018) found that approximately 32.5% of 
children have been exposed to at least one adverse childhood experience (ACE). 
ACEs are separated into three categories: abuse (physical, emotional, or sexual), 
neglect (physical or emotional), and household dysfunction (mental illness, domes-
tic violence, divorce, household incarceration, or substance abuse). Whether short 
term or long term, when a parent is removed from a household, the entire family 
feels the effect. Families are subjected to countless hardships such as instability in 
the home, financial burdens, and physical and mental health-related issues. These 
hardships add to already difficult situations in fragile communities. 

The authors’ lived experiences with parental and sibling incarceration prompted 
our interest in the collateral consequences of incarceration. Our unfortunate famil-
iarity with having a parent or sibling involved with the criminal justice system led 
us to ponder the notion of resiliency, single-parent households, and the spillover 
effects of incarceration on children and families. Parental incarceration research 
focuses heavily on negative outcomes. Few studies have identified what separates 
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resilient children and families from those that succumbed to the negative effects of 
incarceration. Current studies about parental and familial incarceration fail 
to address the topic comprehensively. Commonly used surveys such as the Fragile 
Families and Child Well-Being Study, National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
to Adult Health, Survey of Inmates in State and Federal Correctional Facilities, and 
National Survey of Children’s Health survey were not specifically designed for 
parental incarceration research. Therefore, the aforementioned surveys, although 
they contain valuable information, fail to address the spillover effects of incarcera-
tion on children and families at length.

The purpose of this chapter is to review the current research about parental, 
familial, and sibling incarceration. The chapter will commence with a brief discus-
sion about the historical context of separation of families and the prevalence of 
individuals impacted by incarceration. The second part of the chapter will focus on 
the specific impacts of parental, familial, and sibling incarceration. Behind the shad-
ows of incarcerated individuals are the forgotten: millions of children, siblings, and 
families who have experienced the trauma of parental and family incarceration (The 
Annie Casey Foundation, 2016). This chapter aims to serve as a resource for 
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers by emphasizing the importance of 
interdisciplinary, culturally responsive, and localized approaches to parental incar-
ceration research. Unfortunately, the normalcy of crime and systematic barriers in 
certain underserved communities has led to incarceration being relatively common. 
However, by using different research approaches, we can begin a new conversation 
about breaking the intergenerational cycle of incarceration in disadvantaged com-
munities and redirect the discourse toward data-driven solutions targeted toward 
fostering resiliency for children, families, and communities impacted by incarcera-
tion. Our approach recognizes that if the resiliency of children and families is the 
focus of future research, there is an opportunity for communities to shift from fra-
gility to stability.

�Historical Perspective of Family Separation

The historical context of family separation has deep roots in slavery (Northup, 1968; 
Williams, 2012). Four hundred years ago, Africa was invaded. People were kid-
napped, sold, and traded, and families were separated. Family separation during 
slavery is documented in letters, newspaper want ads, and slave narratives. The sell-
ing of family members was used by slave owners for reasons such as settling debt 
or as a form of punishment. Families lived in constant fear that their families would 
be separated. On a regular basis, slave auctions were points of separation between 
enslaved African children and parents and husbands and wives (Williams, 2012). 
This form of punishment was intentional and used as a way to continue to control 
and oppress individuals, while destroying the family structure. The largest slave sale 
that resulted in the tearing apart and separation of men, women, and children took 
place in Georgia in 1859. Referred to as “The Weeping Time,” it was a dreadful 
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form of punishment used to pay the debts of a plantation owner (Bailey, 2017; 
DeGraft-Hanson, 2010).

After emancipation, the newspaper was used as a means for families to try to 
locate one another. Researchers from Villanova University’s Department of History 
located and compiled several old newspapers with Information Want Ads after the 
Civil War depicting families’ attempts of reunification after slavery was abolished. 
There was a notable change in postwar criminal justice practices. Although the 
Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery, forced labor remains a form of punish-
ment. After emancipation, slavery was no longer the means for controlling margin-
alized groups; rather, mass incarceration became the New Jim Crow (Alexander, 
2010). This new form of slavery equated punishment with breaking the law. If a 
person committed a crime, their punishment was in the form of servitude (DuBois, 
2013). The same system that abolished slavery was altered to keep Blacks as indi-
gent servants and as property owned by Whites. States used the backbones of Blacks 
and profited by their labor through the convict-lease system. The convict-lease sys-
tem has several parallels with the present state of incarceration. Yet again, families 
were separated and relationships were disrupted.

Despite recent measures taken to right the wrongs of the era of mass incarcera-
tion, families across the nation are still feeling the impact of family separation as a 
result of the war on drugs and harsh on punishment laws from the 1980s and 1990s. 
Although millions of children have experienced the incarceration of a parent at 
some point in their lives, some children are more likely than others to face this type 
of separation from one or both of their parents. A child’s race or ethnicity, socioeco-
nomic status, and type of offense increase the likelihood of parental incarceration. 
Communities with high concentrated areas of poverty have exacerbated rates of 
parental incarceration (Wildeman et al., 2018). Following is a discussion about the 
frequency of parental, family, and sibling incarceration.

�The Prevalence of Parental Incarceration

Estimating the number of children impacted by the incarceration of a parent is not 
an easy task. Point-in-time estimates range from as low as 2 million upwards to 
10 million children that have been impacted by the incarceration of a parent at some 
point during their lives. Currently, there are approximately 2.3 million people in 
correctional facilities, with the figure rising to almost 6 million when probation and 
parole are included (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). In 2021, the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS) published a report about parents in prison using information from 
the 2016 Survey of Prison Inmates. Approximately 684,5000 imprisoned people 
were recognized as parents in both state and federal prisons. Females made up the 
majority of state and federally imprisoned parents (58%) (Maruschak et al., 2021). In 
the previous BJS special report about parents and their minor children, the number 
of mothers incarcerated doubled between 1991 and 2007. Four out of 10 fathers 
were Black (46%). Nearly half of mothers incarcerated were White (48%), and 
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Black and Hispanic mothers represented 28% and 19%, respectively. During 
1991–1997, the most rapid increase for individuals in prison with children was 
noted at 44% (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008).

The rate of fathers incarcerated between 1991 and 2007 saw an increase of 77%, 
while during the same time period, mothers saw an increase by 122% (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008). There has been a notable change in the incarceration of females 
from 2000 to 2009. This change is significant because research shows that the pri-
mary caregiver of children with an incarcerated parent is the mother. The highest 
incarceration rate of women in the world is in the United States. Although 4% of the 
women’s population is in the United States, the United States represents over 30% 
of the female incarceration population in the world (Kajstura, 2018). The incarcera-
tion of women has increased at a pace twice that of men, and women in local jails 
are impacted at a disparate rate (Kajstura, 2017). The burden of rendering care to 
children if both parents are incarcerated rests on grandparents and the foster care 
system. In 2004, a reported 42% of mothers in state correctional facilities indicated 
that the grandmother was the caregiver of their children, while they were incarcer-
ated (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). Although the 2007 national estimates about 
parental incarceration determined by the Bureau of Justice Statistics Survey of 
Inmates in State and Federal Correctional Facilities (SISFCF) are helpful, it is now 
outdated. Similar to research about mothers incarcerated and its impact on children, 
there is also a dearth of information about the outcomes of having a person in the 
household incarcerated that is not the mother or father. Although there is a growing 
body of literature about the impacts of maternal incarceration, the results have been 
mixed (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016; Dallaire, 2007; Foster & Hagan, 2015; Murray 
& Farrington, 2008; Tasca et al., 2011). Later in the chapter is a discussion about the 
effects of the broad topic of parental incarceration. However, following is a brief 
discussion about the commonness of family incarceration.

�The Prevalence of Familial Incarceration

Nearly half (45%) of adults in the United States have been impacted by the incar-
ceration of an immediate family member at some point in their lives, and for Blacks 
the percentage is higher at 63% (Elderbroom et al., 2018; Enns et al., 2019). More 
alarming, Black adults are twice as likely to have an immediate family member 
incarcerated  when compared to their White counterparts. A Black adult who is 
incarcerated is three times as likely to serve longer than 1 year when compared to 
White incarcerated adults. Family incarceration can be separated into two catego-
ries, which include immediate and extended family members, that are made up of 
individuals such as siblings, spouses, or individuals a person is currently involved 
with or have children with (Enns et al., 2019). Although the survey was based on the 
effects of incarceration of a family member on adults and not children, the informa-
tion is still of value.
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The incarceration rate in the United States is higher than that of any other coun-
try in the world (Walmsley, 2018), and Blacks and individuals from lower socioeco-
nomic classes have a greater likelihood of incarceration (Pettit & Western, 2004). 
Due to the risk and disparities of incarceration for certain communities, there has 
been a growing body of literature that extends the topic of parental incarceration 
into other areas such as familial incarceration (Brown et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2015). 
As a result of the phenomena referred to as the prison boom, incarceration has over-
whelming adverse disproportionate effects on minority families (Bruns & Lee, 
2019; Lee et al., 2015; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013; Western & Wildeman, 2009). 
As punitive legislation was implemented that resulted in hefty incarceration sen-
tences, caught in the middle of the criminal justice system were families who were 
left to deal with the collateral consequences of imprisonment. Western and Wildeman 
(2015) attribute mass incarceration to the increase in harsh sentencing policies and 
as a response to drug control policies’ focus on punitive measures.

Literature on family incarceration, similar to parental incarceration, has used 
point-in-time estimates to determine an estimate as to how many individuals are 
impacted by incarceration. Despite a significant amount of research examining the 
relationship between parental incarceration and effects on children and young adults 
(Foster & Hagan, 2015; Murray et al., 2012), there is still little known about the 
effects of having a family member incarcerated (Brown et al., 2016, Lee et al., 2014; 
Roberts, 2003; Wildeman et al., 2012; Nichols & Loper, 2012). Failure to consider 
other types of relationships besides parental does not provide an accurate portrayal 
of the prevalence of the impacts of incarceration.

Prior research about parental incarceration has focused heavily on the child’s 
well-being, such as the effect incarceration will have on their education, housing, 
mental health, and behavioral problems. Few studies have taken into consideration 
the impact incarceration has on the entire household, such as the parent or 
caregiver(s) left behind (Western & Wildeman, 2009). It is necessary to understand 
the impact that incarceration has on all members of a household. Enns et al. (2019) 
examined not only the prevalence of family incarceration but also the frequency of 
another member within the family unit, siblings.

�The Prevalence of Sibling Incarceration

To date, there is not an estimate of the number of children who have experienced the 
incarceration of a sibling. Information about siblings and their involvement with the 
criminal justice system are not common questions listed on surveys used in parental 
incarceration research. The majority of research that examines the impact of incar-
ceration on children focuses on the incarceration of a mother or father. Overlooked 
within a family unit are the impacts of incarceration beyond parent-child relation-
ships. The incarceration of a sibling and its effect are an understudied area. Similar 
to when a parent is incarcerated, sibling incarceration causes disruption in a fami-
ly’s household. A review of literature shows that there are few studies that have 
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examined the prevalence and impacts of sibling incarceration (Heaton, 2014; Enns 
et  al., 2019; Norris et  al., 2018) or exposure to sibling delinquency (Aaron & 
Dallaire, 2010). A recent study found that for adults, sibling incarceration was the 
most common type of family incarceration. Twenty-seven percent of adults have 
been impacted by a sibling being incarcerated , and 48% of Black persons have expe-
rienced sibling incarceration (Enns et al., 2019). The majority of parental incarcera-
tion studies use survey data and typically only examine the prevalence and effects on 
the parent-child relationships. However, the first quasi-experimental study about 
parental incarceration not only utilized administrative data but also included sibling 
relationships into its analysis (Norris et  al., 2018). Contrary to what has been 
researched about parental incarceration, a new study has challenged current findings 
and has shifted the direction of the conversation about parental and family incar-
ceration. Results from the study found a decrease in the likelihood of incarceration 
of children who have experienced parental incarceration by 4.9 percentage points, 
and a decline of 7.2 percentage points for the likelihood of incarceration for indi-
viduals that experienced the incarceration of a sibling (Norris et al., 2018). Although 
this study adds to the body of literature and provides information about the lesser 
known benefits of incarceration in certain situations, additional research is needed 
about family and sibling incarceration. 

�Impacts of Parental Incarceration

The era of mass incarceration ultimately led to an increase in the number of indi-
viduals removed from society which affected children, families, and the communi-
ties. Previous research has shown the numerous effects of parental incarceration 
such as stigmatization (Phillips & Gates, 2011), child welfare (Shaw et al., 2015), 
mental health, drug use, educational performance health issues, and behavioral 
problems (Murray et al., 2012), and homelessness (Wildeman, 2014).

A review of household, school-related, and the  economic effects of parental 
incarceration is discussed in the following section.

�Household Impacts

When a person is incarcerated or involved in the criminal justice system, the 
entire household feels the burden. Household impacts can be in the form of 
socioeconomic disadvantages and disruption in the family that can cause insta-
bility (Geller, 2013; Geller et al., 2009). Literature about incarceration shows 
that the families left behind face several challenges such as disruption in the 
relationship between the parent and child, financial troubles, stigma, visitation 
barriers, and others in the household taking on the role as caregivers (Murray & 
Murray, 2010). Prior studies have shown that poverty is associated with parental 
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incarceration, which can make an already challenging situation more difficult 
(Western & Wildeman, 2009). It is not uncommon for households that have been 
exposed to incarceration to experience hardships that contribute to poverty such 
as poor living conditions (Arditti, 2012), low household income (Kjellstrand & 
Eddy, 2011; Western & Wildeman, 2009), greater likelihood of receiving public 
assistance (Sugie, 2012), and overall lost wages and lack of upward mobility 
(The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2010). Prior to incarceration or arrest, over 50% of 
both mothers and fathers indicated that they were the main source of financial 
support for their children, and 75% of the parents were employed (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008). Additionally, when a father is incarcerated, the family’s 
household income is lowered during and after their release (Johnson, 2009). 
Parents that are transferred to correctional facilities that are not near their fami-
lies cause disruptions in relationships. If a family does not have the resources to 
travel to visit a loved one, it can lead to further instabilities within the household 
(Western & Pettit, 2010). When a parent is incarcerated, the other parent or 
grandparents become the primary caregiver at 84% and 15%, respectively. When 
the other parent or grandparents cannot take on the responsibility of caring for 
a child while a parent is incarcerated, another relative (6%) or foster care (3%) 
carries on the role as a caregiver (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). The effects of 
incarceration spill over not only into families but also into the social institution 
of schools. The next section examines the influence incarceration has on school-
related outcomes.

�School-Based Impacts

Children who  t have experienced parental incarceration have an increased likeli-
hood of being removed from the classroom (Johnson, 2009). Research examining 
the impact of parental incarceration on school-based outcomes has typically cen-
tered on disciplinary and academic performance concerns. As a result, the body of 
literature that examines the impact of parental incarceration and school-based out-
comes such as academic and behavior problems has grown (Cho, 2009a, b, 2010; 
Murphey & Cooper, 2015; Nichols et  al., 2016; Shlafer et  al., 2017; Turney & 
Haskins, 2015). Previous research has shown that parental incarceration impacts 
school-based outcomes such as poor academic performance (Dalaire & Aaron, 
2010; Foster & Hagan, 2009) and a greater likelihood of dropping out (Cho, 2010). 
Children with incarcerated parents have been linked to having lower IQs, test scores, 
and GPAs (Foster & Hagan, 2009; Hagan & Foster, 2012; Murray & Farrington, 
2005). While examining school-related outcomes, a few studies have found a rela-
tionship between parental incarceration and an increased likelihood of being sus-
pended from school (Hanlon et al., 2005) and truancy (Murray & Farrington, 2008; 
Trice & Brewster, 2004). What may commence as short-term negative impacts has 
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the potential to spill over into adulthood issues, such as future lower educational 
attainment (Miller & Barnes, 2015).

Although research is increasing in examining the relationship between parental 
incarceration and school-based outcomes, it is still unknown the number of children 
in school that have or currently are experiencing household incarceration. Due to 
stigma, families may not feel comfortable informing schools that a child has a par-
ent that is incarcerated. However, schools cannot provide the necessary resources if 
they are unaware that a student is impacted by the incarceration of a parent. 
Therefore, there is a need for schools to work with other agencies to foster a safe 
and supportive environment. In addition to serving as a resource to students by lis-
tening to their concerns about school, school counselors or psychologists are also 
worried about students’ overall well-beings. Therefore, school counselors should be 
trained in dealing with parental and familial incarceration, and school districts 
should have social workers as well. School counselors are typically focused on pro-
viding individual assistance to students, whereas social workers have the capability 
of providing resources and services that could be of benefit to not only the child but 
their entire household. Further research in this area is needed in order to create solu-
tions to address early-onset issues in the school system that may be a result of 
parental or familial incarceration as a means to foster resiliency by breaking the 
school to prison pipeline.

�Health Impacts

Prior studies have determined a relationship between parental incarceration and 
various health-related outcomes. The two main health-related areas that have been 
researched in regard to parental incarceration are mental and physical health out-
comes. The incarceration of a parent is a traumatic experience, and children can 
exhibit symptoms that are associated with posttraumatic stress disorder such as 
depression, disruption in sleep patterns, problems with concentration, and social 
withdrawal (Jose-Kampfner, 1995). Parental incarceration has also been linked to 
depression, anxiety in children (Murray & Farrington, 2008; Foster & Hagan, 2013), 
and a range of physical health concerns such as asthma, migraines, and high choles-
terol (Lee et al., 2013). If a child is present during the arrest of a parent, the trau-
matic experience and PTSD symptoms are exacerbated.

�Long-Term Impacts

A significant amount of literature about parental incarceration typically focuses 
on economic, educational, and mental and physical health outcomes of children 
under the age of 18 (Murray et  al., 2012). An understudied area of parental 
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incarceration is its effects across the life course. As a child ages, the adversities of 
parental incarceration can potentially follow them into adolescence and adult-
hood. Murray and Farrington’s (2005, 2008) results found that heightened depres-
sion, anxiety, and antisocial behavior were exhibited in adult men who experienced 
parental incarceration as a child. A growing concern is identifying the likelihood 
of being arrested and/or incarcerated as an adult as a result of experiencing the 
incarceration of a parent. Novero et al.’s (2011) study concluded that there is a 
relationship between parental incarceration and second-generation incarcerated 
individuals’ adjustment to prison. Prison adjustment was measured based on 
anger, perpetrated violence, and institutional misconduct. After controlling for 
adverse childhood experiences, second-generation incarcerated individuals dis-
played poorer levels of prison adjustment in comparison to first-generation 
offenders. Consistent with prior studies, Miller and Barnes (2015) found young 
adults that experienced paternal incarceration as a child were more unlikely not to 
graduate from high school or attend college and have a greater likelihood of poor 
physical and mental health.

Using Add Health longitudinal data, Gaston (2016) found a relationship 
between childhood exposure to parental incarceration and adult depressive 
symptoms in young adults. Mears and Siennick (2016) identified several harm-
ful effects of parental incarceration arising during early young adulthood, 
including future criminal behavior, mental health, unlawful drug usage, educa-
tion, wages, and close relationships. Findings indicated a strong relationship 
between parental incarceration and household illegal drug usage. Additionally, 
household socioeconomic status was a predictor of both parental incarceration 
and separation. Siennick (2016) examined the link between parental incarcera-
tion and material support of children transitioning to adulthood. Young adults 
who experienced parental incarceration were less likely to receive housing or 
financial support from their mother or father after their parents’ period of incar-
ceration. Muftic et al. (2016) evaluated the relationship between maternal incar-
ceration and the likelihood of adult offspring involvement in the criminal justice 
system. Findings indicated age, sex, race, and education have a significant rela-
tionship in the likelihood of adult arrest. Additionally, adult conviction and 
incarceration resulted in the same outcomes. A gendered pathways study by 
Burgess-Proctor et  al. (2016) found that same-sex parental incarceration is a 
strong predictor for adult arrest and conviction. However, maternal incarcera-
tion had a stronger correlation when predicting adult incarceration for both 
daughters and mothers.

Parental incarceration and its negative impacts during childhood have been 
examined at lengths. Given that the exposure to parental incarceration can also 
result in adversities into adolescence and adulthood, there is a need to identify solu-
tions to identify how to stop the cycle of intergenerational crime and disadvantage 
in families and communities. Therefore, the next section will discuss our recom-
mendations for approaches toward building resiliency in children, families, and 
communities that have experienced incarceration.
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�Impacts of Familial and Sibling Incarceration

As previously mentioned, when a parent or main financial provider is incarcerated, 
the entire household feels the strain and burden. A recent report published by Fwd.
us found that families being exposed to the incarceration of a family member is not 
an uncommon experience; however, Black families and individuals from lower 
socioeconomic class are more likely to experience the loss of a family member due 
to incarceration more frequently than Whites (Elderbroom et  al., 2018). 
Approximately 64% of adults have experienced the incarceration of an immediate 
or extended family member. An overwhelming amount of parental incarceration 
research focuses on young children, with a growing body of literature examining 
long-term effects into adulthood. Few studies comprehensively examine the rela-
tionship between incarceration and effects on individuals that have experienced the 
imprisonment of a family member (Rodriguez, 2013). Incarcerated individuals have 
an increased likelihood of suffering from chronic medical conditions (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008; Wilper et  al., 2009), and research has also shown that family 
members and partners of incarcerated individuals are also more likely to experience 
poor health-related issues (Murray & Farrington, 2005; Foster & Hagan, 2007). 
Using a mixed-methods approach encompassing interviews and linking several 
types of administrative data, DeHart and Shapiro (2016) examined the relationship 
between incarceration, health, and economic outcomes of family members. 
Individuals who had a family member incarcerated were more likely to have mental 
and physical health-related diagnoses. Similar findings about the relationship 
between family incarceration and psychological distress were found in a study by 
Brown and his colleagues in 2016.

Similar to family incarceration research, little is known about the short-term and 
long-term effects of experiencing the incarceration of a sibling. Information about 
sibling incarceration is typically not available in existing data sets. Current research 
has just begun to expand parental incarceration conversations to other relationship 
categories by showing the prevalence of sibling incarceration (Enns et  al., 2019; 
Heaton, 2014; Norris et al., 2018). To date, there has only been one study that has 
examined the causal effect of sibling incarceration and found a decrease in criminal 
justice-related activities (Norris et al., 2018). The relationship between sibling incar-
ceration and future criminal justice involvement has not been thoroughly addressed in 
the literature. More studies are needed that examines the relationship between sibling 
incarceration and other outcomes such as health- and school-related factors.

�Building Resiliency

Future contributions to the literature about parental incarceration should encompass 
an interdisciplinary and culturally responsive approach while also addressing the 
problem locally. There are several perspectives about parental incarceration, and 
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therefore, research should involve the collaboration of researchers from different 
disciplines (Wildeman et al., 2017). Understanding the lived experiences of chil-
dren, caregivers, and other family members impacted by incarceration is essential. 
It is imperative to understand the needs of families clearly, but also to understand 
the uniqueness of the population. In addition to an interdisciplinary approach, 
research needs to be culturally responsive. Often times, research involves studying 
vulnerable populations and their outcomes. However, missing from prior research 
designs are empirical culturally responsive approaches. Children of different races, 
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status are impacted by the incarceration of loved ones; 
however, each child is in need of different types of programs and resources. Utilizing 
various research methodologies that are culturally responsive provides an atmo-
sphere where participants feel more comfortable sharing information (Berryman 
et al., 2013; Graham & Harris, 2013; Rodriguez et al., 2011).

�The Need for Interdisciplinary Research

A topic typically researched through the lens of criminal justice has now branched 
into the interests of psychologists, medical doctors, social workers, and a wide 
range of other disciplines. Although parental incarceration research has seen an 
increase over the last several years in response to the mass incarceration era, lacking 
are a significant amount of interdisciplinary and collaborative research initiatives. 
Several disciplines have provided information and added to the body of literature 
about parental incarceration, but seldom has the research on the topic been truly 
interdisciplinary in nature. Researchers representing various disciplines study 
parental and family incarceration without the inclusion of other fields (Eddy & 
Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019). As a result of true collaborations from multiple entities, 
there are still several unanswered questions about parental incarceration (Wildeman 
et al., 2018). Although national, and now a growing body of state and local statis-
tics, in conjunction with an increase in the literature about the negative effects of 
incarceration on parents, children, and the community, there are still several obsta-
cles with research on this topic. Children of incarcerated parents are still a vulner-
able population that is forgotten by policymakers. Simply stated, criminal justice 
and prison reform initiatives will not solely fix the problem related to the adverse 
effects of parental incarceration.

�The Need for Program Evaluations

There are a number of programs nationally and locally that focus on providing ser-
vices to children and families impacted by incarceration; however, a review of the 
literature revealed few evidence-based program evaluations that examined the out-
comes for children and caregivers, nor a centralized list of programs and services 
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available to children and families (Frye & Dawe, 2008; McClure et  al., 2015; 
Menting et  al., 2014; Miller et  al., 2013). Program evaluations assess short- and 
long-term outcomes of individuals that participate in programs; simply stated, they 
determine if the program did what it was intended to do. The evaluation of current 
programs that aid children and families experiencing the impacts of incarceration 
can help identify what works and can help foster resilience. Typically, parental 
incarceration program evaluations consist of programs within state correctional 
facilities (Baradon et al., 2008; Carlson, 2001) and are focused on programs target-
ing mothers (Browne, 1989; Casey-Acevedo et  al., 2005; Harm & Thompson, 
1997). Although there is nothing wrong with the creation of mentorship and other 
programs targeting children who have experience with parental incarceration, 
developers and founders should first take a moment to think of measurable out-
comes and pilot the program first. In order to acquire funding for programs to sus-
tain its longevity, potential donors will be interested in whether or not the program 
is doing what it says it does effectively.

�Localized Analysis

The majority of individuals incarcerated are at the state and local level. Notably, 3/4 
of the persons in local jails have yet to be convicted of a crime (Sawyer & Wagner, 
2019). Typically, incarceration is handled as a static silo event instead of as a pro-
cess that has many moving parts. Although state and national research is necessary, 
in order to address the needs of children and families impacted by incarceration, we 
need to take a step back and examine the issue at the local level. Parental incarcera-
tion estimates at the national and state level fail to consider other forms of incarcera-
tion and criminal justice system involvement. Estimates that do not account for 
short-term imprisonment, such as jails, do not provide an accurate number of chil-
dren and families impacted by incarceration. Overpopulated county jails and mass 
supervision add to the already complicated mass incarceration of prisons. Very few 
county and/or local jails have conducted studies to determine the estimation of 
parental incarceration and its impacts for short-term confinement. Each community 
is different, and therefore, the impact of incarceration affects populations differ-
ently. Black children, those living in poverty, parents with little education, and chil-
dren living in rural communities are more likely to experience the incarceration of 
a parent. Children in various types of communities have different needs and differ-
ent experiences regarding parental incarceration.

Although few in numbers, there has been an emergence of research relying less 
on national longitudinal studies and moving toward data collection at the local level. 
Although national data is helpful, examining this topic through a more localized 
perspective would produce more meaningful data. State institutions, local jails, and 
other entities such as child protective services, foster care, and reentry programs 
should record information pertaining to incarcerated individuals, their children, and 
families. Accurate and measurable data will assist in identifying the specific needs 
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of children. The data can also identify who are the primary caregivers when incar-
ceration is short term versus long term and if there are programs in place to assist 
with reunification of families after release. At the local level, the most important 
question is could the parents have been diverted to alternatives to incarceration if 
their offenses were considered low-level non-violent offenses? The following sec-
tion and Box 1 highlights examples in which parental incarceration has been exam-
ined at the local level.

Example #1: Harris County (Houston, Texas)
Texas has more than 200,000 individuals incarcerated in jails and prisons, and 
approximately 477,000 children in Texas have experienced the incarceration of a 
parent at some point in their lives (The Annie Casey Foundation, 2016; Kaeble & 
Cowhig, 2018). Harris County is the third largest county in the United States, with 
approximately 4.6 million residents. Houston is the fourth largest city in the nation. 
In Harris County, approximately 92,000 children have experienced the incarcera-
tion of a parent annually via the Harris County Jail (Correa et al., 2019). First of its 
kind in Harris County, the study was able to provide an estimation as to how many 
children are impacted by the incarceration of a parent in the Harris County Jail. The 
study is an example of an interdisciplinary and public health approach to addressing 
the impact of parental incarceration at the local level. The purpose of the study was 
to conduct an assessment to identify the needs of children whose parents are incar-
cerated at the Harris County Jail, as well as fostering short- and long-term out-
comes. Prior to this study, this type of information was not captured in Harris 
County, and therefore it was not possible to identify the depth of the problem of 
parental incarceration in the Houston area. In order to obtain this information, it was 
necessary for joint collaboration of multiple stakeholders to work together to gather 
this information. The Harris County Jail had a pivotal role in this study by including 
adding additional questions to their intake form to identify which inmates had chil-
dren under the age of 18. The conclusions from the study were drawn from responses 
on the intake form and inmate and caregiver interviews.

Example #2: Minnesota
In 2017, a survey was administered in order to obtain a point-in-time estimate for 
the number of children impacted by the incarceration of a parent in Minnesota jails. 
The purpose of the study was to add to the body of literature about parental incar-
ceration, but at the local level. By determining the scope of the problem in numbers, 
Minnesota was able to provide information to the jails in order to assist children and 
families impacted by having a parent or primary caregiver incarcerated.

Example #3: Alameda and San Francisco Counties (California)
In 2014, Alameda and San Francisco Counties surveyed over 2000 inmates in their 
local county jails in order to determine the number of children whose parents were 
incarcerated. The study was able to capture information pertaining to both the par-
ent and child’s demographics, caregiver information, the living situation of the 
child, the child’s experience at the time of the parent’s arrest, and whether or not 
there was changes in the child’s residence, school, or family income. All of the 
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aforementioned information is of importance in order to identify the short-term 
impacts of having a parent incarcerated at the county jail which can lead to barriers 
regarding family reunification obstacles after the parent’s release.

Box 1: Local Parental Incarceration Research Key Findings
Location Key findings Year

Harris County 
(Houston, 
Texas)

Inmates who reported being a parent or caregiver to at least one 
child under the age of 18 were overwhelmingly male (82%) and 
Black (53%).
For male inmates, the mother (86%) is predominantly the primary 
caregiver; however, if the mother is incarcerated, the primary 
caregiver is either the father (39%) or a grandparent (31%).
Among incarcerated parents, 61% were charged with felonies, and 
37% were charged with misdemeanors.
Assault (24%) and drug-related offenses (19%) were the two most 
common charges.
61% of inmates are the main financial providers for their 
households.

2018

Minnesota Approximately 9898 children have a parent incarcerated in a 
county jail in Minnesota on any given day.
About 69% (2 out of 3) of individuals incarcerated in Minnesota 
jails are parents to children under the age of 18.
53% of incarcerated parents are White; however, Blacks and other 
minority parents are disproportionately represented at about 21% 
for Blacks and approximately 16% for Hispanics/Latinos.
The majority of the children (37%) were identified as being 
between the ages of 0 and 5.

2017

Alameda and 
San Francisco 
Counties 
(California)

An estimated 2891 children under the age of 25 have a parent or 
primary caregiver incarcerated in Alameda or San Francisco 
County Jail on a given day.
Between Alameda and San Francisco Counties, approximately 
69% of incarcerated individuals are parents or the primary 
caregivers to at least one child under the age of 25 and 
disproportionately Black (nearly 49%).
Approximately 36% of inmates reported multiple cycles of 
incarceration since becoming a parent.
Due to their parent’s incarceration, 27% and 16% of children 
changed residences and schools at least once, respectively.
Incarceration resulted in 63% of families losing income.

2014

Source: Correa, N., Bhalakia, A., Van Horne, B., Hayes, A., Cupit, T., Kwarteng-Amaning, 
V., Lopez, K., Keefe, R., & Greely, C. (2019). The Forgotten families: A needs assessment 
of children with incarcerated parents in Harris County, Texas. Texas Children’s Hospital
Shlafer, R. & Saunders, J.B. (2017). Parents in Minnesota jails and their minor children. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota
Kramer, K. and the Children of Incarcerated Parents Jail Survey Teams. (2016) Descriptive 
Overview of Parents, Children and Incarceration in Alameda and San Francisco County 
Jails. Alameda County Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership & San Francisco 
Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership. Zellerbach Family Foundation
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�Public Policy

In addition to raising awareness about the commonness of parental incarceration, 
public policy about the issue needs more attention. Children are forgotten by the 
system when a parent is sentenced to incarceration. Several states remain in the dark 
about the specific number of children that have a parent incarcerated. Many depart-
ments of corrections fail to do a good job of keeping track of how many of its 
inmates are parents or primary caregivers to minor children. However, hopefully 
this will change in the upcoming future. Recently, Texas, and other states, has new 
legislation that will help to identify the scope of the parental incarceration problem 
in numbers. Following is a discussion about policies that will impact children 
exposed to the incarceration of a parent or caregiver. Some of the policies are at the 
state level, and one is at the federal level. Nevertheless, they all have the potential to 
alleviate the burden of parental incarceration and begin the road to successful reen-
try and family reunification.

�Federal Legislation

Although the majority of individuals incarcerated in the United States are at the 
state and local level, nearly 10% of individuals are housed in federal correctional 
facilities (Sawyer & Wagner, 2019). The last known point-in-time estimate for 
parental incarceration is from 2007. During that time, 123,800 parents were incar-
cerated which impacted 279,100 children (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). The biparti-
san House Bill (5682), commonly referred to as the First Step Act, signed into law 
at the end of 2018 changed the conversation about criminal justice reform. The Act 
will impact mandatory-minimum sentencing by giving judges more discretion. 
Individuals in correctional facilities will be allowed to earn good time credit which 
will ultimately decrease their sentence and increase training and work opportuni-
ties. Despite the First Step Act serving as a step in the right direction toward righting 
the wrongs of the inequities that resulted in mass incarceration, the law has its limi-
tations. The new law is solely applicable to federal prisons; however, this bill is a 
step in the right direction and can serve as a model for future state legislation.

�State Legislation

Gaining momentum during the 2019 Texas legislative session were bills that related 
to children impacted by the criminal justice system. Nearly 2 million individuals are 
in Texas state prisons and jails (Wagner & Rabuy, 2017). Each year in the Houston 
area, 1 out of 14 children has a parent in the Harris County jail (Correa et al., 2019). 
One of the bills that recently passed in Texas relates to the relationship between 
parental incarceration and school-based outcomes. Currently, the Texas Education 
Agency has 13 different types of criteria that identify a student as at risk such as 
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being a pregnant or a parent, failing to advance to the next grade level, placement in 
an alternative education program, or homeless. The passing of Texas House Bill 
2116/Senate Bill 1746 has added an additional at risk for dropping out indicator in 
order to identify children who are impacted by the incarceration of a parent. As a 
result of the bill passing, Texas will be able to track the number of students who are 
impacted by the incarceration of a parent in schools. Texas House Bill 659 was also 
passed during the 2019 legislative session and will require the Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice to obtain and keep a record about the parental status of individuals 
in Texas correctional facilities. After the information is compiled annually, it will be 
provided to the Texas Education Agency and Department of Family and Protective 
Services.

Alternatives to incarceration are an option to alleviate jail and prison overcrowd-
ing but also allow nonviolent, non-serious individuals to remain in the community 
while serving their sentence. If passed, Senate Bill 394 would create a pretrial diver-
sion court in California with a focus on diverting primary caregivers into programs 
instead of incarceration. Similar to California’s pretrial diversion opportunity for 
parents, Texas legislation has taken the necessary steps to consider children in sen-
tencing matters. Sixty-four percent of women in the Texas Department of Criminal 
Justice are nonviolent offenders. Eighty-one percent of females in Texas correc-
tional facilities are mothers (Linder, 2018). Consistent with past studies about 
parental incarceration in Texas, when a father is incarcerated, the mother is the pri-
mary caretaker, and if both the mother and father are involved in the criminal justice 
system, the grandmother often takes on the role as the caretaker (Correa et  al., 
2019). Therefore, the implementation of this Texas House Bill ensures that children 
whose parents are involved in the criminal justice system voices are heard and 
unnecessary disruption in families can be avoided if parents are provided with alter-
natives to incarceration.

�Conclusion

The goals of this chapter were to provide a brief history about family separation 
before and after emancipation, the commonness and effects of parental and family 
incarceration, and provide recommendations for moving forward in this area of 
research. Overall a review of the research revealed several unknowns in the litera-
ture. Children of incarcerated parents are invisible in the criminal justice system. 
Labeled as at risk, children that have experienced parental incarceration leave many 
wondering if the apple falls far from the tree. This unique population is often miss-
ing from the conversation when a parent is involved in the criminal justice system. 
In comparison to White children, both Blacks and Hispanics are more likely to 
experience the incarceration of a parent at rates of eight and three times more likely, 
respectively (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). Additionally, the unintended victims of 
incarceration are usually limited to children and families without the context of how 
incarceration has negative outcomes on communities as an entirety. Neighborhoods 
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as a whole feel the impact of incarceration. Individuals released from correctional 
facilities have hopes to return back to not only their families, but they also quite 
frequently return back to the same communities and neighborhoods they lived prior 
to their imprisonment. In order to address the collateral consequences of incarcera-
tion, a new set of questions should be addressed, such as the following: (1) What are 
the characteristics of neighborhoods with high parental and familial incarceration 
rates? (2) How can research include solely parental incarceration into future studies, 
but also questions about familial and household incarceration? (3) Are there differ-
ences in individual versus community level impacts of parental and familial 
incarceration?

Existing longitudinal studies have been the primary means for examining paren-
tal incarceration; however, localized analyses are beneficial in order to examine the 
relationship of parental incarceration of short-term criminal justice system involve-
ment such as probation and jail. The incarceration of a parent or primary caregiver 
impacts populations differently. Although estimations about the number of children 
exposed to parental incarceration have a wide range, the numbers still serve as a 
starting point for the continued conversation. Research at the local level will also 
provide opportunities for collaborative research initiatives among multiple social 
institutions such as schools, jails, juvenile correctional facilities, and social ser-
vices. In addition to acquiring data from different sources, parental incarceration 
research needs to expand to include a broader definition such as family and house-
hold incarceration. The most recent literature about family incarceration has deter-
mined that sibling incarceration has a significant impact (Enns et al., 2019; Norris 
et al., 2018). Therefore, future research should continue to examine this understud-
ied area of family and household incarceration.

By widening the scope of data collection and increasing the range of parental 
incarceration research to include other family members and characteristics of the 
neighborhood, additional questions about incarceration spillover effects can be 
examined. Questions remain such as whether or not a parent could have been 
diverted to alternatives to incarceration if their offenses were considered low level, 
non-violent, are there differences between the types of crimes that parents and non-
parents commit, and what else is happening in a community that has high incarcera-
tion and parental incarceration rates? Most importantly, due to the new findings 
about the significant impact of sibling incarceration, this is an area in dire need of 
more research in order to understand the resiliency effect between offending and 
non-offending siblings. Incarceration is a shared sentence that has hefty negative 
consequences emotionally and financially on communities. Over 600,000 individu-
als are released from state and federal correctional confinement (Wagner & Rabuy, 
2015), and many will face barriers during the family reunification process. Overall, 
our aim for this chapter was to provide researchers, policymakers, and the commu-
nity stakeholders with a clearer understanding of the issues and solutions to the 
inevitable consequences of incarceration in order for communities to recover from 
adversities and to build resiliency.
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Abstract  This chapter investigates the relationship between decline in racial dis-
parities in foster care and female imprisonment. Growth in female imprisonment 
has been identified as a determinant of growth in foster care populations, but race-
specific relationships between them have not been examined. Using a state-level 
panel of yearly data covering the period 2000 through 2016, we first describe trends 
in disparity in female imprisonment and foster care. We then estimate race-specific 
fixed-effects models of foster care entry rates and of foster care placement rates on 
female imprisonment rates. We include other theoretically relevant factors such as 
confirmed maltreatment rates, male imprisonment rate, measures of socio-economic 
status, state expenditures, and indicators of federal child welfare policy imple-
mented through the Tittle IV-E waiver program. Our main findings are as follows: 
For black and Hispanic children, there were no significant effects of female impris-
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black children, black male imprisonment rates were positively correlated with black 
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imprisonment rate. Confirmed maltreatment rates were positively associated with 
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�Background and Motivation

Our motivations for this chapter are threefold. First is the observation that growth in 
female imprisonment during the 1980s and 1990s accounted for an estimated 31% 
of the growth in foster care caseloads over that period (Swann & Sylvester, 2006) 
and established a connection between the adult criminal justice and foster care sys-
tems that had not been formalized. A decade later Edwards (2016) confirmed that 
states with more punitive criminal justice practices had higher foster care placement 
rates. As a determinant of foster care placement, female imprisonment growth 
brought with it the attendant and generally negative consequences of foster care 
placement (Cutuli et al., 2016; Lawrence et al., 2006; Rubin et al., 2007; Lindquist 
& Santavirta, 2014; Yang et al., 2017) as well as affecting the maternal-child rela-
tionship (Phillips & Detlaff, 2009; Turney & Wildeman, 2013; Wildeman & 
Western, 2010).

Second, since 2000 there have been substantial declines in black child foster care 
and black female imprisonment rates. Specifically, between 2000 and 2016, both 
black child foster care placement rates and black female imprisonment rates halved 
(Myers Jr. et al., 2020). By comparison, while white child foster care rates increased 
slightly (about 8%), white female imprisonment rates increased by nearly 60%. 
Although the Swann and Sylvester work did not decompose effects by race, their 
work implies that decreases in black female imprisonment should explain decreases 
in black child foster care rates, and white female rates should account for growth in 
white child rates. Third, the magnitude of the racial differences in changes in female 
imprisonment rates and child foster care rates suggests that racially disparate pro-
cesses may characterize the relationship between imprisonment and foster care.

Although the prior studies did not estimate the race-specific relationships 
between female imprisonment and foster care, we speculate that the growth in both 
that occurred during the 1990s was led primarily by increases of black women and 
children, respectively (e.g., Billingsley & Giovannoni, 1972; Hill, 2007; Myers & 
Sabol, 1987). It stands to reason, therefore, that a decline in black female imprison-
ment rates occurring during the 2000s would be associated with declines in black 
child foster care.

We examine this for foster care entry rates and foster care placement rates. We do 
not find support for this relationship. Rather, we find that black male imprisonment 
rates were positively related to black child foster care entry while black female 
imprisonment rates did not have an effect on black child entry rates. On the other 
hand, we find that white female (but not white male) imprisonment rates were posi-
tively associated with white child foster care entry rates. The same patterns held for 
foster care placement rates.

Our chapter is organized as follows: First, we describe the trends in imprison-
ment and foster care, documenting the changes in them that we summarized above. 
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Next, we discuss the ways in which foster care and incarceration may be related. 
This entails a discussion of child welfare decision-making and the role of federal 
child welfare policies. Following that, we present our hypotheses, describe our data, 
and present our findings, followed by a discussion of the findings and our 
conclusions.

For the purpose of this research, foster care entry rates and foster care placement 
rates are defined by the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System 
(AFCARS). Foster care entry rate is an estimated count of all children who entered 
foster care in a fiscal year. Foster care placement rate is an estimated count of all 
children who are physically placed in a foster care setting after being removed for 
their home. This includes placement with licensed family members or neighbors 
and temporary placements.

�Decline in Black-White Foster Care Rates

Since 2000, black-white foster care placement rates (the number of children in fos-
ter care at a point in time per child population) have converged, as have the Hispanic-
white rates.1 By 2015 the white rate exceeded the Hispanic rate (Fig.  1). More 
specifically, the black rate fell from about 19 per 1000 black children in 2000 to half 
that rate in 2014 (or about 9.5 per 1000) before rising to 10 per 1000 in 2015 and 
2016. The Hispanic child rate trended downward from 2000 to about 2012, falling 
from 6.2 to 4.5 before increasing to 4.8 by 2015. The white rate fell to its low point 
in 2012 to just above 4.1 per 1000, but since then it rose to 5 per 1000 in 2016.

Implicit in the rates is the decrease in racial and ethnic disparity in foster care 
placement rates (Fig. 2). The black-white racial disparity in foster care placement 
fell linearly from 4 to 1 in 2000 to 2 to 1 in 2016. Most of the decrease in the black-
white disparity occurred between 2000 and 2010 when the disparity fell from 4 to 
2.5. Since 2010, the rate of decrease in the black-white disparity slowed even as the 
white foster care rate increased slightly from 2012 to 2016. By comparison, the 
Hispanic-to-white disparity ratio fell throughout the 2000–2016 period from 1.5 to 
under 1. By 2015–2016, the Hispanic disparity ratio fell below 1, as white children 
had higher placement rates than Hispanic children.

On the foster care entry side, black child rates fell but not as rapidly as their fos-
ter care placement rates did (Fig. 3). The decline in black child foster care entry 
rates did not begin until about 2006, much later than the decline in their foster care 
placement rates. Between 2006 and 2012, the black child entry rate fell from 7.5 to 
5.3, before increasing to 5.9 in 2015. Hispanic child foster care entry rates similarly 
did not fall until about 2006, and from 2008 to 2016, the rate has been fairly stable 
at about 3 per 1000. Finally, the white child entry rate peaked twice—in 2005 and 

1 Unless otherwise specified, all references to race groups refer to persons not of Hispanic origin. 
For example, “whites” means non-Hispanic whites. Hispanics may be of any race.
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Fig. 2   Black- and Hispanic,-to-white foster care rate disparity ratios, 2000-2016

Fig. 1  Black, Hispanic, and white foster care placement rate per 1,000 child population 2000-2016
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again in 2016—but after falling from its earlier peak to a low of 2.7  in 2009, it 
increased linearly to exceed 3.3 in 2016.

The racial and ethnic disparities in foster care entry rates fell, but the fall was not as 
large as occurred in the foster care placement population. The black-white child foster 
care entry rate disparity ratio fell from 2.6 to 1.7, with the bulk of the decrease coming 
after 2006 (Fig. 4). This is the opposite of the pattern occurring in the black-white foster 
care placement rate disparity. For Hispanic children, the foster care entry rate disparity 
fell from 1.1 to 0.9. As with foster care placements, by 2015, Hispanic children were 
entering foster care at lower rates than white children. For both black and Hispanic 
children, the increase in the white child foster care entry rate over the 2009–2016 period 
accounted for most of the decrease in disparity. As a result of the increase in the white 
child foster care entry rate over this period, the disparity ratios fell even during years in 
which the black or Hispanic child foster care entry rate increased.

The larger decrease in the black child foster care placement than entry rates sug-
gests that the time that black children spent in foster care declined during the study 
period, as reported by Myers and Sabol (2019).

Fig. 3  Black, Hispanic, and white foster care entry rates per 1,000 child population 2000-2016
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�Imprisonment Rate Disparities

In recent years, the Bureau of Justice Statistics has reported on declines in racial 
disparities in imprisonment (Bronson & Carson, 2019; Carson, 2018). Including 
state and federal prisoners and males and females combined, the BJS reports show 
that black imprisonment rates have declined more rapidly than white rates. 
Underlying the changes in black imprisonment rates are rapid declines for 
black women.

The imprisonment rate for black women incarcerated in state prisons increased 
during the 1990s, but beginning in 2000, it declined consistently through 2016. 
Peaking at nearly 300 per 100,000 black female adults, by 2016, the black female 
rate fell to 144 per 100,000 (Fig. 5). The Hispanic rate fluctuated around 70 per 
100,000 during the late 1990s and early 2000s, but in 2006 it began to decline, and 
by 2016 it was below the rate for white women. The white female rate increased 
linearly from 1990 through 2016; from 2000 through 2016, the white female rate 
increased by nearly 60 percent. These changes in rates resulted in a decrease in the 
black-white female rate disparity of 6 to 1 in 2000 to 2 to 1 in 2016.

Behind the decline in black-white female imprisonment rates was a shift in the 
number of black and white women in state prisons for drug crimes. Between 2000 
and 2016, the black female drug imprisonment rate fell by nearly 80%, while the 
white female drug imprisonment rate increased by almost 60% (Sabol et al., 2019).

Fig. 4  Black- and Hispanic-to-white foster care entry rate disparity rations 2000-2016
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�Relationship Between Incarceration and Foster Care

A large body of research has been done on the consequences of parental, particu-
larly paternal, incarceration on children (Turney & Goodsell, 2018; Wildeman & 
Anderson, 2017; Wildeman et al., 2016). Much less has been done on the relation-
ship between incarceration and foster care. In one of two such studies, Swann and 
Sylvester (2006) provided the first comprehensive study of the issue that we could 
find. Using a state-level panel covering the years 1985 to 2000, they reported that 
foster care caseloads doubled during that period and that female imprisonment rate 
growth along with reductions in cash welfare benefits were the two main factors 
explaining the growth in foster care caseloads over that period. They estimated that 
female imprisonment rate growth explained more than 30% of the increase in foster 
care caseloads.

These papers, as well as (Sabol, 2018), describe several ways in which child 
welfare and criminal justice systems interact and describe mechanisms by which 
imprisonment and foster care are related. Most immediately, children may be placed 
out-of-home while the primary caregiver, usually the mother, is incarcerated. In this 
case, imprisonment precedes and leads to the removal of a child due to the parent’s 
imprisonment. The Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System 
(AFCARS) report for 2016 shows, for example, in about 8% of entries into foster 
care, parental incarceration was listed among the circumstances leading to foster 
care entry (AFCARS, 2017). This effect is most likely to be observed among 

Fig. 5  Black Hispanic, and white female adult imprisonment rates per 100,000, 1990-2016
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mothers, who generally are the primary caregivers, and children of incarcerated 
parents are more likely to be removed from home when mothers are incarcerated 
than when fathers are (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Mumola, 2000).

Alternatively, the criminal activity of parents may put children at greater risk of 
neglect before parents are incarcerated, and this could lead to the removal of the 
child and subsequent incarceration of a parent. Ross et al. (2004) looked at the chro-
nology of arrest, incarceration, and child placement in NYC and concluded that in 
the vast majority (90%) of cases in which maternal incarceration overlapped with 
child placement, the incarceration started after the child placement; similarly, about 
85% of the arrests that led to those incarcerations occurred after the child was 
removed. Their explanation was that removal of the child appeared to accelerate 
criminal activity among mothers who had prior convictions for drugs, prostitution, 
petty theft, and crimes related to substance abuse. These behaviors also increased 
the risk of maltreatment and subsequent removal of children.

Children may remain in foster care after their parents are released from prison, 
given difficulties that former inmates face in finding housing, getting a job, obtain-
ing substance or mental health treatment, or otherwise demonstrating the capacity 
to provide for a child (Katz, 1998). The duration of imprisonment can affect whether 
an incarcerated parent and child are reunified upon a parent’s exit from prison. The 
Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) provides that states may terminate parental 
rights if a child has been in foster care for 15 of the most recent 22 months (although 
there are exceptions). As time served in prison generally increased during the 1990s 
and then remained at the higher levels throughout the 2000s (Travis & Western, 
2014), the average mother entering prison on a new commitment for other than a 
drug crime could expect to serve more than 2 years, thereby raising the specter of 
ASFA’s termination of rights.

High spatial concentrations of imprisonment in small areas could have indirect 
effects on foster care entry. It is well-documented that incarceration is spatially 
concentrated (Lynch & Sabol, 2004; Rose & Clear, 1998; Travis & Western, 2014). 
Such areas may be perceived by child welfare caseworkers as areas that are not safe 
for children. When child neglect occurs in these areas, a child welfare caseworker 
may consider the removal of a child for reasons related to a child’s safety, even if the 
mother is not incarcerated. Consistent with ASFA’s focus on the safety of a child, 
incarceration could be viewed as an additional risk factor for further abuse.

From 1980 to 2000, the number of kids with a father in prison or jail increased 
more than fivefold, as more than five million children have had a parent incarcerated 
at some point in their lives. According to BJS data, from 1990 to 2017, the number 
of children (1-day count) with incarcerated parents nearly doubled, from 945,600 to 
1,706,600. This amounts to about 2.3% of all minor children having an incarcerated 
parent. Most parents in prison are men, as are most prisoners, but the majority of 
incarcerated women (62%) are mothers (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). Most children 
lived with their mothers prior to their parents’ incarceration. And according to the 
BJS prison inmate survey data, about 11% of incarcerated mothers reported that 
their children were in foster care while they were incarcerated. The BJS survey data 
also reveal the racial disparity among children of incarcerated parents, as slightly 
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less than 1% of white children had an incarcerated parent, while nearly 7% of black 
children and 2.4% of Hispanic children did.

�On the Decline in Racial Disparity in Foster Care Rates

The trends in black-white foster care placement rates that we described above have 
been given scant attention in the child welfare literature. The Children’s Bureau has 
reported on the decrease in disparity in foster care (Child Welfare Information 
Gateway, 2016). But much of the empirical work on racial disparities in child wel-
fare outcomes has focused on cross-sectional or single-period analyses that examine 
the degree to which racial differences in case-level factors vs. child welfare decision-
making explain racial disparities. The work is informed by three main arguments 
about racial disparities. Studies acknowledge the history of discrimination in the 
USA that contributed to the economic disadvantage faced by black families, but 
they differ on the mechanisms through which it contributes to disparity and whether 
this occurs at the caseworker level, at the institutional level (through policies and 
procedures that are biased against black families), or through the socio-economic 
disadvantage that leads to higher levels of neglect and abuse that increases the risk 
of maltreatment (Ards et  al., 2003, 2012; Bartholet, 2009; Boyd, 2014; Chand, 
2000; Fluke, 2011; Hill, 2004; Kim et al., 2011; Roberts, 2012; Wildeman et al., 
2014). In principle, the theories that explain the reasons for disparities could also 
explain the increase or decrease in disparities in foster care rates. This occurs if the 
levels of the variables that generate the gaps at the caseworker, institutional, or 
socio-economic level change.

Studies of disparities focus on child welfare decision points leading to the deci-
sion to place a child into foster care. Decision points or stages in the child welfare 
process include referral, substantiation, and the decision to remove a child from a 
family (Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015; Graham et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2011; Morton 
et  al., 2011). Myers (2011) distinguished between unconditional and conditional 
disparities, where conditional disparities measure the probability of transitioning 
between stages of the child welfare process. Studies that consider child welfare case 
processing decisions to explain disparities generally find smaller disparities than 
those that measure the disparities unconditionally (Child Welfare Information 
Gateway, 2016) but not for all outcomes, such as reunification following parental 
incarceration (Hayward & DePanfilis, 2007).

The absence of data on the incidence of maltreatment other than through the 
National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect (NIS)2 means that studies of 

2 The NIS estimates the incidence of child abuse and neglect in the USA and provides estimates of 
the extent of reported and unreported abuse and neglect. Four waves of the NIS have been con-
ducted, with the last wave covering incidents occurring in 2005 and 2006. The national sample 
design precludes using the data for studies at the subnational level, such as the county, which is the 
unit of analysis for our proposed project.
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the effects of child welfare decision-making on racial disparities generally start with 
data on reported maltreatment and analyze subsequent decisions.3 Whether using 
individual or aggregate data, studies find a strong relationship between poverty and 
reported maltreatment and that racial differences in poverty rates are a primary 
driver of the racial disparity in maltreatment (Drake et al., 2009, 2011; Maguire-
Jack et al., 2015; Maguire-Jack & Font, 2017).

Although poverty and need may predict maltreatment, it is not immediately clear 
that they should also predict foster care rates or racial disparities in them. At the 
state level, changes in socio-economic status do not appear to affect foster care 
maintenance rates (Goldhaber-Fiebert et al., 2014). But state-level data may mask 
within-state variation at the county level as Wulczyn (2017), Wulczyn et al. (2013), 
and Wulczyn and Levy (2007) show in examining the black/white foster care place-
ment gap. They found that county-level measures of poverty and social disadvan-
tage are correlated with county-level variations in the black/white placement gap, 
but the relationship they found was a negative one: as county-level poverty rates 
increased, the black/white gap in placement rates narrowed. They explained this 
somewhat counterintuitive finding by the fact that the relationship between poverty 
and placement rates depends upon race. Their work suggests that increasing poverty 
in areas lessens racial disparities in foster care placements.

Consistent with Wulczyn’s work, since the late 1990s, poverty has spread geo-
graphically, as there has been an expansion in the number of counties in the USA 
with high poverty rates (Mather & Jarosz, 2016). The number of high-poverty-rate 
(more than 15.5%) counties increased in all types of counties, but the largest 
increases between 1989 and 2010/2014 occurred in small−/mid-sized metropolitan 
areas followed closely by non-metropolitan/rural counties. The increase in urban 
counties with high poverty rates could contribute to explaining the decrease in racial 
disparities in foster care if black children in foster care resided in predominantly 
urban areas, and the child welfare system treated poor children similarly, but the 
increase in poverty would not necessarily explain the decrease in the black child 
foster care rate. The increase in high poverty in areas that are largely white—small 
and rural counties—could help explain the decrease in disparity.

Another plausible explanation for declining racial disparities in foster care is the 
enhanced federal oversight of child welfare agencies. Since 2000, the Children’s 
Bureau conducted the Child and Family Services Reviews (CFSRs) that established 
federal standards in child welfare and required states to undertake self-examination 
and federal audit of their child welfare processes to determine the extent to which 
they aligned with federal standards. Additionally, the Children’s Bureau also under-
took several rounds of Title IV-E eligibility reviews to ensure that states met legal 
requirements for federal funds.

3 The fourth wave of the NIS reported racial differences in the incidence of maltreatment that were 
explained by a growing gap between black and white children in economic well-being. Socio-
economic status was identified as the strongest predictor of maltreatment rates, and the black-white 
gap was attributed to lagging black family incomes relative to white family income growth (Sedlak 
et al., 2010).
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During the same time, states could conduct demonstration projects using Title 
IV-E to develop knowledge about new and innovative child welfare practices. The 
IV-E waivers gave states flexibility to support alternative services (to foster care) 
that promoted safety, permanency, and well-being for children in child protection 
and foster care systems. Between the enactment of the original child welfare waiver 
authority in 1994 and 2013, 23 states implemented one or more demonstrations 
involving a variety of service strategies, including:

•	 Subsidized guardianship/kinship permanence.
•	 Flexible funding and capped title IV-E allocations to local child welfare agencies.
•	 Managed care payment systems.
•	 Services for caregivers with substance use disorders.
•	 Intensive service options, including expedited reunification services.
•	 Enhanced training for child welfare staff.
•	 Adoption and post-permanency services.
•	 Tribal administration of title IV-E funds (Children’s Bureau, 2013).

We expect that states’ experimentation with waiver programs reflects their capac-
ity and willingness to try alternative programming that could also lead to reductions 
in foster care.

�Research Questions and Hypotheses

Given prior studies showing that growth in female imprisonment led to growth in 
foster care, we are interested in whether this relationship holds during a period of 
declining foster care rates and if there are race-specific effects in this relationship or 
if the increase in the imprisonment of women accounted for the largest portion of 
the increase in foster care caseloads during a period of growth in foster-care casel-
oads, then does the decline in imprisonment for black women account for the decline 
in foster care caseloads for black children?

More specifically, we ask:

•	 To what extent do race-specific imprisonment rates explain race-specific foster 
care entry rates, controlling for confirmed maltreatment rates and relevant socio-
demographic variables?

•	 To what extent do race-specific imprisonment rates explain race-specific foster 
care placement rates, controlling for racial differences in the mean expected 
length of stay in foster care?

Given the literature and patterns in the data that we observed, we speculate that:

•	 We will observe a positive association between female imprisonment rates and 
both foster care entry and placement rates and there will be no racial differences 
in these effects. We base this upon the findings from the prior research we cited.
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•	 We will observe a positive association between male imprisonment rates and 
foster care entry and placement rates. We view male incarceration as an indica-
tion of criminal justice system penetration into a community, and as a conse-
quence of this penetration, the child welfare system will be predisposed to 
remove children for safety reasons as male incarceration increases.

•	 We speculate that Title IV-E waiver experimentation will be associated with 
lower foster care rates.

•	 We speculate that these relationships will hold controlling for confirmed mal-
treatment rates.

For our analysis, we take advantage of the differences in black-white female 
imprisonment rates and black-white foster care entries and placements to examine 
racial differences in the possible effects of imprisonment on foster care. We have 
constructed and use an annual, state-level panel covering the years 2000–2015. 
While we estimate fixed-effects regressions and control for socio-economic vari-
ables and state expenditures, our aim is to establish patterns of relationships rather 
than to estimate causal effects.

�Data Sources

Using several sources, we compiled a level, yearly panel dataset covering the years 
2000 through 2015 on foster care entries, placements, and exits, confirmed maltreat-
ment cases, incarceration, socio-economic variables, population, state expenditures, 
and the timing and location (state) of Title IV-E waiver programs. We obtained race- 
and Hispanic-origin-specific4 foster care measures from the Adoption and Foster 
Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) and race-specific confirmed mal-
treatment data from the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS). 
The foster care measures covered the years 2000 through 2015; the child maltreat-
ment data covered the years 2004–2015, due to data limitations prior to 2004. We 
downloaded the state-by-year foster care and maltreatment data from the Annie 
E. Casey Kids Count Database.

We used Bureau of Justice Statistics’ (BJS’s) National Prisoners Statistics (NPS) 
data to obtain annual, race-sex-specific counts of persons under the jurisdiction of 
each state’s prison system at year end. The NPS data do not provide race-specific 
prison admissions data. To calculate race-sex-specific imprisonment rates, we used 
US Census Bureau inter-census state and county population estimates to generate 
the denominators of the imprisonment rates. The US Census Bureau’s Annual 
Survey of Government Finance provided the state government expenditure data. 
Socio-economic data came from the American Communities Survey (ACS).

4 Henceforth, unless we specify otherwise, we use the phrase “race-specific” to refer to “race- and 
Hispanic-origin-specific.”
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The Children’s Bureau, Office of Administration for Children and Families 
within the Department of Health and Human Services compilation of Title IV-E 
waiver programs, participants, and dates of programs provided the source data on 
states’ participation in IV-E waiver programs.

�Measures

Our dependent variables are the race-specific foster care entry and foster care place-
ment rates per 1000 children, within the respective race group. Our main indepen-
dent variable (or measure of the intervention) was the race-specific adult female and 
adult male imprisonment rates per 100,000 resident population. Because a child can 
be removed from a home during the period of incarceration and not just at the point 
of admission into prison, we measured imprisonment rates based upon the stock of 
prisoners and not the flow of admissions. We include race-specific measures of male 
imprisonment rates per adult male. Our third major variable is the confirmed mal-
treatment rate. Given the centrality of confirmed maltreatment to the foster care 
process, we included measures of the race-specific confirmed child maltreatment 
rates per 1000 children in the respective race group.

We added controls for other factors thought to be associated with foster care. 
State expenditures reflect spending priorities, and shifts in expenditures over time 
also reflect the relative priorities of different types of state programs. We included 
per capita state expenditure amounts for several categories of expenditures; these 
were total state government expenditures, education, public welfare, health, police, 
and corrections. We expressed all expenditure amounts in constant (2015) dollars. 
Poverty and socio-economic conditions are known to be associated with child mal-
treatment and foster care. Consequently, we included race-specific socio-economic 
measures including teen birth rates, median household income, child poverty rates, 
and children in families headed by a single person. Household income was mea-
sured in constant (2015) dollars.

To address our interest in the possible role of federal child welfare policy, we 
included measures of states’ participation in Title IV-E waiver programs. We mea-
sured these using a series of dummy or indicator variables equal to 1 during the 
years in which a state participated in a program and zero for the other years. We 
measured four categories of completed waivers, meaning that a state had officially 
ended a waiver program; these were:

•	 Subsidized guardianship/kinship permanence: Caregivers or relatives assume 
legal custody of children who are eligible for a monthly subsidy equal or compa-
rable to monthly foster care payments. Eleven states implemented these between 
1996 and 2011. Years of implementation varied among the states.

•	 Services for caregivers: IV-E monies used to fund services for caregivers with 
substance use disorders. Three states implemented these between 1996 and 2005; 
years of implementation varied.
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•	 Managed care payment systems: Tests of alternative managed care financing 
mechanisms to reduce child welfare costs while improving permanency, safety, 
well-being, and outcomes for targeted families. Five states implemented these 
between 1999 and 2003; years of implementation varied among states.

•	 Intensive service options: States increased the variety and intensity of services to 
reduce out-of-home placement rates and improve child permanency and safety. 
Three states implemented these between 1998 and 2008; years varied 
among states.

We also included a dummy variable for any active waiver demonstrations, that is, 
wavier demonstrations that were still underway by the end of 2015. We did not clas-
sify these into specific program categories due to the diversity of the waiver efforts 
and multiple foci within states.

�Methods

Our general strategy was to use fixed-effects estimators to exploit the within-state 
variation in imprisonment rates over time. We used state and year fixed effects and 
weighted the regressions by state population. Standard errors were clustered.

We started by estimating race-specific models of foster care entries on female 
and male imprisonment rates for the entire 2000–2015 study period. We then esti-
mated regressions adding the several sets of control variables. Second, given the 
availability of confirmed maltreatment data for 2004–2015 only, we repeated the 
process for this shorter period. Following the regressions of foster care entry on 
imprisonment, we then added the confirmed maltreatment rates to the regressions, 
followed by the additional control and IV-E waiver variables.

The specific progression of the regression models was:

•	 Female and male incarceration
•	 Child welfare policy variables: Title IV-E waiver programs
•	 Sentencing policy variables
•	 State expenditures per capita (in 2015 dollars)
•	 Maltreatment rates
•	 SES covariates

We repeated the process for foster care placement rates.
We used a log-log functional form for the dependent and continuous covariates. 

The parameters are interpreted as elasticities (the effects of a 1-percent change in a 
variable on foster care entry rates).

As is well known, regression analysis such as that we have undertaken does not 
provide a definitive assessment of the causal pathways connecting foster care and 
imprisonment. It is beyond the scope of the current investigation, however, to test 
for the direction of causation or to determine whether other factors could explain the 
trends and patterns we establish.
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�Results

We focus on the period 2004–2015, for which we have the confirmed maltreatment 
data. (Results for the 2000–2015 period that exclude maltreatment measures are 
available upon request of the authors. For brevity, in the tables we show only the 
estimates for imprisonment and maltreatment and not all of the control variables.)

�Black Child Foster Care Entry

The results for black child foster care entry rates show that the effects of imprison-
ment are not consistent across specifications. In models 1, 2, and 3 in Table 1, the 
signs on the parameters for both the black female and black male imprisonment 
rates are positive but not significant. When we introduce confirmed maltreatment 
rates in models 4 and 5, the signs on the black female imprisonment rate flip and 
become negative but remain non-significant; however, the signs on the black male 
imprisonment rate remain positive but reach statistical significance. Across models 
4 and 5, the effects of the confirmed maltreatment rate are positive and statistically 
significant.

The estimated magnitudes of the effects of the black male imprisonment rates are 
on the same order of magnitude as the effects of the confirmed black child maltreat-
ment rate. In models 4 and 5, the elasticities for these two variables range from 
about 0.22% to 0.30%, or a 1-percentage-point change in each of the variable results 
in a combined (additive), roughly half-percentage point change (increase) in the 
growth of black child foster care entries.

Not shown, participation in IV-E waiver programs reduces the growth in black 
child foster care entries in models 1–3, but when child maltreatment rates are 
entered into the equation, only active waiver participation has any effect on black 
child foster care entry rates, and it exerts a smaller, negative effect on that growth 
rate than do either black male imprisonment or child maltreatment rates. None of 
the socio-economic variables has significant effects, and the effects of state expen-
ditures are mixed and small.

�White Child Foster Care Entry

For white child foster care entry rates, the white female imprisonment rate is not 
significant in models 1–3, but when white child maltreatment rates are introduced 
into the equation, the effect of white female imprisonment rates remains positive 
and reaches significance (Table 2). A 1-percentage-point change in the white female 
imprisonment rate results in a 0.16% change in the growth rate of white child foster 
care entry rates. Conversely, the effects of white male imprisonment rates on white 
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child foster care entry go from significant (models 1–3) to insignificant with the 
introduction of child maltreatment rates (models 4–5).

White child confirmed maltreatment rates have significant, positive effects on 
white child foster care entry. The white child confirmed maltreatment rate has the 
largest magnitude of effect (0.2), but the magnitude of the white female imprison-
ment rate is about the same order of magnitude (0.16).

Two of the measured IV-E waiver programs have significant effects in models 
4–5: the intensive service option demonstrations and currently active demonstra-
tions. The effects of these two waiver programs are consistently negative across all 
five specifications; in models 4 and 5, the combined (additive) effects of these two 
waiver demonstrations is about −0.2 or the same magnitude (in absolute value) of 
either the child maltreatment or female imprisonment rate variables.

Among the socio-economic variables, only the white teen birth rate had a signifi-
cant effect in model 5. White teen birth rates were positively associated with white 
child foster care entry rates, and the magnitude of the effect (0.27%) was the largest 
effect on any single variable.

Table 1  Fixed effects regression estimates of black child foster care entry rates, 2004–2015

(Robust standard errors)
Model 1 Mode 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Variables Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat

In(black 
female 
imprisonment 
rate)

0.071 0.048 0.0572 0.048 0.050 0.049 −0.022 0.048 −0.0549 0.0760

In(black male 
imprisonment 
rate)

0.027 1.357 0.0082 0.134 0.046 0.136 0.252 0.128 
*

0.2981 0.1555 
*

In(black child 
maltreatment 
rate)

0.234 0.033 
**

0.2173 0.0344 
**

Controls
 � IV-E 

Waivers
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � State 
sentencing 
policies

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � State 
expenditures

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � SES 
variables

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

State & year 
fixed effects

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
N observations 509 509 509 509 509
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�Hispanic Child Foster Care Entry

The only variable having a significant effect on the Hispanic child foster care entry 
rates was the Hispanic child confirmed maltreatment rate (Table 3). Its effect was 
large and positive (0.43%). Neither Hispanic female nor Hispanic male imprison-
ment rates had a significant effect on Hispanic child foster care entry, although the 
signs on both imprisonment rates were positive.

�Foster Care Placement Rates

Results of the foster care placement rate regressions follow the same general pat-
terns as with the foster care entry rate results, with some important differences. For 
black and Hispanic children, the effects of female imprisonment on foster care 
placement are not significant, although for black children the female imprisonment 
rate effect nears the 0.05 level when confirmed maltreatment is included (Tables 4 
and 5). The signs on female imprisonment for blacks and Hispanics are negative, 

Table 2  Fixed effects regression estimates of white child foster care entry rates, 2004–2015

(Robust standard errors)
Model 1 Mode 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Variables Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat

In(white female 
imprisonment 
rate)

0.027 0.071 0.04659 0.071 0.064 0.071 0.161 0.071 
*

0.1644 0.0722 
*

In(white male 
imprisonment 
rate)

0.322 0.136 
*

0.31966 0.135 
*

0.293 0.134 
*

0.195 0.135 0.1290 0.1379

In(white child 
maltreatment 
rate)

0.200 0.027 
**

0.1946 0.0275 
**

Controls
 � IV-E Waivers Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � State 
sentencing 
policies

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � State 
expenditures

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � SES 
variables

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

State & year 
fixed effects

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
N observations 536 536 536 536 536
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implying that increases in their imprisonment rates would lead to decreases in foster 
care placement rates (and vice versa). For white children, the female imprisonment 
rate effects are positive and larger than the effects of confirmed maltreatment. While 
the parameter on the white female imprisonment rate in Table  5 increases (that 
includes confirmed maltreatment rates), it does not differ statistically from the 
parameter estimate in Table 4. Hence, conditional upon confirmed maltreatment, 
there is an effect of female imprisonment rates for white children, but not for black 
or Hispanic children.

Black male imprisonment rates are positively associated with black child foster 
care placement rates, but this relationship does not obtain for whites or for Hispanics. 
For Hispanics, the male imprisonment rate is significant at the lower threshold 
of 0.01.

Table 3  Fixed effects regression estimates of Hispanic child foster care entry rates, 2004–2015

(Robust standard errors)
Data covering 2004–2015

Model 1 Mode 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Variables Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat Param t-stat

In(Hispanic 
female 
imprisonment 
rate)

−0.015 0.047 −0.0129 0.047 −0.020 0.047 0.036 0.043 0.0600 0.0422

In(Hispanic 
male 
imprisonment 
rate)

0.059 0.073 0.0568 0.072 0.087 0.072 0.092 0.065 0.1121 0.0677

In(Hispanic 
child 
maltreatment 
rate)

0.521 0.044 
**

0.4281 0.0445 
**

Controls
 � IV-E 

Waivers
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � State 
sentencing 
policies

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � State 
expenditures

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 � SES 
variables

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

State & year 
fisted effects

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
N observations 516 516 516 516 516
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�Discussion

The results on foster care entry rates in model 5 (the preferred model in Tables 1, 2, 
and 3) and foster care placement (Table 5) show racial differences in the direction 
and magnitude of effects of the imprisonment variables. For black and Hispanic 
children, there were no significant effects of female imprisonment rates, but for 
white children, increases in white female imprisonment rates led to increases in 
white child foster care entry rates. And only for black children was there an effect 
of male imprisonment on foster care entry; the black male imprisonment rate had a 
positive effect on the black child foster care entry rate and the foster care placement 
rate. The magnitude of the black male imprisonment rate effect is large; its esti-
mated elasticity was almost twice the magnitude of the effect of white female 
imprisonment rates on white child foster care entry rates.

Confirmed maltreatment rates had positive effects on foster care entry rates for 
all three racial groups. These effects are consistent with our predictions. Among the 
socio-economic variables, only white teen birth rates had an effect on foster care 
entries; the effects of black and Hispanic teen birth rates did not reach statistical 
significance. State and federal sponsored programs implemented to develop alterna-
tives to foster care do not show any significant effect in reducing foster care rates.

These differential effects suggest that there are different processes at work for 
black, Hispanic, and white children. The effect of black male incarceration on foster 
care entry is consistent with the literature that as male incarceration increases, foster 
care placement increases. However, between 2000 and 2016, the black male impris-
onment actually decreased by about 30% (Bronson & Carson, 2019; Sabol et al., 
2019). Or, as black men came out of prison in the 2000s, the black child rate of entry 
into foster care decreased.

Three factors could be at work here. First, the decrease in black male imprison-
ment rates could be associated with a reduction in the concentration of black male 
incarceration. We speculated that high-incarceration-rate areas could be perceived 
by child welfare caseworkers as unsafe for children, thereby hastening their removal 
to foster care. However, if concentrations of incarceration are lower, child welfare 
caseworkers’ perceptions of them as unsafe could change. Second, these effects 
could be concentrated in states with less punitive systems or that had more generous 
welfare programs (Edwards, 2016), a hypothesis that we did not test.

Third, the effect of the declining black male imprisonment rate on foster care 
entries could be economic. The withdraws of men removes a source of income for 
black children that in turn affects the remaining caregiver’s (mother’s) capacity to 
provide for a child, and then when black male imprisonment rates increase, so too 
would foster care entry rates. Conversely, when the imprisonment rates decrease, if 
the income support hypothesis is correct, so too would foster care entry rates. BJS 
survey data show that the majority of incarcerated fathers report providing primary 
financial for their child prior to their incarceration, as more than two-thirds of those 
fathers who lived with the child prior to incarceration provided primary financial 
support for their minor children (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). Further, given the 
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difficulties that former prisoners face finding jobs (Bushway et al., 2007; Western, 
2006), even if the returning fathers were unable to provide income, to the extent that 
they provide childcare or other support, this could ease a working mother’s efforts 
to maintain custody of her children.

The effects of white female imprisonment on white child foster care entry rates 
and placement rates are consistent with our hypotheses, but the absence of effects of 
black and Hispanic female imprisonment on their respective children’s foster care 
entry rates is not consistent with predictions. The effects of white female imprison-
ment are generally strengthened by introducing measures of white child confirmed 
maltreatment rates, suggesting an independent incarceration effect for whites but 
not blacks or Hispanics.

One plausible explanation for the black-white female imprisonment effects is 
changes in the types of drugs that were subject to drug enforcement policy. During 
the 1980 and 1990 period studied by Swann and Sylvester, enforcement of crack 
cocaine intensified (Travis & Western, 2014), as measured by arrests and imprison-
ments. Both black drug arrest and black drug imprisonment rates increased during 
this period along with drug enforcement of crack cocaine. However, since 2000, 
both black female and black male drug imprisonment rates have coincided with 
large increases in white female imprisonment rates. As we pointed out, drug crime 
enforcement explains most of the shift in black-white female imprisonment rates.

Unfortunately, the available criminal justice administrative data systems do not 
report sufficient detail on drug crimes either to characterize the types of drugs for 
which persons are arrested or the types of crimes for which they are imprisoned. 
Consequently, we have to use proxies for these measures. One such proxy for the 
type of drug of arrest and imprisonment is the drug overdose mortality rate. Under 
the assumption that high rates of overdose for specific types of drugs indicate 
involvement or use of types of drugs, changes in drug overdose mortality by type of 
drug would provide an indication of involvement with different types of drugs. 
Prescription opioid mortality rates for whites have exceeded those for blacks 
throughout the 2000s by a factor of two-to-one, and only in recent years have black 
fentanyl overdose rates reached the levels for whites (Scholl et al., 2018).

The shifts in black-white female drug imprisonment rates are consistent with 
shifts in the types of drugs enforced. During the 1980s and 1990s, crack cocaine 
was the focus of enforcement, but during the 2000s, opioids have been. These drug 
types are associated with racial differences in use and plausibly manufacturing or 
dealing. Evidence of racial differences in types of drugs comes from drug overdose 
death rates. Figure 6 shows the state-specific medians, IQRs, and outliers for the 
white female drug overdose mortality rate, and Fig. 7 shows the same for the black 
female rate. The white female rate increased linearly throughout the 2000–2016 
period, while the black female mortality rate was comparatively flat until about 
2015. To the extent that drug overdose rates reflect involvement and use of drug 
types, the white female rate suggests much higher involvement of white women 
with opioids.

Unfortunately, the official statistics on drug arrests derived from the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) are not available by the 

W. J. Sabol et al.



111

combination of race and sex. They are only available by race and by sex. During the 
1980s when crack cocaine enforcement increased, the male-female drug arrest rate 
ratio decreased as the black-white drug arrest rate ratio increased. These patterns are 
consistent with increasing drug arrest rates for both black men and women. However, 
since the mid-1990s and continuing through the 2000s, as the male-female arrest 
rate ratio continued to decline, the black-white arrest rate ratio made a U turn and 
continued to fall, a pattern that is consistent with increasing arrests of white women 
for drug crimes and decreasing arrests of black women for drug crimes.

With this enforcement of type of drug explanation, we speculate that there have 
been increases in the white female drug arrest rate for, first, methamphetamine and 
second prescription opioids that lead to increases in their drug imprisonment rate. 

Fig. 6  Sources: Cause of death data: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center 
for Health Statistics. Underlying Cause of Death 1999-2017 on CDC WONDER Online Database, 
released December, 2018. Data are from the Multiple Cause of Death Files, 1999-2017, as com-
piled from data provided by the 57 vital statistics jurisdictions through the Vitatl Statistics 
Cooperative Program. Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/ucd-icd10.html on Dec. 14, 2018 3:12:44 
PM. Population data: United States Department of Health and Human Services (US DHHS), 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), 
Bridged-Race Population Estimates, United States July 1st population by state, county, age, sex, 
bridged-race, and Hispanic origin. Compiled from 1990-1999 bridged-race intercensal population 
estimates (released by NCHS on 7/26/2004); revised bridged-race 2000-2009 intercensal popula-
tion estimates (released by NCHS on 10/26/2021; and bridged-race Vintage 2017 (2010-2017) 
intercensal population estimates (released by NCHS on 6/27/2018. Available on CDC WONDER 
Online Database. Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.bridged-race-v2017.html on Dec 6, 2018 at 
9:01:11 AM
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By comparison, as the enforcement of crack diminished, there has been a decrease 
in black female drug arrests and imprisonments.

Under this drug enforcement hypothesis, imprisonment rate change is responsive 
to drug crimes and the types of drugs enforced. The association between a type of 
drug and race is important for determining a large portion of the change in imprison-
ment. This leads to the speculation that as the use of fentanyl increases and is associ-
ated with increases in black female drug overdoses, the enforcement effect on black 
women will increase and so will the effects of drug imprisonment on foster care 
entries.

Third, we were surprised to find any effect of federal policies and the Title IV-E 
waiver demonstration participation. We interpret participation in waiver 

Fig. 7  Sources: Cause of death data: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center 
for Health Statistics. Underlying Cause of Death 1999-2017 on CDC WONDER Online Database, 
released December, 2018. Data are from the Multiple Cause of Death Files, 1999-2017, as com-
piled from data provided by the 57 vital statistics jurisdictions through the Vitatl Statistics 
Cooperative Program. Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/ucd-icd10.html on Dec. 14, 2018 3:12:44 
PM. Population data: United States Department of Health and Human Services (US DHHS), 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), 
Bridged-Race Population Estimates, United States July 1st population by state, county, age, sex, 
bridged-race, and Hispanic origin. Compiled from 1990-1999 bridged-race intercensal population 
estimates (released by NCHS on 7/26/2004); revised bridged-race 2000-2009 intercensal popula-
tion estimates (released by NCHS on 10/26/2021; and bridged-race Vintage 2017 (2010-2017) 
intercensal population estimates (released by NCHS on 6/27/2018. Available on CDC WONDER 
Online Database. Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.bridged-race-v2017.html on Dec 6, 2018 at 
9:01:11 AM
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demonstrations as an indication of a state’s commitment to improving different 
aspects of its child welfare system. States that adopted Intensive Service Option 
(ISO) waiver demonstrations had lower foster care entry rates for whites but did not 
affect black or Hispanic foster care entry. The ISO waiver (increased the intensity of 
services to reduce out-of-home placements) had an effect only on the white foster 
care entry rate (~12% lower than non-ISO states). The three states with ISO waivers 
(CA, AZ, MS) have diverse populations, and it is not immediately obvious why the 
effects held only for whites.

States with active waiver demonstrations had lower foster care entry rates for 
black and white children than states without active waiver programs. The effect was 
to reduce entry rates by about 7% to 10%. Active waiver demonstrations have been 
in effect since about 2013; hence their effect on foster care entry rates occurred late 
in the study period after substantial reductions in FC entry had occurred for black 
youth. Twenty-four states with active waivers had several different types of demon-
strations, including those that focused on “right-sizing” the congregate care system, 
enhancing assessment and family engagement, flexible funding systems, kinship 
supports, trauma-informed assessment and services, services for caregivers with 
substance abuse disorders, and wrap-around and post-unification services. While it 
would be nice to know if specific types of waiver demonstrations were associated 
with reductions, the measures and data used are not sufficient to test for these. We 
point out that states with active waiver demonstrations select themselves into the 
waiver program; hence, the differences in foster care entry may be due to self-
selection and general orientation of the states toward foster care rather than to a 
specific federal program effect.

�Other Explanations and Implications to Consider

We did not explicitly measure changes at the child welfare agency level, especially 
the racial/ethnic composition of the workforce. Increase in the share of non-white 
case workers could lead to decreases in confirmed maltreatment and foster care 
entry. McBreath et  al. (2014) suggest that child welfare caseworkers’ housing-
related service strategies may differ. When caseworkers were culturally similar to 
clients, caseworkers used more active strategies to connect caregivers to needed 
housing services.

Ards et  al. (2012) used vignettes to show that individual case workers within 
counties differed in classifying a situation as neglect depending on the randomly 
assigned race of the child. Ards et al. aggregated these measures of racialized per-
ceptions at the county level and demonstrated that they are predictive of the racial 
disproportionalities in child maltreatment reports.

Child welfare agency decision-making could be having unobserved effects in 
decreasing black-white child foster care entry disparities, foster care placement not-
withstanding. While state and federal sponsored program showed little effect in 
reducing rates, kinship care has been used widely in the African-American 
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community (Boyd, 2014). Pryce et  al. (2019) found that county agencies in 
New  York state proactively looked for alternatives like family meetings to find 
“suitable others” before having to take the step to place a child in foster care, and a 
decade-old program there (Disproportionate Minority Representation (DMR)) was 
specifically aimed at reducing disparities for black children. A conclusion from this 
literature is that kinship care could lead to an increase in racial disparity in foster 
care. Hence, if child welfare agencies are more likely to use kin-care for black chil-
dren than other children, this would imply increasing the number of black children 
entering or in foster care, as AFCARS includes children in kinship care among 
those in foster care. However, the number of black children in foster care fell during 
the study period, a finding that runs counter to the hypothesis that increased use of 
kin-care would increase racial disparity in foster care. Among black and Hispanic 
families, extended family members may be more likely to provide care for children 
when mothers are unable (Arditi, 2015), and this could lead to lower black foster 
care placements. Alternatively, faced with budget constraints, child welfare agen-
cies could be less likely to report incidents of abuse for a variety of reasons includ-
ing fear of misinterpreting cultural practices or perception of the severity of the 
incident that may be related to the race of the child (Gilbert et al., 2009; Ards et al., 
2012). Either or both of these processes would lead to a reduction in black child 
foster care placements and disparity. Both could also result increased kinship care 
that would be consistent with the observed reduction in black children in foster care 
and a desire to have children cared for by kin.

In recent years some states have implemented family-focused approach to sen-
tencing that considers the needs of children and refocuses sentencing to avoid sever-
ing the parent-child relationship (Allard, 2006; Feig, 2015). This approach considers 
alternative sentencing for non-violent offenders where prison time is reduced or 
eliminated in order to maintain the parental bonds. This approach could potentially 
help decrease the disparity in entry, placement, and exit rates.

If changes in the racial/ethnic composition of the caseworker workforce or if 
private efforts such as the Casey-inspired “Places to Watch” and Promising Practices 
to Address Racial Disparity in Child Welfare have led to changes in or improve-
ments in the culture of child welfare agencies, this could also explain the diminution 
in the racial disparity in foster care entry (and placements).

�Limitations and Future Directions

The state-level unit of analysis masks important within-state variation in the appli-
cation of child welfare practices, criminal justice system enforcement, and impris-
onment. County-level measures would better represent these local processes, but 
there are limitations on using the child welfare data at the county level. For example, 
child maltreatment data are available and identifiable to counties with 1000 or more 
cases. Similarly, incarceration data at the county level are limited by the states that 
submit such data to the Bureau of Justice Statistics. All told if the black-white 
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differences described herein are due largely to urban-rural differences in the racial 
distribution of population, the use and enforcement of different drug types, and the 
child welfare system processes, then the data limitations could limit the extent to 
which rural practices could be measured and assessed. Nonetheless, we think that 
examining county-level processes is a worthwhile endeavor.

For example, coincident with the trends in black female imprisonment and black 
child foster care outcomes has been the spread of poverty throughout the nation. 
Since the late 1990s, poverty has spread geographically, as there has been an expan-
sion in the number of counties in the USA with high poverty rates (Mather & Jarosz, 
2016). The number of high-poverty-rate (more than 15.5%) counties increased in all 
types of counties, but the largest increases between 1989 and 2010/2014 occurred in 
small−/mid-sized metropolitan areas followed closely by non-metropolitan/rural 
counties. The increase in urban counties with high poverty rates could contribute to 
explaining the decrease in racial disparities in foster care if black children in foster 
care resided in predominantly urban areas, and the child welfare system treated poor 
children similarly, but the increase in poverty would not necessarily explain the 
decrease in the black child foster care rate. The increase in high poverty in areas that 
are largely white—small and rural counties—could help explain the decrease in 
disparity.

Identifying the direction of the effects of imprisonment and foster care removal 
remains a challenge. It is important to know whether incarceration leads to increases 
in the removal of white children or whether the removal of the child leads to the 
subsequent incarceration of a mother in order to identify opportunities for improv-
ing the welfare of the child. If the incarceration precedes foster care entry, then child 
welfare systems could assess feasible alternatives. If the removal of the child is due 
to a pattern of neglect and criminal behavior and precedes incarceration, then more 
intensive family intervention may be necessary, including interventions that go 
beyond the scope of child welfare system. For example, drug-abusing mothers may 
be referred to treatment, but their success in treatment could depend upon a number 
of factors, including their social support systems. If drug-abusing mothers are 
embedded in a social support system consisting of other drug users, then removal of 
the child may be the best option available for the child.

Although we found some effects of federal policies and states’ involvement in 
Title IV-E waivers, the broader scope of federal policy in child welfare needs to be 
measured. For example, the CFSRs to which we briefly referred established federal 
standards in child welfare to which states were to adhere. Under the CFSR process, 
states did self-assessments, and the Children’s Bureau audited their practices. Non-
compliance with federal standards led to performance improvement plans and sub-
sequently re-reviews. Among the items on which states were assessed were their 
efforts to address racial disparities. Better measurement of federal policies could 
implicate them in the reduction in racial disparity in foster care.

Furthermore, the recently implemented Family First Prevention Service Act 
(NSCL, 2020) combines the Title-E waiver program with tactics similar to the DMR 
program in New  York including finding suitable kinship care before foster care 
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placement. Both programs should be examined further in future research to see 
whether the data support the qualitative findings by Pryce et al. (2019).

We know little about the processes at work for black women and children and 
why there are different processes for whites and blacks. The absence of an incar-
ceration effect for black women coincides with the simultaneous decrease in both 
black female imprisonment and black child foster care rates. This suggests that 
there may be other variables that are responsible for both trends. The education and 
economic conditions for black women have improved somewhat over the past 
decade, but we are not sure that these changes were sufficiently large to generate the 
observed trends.

This chapter has uncovered unexpected patterns of racially disparate child wel-
fare processes related to imprisonment. They do not necessarily conform to pre-
existing expectations. It therefore serves as a base for additional research to address 
some of these issues that we’ve outlined.
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Abstract  Language is powerful. Although this may seem obvious, language as a 
protective factor for children with incarcerated parents has not  – to the authors’ 
knowledge – been explored. This chapter discusses the movement toward person-
first, humanizing language in general, in the field of criminal justice, and then spe-
cifically for children with incarcerated parents. Drawing from the work and words 
of those directly affected, the authors argue that shifting terminology is important to 
lessen the stigma and promote children’s well-being when a parent is incarcerated. 
Terms such as “criminal,” “inmate,” and “offender” should be replaced with “incar-
cerated person” or “parent who is incarcerated,” to acknowledge not only the person 
behind the alleged law-breaking but also the parent, thereby seeing the child who is 
affected, too. Other organizations and entities are calling for and have made this 
shift. Examining the roots of commonplace or field-specific terms and replacing 
them, as our analysis and understanding evolve, with more accurate, respectful lan-
guage is critical to ensure that our language does not uphold an oppressive system 
where racism is baked in. In the field of child welfare, for example, terms such as 
“visitation” and “freeing children for adoption” should be replaced with “visiting” 
and “children legally approved for adoption,” respectively. The term “minority” is 
used often to mean “people of color,” but it is a term of measurement and compari-
son; it’s continued use functions to remind people of color that they are “less than” 
even when they are in the majority.
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“Everybody just thinks people in prison are just bad. Like they say my dad is a bad guy, but 
he’s really not...He’s just himself.” –Sky, age 14

“A process that humanizes these people/our parents who’ve made a mistake and are 
paying for it is essential for the kids and the parents. Labels become something hard 
to get rid of, so squashing this stigma starts with you, with us, with words.” - The 
Power of Words by Jasmine Robles, Rutgers University Senior and NRCCFI stu-
dent coordinator of See Us Support Us 2016.

Human beings have an innate need to communicate with one another. We do this 
in a variety of ways, but one of the most important ways is through language. 
Language is powerful. Many of us are familiar with the saying “sticks and stones 
may break my bones, but words will never break/hurt me.” The ironic part is that 
most of us were taught this saying as children to ward off teasing and insults after 
we were in fact hurt by someone’s words. Words can elicit images, feelings, and 
actions. As Cyrano discovered, words can incite love. The duel between Aaron Burr 
and Alexander Hamilton showed us that they can also incite hatred. Most of our 
words fall somewhere in the middle of this spectrum. We use them daily out of 
necessity and often with automaticity. When something is viewed as important, 
such as a speech, research article, funding proposal, or graded essay, we may be 
more careful and conscious of our word choices. However, much of our everyday 
language comes to us quickly and without thought; terms and phrases become com-
monplace, and we rarely pause to question where they came from or what alterna-
tive terms could be. This can lead people to underestimate the power words hold. 
Language should not be viewed as neutral or unimportant, nor should it be viewed 
as rigid or permanent. Language is very powerful for what it does to us subcon-
sciously as well as consciously. We must be willing to constantly analyze and cri-
tique it; it must be given room to grow, to change, and to reflect evolving ideas, 
values, and priorities. This chapter calls for adopting person-first, humanizing lan-
guage to refer to people and parents involved with the criminal legal or justice sys-
tem both as a matter of asserting our shared humanity and as an under-explored and 
very important protective factor promoting the well-being of children.

�Person-First Language

“Ultimately, our humanity depends on everyone’s humanity… I’ve come to understand and 
to believe that each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve ever done. I believe that for 
every person on the planet. I think if somebody tells a lie, they’re not just a liar. I think if 
somebody takes something that doesn't belong to them, they're not just a thief. I think even 
if you kill someone, you’re not just a killer. And because of that there’s this basic human 
dignity that must be respected by law.” Bryan Stevenson, TED Talk, “We Need to Talk 
about an Injustice”1

1 h t t p s : / / w w w. t e d . c o m / t a l k s / b r y a n _ s t eve n s o n _ w e _ n e e d _ t o _ t a l k _ a b o u t _ a n _
injustice?language=en (2012)
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The power of words cannot be lost upon us: words are used as tools to inspire feel-
ings and actions. There have been times where the action is considered heroic – for 
example, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s famous “I have a Dream Speech” – but just as 
often words have been used to oppress, marginalize, and dehumanize others. In 
1960, Beatrice Wright, an American psychologist, wrote “language is not merely an 
instrument for voicing ideas, but that it also plays a role in shaping ideas by guiding 
the experience of those who use it”2 (p.7). Although Wright was mainly focused on 
people with disabilities, her thoughts on the power of language and need for person-
first language can and have been applied to many other groups. Person-first lan-
guage has shifted how we think and talk about people with disabilities, people with 
mental illness, people with addiction, people without homes, and people who are 
undocumented.3 There is a growing movement – begun more than 20 years ago – to 
adopt people-first language to refer to those who are or have been incarcerated. We 
assert that this movement is important for their children’s well-being, as well as for 
themselves.

Person-first language, which seeks to lessen the marginalization of certain groups 
by forefronting their humanity, is a response to the power of language. Throughout 
history, certain groups have been relegated to “less than” status and subjected to 
dehumanizing treatment, not only through actions but also through language. 
Language is created intentionally to uphold a system/a set of beliefs; power dynam-
ics, based on race, class, and gender, are invisibly woven into the language we use 
providing scaffolding for the status quo. In the United States, this includes subtle or 
explicit terminology that criminalizes/ demonizes people of color and poverty. 
During slavery in the United States, the dehumanization of Black people by white 
people occurred not only in the fields but also in print and speech: Black people 
were often described as indolent, stupid, and lustful, stereotypes that reinforced 
white supremacy/privilege and persist today. Today, young Black boys and girls are 
often criminalized – labeled “thugs” and “juveniles” – groups of friends are general-
ized as “gangs,” and school suspension rates remain much higher for students 
of color.4

The roots of today’s criminal justice system have been well-traced back to plan-
tation slavery, a way to control and extort labor from people of color and other 
people viewed as less than in our society.5 Black people, Latinx people, poor people, 

2 Wright, B. A. (1960). Physical disability--A psychological approach. Harper & Row Publishers
3 The important shift of language toward “people who are undocumented” and away from “illegal 
alien” was the result of much advocacy and a public campaign to “drop the ‘i’ word” and remove 
“illegal alien” from the APA style guide. This work was led by Race Forward, and the campaign 
asserted that no human being was illegal nor an alien. https://www.raceforward.org/practice/tools/
drop-i-word
4 “In 2012, for example, Black students made up only 16% of students in the United States, but 
accounted for 42% of out-of-school suspensions.2 Black students were over three times more 
likely than White students to be suspended or expelled from school.3” See Locked Out of the 
Classroom: How Implicit Bias Contributes to Disparities in School Discipline.(2017) https://www.
naacpldf.org/files/about-us/Bias_Reportv2017_30_11_FINAL.pdf
5 See M. Alexander (2010), The New Jim Crow and 13th (2016), the documentary by Ava DuVernay
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indigenous people, and people with mental health issues are all overrepresented in 
US jails and prisons. While these groups are already subjected to dehumanization 
and the language that often accompanies it (but always supports it), their entrance 
into the criminal justice system adds an additional layer of oppression. Terms like 
inmate, ex-con, felon, convicts, and offenders reduce the person to one aspect of a 
very large and complex life, negating other elements of their identity, including 
often that of parent. In addition, these terms carry stigma. When people hear these 
terms, they frequently think of a “bad person” who is dangerous in some way. 
Criminal and other identifiers become the totality of the person. There is no nuance 
or complexity in these terms. People are reduced to a label based on the worst thing 
they have ever done and their becoming involved in a system that is inherently rac-
ist, cruel, and unfair.

In 2007, Eddie Ellis, founder of the Center for NuLeadership on Urban Solutions, 
penned an open letter about language, specifically how it relates to those currently 
and formerly incarcerated.6 In this letter, Ellis, a formerly incarcerated man and 
father, emphasized the use of the word PEOPLE, stating:

When we are not called mad dogs, animals, predators, offenders and other derogatory 
terms, we are referred to as inmates, convicts, prisoners and felons—all terms devoid of 
humanness which identify us as ‘things’ rather than as people. (p.1)

Ellis recognized the power of language, quoting the Bible as saying “Death and life 
are in the power of the tongue” and calling on all people, but especially those in the 
media and interested in criminal justice reform to not only adopt these changes but 
also correct others when they use dehumanizing language. Ellis’ call for person-first 
language was important not only because it highlighted the humanity of those who 
are justice-involved but also because it is an example of lived experience as exper-
tise. Ellis, using his own experience and that of those who were also formerly incar-
cerated, asserted that they should be the ones to decide what they would be called. 
Often decisions, including language and labels, are determined by people from the 
outside looking in, essentially people who don’t have the experience that they are 
discussing. Ellis pushed back against tradition, stating “We believe we have the 
right to be called by a name we choose, rather than one someone else decides to use. 
We think that by insisting on being called ‘people,’ we reaffirm our right to be rec-
ognized as human beings…”(p.1, emphasis in the original). Ellis’ push for lived 
experience as expertise is ever present in today’s efforts to transform the criminal 
justice system.

Adopting humanizing language does not take away from holding someone 
accountable for their actions, including any harm committed. In fact, even advo-
cates for those who are victims and survivors of crime are joining the call for 
humanizing language. Danielle Sered, a national leader for restorative justice and 
healing for victims and survivors of crime, states:

6 https://cmjcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/CNUS-AppropriateLanguage.pdf. See also 
The Center for NuLeadership’s website: www.centerfornuleadership.org

W. Hollins and T. Krupat

https://cmjcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/CNUS-AppropriateLanguage.pdf
http://www.centerfornuleadership.org


125

What we need is a criminal justice policy for *people* who commit crime—incarcerated 
*people*, *people* with felony convictions, *people* on parole, even *people* who have 
caused great harm and should be held meaningfully accountable. Any truly effective policy 
solutions will make central the humanity of everyone directly impacted by crime—includ-
ing those who commit it. –Danielle Sered, Executive Director, Common Justice, excerpted 
from The Marshall Project’s Inmate. Prisoner. Other. Discussed

�Language as a Protective Factor for Children

While Ellis’ open letter addressed the need to change the language surrounding cur-
rently and formerly incarcerated individuals based on the interests of those who 
have served time, it is also important to recognize the collateral consequences of 
mass incarceration. As Wakefield and Wildeman (2014) observe, “Decades of 
research, in part motivated by the prison boom in the United States, tells us the 
image of the inmate as an isolated loner is simply false” (p.6).7 People who are or 
who have been incarcerated are people first, but they are also other very important 
roles/ identities such as spouses, siblings, friends, sons, aunties, and, quite often, 
parents. Over 50% of people currently incarcerated report being parents to minor 
children.8 Mothers who are incarcerated were often responsible for the day-to-day 
care of their children prior to being incarcerated, with 60% living with their children 
prior to incarceration.9 These percentages may underestimate the numbers and role 
of incarcerated parents because stigma and fear of negative repercussions can deter 
people who are incarcerated from disclosing their parental status on surveys, intakes, 
or data gathering efforts. Even with this caveat, research reveals 1 in 14 children in 
the United States have experienced the incarceration of a parent.10

Parental incarceration is now recognized by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention as an adverse childhood experience (ACE).11 Although the CDC recom-
mends several protective factors that can lessen the risks associated with parental 
incarceration, language is not discussed and is an area that should be explored. 
Using language that conveys respect for the humanity of a parent, even while he/ she 

7 Wakefield and Wildeman (2013), Children of the Prison Boom: Mass Incarceration and the Future 
of American Inequality. Oxford University Press
8 According to a BJS report, 62% of women and 51% of men in state prison and 63% of men and 
56% of women in federal prison report being parents to minor children. Glaze, L.E., and Maruschak, 
L.M. (2010), Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report: Parents in Prison and Their Minor 
Children. Bureau of Justice Statistics. https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf
9 Ibid.
10 Murphey, D., and Cooper, P.M. (October 2015). Parents Behind Bars: What Happens to Their 
Children? ChildTrends. https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/2015-42Par-
entsBehindBars.pdf
11 CDC, Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences: What Are Adverse Childhood Experiences? 
h t t p s : / / w w w. c d c . g o v / v i o l e n c e p r e v e n t i o n / a c e s / f a s t f a c t . h t m l ? C D C _ A A _
refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fviolenceprevention%2Facestudy%2Ffastfact.html
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is incarcerated, signals to a child that you might be someone they could talk to. 
Utilizing terms such as “inmate” on the other hand reinforces certain perceptions 
and biases and can have the opposite effect on children. Similar to displaying a 
rainbow flag in a classroom or office, language can convey a deeper awareness and 
openness, an acknowledgement of the child’s highly stigmatized reality. Shifting 
our language is perhaps the simplest “do now” intervention we can commit to and 
implement. Although much of the research surrounding children of incarcerated 
parents excludes the voices of those with lived experience, it is important to con-
sider children’s perspectives and to listen to their analysis and recommendations:

Understanding that whenever you say inmate or criminal or even prisoner in referring to an 
incarcerated individual, you are talking about a child’s parent, or family member. When we 
start to use language differently, our actions and feelings about the parents and the children 
changes.” - The Power of Words by Jasmine Robles, Rutgers University Senior and NRCCFI 
student coordinator of See Us Support Us 2016

Due to the stigma and shame attached to words such as “convict,” “inmate,” “ex-con” 
“criminal,” “drug offender,” many children with incarcerated parents do not often publicize 
their experience. As a daughter of an incarcerated parent, I did not want to hear my father 
being referred to as a convict, criminal or drug offender. He was dad in my eyes and I loved 
him. Was it wrong of me to love my Dad because he was incarcerated? No. He’s my dad and 
will always be my dad, whether he is incarcerated or not. We love and care about our par-
ents and should never feel stigma or ashamed because of their mistakes. Therefore, teach-
ers, caregivers and the general public must be mindful that #WordsMatter to children of 
incarcerated parents.  – Ebony Underwood, 2016 Current Founder and Director of We 
Got Us Now

Children of incarcerated parents have enough stigma and self-questioning to navi-
gate without the additional sting of hearing their parent be referred to as an “inmate” 
or “criminal.” The language we used to talk about their parents is felt as indicative 
of the child’s self-worth and future possibilities. To best support children whose 
parents are incarcerated, we must acknowledge and connect children with their par-
ent’s humanity and strengths. We must view language as a protective factor. Before 
writing about or discussing any issue related to criminal justice, we must be con-
scious of the language we use and our intent when using it. We cannot claim to seek 
reform while refusing to change our outdated terminology. We cannot claim to 
advocate while simultaneously using language that oppresses.

Here, we can learn much from children’s innocence and questioning of every-
thing around them. In a recent article entitled “Aching for Abolition,” the author 
made the following point:

Children make the best theorists,” the critic Terry Eagleton writes in The Significance of 
Theory, “since they have not yet been educated into accepting our routine social practices 
as ‘natural,’ and so insist on posing to those practices the most embarrassingly general and 
fundamental questions, regarding them with a wondering estrangement which we adults 
have long forgotten. Since they do not yet grasp our social practices as inevitable, they do 
not see why we might not do things differently.12

12 Felix, Camonghne, Aching for Abolition: As a Survivor of Sexual Violence, I Know Prison Isn’t 
the Answer. The Cut (October 1, 2020)
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�Alternative Terms

One of the authors of this chapter once approached a journalist who was covering a 
story of a parenting graduation inside a men’s prison. The fathers who were graduat-
ing that day wore caps and gowns, and some were fortunate to have their family 
members there, proudly watching them graduate, a testament to their commitment 
to being the best fathers they could be despite their circumstances. In response to a 
suggestion to not use the term “inmate,” the reporter genuinely asked, “Well, what 
do you call them, then?” The answer: “People. Parents. Fathers.”

Ellis asserted that language such as felon, convict, and criminal essentially 
freezes a person in a certain space. Not only do these terms fail to understand who 
the person is but also who they have the potential to be. This type of language is 
limiting. It also sends indicators to the people who love the incarcerated individual, 
such as their children, about their own self-worth. With these terms, children hear 
the parent they love being denied, negated, and erased. One young woman in foster 
care shared that yes, her father was a “drug addict” and stole but he also helped her 
with her homework and picked her up from school and tucked her into bed on many 
nights. Children are able to hold complex realities simultaneously, even when these 
are confusing; they need support from adults around them to process these, but 
terms like “criminal” or “inmate” reduce their parent to one thing only and do not 
allow for this. As a result, those who use these terms signal to children – albeit often 
unintentionally – to retreat (remove "to retreat") that they will have to grapple with 
their reality and mixed feelings on their own.

We must actively combat dated, derogatory language. To this, we must first 
understand the power language holds and then understand the power we hold over 
language. We can choose what words we use. If we cannot find an appropriate word, 
we can create a new one. We can make a choice to not only use and model human-
izing language but also encourage others to do the same. We can choose to align our 
language with our ideals and reject any term that goes against our belief in human-
ity. We can ask people how they prefer to be identified and respect their wishes. We 
can learn and grow. We can change along with language, and once we do this, we 
can inspire change in others.

There are several resources available to learn more about language that can serve 
to bolster the resilience of children whose parents are incarcerated, by acknowledg-
ing the humanity and complexity  – including strengths  – of their parents. The 
Opportunity Agenda issued a Criminal Justice Phrase Guide in 2018. This is an 
excellent resource and includes a glossary of terms. The Osborne Association’s 
website has a section on Humanizing Language, and Common Justice and The 
Marshall Project have also taken this up and provide insightful guidance.

As these resources do not focus on the child’s perspective or children or family 
systems, we additionally recommend the following term-shifts:

Intergenerational cycle of racism, trauma, and poverty – not of crime or incarcera-
tion: the conditions that can be pathways to committing crime (racism, trauma, 
and poverty) are what can repeat from generation to generation and should be 
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identified and changed at the systemic level. Referring to the “intergenerational 
cycle of crime or incarceration” seems to infer that individuals or even families 
and communities are somehow prone to crime and incarceration, caught in a 
cycle of their own doing. Furthermore, plenty of people who are incarcerated are 
the first in their families to be incarcerated, so are not part of an intergenerational 
cycle of incarceration. This has become a phrase that is overused even when it is 
not accurate and masks the systemic determinants of incarceration which include 
intentional policy choices to respond to addiction, poverty, and mental illness 
with incarceration.

Visiting not visitation: As is often true, wisdom comes “out of the mouths of babes.” 
It was a young man in foster care who shared with one of the authors that “nor-
mal people don’t visitate with each other,” and he called for a change in lan-
guage. The term “visitation” is only used in systems that separate families – corrections, 
child welfare, immigration, and juvenile justice. A simple switch to replace this 
term with “visiting” or “visits” can actually make a significant difference. 
“Visitation” is a legal, systems-specific term that doesn’t lend itself to the love 
and warmth shared between children and their parents. It is often hard or awk-
ward enough to “visit” with a parent; the least we can do is shift away from the 
colder terms that remind children that they are subject to the mercy and authority 
of a disciplinary, punitive system overseeing their very relationship with 
their parent.

Child legally approved for adoption not “freed” for adoption: Within the child 
welfare system, which disproportionately affects Black and Brown families, 
terms such as “freed” for adoption are common but, when more closely exam-
ined, convey a deeper set of views. Children being “freed” from their parents is 
viewed as a positive and necessary step for their adoption. Systems that separate 
families in this country disproportionately affect communities of color, and the 
terminology should be inventoried and revised as many of these same systems 
now create “disproportionate minority representation” working groups and 
pledge to undo racism and work for equitable outcomes.

Young person not juvenile: the term “juvenile” criminalizes young people and 
sometimes is used to refer to young people even when they have not broken the 
law. Even when/if they have been arrested, it is critical to remember they are 
children and young people, not “juveniles” or “delinquents.” New research on 
adolescent brain development underscores the importance of shifting our lan-
guage to shift our understanding and approach. New research and advocacy in 
Emerging Adult Justice are infusing development and brain science into how 
legal and other systems respond to young people whose brains are developing 
until around age 24.

Replace the term “minority”.

The word “minority” is frequently used to describe people of color, but it is a 
term of measurement and comparison. This term is problematic because it implies a 
small, less significant group when it usually refers to people of color. People of 
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color will soon be the majority of people in the United States, and these numbers are 
increasing daily. Depending on the context, people of color may be the majority 
which causes oxymoronic phrases like “majority minority” to be used. The voices 
of people of color should hold equal weight in this country. At times, even people of 
color can be too vague, as various racial and ethnic groups have a very specific 
experience in this country that informs their relationship with the criminal justice 
system. For example, while it is true that people of color are disproportionately 
imprisoned, Black people are incarcerated more than other people of color. This is 
related to the uniquely heinous history of Black people in the United States, includ-
ing chattel slavery which viewed them as possessions and thrived on the surveil-
lance and control of Black bodies. When possible, every effort should be made to 
not only use humanizing language but also speak to the specific experiences of vari-
ous groups.

�A Movement Underway

There is no doubt that using person-first and other humanizing language takes more 
time than using shorter, loaded terms. However, humanity should never be over-
looked for convenience. Many people and organizations – even several correctional 
institutions and corrections administrators – have already adopted humanizing lan-
guage. For example, the effective and successful “drop the ‘i’ word” campaign 
removed “illegal alien” from the APA style guide and replaced it with “someone 
who is undocumented.”13 In the special education community, person-first language 
is quite common. Instead of referring to a student as “disabled” or “impaired,” most 
professionals in this field first refer to the person before addressing the classifica-
tion, for example, a student with a learning disability or person with autism. The 
NYS Department of Corrections and Community Supervision recently started 
replacing “inmate” with “incarcerated individual” in its internal and public-facing 
memos. NYC Councilmember Daniel Dromm is sponsoring a bill to update NYC 
Charter language to remove “inmate” and “offender” and replace it with “people 
who are or were incarcerated.”14

Although many journalists continue to use the terms “inmate,” “convict,” and 
“offender,” some are responsive to requests to change these terms. The Style Guide 
approach of the Trans Journalists Association (TJA) provides a comprehensive 
model that those who work with children of incarcerated parents could follow in 
working with and advising the media to responsibly and cover new stories about 
people who are also parents who are arrested or incarcerated. As TJA’s website 
explains:

13 See Footnote 2.
14 Intro 2038 A Local Law to amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the 
city of New York, in relation to the terms “inmate,” “prisoner,” and “incarcerated individual” and 
other similar terminology as used therein
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The media bears a great responsibility when it comes to ensuring accurate and sensitive 
coverage of trans communities. Most of the public’s primary source of information on trans 
topics is likely the media (only about a quarter of people in the United States, for instance, 
have a close friend or family member who is out as trans), meaning media coverage is criti-
cal in shaping how the public talks and thinks about transgender people. Therefore, it’s 
imperative for media outlets to get this coverage right.15

Although person-first language has not gone unchallenged, it has become quite 
common in many circles, often viewed as a sign of respect, especially in reference 
to groups who have been historically marginalized. Person-first language has 
encountered some pushback, including some from directly impacted people who 
believe that person-first language separates them from one of their identifiers and 
reinforces stigma by making whatever term follows “person with” or “person who” 
seem negative. In response to this, some advocate for identifier-first language, such 
as autistic person or incarcerated person. Although there are different approaches, it 
should be noted that both person-first and identifier-first language acknowledge the 
humanity of the person being spoken or written about and avoid one-word descrip-
tors which can be particularly loaded. If a person is unsure of whether to use person-
first or identifier-first language, it is always prudent to consult the person being 
described when possible.

�Conclusion

One reason people might reject humanizing language is because they are not confi-
dent in their ability to use it. When a person is afraid, they may say the wrong thing 
or believe that they cannot keep up with the changing language, and they may revert 
to what is familiar and comfortable, but outdated or unexamined terminology. It is 
imperative to note that language is constantly changing and shifting. What may be 
considered gold standard terms one day may fall out of favor the next as dialogue 
and debate influence the way we look at things. In order to inspire confidence, com-
bat stigma, and standardize humanizing terminology, many people and organiza-
tions have dedicated themselves to providing resources. We can all stay open to 
learning, evolving, and listening to those who are being referred to by the terms we 
are using. Though the terms may change, committing to using language that 
acknowledges and asserts our common and shared humanity and that considers and 
cares for children is timeless.

15 https://transjournalists.org/style-guide/
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�Resources for Humanizing Language16

Hashtags to watch: #WeArePeople, #LanguageMatters, #WordsMatter, 
#PersonFirst, #PeopleFirst, #ThePowerofLanguage, #HumanLanguage, 
#SeeUsSupportUs.

The Language Letter Campaign
The Center for NuLeadership on Urban Solutions (CNUS).
Includes Downloadable Open Letter to Our Friends on the Question of Language 

authored by CNUS Founder and social justice leader Eddie Ellis, and 4 Easy 
Steps To Follow.

Language Guide for Communicating About Those Involved In The 
Carceral System

The Underground Scholars Initiative at UC Berkeley has created this language 
guide for talking about – and with – people involved in the carceral system.

The Social Justice Phrase Guide
The Advancement Project’s Guidelines for Conscientious Communications to help 

advance a social justice agenda.
Language Matters
Excerpted from the Abolish the Box Student Organizing Toolkit, Education from 

the Inside Out Coalition. Includes points of reflection and a downloadable lan-
guage diagram.

Words Matter Guide
Excerpted from The Fortune Society’s Reentry Education Project Provider Kit.
Includes guidance on language that is helpful and less helpful in supporting health 

and well-being, as well as language to use when discussing criminal justice 
involvement, substance use and mental health, HIV/AIDS, and reproduc-
tive health.

“Inmate. Prisoner. Other. Discussed. What to call incarcerated people: Your 
feedback”

The Marshall Project issued a call for responses asking the best way to refer to 
people behind bars. Here they share a sample of the responses which indicated 
that of the options they offered, 38 percent of respondents preferred “incarcer-
ated person,” 23 percent liked “prisoner” and nearly 10 percent supported use of 
the word inmate. Thirty percent selected “other” (“person in prison,” “man or 
woman,” “the person’s name.”).

Remembering Eddie Ellis and the power of language
Danielle Sered, Vera Institute of Justice.
This blog honors Ellis’ leadership around language sharing Common Justice pro-

gram’s use of the language “harmed party” and “responsible party,” throughout 
their restorative justice practice.

16 These resource list was  reprinted with  permission from  The  Osborne Association and  can 
be found at http://www.osborneny.org/resources/resources-for-humanizing-language/
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“Names Do Hurt: The Case Against Using Derogatory Language to Describe 
People in Prison“

Victoria Law and Rachel Roth respond to the language used in RH Reality Check’s 
investigative series, “Women, Incarcerated,” referencing The Center for 
NuLeadership, open letter, and The Fortune Society’s “Words Matter “guide.

“Talking Human Services“
A Frameworks MessageMemo.
The Frameworks Institute with support from the Kresge and Annie E.  Casey 

Foundations created this resource to help communicators move beyond the out-
dated charity-based narrative about human services toward a building wellbeing 
narrative that emphasizes human services benefit us all.

“Criminal Justice Reform Phrase Guide”
The Opportunity Agenda’s Five Tips for Language That Changes Hearts & Minds.
“People first: Changing the way we talk about those touched by the criminal 

justice system”
The Urban Institute.
This blog includes the Urban Institute’s announcement of their commitment to 

using words that respect the dignity of all people, specifically people affected by 
the criminal justice system. The Urban Institute has provided economic and 
social policy research to “open minds, shape decisions, and offer solutions” 
since 1968.

“The Other F-word”
The Marshall Project.
This blog by Bill Keller, editor-in-chief of The Marshall Project, discusses the evo-

lution of language usage in mainstream media, specifically in reference to people 
who are incarcerated.

“Labels Like ‘Felon’ Are an Unfair Life Sentence”
The New York Times.
The New York Times Editorial Board discusses how the stigmatizing way we speak 

about people who are formerly incarcerated presents a significant barrier when 
they are reentering their communities.

“Justice Dept. agency to alter its terminology for people who are released from 
prison or jail”

The Washington Post.
Assistant Attorney General Karol Mason, who has headed the Office of Justice 

Programs since 2013, announces in a guest post for The Washington Post that her 
agency will no longer use words such as “felon” or “convict” to refer to people 
who are released from prison or jail.

“Pennsylvania Dept. of Corrections to discard terms ‘offender,’ ‘felon’ in 
describing formerly incarcerated people”

The Washington Post The head of the Department of Corrections in Pennsylvania, 
Secretary John E. Wetzel announces his decision to join the movement to use 
people-first language when referring to people who are affected by the criminal 
justice system.
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millions of children across the United States. Despite their elevated risk for attach-
ment insecurity, behavior and health problems, cognitive delays, and academic dif-
ficulties, few interventions exist for children with incarcerated parents, and even 
fewer are rigorously evaluated. This chapter focuses on the Enhanced Visits Model 
(EVM), an attachment-based intervention for children with incarcerated parents, 
developed by a transdisciplinary team in partnership with a local jail. The EVM 
focuses on improving incarcerated parent-child relationships and parental reflective 
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attachment-focused connections with children. In this chapter, we describe the theo-
retical background and conceptualization of the EVM, the design, development, and 
feasibility of implementing the model, including assessment of individual and fam-
ily well-being and relationships, and provide an illustrative case study. We discuss 
implications for families involved with the criminal justice system and those seek-
ing to develop an innovative and replicable intervention model that supports attach-
ment needs and rights in children with incarcerated parents that may help them heal 
from disruptions caused by parent-child separation.
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More than five million, or 1 in 14, US children have had a resident parent leave for 
jail or prison (Murphey & Cooper, 2015), with low-income children of color dispro-
portionately affected (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Western & Wildeman, 2009). 
Parent-child separation resulting from parental incarceration is a significant attach-
ment disruption for many children, and controlling for other risks, children with 
incarcerated parents (CIP) are more likely to experience behavior and health prob-
lems, attachment insecurity, cognitive delays, and academic difficulties than their 
peers (Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013; Wildeman, 2009). Moreover, studies have 
found that incarcerated mothers experience challenges in reflective functioning, 
likely because of their trauma histories (Sleed et al., 2013). Because parental reflec-
tive functioning is related to the type of sensitive parenting that can facilitate chil-
dren’s attachment security (Fonagy et  al., 2002; Slade et  al., 2005), increasing 
parental reflective functioning in incarcerated parents is critical (Sleed et al., 2013). 
Interventions for CIP and their families are critically needed, as few interventions 
exist, and even fewer have been empirically investigated (Wildeman et al., 2017). 
Although visits with incarcerated parents are a key opportunity to maintain and 
build parent-child relationships, they can be stressful for children, especially when 
they occur behind glass (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2017). Some scholars argue that 
child visits in corrections facilities might recreate traumatic separation because of 
elements like uniformed officers with guns, metal detectors, razor wire, locked 
doors, and glass walls (Arditti, 2003). Moreover, many at-home caregivers experi-
ence stress before, during, and after children’s visits to corrections facilities and 
often view visits negatively (Tasca, 2014). Because family visits are not only a key 
factor in reducing recidivism but can lead to closer parent-child relationships post-
release (Arditti, 2003; Duwe & Clark, 2013; Visher, 2013), it is important that visits 
are helpful to children and parents and are supported by caregivers. In this chapter, 
we describe the theoretical conceptualization of the Enhanced Visits Model (EVM), 
the design, development, and feasibility of implementing the model, and provide a 
case study to illustrate our approach that works toward building positive family 
relationships and attachment representations in a vulnerable population.

�Development of the Enhanced Visits Model

A transdisciplinary team, with input from corrections administrators and families 
affected by incarceration, designed the EVM. The team was comprised of scholars 
from multiple fields including developmental and clinical psychology, social work, 
criminology, sociology, economics, and design studies. The EVM promotes sup-
ported in-home video chat between children and their incarcerated parents, with 
special attention to children’s attachment relationships as well as family, commu-
nity, and policy contexts. Importantly, the EVM was originally designed to 
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complement and enhance in-person visits and other forms of communication 
between children and their incarcerated parents, not replace them.

�Focus on Visits

There are several reasons we focused on visits. First, visits are generally the only 
time that family members come together during a parent’s incarceration (Poehlmann 
et al., 2010). Second, the emotional nature of visits and desire for children to have a 
positive experience may make families more receptive to interventions that focus on 
visits rather than general parenting (e.g., Arditti, 2003; Poehmann-Tynan et  al., 
2017). Third, visits are associated with positive outcomes for incarcerated individu-
als but mixed outcomes for children, calling for improved visit quality for children 
(Bales & Mears, 2008; Poehlmann et al., 2010). Fourth, video visits take advantage 
of several child developmental competencies, making video chat preferable to 
phone calls (Borelli et al., 2020). Finally, caregivers often resist bringing children to 
visits for a variety of reasons, including expense, time, distance, conflicted relation-
ships, and stigma (e.g., Tasca, 2014).

For incarcerated parents, more contact with children—including visits—is asso-
ciated with less distress (Roxburgh & Fitch, 2014), fewer depressive symptoms 
(Poehlmann, 2005), less parenting stress, and more coparenting with at-home care-
givers (Beckmeyer & Arditti, 2014). Conversely, stress about lack of contact with 
children relates to more depressive symptoms as well as higher rates of institutional 
misconduct (Houck & Loper, 2002). In addition, incarcerated individuals who 
receive more visits are less likely to experience post-release convictions and rein-
carcerations (e.g., McKay et al., 2019; Visher, 2013). Contact with children during 
incarceration, as well as more engagement immediately post-release, is associated 
with more successful post-release outcomes such as working more hours per week, 
no criminal behavior or supervision violations, and less depression (Borelli et al., 
2020; Visher, 2013). Importantly, fathers who had more contact with their children 
during incarceration were more likely to be engaged with their children post-release 
(McKay et al., 2019; Visher, 2013).

Studies have reported mixed findings regarding the relation between parent-child 
contact during parental incarceration and children’s behavioral adjustment. For 
example, more visits with jailed parents are associated with elevated behavior prob-
lems and role reversal in children’s drawings (Dallaire et al., 2012; Dallaire et al., 
2015), whereas child-friendly visiting is associated with positive child outcomes 
(Poehlmann et al., 2010). In addition, video visiting is perceived as a more norma-
tive experience for children compared to other types of corrections visiting (Tartaro 
& Levy, 2017) and, when done remotely from the home, also makes use of child 
development competencies, such as children’s tendency to gesture when talking, 
refer to objects that they can see, and engage in play, making video more advanta-
geous for children than phone calls (Borelli et al., 2020). Indeed, video chat is the 
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only type of digital activity recommended for children of all ages by the American 
Academy of Pediatrics (2016).

�Focus on Jails

We focus on local jail incarceration for several reasons. Most importantly, the 
majority of US incarceration occurs in jails, with more than 10.7 million annual 
admissions (Zeng, 2020). About 27% return to jail within the same year, with repeat 
incarcerations more likely among individuals who are poor or Black or have sub-
stance abuse or mental health problems (Jones & Sawyer, 2019). Despite these high 
numbers, few programs are offered in jails compared to prisons (Jones & Sawyer, 
2019). In addition, the 3163 jails across the United States are embedded in com-
munities (Sawyer & Wagner, 2019), relatively close to where families live com-
pared to prisons, which are often located far from population centers. This makes it 
more likely for incarcerated parents to receive visits from their families compared 
to prisons (Shanahan & Agudelo, 2012). Finally, whereas prisons typically offer 
contact visits, where visitors can hug each other at the beginning and end of visits 
and hold hands, jails most often offer non-contact visits (Shlafer et  al., 2015), 
including barrier visits (e.g., plexiglas). Non-contact visits can be stressful for fam-
ily members, including children (Arditti, 2003; Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2015).

�Theoretical Basis of the Model

Attachment Theory  According to attachment theory (Ainsworth et  al., 1978; 
Bowlby, 1973), infants and children develop secure or insecure relationships with 
their parents and other caregivers based on how well the attachment figure protects 
the child, alleviates distress, and fosters exploration. In addition, early attachment 
quality has implications for emotional, relational, and behavioral outcomes through-
out the lifespan (Cassidy & Shaver, 2018). This is particularly important for CIP—
as separation from a parent often disrupts a child’s attachment system and a parent’s 
caregiving system (Bowlby, 1973). Further, many CIP face additional chronic 
stressors, including poverty, residential instability, and family conflict (e.g., 
Wildeman et al., 2017). Theoretically, it is beneficial to strengthen the attachment 
between the child and incarcerated parent because secure relationships with parents 
can buffer negative impacts of adversity on lifespan development (Werner, 2000).

Relational Savoring  Relational savoring, primarily informed by attachment the-
ory, holds that enhancing feelings associated with experiences of safety and security 
experienced within early relationships can increase socioemotional health over the 
lifespan (Borelli et al., 2020). Savoring is the process of prolonging and appreciat-
ing the positive emotions attached to experiences (Bryant & Veroff, 2007), and rela-
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tional savoring focuses specifically on memories of responding sensitively to others’ 
needs. Savoring interventions are linked with more positive affect and greater life 
satisfaction across diverse populations (e.g., Hurley & Kwon, 2011).

One goal of implementing relational savoring in the EVM is to strengthen parent-
child bonds via priming feelings related to attachment security and caregiving (e.g., 
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Through relational savoring, parents and caregivers 
can magnify positive moments that are often overshadowed by everyday concerns 
or by more negative experiences that tend to grab one’s attention (Kiken & Shook, 
2011). This may be particularly true for incarcerated parents who may focus more 
on their negative experiences (e.g., separation from their families, isolation, crimi-
nal charges) than the few positive ones they can enjoy (e.g., moments of connection 
with their children). Similarly, children’s at-home caregivers may focus on stressors 
associated with their caregiving role or strain in their relationship with the incarcer-
ated parent and may not have an opportunity to focus on the more positive aspects—
such as the bond they have with the child or the importance of providing stable and 
reliable care for the child. Relational savoring serves to create opportunities to help 
parents and caregivers attend to positive moments with their children and intention-
ally focus on the meaning of these experiences (Borelli et  al., 2020; Burkhart 
et al., 2015).

Further, relational savoring aims to increase the capacity for reflective function-
ing by encouraging parents and caregivers to consider links between emotions and 
behaviors in both themselves and their children. Practicing these skills when in a 
positive state of mind, such as when reflecting on or anticipating moments of con-
nection together, enhances learning and adaptive reuse of those skills (Fredrickson 
& Joiner, 2002). Given that reflective functioning is an important precursor to par-
enting sensitivity (Fonagy et al., 2002; Slade et al., 2005), encouraging this reflec-
tive thinking through the coaching process may help parents consider how their 
children feel during video visits or why they act in certain ways and in turn help 
them respond sensitively and appropriately before, during, and after visits.

Ecological Theory  In addition to attachment theory, the EVM relied on 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model, with the child at the center of the model. 
The EVM is designed to affect several contexts of children’s development, includ-
ing their dyadic interactions and relationships with parents and caregivers (micro-
system), parenting (exosystem), coparenting relationships (mesosystem), family 
connections to community resources (exosystem), and corrections and criminal jus-
tice policies that affect justice involved parents (macrosystem) and aspects of the 
visiting process (microsystem). While we focus on changing children’s proximal 
processes at the center of the ecological model, multiple contexts of development 
need to be addressed for microsystem change to occur. Please see Poehlmann et al. 
(2010) and Poehlmann-Tynan et al. (2019) for more detailed descriptions of how the 
ecological model applies to CIP.

By fostering responsive parent-child interactions through supported video chats 
and helping improve the reflective functioning and positive emotions of 
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incarcerated parents and caregivers through visit coaching, we aim to affect the 
child’s proximal processes or the daily interactions considered to be the primary 
drivers of development (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Because a cornerstone of 
the EVM involves strengthening parent-child relationships through visiting, attach-
ment theory supplied much of the intervention content (i.e., relational savoring dur-
ing visit coaching). Other important processes occurred within the microsystem, 
mesosystem, and exosystem to make change at the microsystem level possible.

One advantage of the EVM is that it focuses on the larger family system beyond 
just the parent-child dyad, including the triadic relationship between the child, 
incarcerated parent, and at-home caregiver and the coparent relationship. The tri-
adic and coparent relationships become particularly important following parental 
incarceration (McHale et al., 2013). During visits, the caregiver may facilitate con-
versations between parent and child, help the child pay attention, and regulate the 
child’s time and behavior—and even turn taking in the case of multiple children. 
The pre- and post-visit coaching process is intended to help support and strengthen 
these triadic interactions. An integrated ecological family systems theory has been 
the basis of family policy work over the past several decades (e.g., Ooms, 2019) and 
provides a lens from which we work with corrections administrators and commu-
nity organizations that provide support services to families. Although the center-
piece of the EVM is supported visits, this is often only possible within the context 
of working with the child’s exosystem and mesosystem because the corrections 
facility needed to change their visit policies to support the intervention, and the 
administration and wider systems needed to accept supporting families as a pro-
gramming focus.

�The Enhanced Visits Conceptual Model

The EVM was designed with two primary active intervention components: sup-
ported technology combined with attachment-based visit coaching (see Fig. 1). This 
integrated approach enables children to access digital technology, including in-
home video chat, and supports them in efforts to have positive video visits with the 
incarcerated parent. The EVM is conceptualized as being embedded in a larger con-
text that accounts for parental, family, community, and criminal justice factors that 
are known to influence CIP and the triadic parent-child-caregiver relationship. The 
model recognizes the economic and racial inequities experienced by most CIP and 
attempts to provide leverage against this by increasing children’s access to technol-
ogy and educational apps (Rideout & Katz, 2016), including free Internet access if 
needed. We also provide no-cost in-home video chat to foster positive family con-
nections regardless of family income (Rubenstein et al., 2019).

In the short term, we expect improvements in several proximal processes as the 
result of technology use and visit coaching. As a result of the technology, we expect 
to observe increases in three areas: (a) opportunities for contact and communication 
between jailed parents and children because of access to technology, (b) frequency 
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of communication because the costs of video contact were reduced or eliminated, 
and (c) access to digital apps that could foster learning. As a result of visit coaching, 
we expect to observe (a) increased positive emotions in children and adults; (b) 
increased attachment priming and caregiving priming or exposure to thoughts and 
memories that activate both safe haven and secure base aspects of children’s and 
adults’ internal working models—for example, increases in a sense of comfort, 
safety, responsiveness, and reflective functioning; (c) improved visit quality using 
the technology and skills learned from the coaching; and (d) increased capacity to 
have positive parent-child interactions because of guidance around how to conduct 
the visit, what to focus on, what activities to engage in, and the types of questions to 
ask the child.

Proximal processes are predicted to have short- and longer-term impacts on chil-
dren across multiple contextual levels (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). At the 
microsystem level, we expect improved child adjustment in the longer term (e.g., 
reduced behavior problems) and more secure attachments between children and 
their parents because some of the disruptive aspects of parental incarceration are 
mitigated through regular use of supported technology and visit coaching. Relational 
savoring further enhances the opportunity to experience positive emotions during 
the visit and promotes positive parent-child relationship quality. In the child’s exo-
system, we expect positive changes in adult adjustment (e.g., increased hopefulness 
and motivation, increased reflective functioning, reduced depression and anxiety), 
as well as increased access to community resources (e.g., child and family support, 
food, clothing, housing, medical, mental health, reentry). For example, the provided 
technology may help families locate community resources that meet their needs. 
Based on prior research focusing on family visits, we also expect that the EVM, 

Fig. 1  Enhanced visits model for children with incarcerated parents
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when used with fidelity over time, will lead to less parental drug use, criminality, 
and recidivism (e.g., arrests, convictions, reincarceration). At the mesosystem level, 
we hope to positively affect the coparenting relationship. In providing parents and 
caregivers the opportunity to facilitate child-centered video visits and encouraging 
coordination and cooperation as they implement the EVM strategies, we anticipate 
increases in their collaborative alliance, coparenting skills, and communication. At 
the macrosystem level, facilitating the EVM’s proximal processes is expected to 
influence the corrections system we operate in and longer-term, broader criminal 
justice policies.

Innovative Use of Technology  Families receive a tablet preloaded with the video 
chat software used by the corrections system, as well as children’s educational apps 
chosen to foster learning, self-regulation, social skills (e.g., mindfulness, Daniel 
Tiger), and understanding of parental incarceration and accompanying feelings (i.e., 
Sesame Street’s Little Children, Big Challenges: Incarceration). We also include 
caregiver apps that promote sleep, meditation, and yoga, email, and apps on parent-
ing, education, and science. There is also an app that assists with monitoring tablet 
usage, an encouraged practice for everyone (Tang et al., 2018).

At our first home visit, we assess ease of use with technology (e.g., smart phones, 
tablets) and software (e.g., email, browsers) and whether an Internet connection 
meeting the speed requirements for video visits exists. If not, we provide the family 
with a home-based hotspot, or they can use locations with free Internet access (e.g., 
library, restaurant). We provide 3 months of free video chat for the family to use. 
The family can continue the video chats afterward if the parent is still incarcerated 
in the same jail, but the cost at the present time is prohibitive (about $13 for a 
45-minute visit). The jail changed its policy on frequency of video visits (previously 
a maximum of twice per week onsite) to accommodate our model. The change thus 
allows two video visits per week at the jail, plus up to one daily video chat through 
our study. Each remote video visit is scheduled for 45 minutes, and families can use 
as much of that time as they want or need.

Visit Coaching  Based on the premise that increased access to visits alone is not 
enough to support families (Poehlmann-Tynan & Pritzl, 2019), we developed an 
attachment-based coaching protocol to accompany in-home video visits between 
children and their jailed parents. The 10- to 15-minute coaching activity is designed 
to help caregivers and jailed parents support children through the visiting process, 
comfort the child when distressed, and see the visit “through the child’s eyes.” This 
is achieved through an adaptation of relational savoring or the process of guiding 
individuals to focus on memories of intense positive connection with a close loved 
one (Borelli et al., 2020).

We complete visit coaching with both the jailed parent and the at-home caregiver 
at least twice during the study participation—once in preparation for a visit that is 
focused on anticipating what the visit will be like for both the child and the parent 
and once following a visit that focuses on savoring the positive moments of 
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connection during the visit. The coaching for the caregiver focuses on identifying 
and savoring moments when they were able to be a source of comfort for the child. 
Because these visits can be challenging and full of intense emotions, the goal of the 
coaching is to maximize opportunities for the visits to be positive for both parent 
and child and to help at-home caregivers recognize the importance of their role in 
supporting the child and the parent-child relationship. When parents and caregivers 
have a difficult time recalling or reflecting on positive memories or moments of con-
nection and wish to discuss loss, conflict, or trauma, we listen and gently redirect 
them to a more positive memory. If this trend persists, we offer an additional coach-
ing session.

Connections to Community Resources  At the initial visit to the child’s home and 
during the incarcerated parent interview, we provide a community resource guide to 
give incarcerated parents and caregivers information about food pantries, child care, 
substance abuse recovery, housing, respite services, parenting support services, and 
stress hotlines.

A history of domestic violence, often resulting in no-contact orders between 
incarcerated parents and caregivers, can be a significant barrier to parent-child con-
tact, as is having an open child abuse case. These issues are more common in fami-
lies with an incarcerated parent than in other families in the community (Western & 
Pettit, 2010). In families where there is an open child protective case (but no prior 
child abuse conviction), we contact the child protective services caseworker for the 
child and determine if remote visits can be facilitated. If so, we discuss if and how 
the visits will be supervised and keep a log of all parent-child contacts.

In families where there is a no-contact order between the incarcerated parent and 
the caregiver (but not other household members), we ask the family if there is some-
one else who can facilitate the visits, such as a grandparent. If not, we pay for the 
services of a local nonprofit organization that specializes in supervising visits for 
the state Department of Children and Families. Either the trained family resource 
center worker travels to the family’s home to facilitate the visit, or the family travels 
to the resource center.

�Implementation of the Feasibility Study

We began implementing the EVM through a pilot feasibility study. Although not yet 
completed, we plan to enroll 100 children with parents incarcerated in the local 
county jail. The study consists of a consenting process, initial interview and data 
collection, technology support, visit coaching sessions, and a 3-month follow-up 
visit. A 1-year follow-up is planned.

In light of the current COVID-19 pandemic, adjustments to our ongoing study 
are in process. For instance, we obtained permission from the sheriff’s office to 
conduct interviews via remote video visits. In an era of increased physical 
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distancing, it is more critical than ever to examine the feasibility, benefits, and con-
sequences of using video visits to help jailed parents and their families stay con-
nected. Therefore, we plan to continue the pilot study although the sample size, 
timelines, and methods for collecting data may be different than expected.

Recruitment and Enrollment  Following IRB approval, which includes an NIH 
Certificate of Confidentiality, the jail put study information on tablets used in the 
jail housing units. A list of interested parents is provided to the study team weekly. 
Families are eligible to participate if the incarcerated parent has at least one child or 
stepchild between 3 and 12 years of age; the parent speaks and reads English; the 
child lives within an hour of the jail; the parent has not been convicted of child mal-
treatment; and the child’s at-home caregiver agrees to participate. After consent, we 
check public records to confirm the child abuse criterion (see Borelli et al., 2020).

We collect children’s caregivers’ names and contact information from incarcer-
ated parents, followed by separate meetings with the incarcerated parent and the 
caregiver to review and discuss the study in more detail, answer questions, and 
invite them to participate. Written consent is obtained from both adults, plus verbal 
or written assent from the children, depending on their age. Because the project 
requires the participation of the incarcerated parent and caregiver, some family-
level attrition occurs. On average, we successfully enroll one caregiver for every 
three incarcerated parents. Reasons for caregiver non-participation include con-
flicted caregiver-incarcerated parent relationships, inability to locate caregivers 
(e.g., incorrect or disconnected phone, incorrect address, homelessness), caregivers’ 
distrust of the criminal justice system, and no-contact court orders between caregiv-
ers and jailed parents. To date, we have consented and enrolled 44 incarcerated 
parents. Of those, we currently have 33 families that include the incarcerated parent, 
at-home caregiver, and one or more children. Please see Table 1 for a description of 
incarcerated parent and caregiver demographics.

Initial Interview and Assessments  Consistent with our conceptual model, most 
assessments are at the child or parent level but also include observed dyadic and 
triadic family interactions and some systems-level data. We ask parents and caregiv-
ers to report on individual health and stress; dyadic communication and relationship 
quality; parenting behaviors and satisfaction; reflective functioning and attachment 
history; adult addiction; residential instability; prior incarcerations; and use of pro-
grams/services in the jail and community. We also ask parents and caregivers to 
report on children’s behavior problems, adverse experiences and trauma symptoms, 
and relationships. For children, we administer a vocabulary assessment and a family 
drawing and take a hair sample to analyze children’s cumulative stress hormones; 
for children age 7 and up, we assess children’s self-reported trauma symptoms, 
adverse experiences, depressive symptoms, and attachment security with parents 
and caregivers. We videotape caregiver-child interactions in the home and code 
them with the Early Relational Assessment (Clark, 1985/2018). We conduct 
5-minute speech samples and code them for parental reflective functioning (Adkins 
& Fonagy, 2017). We also observe children’s visits, coding children’s affect and 
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attachment behaviors using the Jail/Prison Observation Checklist, an attachment-
based measure developed for CIP (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2017). Finally, we col-
lect public administrative records of child protective involvement, convictions, 
institutional infractions, and recidivism over time.

Three-Month Follow-Up  At the follow-up visit, we conduct another interview 
with the incarcerated parent (who may be in the community, still in jail, or trans-
ferred to a prison) and the child’s caregiver. This includes a second administration 
of some initial self-report measures and questions about the perceived benefits and 
challenges of the intervention. Data on tablet usage is collected to learn about which 
applications are used and for how long. We also obtain information on the number 
and length of visits directly from the company that facilitates the video visits, as 
well as public records reflecting any new parental (or caregiver) convictions.

Feedback from Families and Agencies  We have received positive feedback about 
the EVM from incarcerated parents, children, at-home caregivers, corrections 
administrators, and community organizations. Initial interest in the project was very 

Table 1  Incarcerated parent and caregiver sample characteristics

Parent in jail At-home caregiver
Variables n %/M SD n %/M SD

Age (years) 31 33.6 7.8 32 36.8 12.8
Sex 31 32
 �� Male 80.6 9.4
 �� Female 19.4 90.6
Education 31 32
 �� Less than high school degree 9.7 9.4
 �� High school degree or equivalent 38.7 31.2
 �� Greater than high school degree 51.7 59.4
Race 31 31
 �� White 38.7 54.8
 �� Black 51.6 41.9
 �� American Indian or Alaskan native 3.2 –
 �� Native Hawaiian and other Pacific islander 3.2 –
 �� Other 3.2 3.2
Hispanic, Latino, Spanish origin 31 32
 �� Yes 6.5 6.3
 �� No 93.5 93.8
Household income 31 31
 �� Less than $10,000 29.0 16.1
 �� $10,000–$34,999 35.5 45.1
 �� $35,000 or above 29.0 29.0
 �� Prefer not to answer 6.4 9.7
Number of children 31 3.0 1.9 – – –
Sentenced 30 35.3 – – –
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high. During the first week, more than 60 incarcerated individuals signed up, which 
is higher than the 3–5 individuals per week we have screened in previous projects. 
Incarcerated parents have asked if they can continue the video visits if they are 
transferred to another facility. Attorneys have contacted us asking to have their 
clients enrolled, and recently a judge allowed an incarcerated father to serve the 
remainder of his time in the jail that we work with (instead of another jail) so that 
he could continue video visits with his children. The state agency in charge of foster 
care has asked us to include foster children in our program as well as children living 
in kinship care.

Many incarcerated parents, especially those with younger children, indicated 
that book reading was a favorite activity during visits. We have seen examples of 
joint play, such as a child dressed up in dinosaur costume, pretending to go to sleep; 
the incarcerated parent played along, pretending to sleep by the “dinosaur,” with the 
parent and child jointly singing a lullaby. Children have shown their artwork, dem-
onstrated new skills such as cartwheels and playing an instrument, and shown their 
pets, new toys, or video games to their parent. The incarcerated parent has engaged 
in parenting behaviors, such as supervising children brushing their teeth; helping 
with homework; limit setting; and participating in bedtime routines. The incarcer-
ated parent has been virtually engaged in daily routines (e.g., cooking, mealtimes, 
watching a movie) and special occasions (e.g., birthday party at a roller rink, thanks-
giving celebration at grandmother’s home, decorating the Christmas tree). Most 
observed interactions have been quite positive. We have also coded some negative 
interactions, especially early in the program, such as parents swearing at the child, 
arguing with each other, or children not being available to chat. In one case, there 
was inappropriate parental behavior that led to the jail terminating visits for that 
parent (<1% of families). These visits prompted us to add guidelines related to lan-
guage and appropriate use of video chat, as well as to give families a copy of the 
jail’s standard visiting rules.

Most incarcerated parents interviewed say that having regular video contact with 
their children is “what keeps them going” and is the best part of their day. They have 
stated that they are motivated to stay out of jail in the future because of their 
strengthened relationships with their children. Caregivers have indicated positive 
effects as well, such as daily visits helping the parent stay more “in the loop” with 
the child and home. One mother said that her child was having school trouble 
because he regularly pretended to call his incarcerated father on an imaginary phone 
and melted down when teachers tried to redirect him. Since participating in the 
EVM, the child is no longer pretending to call his father, and the mother attributes 
this to her son being able to video visit with his father. Several older children (7 to 
12 years) said that they did not like going to the jail because it was stressful to check 
in, go through locked doors, and visit behind glass. Moreover, they said visits were 
boring because only one person could hear at a time (as there is only one telephone 
receiver per family). One child said that her mother spent most of the in-jail visits 
talking to her father, so she spent most of the time waiting; but during the in-home 
video visit, she could curl up on the couch with a blanket and her cat and could talk 
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to her dad without any waiting or interruptions. Although she did not use the word 
“stigma,” she described an experience that reduced the stigma of going to the jail.

During the 3-month follow-up, we also received positive feedback on the visit 
coaching. Several parents and caregivers mentioned that the coaching helped them 
identify tools to help children stay engaged during visits, plan ahead by thinking of 
conversation topics, and reflect on their role in supporting children. One father said 
that the coaching helped him to focus on more positive things with his child during 
visits, while another mentioned that he gained insight into his own and his chil-
dren’s feelings.

�Case Study

In this section, we present a representative case study to illustrate how the EVM 
works in practice. To help protect individual and family confidentiality, we com-
bined details from two different families and changed names and other potentially 
identifying details.

James is a 33-year-old African American man serving a 4-month sentence for a 
revocation involving possession of illegal substances. James has had multiple incar-
cerations and separations from his son, Mason, who is 6 years old. James has been 
involved with the criminal justice system since he was 16 years old, struggling with 
addiction and mental health concerns. These issues have made it difficult for him to 
hold a steady job and make child support payments, leading to a conflicted relation-
ship with his son’s mother, Stephanie. James expresses a strong desire to “clean up 
his act” and “be there” for Mason, but his mental health and substance use have 
made it difficult for him to be a consistent and present father. James shared how 
important being a father is to him and how badly he wants to be there for his son, 
especially because of the absence of his own father when he was growing up.

Stephanie is a 35-year-old White woman. She lives in a modest subsidized apart-
ment with her three children. She works full-time at a local fast food chain. She 
receives SNAP benefits and Medicaid but, however, still finds it difficult to make 
ends meet. Her mother lives nearby and helps Stephanie with the children and occa-
sionally with bills and groceries. Stephanie says that she and her mother have been 
the biggest influences and supports in Mason’s life. Stephanie is devoted to her 
children, mentioning that “it has always just been me and them.” Stephanie shared 
that Mason recently started asking more questions about where his father is and 
when he will see him again. She wants James to be in Mason’s life but resents the 
emotional drain that comes with it.

Mason is a talkative and energetic 6-year-old. He was recently diagnosed with 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder and oppositional defiant disorder and 
receives reading and speech services. Although Stephanie’s and Mason’s interac-
tions seemed positive during study visits, and Stephanie appeared sensitive to 
Mason’s cues, Stephanie said she struggles with his behavioral issues, such as whin-
ing, hitting, and fighting at school. She feels like she does not know how to handle 
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them and becomes frustrated and angry. Mason often talks about his father saying 
he “misses him so much.” However, Stephanie feels that contact with James exacer-
bates Mason’s challenging behaviors.

At first, Stephanie was hesitant about the EVM project. She wanted Mason to 
have contact with his father but reports that supporting Mason after visits is chal-
lenging because she also has to manage her own emotional reactions. She decided 
to participate because Mason could visit his father from home without Stephanie 
needing to interact with James.

During their initial coaching sessions, James and Stephanie expressed concerns 
about keeping Mason’s attention for a 45-minute visit. James brainstormed topics to 
discuss with Mason such as school and music. During the first coaching session, he 
envisioned what Mason might be wearing and what he might say and feel when he 
first saw his dad. Stephanie reflected on how important she is in supporting Mason’s 
connection with James and discussed a time that she comforted Mason when he was 
upset about an incident at school. She struggled at times to separate her own com-
plicated relationship with James from the relationship that James and Mason have 
but ultimately resolved to act as a source of support for Mason. She also identified 
ways she could prepare Mason for visits by suggesting activities at school that he 
could share with James.

After starting the video visits, Stephanie reported that Mason developed “a rou-
tine” of video visiting every Wednesday after school. During the visits, James talked 
to Mason about the “countdown” to his release and made plans for his return to the 
community. Sometimes James helped Mason with his homework, reviewing his 
spelling words and listening to Mason read books. Other times, Mason propped up 
the tablet and showed his dad the family dog or toys that he likes. One time they 
played a game together, with Mason moving the game pieces following his father’s 
instructions. During post-visit coaching, Stephanie reflected that she thought the 
visits were helpful as they gave her son the opportunity to connect with his father 
and involve him in Mason’s daily life.

During a 3-month follow-up visit with James, he described how the video visits 
allowed him to “stay relevant” in his son’s life even when physically separated. 
Mason spoke positively about the visits, comparing them to FaceTime with rela-
tives. Stephanie shared that Mason has been doing better in school since beginning 
the video visits. She said: “I really think this change is due to Mason being able to 
see his dad every week. He still asks about him and when he is coming home, but 
it’s less so now.” Stephanie also shared that Mason’s behavior following visits had 
improved. Though he still whines and sometimes cries and runs to his room, she 
reports it as “less frequent and less intense now.” She said that she feels more con-
fident in her ability to comfort Mason when he is upset, assuring him that it is okay 
to miss his dad and that they will be together again soon. Stephanie acknowledged 
the role she plays in her son’s life as his primary caregiver but also recognized the 
importance of her son’s relationship with his father, saying that she will encourage 
them to stay connected.
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�Conclusion

Our EVM has implications for CIP and their families, as well as those seeking to 
develop an innovative and replicable intervention that takes attachment-based and 
social justice approaches. CIP are often invisible and highly vulnerable, calling for 
a recognition of their needs and rights, as has been done by the San Francisco 
Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership. In 2003, they published the Bill of 
Rights for CIP, with the hope that decisions affecting affected children consider 
their well-being. The eight rights outlined state: I have the right to be kept safe and 
informed at the time of my parent’s arrest; I have the right to be heard when deci-
sions are made about me; I have the right to be well cared for in my parent’s absence; 
I have the right to speak with, see, and touch my parent; I have the right to support 
as I face my parent’s incarceration; I have the right not to be judged, blamed, or 
labeled because my parent is incarcerated; I have the right to a lifelong relationship 
with my parent. In line with attachment theory and research, EVM supports chil-
dren’s attachment needs and rights to engage in positive close relationships with 
their incarcerated parents during incarceration and in the future. It may help chil-
dren heal from the disruption caused by parent-child separation during parental 
incarceration.
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�A Review of Reentry Programs and Their Inclusion 
of Families

Although the USA accounts for just 5% of the world’s population, it houses 25% of 
the world’s incarcerated population (Deady, 2014). Over 2.3 million people––
roughly 1  in every 100 adults in the USA ––are currently confined in  local jails, 
state and local prisons, immigration detention facilities, state psychiatric hospitals, 
military prisons, or prisons (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). Most who are incarcerated 
are eventually released, and thus the flow of adults out of these institutions is sub-
stantial. Over 825,000 people are released from prison each year (Sabol & Minton, 
2008), and many more are released from jail. Returning home is the pivot point of 
the “reentry” process, which encompasses a period that begins sometime before 
release (e.g., in prisons, often 6–9 months prior) and continues after release for as 
long as 1, 3, or even 5 years, depending on the conceptualization of the particular 
system (National Institute of Corrections, 2017). As the numbers of incarcerated 
individuals in the USA grew over the past several decades, momentum has built 
among local and state policymakers to find effective strategies that help formerly 
incarcerated men and women succeed. In recent years, the dialogue around reentry 
has shifted from one dominated by shifting ideologies (e.g., Eddy & Swanson-
Gribskov, 1998) to one that is focused on programmatic, evidence-based solutions 
(Visher, 2007). Driving the discussion has been an ongoing concern with recidivism.

�Recidivism

What happens for formerly incarcerated individuals during reentry depends not 
only on them and their personal relationships and resources, but also on the deci-
sions and actions of the judicial and corrections systems that are connected to their 
case as well as characteristics within their local context, including the availability of 
resources, services, and opportunities. Once released from prison, a formerly incar-
cerated individual may face a wide variety of obstacles to successful integration, 
including, but not limited to, a lack of jobs, affordable housing, and prosocial sup-
ports (Morgan et al., 2012; Esparza Flores, 2018; Li, 2018). Failing to overcome 
these obstacles may ultimately lead to recidivism––being convicted of a new crime 
and returning to jail or prison. Like incarceration itself, recidivism in the USA is 
higher than in most other countries, estimated at a staggering rate of over 63% of 
formerly incarcerated adults over the 9-year period after release (Yukhnenko et al., 
2019). Rates of return are quite high beginning early in the post-release period, with 
28% of men reincarcerated within 6 months, 58% within the first year, and 77% 
within the first 5 years (Durose et al., 2014). This compares to rates in other Western 
countries of 59% in 5 years in France, 51% in 3 years in Ireland, 48% in 2 years in 
the Netherlands, and 29% in 2 years in Denmark (Fazel & Wolf, 2015).

Recidivism in the USA is a notable concern for several reasons. Recidivism fol-
lows continued offending and thus reflects new instances of victimization. High 
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recidivism is thus a threat to public safety at large. Recidivism is often followed by 
continued hardships of various types for the families of the incarcerated, lost con-
nections within the community, and decreases in civic participation (Visher, 2007; 
Ahalt et  al., 2013). All told, the financial costs of recidivism are expansive. 
According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), total state expenditures to oper-
ate corrections systems in the USA is $81 billion US dollars annually, not including 
policing and court costs, with a substantial sum of those dollars spent on incarcerat-
ing repeat offenders (Kyckelhahn, 2015; Eisen, 2015).

�Families and Recidivism

Common predictors of recidivism include risk factors such as offense type, drug 
involvement, neighborhood variables, and spatial contagion (i.e., the proximity to 
others who recidivate) (e.g., Stahler et al., 2013). Researchers in the reentry field 
have often suggested that the most promising programs to mitigate recidivism begin 
during incarceration and extend well past release as a formerly incarcerated man or 
women gets his or her foothold in a new life on the outside (James, 2014). Over the 
years, a key target within reentry programs has been strengthening a host of protec-
tive factors against recidivism, including social connections and support and access 
to needed basic resources (Visher et  al., 2004; La Vigne et  al., 2005; Maruna & 
Toch, 2005; Morenoff & Harding, 2014). In this regard, finding ways to shore up 
protective factors over the long run seems like a particularly promising strategy, and 
accomplishing this goal requires working within social structures that both already 
exist and have the potential to remain in place. The family is one such structure. Not 
surprisingly, many men and women do turn to their families for assistance during 
reentry. Subsequently, families may become the “front line” for reentry, providing 
critical material and emotional support that may either make or break a successful 
transition from incarceration to home (Bobbitt & Nelson, 2004; Brooks-Gordon & 
Bainham, 2004; Brown & Bloom, 2009).

An important precursor to obtaining support and reducing recidivism is thought 
to be what happens during prison. A variety of studies over the years have found that 
visits before release are related to a lower likelihood of recidivism (e.g., Holt & 
Miller, 1972; Bales & Mears, 2008; Duwe & Clark, 2013). Family visits have 
received particular attention in the literature in recent years (e.g., Poehlmann, 
Dallaire, Loper, & Shear, 2010), and particularly visits between incarcerated par-
ents and their children and families (see Eddy & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019). Over 
60% of women and 50% of men in prison, for example, are parents (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008). Parent-child contact during incarceration, which is most typi-
cally due to positive parent-caregiver contact, is associated with a variety of impor-
tant long-term outcomes, including more engaged parent-child relationships after 
release and less recidivism (e.g., McKay et al., 2019; Thomas et al.,, 2020; Visher 
et al., 2013; Duwe & McNeeley, 2020).

Unfortunately, while families hold much potential to assist during reentry, they 
may be in a comprised state. The loss of their family member may have reduced 
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their family income significantly, which may reverberate into a host of negative 
consequences, such as an unstable housing situation, a loss of childcare and limited 
employment opportunities, transportation difficulties, hunger, and child protective 
services involvement (e.g., Schwartz-Soicher et al., 2011; Sugie, 2012; Wildeman 
et al., 2016; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2018; Slack et al., 2017). In one study, the 
poverty status of a formerly incarcerated adult increased the odds of rearrest by a 
factor of 4.6 and the odds of a supervision violation by a factor of 12.7 (Holtfreter 
et al., 2004). On the interpersonal level, parental incarceration is associated with a 
heightened risk for negative adjustment outcomes for children, most notably con-
duct problems (Murray et al., 2012; cf. Eddy & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019), which in 
turn are related to a host of other problems both for children (e.g., academic failure, 
substance use and abuse) and for their families.

Thus, while family connection and support may hold promise in helping reduce 
recidivism, what a formerly incarcerated adult can contribute to his or her family 
after release is critical. Reentry programs have the potential to play a role in increas-
ing the chances that men and women are in a position to make significant contribu-
tions. Certainly, a place to start is around family communication, both  between 
parent and child and between parent and caregivers, and finding ways to do this in 
positive ways seems congruent with the findings on visits while in prison and 
reduced recidivism. However, this is just a starting place. For example, in one study, 
state-sponsored support to address short-term needs (e.g., housing) for women 
reduced the odds of recidivism by 83% (Holtfreter et al., 2004). Without a foothold 
in a new life outside, it is difficult to get a new start. However, more is needed than 
just a foothold. Over the long run, stable employment is one of the strongest predic-
tors of post-release success, including reduced recidivism, but finding employment 
is one of the greatest barriers to successful reintegration for offenders and ex-
offenders (Varghese & Cummings, 2012). Thus, programs to assist in finding and 
retaining employment are vital to reentry success (Visher & Travis, 2011). In short, 
given the potentially important role of families during reentry, as well as the pleth-
ora of needs that may go beyond what families can provide, reentry programming 
may be vital to success for many releasing men and women. In this chapter, within 
the scientific literature, we examine the extent to which children and families have 
been considered a part of such programming and, when they have, what other ele-
ments have been included to try to maximize reentry success.

�Method

Reentry studies were identified through a multiple-step process. To begin, an 
Internet-based literature search was conducted that focused on reentry programs 
that targeted parents and were delivered either in prison, jail, or a community setting 
and that included direct interaction with children and/or caregivers. We did not limit 
the time frame for reentry—it could start upon the start of lock-up and continue for 
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years past release, as long as the conceptual frame in the paper was the provision of 
service during “reentry” or some such synonym. Our search was done through mul-
tiple queries to PubMed, Tandfonline, Web of Science, Publons, and other search 
engines available through the University of Texas at Austin Library as well as to 
Google, including Google Scholar. Examples of search words of interest included 
parental incarceration, prisoners, prison, jail, reentry, caregiver, caretaker, guardian, 
parent, child, pilot study, comparison group study, and randomized controlled trial. 
For each individual search using a unique combination of words, text generated 
from the first 100 findings were screened. Relevant articles were downloaded and 
scanned for additional references, which were also downloaded for review. 
Documents retained for further review included reports on findings from random-
ized controlled trials on programs delivered during the reentry period for fathers and 
mothers that included a variable for children, caregivers, and/or family members. 
Finally, prior reviews of the literature that focused on reentry or closely related 
issues, such as parenting while incarcerated, were searched, and relevant articles 
retained. All articles were reviewed initially to ensure that they were published in a 
peer-reviewed journal in the past two decades, that participants were approaching 
release or recently released, that the reentry intervention that was examined included 
a caregiver and/or child oriented component, and that either a pre-post (one sample) 
or a comparison group study was conducted and outcomes were examined.

�Results

Our search process ultimately yielded 16 articles, 10 of which, upon further review, 
fully met all criteria (see Table 1). However, it is important to note that a broader set 
of articles were found but suffered from lack of specification regarding important 
aspects of the search, including what was actually done in a family component, let 
alone how many people actually received that component. Given the confusion we 
found in the literature (and the resulting confusion we had in coding some pro-
grams), we view the articles we retained as a sampling of the literature, rather than 
a comprehensive listing. Notably, we found very few articles that met our criteria 
published in the past decade.

Among the articles that we retained, 80% focused on parenting education. Most 
of these (88%) also included some type of direct family contact component, most 
often relatively brief parent-child visits. One of these programs was a prison nurs-
ery, where babies lived with their mothers. Only 20% of programs involved a more 
comprehensive approach to reentry. Most programs took place in  lock-up, rather 
than across the reentry period. Further, most programs were studied with a compari-
son group design , and most analyses revealed some positive outcomes. However, 
most reported outcomes were on incarcerated parents, rather than family members. 
One program, and the most comprehensive of the bunch (i.e., Wilson & Davis, 
2006), reported iatrogenic effects for recidivism.
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Table 1  Reentry intervention studies with family components

Study Intervention Program Description
Research 
Design

Example Impacts 
of Intervention on 
Variables Related 
to Family

Incarcerated 
Parent Caregiver Child

Anderson 
(2002)

In community, 
tailored 
intervention (e.g., 
substance abuse 
education and 
treatment, 
survival skills, 
GED prep, 
cognitive 
restructuring, 
anger 
management, 
employment 
skills, parenting 
and family 
reintegration)

Possible 
involvement 
in parenting 
and family 
reintegration 
group 
(unclear)

None 
specified 
(unclear)

Comparison 
group 
(randomized)

Significant 
positive effects 
concerning the 
acquisition of 
knowledge of 
appropriate 
parenting 
techniques as well 
as significantly 
lower recidivism

Wilson & 
Davis 
(2006)

Multimodal 
tailored in-prison 
program (e.g., 
job readiness, 
relapse 
prevention, drug 
treatment 
readiness, 
practical living 
skills), links to 
community-
based resources, 
facilitating 
relationship with 
parole officer

Family 
counselor and 
family 
specialist 
available to 
work with 
family before 
release

None 
specified 
(except as 
part of work 
with 
caregiver)

Comparison 
group 
(randomized)

Significantly 
higher recidivism 
(iatrogenic effect)

Miller 
et al. 
(2014)

Parent training 
program focused 
on parenting 
attitudes

Several 
family 
sessions (in 
community)

Weekly 
parent-child 
sessions

Intervention 
group only

Significant 
reductions in 
inappropriate 
developmental 
expectations and 
in endorsement of 
corporal 
punishment

(continued)
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Table 1  (continued)

Study Intervention Program Description
Research 
Design

Example Impacts 
of Intervention on 
Variables Related 
to Family

Incarcerated 
Parent Caregiver Child

Harris & 
Landreth 
(1997)

Parent training 
program focused 
on child-centered 
play skills

None 
specified

Bi-weekly 
30-minute 
parent-child 
sessions

Comparison 
group (not 
randomized)

Significant 
increases in 
empathic behavior 
and perceived 
acceptance of 
child

Landreth 
& 
Lobaugh 
(1998)

Parent training 
program focused 
on child-centered 
play skills

None 
specified

Weekly 
30-minute 
structured 
parent-child 
visits

Comparison 
group 
(randomized)

Significantly 
higher attitude of 
acceptance and 
empathic behavior 
toward child and 
increased 
self-concepts of 
children

Moore & 
Clement 
(1998)

Parent training 
program focused 
on parent and 
child 
development 
education, 
follow-up 
support groups

None 
specified

Several 
all-day 
contact 
visits, 
additional 
parent-child 
visits

Comparison 
group 
(randomized)

Significant 
acquisition of 
knowledge of 
appropriate 
parenting 
techniques

Sandifer 
(2008)

Parent training 
program focused 
on effective 
parenting with 
extended visits 
from children to 
practice 
parenting skills

None 
specified

Monthly, 
day-long 
structured 
and 
unstructured 
visitation 
time

Comparison 
group (not 
randomized)

Significant 
reduced 
preference for 
physical force to 
discipline 
children, increased 
ownership of 
responsible parent 
role and empathy 
towards children’s 
feelings and needs

Sleed 
et al. 
(2013)

Parent training 
program focused 
on attachment

None 
specified

Weekly 
2-hour 
sessions with 
babies

Comparison 
group 
(randomized)

Significant effect 
on the quality of 
dyadic behavior

(continued)
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�Discussion

Despite the relation between family contact and positive concurrent and future out-
comes for incarcerated fathers and mothers, in the research literature, we found very 
few examples of reentry programs that actively include caregivers and/or children. 
Those we did find typically included elements that were rather limited in scope, 
such as a few parent-child visits (including up to all-day contact visits) or a planned 
family discussion. The major exception is prison nurseries, of which there are only 
a few around the country (cf. Byrne, 2019). The findings reported for the various 
programs suggest some positive impacts, but most of the available information con-
cerns outcomes and parent perceptions at the end of the program, rather than con-
crete situations or events (e.g., living with family, not returning to prison) over the 
long run. Most studies were lacking in scientific rigor. In short, the literature on 
reentry programs for incarcerated parents and their families is in its infancy.

Clearly, more research is needed, but where might be the most useful place to 
begin such work? We suggest that a good place to start given what we know about 
the reentry period and success would be with a reconsideration of what “parenting” 
means within the context of corrections. For the past two decades, our research team 
has been advocating for the idea of broadening the scope of what is targeted in reen-
try parenting programs (e.g., Eddy et al., 2008, 2010, 2019; Eddy et al., 2013; Shortt 

Table 1  (continued)

Study Intervention Program Description
Research 
Design

Example Impacts 
of Intervention on 
Variables Related 
to Family

Incarcerated 
Parent Caregiver Child

Goshin 
et al. 
(2014)

Parent training 
focused on child 
development, 
coping 
and access to 
prison nursery

None 
specified

Prison 
nursery 
(infants live 
with 
mothers)

Intervention 
group only

Three years after 
release, vast 
majority of 
women remained 
in the 
community ; of 
the few who did 
not, most returned 
to prison for 
parole violation 
rather than a new 
conviction

Eddy 
et al. 
(2013)

Parent 
management 
training (PMT) 
specifically 
designed for 
incarcerated 
parents

PMT 
materials sent 
home to 
caregiver 
upon request

None 
specified

Comparison 
group 
(randomized)

Significant effect 
on positive 
parent-child 
interaction
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et al., 2014; Kjellstrand, 2018; Burraston & Eddy, 2017; Eddy & Burraston, 2018; 
Eddy & Schumer, 2018). The basic rationale is that being a parent after release 
involves more than knowing certain pieces of knowledge or being exposed to cer-
tain types of communication skills—the typical target in most prison-based parent-
ing programs. Rather, it involves getting support for actually using those skills while 
in prison and then employing the gained knowledge and skills within family rela-
tionships on a day-to-day basis in the community after release. It involves taking 
care of oneself, finding a place to live, finding a job, and repairing and nurturing 
existing relationships with prosocial adults (e.g., caregivers, intimate partners, rela-
tives), but also making wise choices about the new relationships that one enters into 
with new friends and partners. It also involves making wise choices after release in 
terms of the relationships that one had with peers and family members that were not 
healthy (and possibly supported criminal behavior) prior to incarceration.

The frame we use for this approach in relation to parents and their children is 
illustrated in Fig. 1. The ideas are grounded in the theoretical work of Bronfenbrenner 
(e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and in Patterson and colleagues (e.g., Patterson, 1982; 
Reid et al., 2002), which emphasize the importance, and nesting, of multiple levels 
of influence on child and family development. From our reading of the research 
literature and our work on the ground, we focus on eight key targets in our work on 
reentry parenting programs. The first set we call the “little four.” These targets are 
centered within the relationship between the parent and child: positive involvement, 
supervision and monitoring, guidance and discipline, and problem-solving. The 
second set we call the “Big Four.” These targets are vital elements of the context that 
surround the parent-child relationship. These include parent mental and physical 
health, safe and stable housing, a living wage job, and the quality of parent-other 
adult relationships.

With this frame in mind, over the past 5 years, we have collaborated with the 
Reentry and Correctional Industries Division of the Washington State Department 
of Corrections (DOC) on the creation and refinement of the Strength in Families 
(SIF) program (Eddy et al., 1). This work has been supported through the DOC and 
a grant from the federal Administration for Children and Families. The program is 
place-based, focusing on fathers incarcerated in specific institutions in southwestern 
Washington who are returning to nearby counties. SIF begins in prison and contin-
ues back in the home communities of fathers for up to 1 year after release.

SIF is a multimodal, multilevel, tailored approach designed to prepare and sup-
port parents for their return back to their communities and to their families. The 
process and content of the core components of the program are informed by multi-
ple sources, including the research literature on incarcerated parents and their chil-
dren and families in general (Eddy & Poehlmann, 2010; Eddy & Poehlmann-Tynan, 
2019) as well as on incarcerated fathers and reentry in specific (Eddy & Burraston, 
2018); the experiences of incarcerated fathers; the experiences of practitioners, cor-
rectional officers, counselors, and administrators in Washington State who have 
worked with criminal justice-involved parents; and our own experiences working 
with fathers before and after release.
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SIF is a voluntary program that links together a series of evidence-based or 
evidence-informed skills training programs. Interested fathers who enroll are first 
invited to participate in Walking the Line (WTL; Einhorn et  al., 2008; Erlacher, 
2010), a group-based cognitive-behavioral intervention that centers on the develop-
ment of knowledge and skills that support positive and lasting intimate partner rela-
tionships. WTL is a second-generation adaptation of the evidence-based PREP 
program (e.g., Halford et al., 2008; Markman et al., 1993).

At the conclusion of WTL, fathers are invited to enroll in Parenting Inside Out 
(PIO; Eddy et al., 2013). PIO is a second-generation adaption of the evidence-based 
Parent Management Training (PMT) program developed by the research group at 
the Oregon Social Learning Center (see Reid et al., 2002) and focuses on the devel-
opment of knowledge and skills that support positive and constructive parent-
caregiver and parent-child relationships.

Along the way, fathers are invited to enroll in Job Seeking Skills (JSS), a program 
developed by the Washington State Employment Security Department and DOC 
Offender Employment Services. JSS develop “soft” skills related to finding and 
keeping a job, as well as developing needed products such as a resume. Each of 

Fig. 1  The Big four little four model
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these three skills training programs is taught by trained and supervised SIF instruc-
tors. These individuals are DOC employees, rather than outside contractors. Many 
are individuals with extensive experience working in other capacities within pris-
ons, including correctional officers and counselors.

While going through these programs, a father begins to work with a trained and 
supervised Case Manager as well as a trained and supervised Education and 
Employment Navigator. Each of these individuals helps a father set the stage for 
their return to their community using a Solutions-Based Casework (Christensen 
et al., 1999) approach. Case Managers and fathers develop a plan that is grounded 
in meeting basic needs such as housing and transportation and obtaining community-
based support tailored to each father’s strengths and challenges. Case Managers also 
facilitate opportunities for contact and problem-solving between fathers and their 
families, including video visiting and brief family counseling. In contrast, Navigators 
focus on assisting fathers in developing and carrying out a plan to obtain employ-
ment and/or enter a job skills training or education program after release.

We view a program such as this as an ideal candidate for research. It is grounded 
in an expanded definition of what it means to be a parent during and after prison—
not only showing love and providing guidance but also taking care of your own 
well-being, providing a safe and stable home, earning solid income through proso-
cial means, fostering and maintaining healthy relationships with other adults, and 
not engaging in and staying away from criminal activity. We posit that a vital part of 
programs that take a holistic view of parenting like this is the involvement of family 
members in the program, both during and after incarceration.

One of the impediments to research such as this, however, is the difficulty for 
systems to get access to high-quality programs for families. Many such programs 
now exist for families living in at-risk or high-risk situations and have been or are 
undergoing testing, particularly in terms of parenting skills (for a review of pro-
grams for incarcerated parents, see Eddy & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019). However, as 
is true in other areas of intervention and prevention practice, most programs are 
expensive and require purchasing not only materials but also training and supervi-
sion. At least part of the intent behind these costs are well meaning, such as the 
desire to maintain quality and the need for resources to do such, and the perceived 
importance of program fidelity and the recognition that obtaining and maintaining 
fidelity take work and focus. A key problem is that many systems don’t have the 
financial resources to enter the market without grant funding, and grant funding in 
this area is quite limited given the sheer numbers of people in corrections systems 
in the USA that are in need of reentry services. An additional problem is that often 
a program does not quite fit the needs of a system and/or the needs of the people 
being served by that system and needs to be changed in a variety of ways. A com-
mon area in this regard is related to the cultural fit of a program to the client 
population.

A few years ago, we were approached by partners in a jurisdiction we were 
working in regarding this very problem and came up together with a potential solu-
tion—the creation of high-quality materials for parents and families that from 
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inception were intended to be “open source”—available for free on the Internet and 
adaptable, as long as the adaptation was also shared back. We see great promise in 
this type of approach. It is certainly something that has caught on in other fields, 
such as computer software development, with some success. Our hope is that it can 
also become standard within this field. We took this idea and employed it within the 
context of a recent GIZ (a German-based NGO)-funded international collaboration.
The result is that a  family- and school-based youth violence prevention program 
was created, Miles de Manos, that has not only been disseminated widely in four 
countries in Central America but is also being studied within the context of a newly 
launched National Institutes of Health-funded randomized controlled trial in 
Honduras (Martinez et al., 2020). The program caught the attention of other inter-
national NGOs and countries, and adaptations are now being attempted in Sri Lanka 
and the Philippines. Opening up family interventions for innovation and dissemina-
tion, and then studying such interventions using rigorous scientific methods, seems 
like a much more useful strategy to use than the rather closed system of distribu-
tion that exists today.

Connecting and supporting incarcerated adults with their families seem like a 
promising strategy for improving outcomes during reentry. It is time to move the 
field forward and find optimal ways to fulfill such a promise. To do this requires 
trying not only to include families in reentry programming but to study outcomes 
using research designs that provide answers, rather than suggestions, to whether or 
not something “works.” In this chapter, we attempted to find more rigorous studies 
of reentry programs, and even when we set the bar low in this regard, we found few. 
We did find a broader set of work, not discussed here, that was not peer reviewed 
and included studies of utilization and process, rather than of outcomes. This type 
of work is commonly required in large-scale federal funding initiatives, for exam-
ple, but falls short of providing the plethora information needed to guide the field 
forward.

A more promising route for the field to take would be a combination of optimi-
zation and experimentation. A prime example of a method for such work is the 
Multiphase Optimization Strategy (MOST) of Collins and colleagues ( Wilbur 
et al., 2016). The fundamental idea is that before a rigorous research design, such 
as a randomized controlled trial, is used to examine the impact of an intervention, 
work must be done to find out what intervention elements maximize effects on 
desired outcomes. To make optimization useful, rigor (in bringing the existing 
findings from science to bear in the early stages of program development) and 
specificity (in clarifying the theoretical model that underlies the work) during the 
development of a reentry program are required. A combination of  a broader 
approach to what parents, children, and families need to succeed during reentry 
with new ways to access intervention materials with promising research approaches 
such as MOST has the potential to make a real difference in both the reduction of 
recidivism and the improvement of the health of parents, children, families, and 
society at large.
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Abstract  Over the past several decades, the population of incarcerated women in 
the United States increased multifold, surpassing the growth rate of men during the 
same period. A majority of these individuals are also parents to minor children. 
Recent findings highlight gender differences in the incarcerated population particu-
larly around issues related to family circumstances, family history, trauma, poverty, 
criminality, and substance abuse issues. Given both the increasing incarceration rate 
of women and the differences in risks facing men and women, gender-specific infor-
mation is needed to inform the development of gender-responsive reentry strategies 
to help inmates navigate specific challenges they face as they reintegrate back into 
their communities and families.

In this chapter, we review existing literature on the backgrounds of incarcerated 
fathers and mothers. We then address critical gaps in our knowledge by examining 
a representative sample of incarcerated parents who were randomly selected from 
Oregon prisons on key background characteristics as well as pre- and post-release 
needs related to parenting. Following this, we review existing evidenced-based 
reentry interventions for men and women, specifically parents, and explore the 
degree that knowledge about potential issues related to gender informed the devel-
opment of these programs. Lastly, we conclude with an examination of the extent to 
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which existing gender-responsive programs address established differences between 
incarcerated men and women.

Keywords  Incarcerated parents · Needs · Gender-responsive · Reentry · Programs

Since 1970, the number of incarcerated adults in the United States has increased 
significantly. Currently, the United States leads the world both in the number and 
the percent of incarcerated citizens (Walmsley, 2009). Policymakers, practitioners, 
and researchers alike worry about the social, psychological, and economic impact 
of this “mass” incarceration not only on the incarcerated individuals but also on the 
children and families who have been left behind. In this regard, the most recent 
estimates indicate that over half of all men and women held in state or federal prison 
are parents to an estimated 1.7 million minor children (e.g., Maruschak & Mumola, 
2010). However, the number of children who are currently experiencing parental 
incarceration (including in jail, prison, or an immigration detention facility) or who 
have experienced parental incarceration in the past far exceeds this count. Regardless, 
the majority of children with incarcerated parents are in situations where it is likely 
that their parent’s incarceration has at least some direct impact on family function-
ing through such issues as family disruption, financial strain, or the stigma of having 
an incarcerated family member (Eddy et  al., 2019). After long being ignored, 
research interest in children with incarcerated parents and their families has 
increased in the past several decades. Findings from a variety of studies now point 
to the increased likelihood, but not certainty, for at least some problematic outcomes 
for children with incarcerated parents compared to their peers (e.g., Kjellstrand & 
Eddy, 2011a, Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011b; Murray & Farrington, 2005; Myers et al., 
1999; Phillips et al., 2002; Johnston, 1995).

The growth in incarceration in the United States has resulted not only in more 
individuals being imprisoned but also more people being released back into their 
communities after incarceration. For example, of the 1.5 million Americans who are 
incarcerated in state and federal prisons in a given year, approximately 640,000 are 
released (Carson & Anderson, 2016). Not surprisingly, this movement of men and 
women away from and then back into their homes and communities has piqued 
interest in how to best support a successful “reentry.” Unfortunately, rigorous 
research has not kept up with policy and practice innovations around reentry prac-
tices and programs. This lack of scholarly progress has put states, communities, and 
agencies in the unfortunate position of having to implement reentry interventions 
and strategies based on a limited body of empirical evidence about “what works.”

While most incarcerated individuals are men, and much of the research knowledge 
base about people in prison focuses on men, the number of incarcerated women rap-
idly increased across the past few decades. Between 1980 and 2002 alone, the popula-
tion of incarcerated women in the United States increased eightfold, surpassing the 
growth rate of men during the same period (Harrison & Karberg, 2004; Lapidus et al., 
2004). Researchers attribute this to the proliferation of certain types of drug laws, 
particularly those that implemented mandatory sentences even for what had 
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previously been considered “lower-level” drug offenses (Bloom et al., 2004; Javdani 
et al., 2011). Importantly, recent research findings have highlighted gender differences 
in the incarcerated population, particularly around issues related to family history, 
trauma exposure, poverty, corrections involvement, substance abuse, mental health 
problems, and current family circumstances (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Greenfeld & 
Snell, 1999; James & Glaze, 2006; Kjellstrand et al., 2012; Mumola, 2000). Given the 
increasing rate of incarceration of women, and the emerging evidence on differences 
between incarcerated men and women, evidence-based “gender-responsive” reentry 
strategies that build on the strengths of each gender while helping men and women 
navigate the gender-specific challenges they are likely to face as they reintegrate back 
into their families and communities seem warranted.

In this chapter, we review the existing literature on the backgrounds of incarcer-
ated men and women. We address critical gaps in knowledge by examining a repre-
sentative sample of incarcerated parents who were randomly selected from the 
general prison population in Oregon to participate in a survey on key background 
characteristics as well as pre- and post-release needs related to parenting. We review 
existing evidenced-based reentry interventions for men and women, and parents in 
specific, and explore the degree that knowledge about potential issues related to 
gender have informed the development of these programs. We conclude with an 
examination of the extent to which existing gender-responsive programs address 
established differences between incarcerated men and women and provide sugges-
tions for future work.

�Backgrounds of Incarcerated Men and Women

For many men and women, arrest and incarceration are the cumulation of a set of 
adverse events in an already difficult life and one that for many has involved some 
combination of poverty, unstable living situations, substance abuse and mental 
health problems, and traumatic personal and family relationships (Travis et a., 2004; 
Johnston 1995; Nichols & Loper 2012). Exposure to any one of these problems can 
pose significant challenges; exposure to several in concert can be overwhelming. 
While many of these problems are common for both incarcerated mothers and 
fathers, on average, gender differences exist in the prevalence of issues, parenting 
roles, pathways into crime, and length and frequency of incarceration across the 
life course.

Overall, corrections-involved women tend to come from more challenging back-
grounds than men (Dallaire, 2007; Greenfeld & Snell, 1999; James & Glaze, 2006; 
Kjellstrand et al., 2012; McClellan et al., 1997). For many individuals who are incar-
cerated – women or men – problems started early. Roughly a third had parents who 
abused substances (drugs or alcohol), a fifth had been physically or sexually abused in 
their childhood, and a fifth had parents who had also been incarcerated (James & 
Glaze, 2006). While incarcerated men are more likely to become involved in the 
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justice system as juveniles, women are more likely to have experienced family diffi-
culties, especially in the area of abuse during childhood (e.g., Kjellstrand et al., 2012).

Challenges from childhood often reverberate into adulthood for many corrections-
involved individuals, but especially for women. Historically, incarcerated women 
tend to have higher rates of unemployment and lower levels of income than men 
(Greenfeld & Snell, 1999; Kjellstrand et al., 2012; McClellan et al., 1997; Mumola, 
2000). Recent studies have revealed unemployment rates for incarcerated mothers 
prior to imprisonment that are nearly twice the prior unemployment rate for incar-
cerated fathers (e.g., Kjellstrand et  al., 2012). Moreover, while incomes prior to 
prison were low for the majority of people in prison, employed fathers on average 
earned substantially more than employed mothers (Mumola, 2000; Kjellstrand et al. 
2012). This, coupled with the fact that incarcerated women were frequently single 
parents before prison, amplifies the impact of low incomes and unemployment, 
leading to higher poverty rates for women and their children before incarceration.

Substance abuse is another area within which incarcerated men and women fre-
quently struggle. Up to 93% of incarcerated individuals report prior drug and alco-
hol abuse or addiction, over half used drugs during the 3 months prior to their arrest, 
and roughly a third were under the influence of drugs or alcohol when they were 
arrested (Kjellstrand et al., 2012; Mumola, 2000). However, there are gender differ-
ences in the usage and type of substances used by individuals prior to incarceration 
(Fedock et  al., 2013; Kjellstrand et  al., 2012; McClellan et  al., 1997, Mumola, 
2000). Incarcerated mothers are more likely than incarcerated fathers to report drug 
usage both in the month prior to their arrest and at the time of arrest (Mumola, 
2000). The types of substances used also vary between the genders. Women report 
a higher incidence of past illicit drug use or dependence than men, especially in the 
use of hard drugs such as heroin and crack cocaine, while men report a higher inci-
dence of past alcohol abuse or dependence (Binswanger et al., 2010; Kjellstrand 
et al., 2012; McClellan et al., 1997).

Unfortunately, for women, abusive and violent relationships that were prevalent 
during childhood may continue into adulthood. Several studies have found that 
incarcerated women are more likely than incarcerated men to have been sexually 
abused, to have experienced mental/emotional abuse, and to have felt unsafe or in 
danger as adults (Kjellstrand et al., 2012; McClellan et al., 1997). This combination 
of poverty, abuse, and substance abuse can contribute to propelling women down a 
pathway of criminality (Bloom et al., 2004).

Given this backdrop, it is not surprising that physical and mental health is another 
area where incarcerated men and women frequently have problems. Again, how-
ever, as with substance abuse, there are differences for women versus men. 
Incarcerated women are more likely to report more physical health problems (e.g., 
asthma, arthritis, hypertension, heart problems, HIV) and mental health issues (e.g., 
depression, bipolar, posttraumatic stress) than incarcerated men (Adams et  al., 
2013; Binswanger et  al., 2010; Fedock et  al., 2013; Kjellstrand et  al., 2012; 
Magaletta et al., 2009; James & Glaze, 2006; Steadman et al., 2009).

While most individuals held in state or federal prison are parents, the prevalence 
and parenting circumstances differ by gender. Within state prisons, over 50% of 
incarcerated men are fathers to minor children, while over 60% of incarcerated 
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women are mothers to minor children (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). Mothers are 
more likely to have lived with their children prior to police arrest than fathers (i.e., 
73% versus 46%) and are more likely to be parenting alone (i.e., 52% versus 19%). 
Upon release, many incarcerated parents will serve in some parenting role with at 
least one of their children. However, this is more frequently the case for mothers 
than fathers (Eddy & Poehlmann, 2010; Kjellstrand et al., 2012).

A final area where there appears to be gender differences is around criminality 
patterns, including rates of involvement, the types of crimes committed, and per-
sonal criminal histories. Men have higher rates of involvement in the criminal jus-
tice system and commit a higher percentage of violent crimes and fewer drug 
offenses than women (Carson & Anderson, 2016; Van Dieten et al., 2014). Further, 
drug offenses committed by women tend to be non-violent in nature (e.g., drug-
related charges, fraud), and violence charges tend to be less severe (Steffensmeier 
et al., 2006; Van Dieten et al., 2014). In terms of criminal histories, men tend to have 
more frequent and longer involvement with the criminal justice system than women 
(Kjellstrand et  al., 2012). Not only are men more likely to be involved with the 
juvenile justice system and tend to be younger when first arrested as an adult; they 
are also sentenced more frequently and for longer periods of time.

Given this plethora of differences, pathways to criminality and to prison fre-
quently differ by gender (Daly, 1994). For men, involvement in interpersonal 
aggression and other antisocial behaviors such as lying, cheating, and stealing dur-
ing childhood and early adolescence may play a role in the development of men’s 
criminality. However, for women, past abuse and trauma can be precursors to future 
mental health issues, substance use, and addiction. These, in turn, may lead to the 
commission of a variety of criminal behaviors including prostitution, drug dealing, 
robbery, and violence later in adolescence or early adulthood (El-Bassel et al., 2001; 
Grella et al., 2005; Surratt et al., 2004).

�State-Wide Survey of Men and Women

While there are accruing data on men and women in prison and their background 
characteristics, information about mothers and fathers in prison per se (versus 
women and men) is still scant. To increase our knowledge of this significant sub-
population of prisoners, a total of 3078 incarcerated men and women from the 
general populations within 13 Oregon Department of Corrections (DOC) facilities 
were invited to participate in a family and visitation experiences survey, including 
all women and randomly selected men. During the window of time that the survey 
was administered, 2216 of those invited to participate attended an informed con-
sent meeting (on average, M = 74.31% [SD = 16.72], within a facility). Of these 
men and women, 1582 (on average, M = 73.92% [SD = 14.20], within a facility) 
consented to participate and completed the survey anonymously. The final sample 
of 814 comprised those participants who indicated that they had children under 
18  years of age (51% of all participants, 48% of all the men, and 63% of all 
the women).
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�Sample

Participants (see Table 1) included 598 incarcerated fathers (73%) and 216 incarcer-
ated mothers (27%). The majority of participants were White (64%). Participants 
ranged in age from 17 to 67 years (M = 34.00 years, SD = 8.39). Their sentence 
lengths ranged from 0.5 to 50.8 years, with an average length of 6 years (M = 6.48, 
SD = 6.22). Participants had been in prison on average 1.73 times (SD = 1.58), with 
a range of 1 to 15 times.

Table 1  Sample Characteristics (N = 814)

% M (SD)

Age 34.00 (8.39)
Gender
 � Men 73.5
 � Women 26.5
Education
 � Did not graduate HS 40.0
 � Received HS diploma, GED 32.2
 � Some college 27.8
Race/culture
 � White 64.1
 � Black/African American 8.8
 � Native American 6.0
 � Latino 10.7
 � Asian 1.0
 � Biracial 7.0
 � Multiracial 1.0
Childhood community
 � City 37.2
 � Suburb 15.1
 � Small town 30.5
 � Rural 17.1
Took Spanish version of 
survey

3.8

Arrested as juvenile 48.9
Mother criminality 19.9
Mother incarcerated 14.0
Father criminality 43.2
Father incarcerated 35.5
Any family members 
incarcerated

68.6

Number of children 2.77 (1.85)
Lived with child before prison 71.9
Will live with child after 
prison

66.5
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�Measures

The survey was conducted as part of the development process for the parent man-
agement training program, Parenting Inside Out (see Eddy et al., 2008, 2010, 2013), 
and included self-report questions about key characteristics and personal experi-
ences of participants, including questions about family of origin, pertinent child-
hood and adult experiences, systems involvement across life, and the amount and 
type of contact with friends and family. As is the case for most of the research on 
gender differences for criminal justice involved men and women, most constructs of 
interest were measured with one-item, face valid questions. While most questions 
had fixed choice responses, a few questions were open-ended and focused on par-
ticipant views on what they need (pre- and post-release) to help them parent their 
children. Categories were developed which captured the various topics that emerged 
in these responses. Responses to open-ended questions were coded and aggregated.

�Analytic Strategy

Chi-square tests for independence (with Yates’ continuity correction when relevant) 
and independent-samples t-tests were used to compare males and females in the 
sample. In the t-tests, Levene’s test of significance was used to consider whether 
equal variance could be assumed in each bivariate relationship. Effect sizes, using a 
phi coefficient (for chi-square tests) or Cohen’s d (for t-tests), were calculated.

�Results

Incarcerated fathers and mothers in this sample were similar to one another in sev-
eral ways (see Table 2). They were from similar racial/ethnic backgrounds, with a 
majority being White (reflecting the racial/ethnic demographics of the state at that 
time of the survey). They also had similar educational backgrounds; slightly less 
than half of the participants did not complete high school, and less than a third 
obtained any education beyond high school. Nearly a quarter had spent time in fos-
ter care, a fifth had spent time in a group home, and over a third had spent time 
in  lock-up. In terms of family histories, over a third had a parent who had been 
incarcerated. Typically, this had been a father. Nearly three quarters had at least one 
family member who had been incarcerated. Parents typically had a total of three 
children (including biological and stepchildren). Nearly three quarters of parents 
had lived with their children prior to prison, and a majority hoped to live with their 
children after prison.

While there were several similarities, with most variables having small effect 
sizes, mothers and fathers differed significantly from one another on a number of 
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Table 2  Characteristics and experiences of inmates

All 
(N = 814)

Fathers 
(n = 598)

Mothers 
(n = 216)

Χ2 t
Effect 
size a%

M 
(SD) %

M 
(SD)

Demographics
 � Age 33.99

(8.37)
34.39
(8.72)

32.90
(7.24)

2.46** 0.18

 � Education
 � Did not graduate 

H.S.
40.2 41.2 37.4 2.75 0.06

 � Received H.S. 
diploma/GED

32.2 32.7 30.6

 � Some college 27.6 26.1 32.0
Early system involvement
 � Spent time in 

foster care
22.9 21.8 26.1 1.49 −0.05

 � Spent time in 
group home

20.8 21.5 19.2 0.37 0.02

 � Spent time in lock 
up

37.0 39.0 31.7 3.34t 0.07

Adverse events: Family history of corrections involvement and substance abuse
 � Parent incarcerated 39.1 38.2 41.6 0.62 0.03
 � Mother corrections 

involvement
19.7 18.3 23.7 2.79t 0.06

 � Mother 
incarcerated

13.9 13.3 15.5 0.50 0.03

 � Father corrections 
involvement

43.4 43.5 42.9 0.00 −0.00

 � Father incarcerated 35.6 35.5 35.6 0.00 0.00

 � Other relatives in 
jail/prison

61.3 62.2 58.9 2.73 0.06

 � Any family 
member 
incarcerated

68.6 69.1 67.1 0.21 −0.02

 � Mother abused 
drugs/alcohol

26.0 23.0 34.4 10.42** 0.12

 � Father abused 
drugs/alcohol

42.6 40.4 48.6 4.43t 0.07

 � Other relatives 
abused drugs/
alcohol

65.1 63.2 70.3 11.07** 0.11

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

All 
(N = 814)

Fathers 
(n = 598)

Mothers 
(n = 216)

Χ2 t
Effect 
size a%

M 
(SD) %

M 
(SD)

Other adverse 
events and health 
issues
 � Physically/

sexually abused as 
child

44.2 37.9 61.6 35.83*** 0.21

 � Physically abused 
as child

38.0 34.9 46.6 8.83** 0.11

 � Sexually abused as 
child

22.9 13.3 49.3 116.02*** 0.38

 � Physically/
sexually abused by 
partner

36.5 20.9 79.5 234.65*** 0.54

 � Physically abused 
by romantic 
partner

35.6 20.3 77.6 228.05*** 0.53

 � Sexually abused 
by romantic 
partner

14.0 3.7 42.5 197.61*** 0.50

 � Substance abuse 72.0 69.8 78.1 5.10* 0.10
 � Living on streets 41.8 40.2 46.1 2.08t 0.05
 � Live in temporary 

housing situation
53.0 48.8 64.4 14.96*** 0.14

 � Mental health 
problems

25.7 21.1 38.4 24.16*** 0.18

 � Physical health 
problems

14.6 12.6 20.1 6.59** 0.09

 � Deportation 2.1 1.7 3.2 1.19 0.05
 � Other 3.9 3.5 5.0 0.64 0.04
 � Total number of 

problems
3.24
(2.30)

2.70 
(2.01)

4.71
(2.38)

−11.16*** 0.91

Corrections system 
experiences
 � Length of sentence 6.48

(6.22)
7.14 
(6.55)

4.64
(4.87)

5.74*** 0.43

 � Number of times 
in prison

1.73
(1.58)

1.85 
(1.71)

1.38
(1.03)

4.81*** 0.33

 � Ever arrested at 
juvenile

51.2 56.6 36.1 26.38*** −0.18

 � Age first detained 
by police as teen

14.06
(2.11)

14.06 
(2.19)

14.09 
(1.76)

−0.11 0.02

 � Age first arrested 
as adult

23.06
(7.41)

22.53 
(7.55)

24.43 
(6.79)

−3.35*** 0.26

(continued)
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Table 2  (continued)

All 
(N = 814)

Fathers 
(n = 598)

Mothers 
(n = 216)

Χ2 t
Effect 
size a%

M 
(SD) %

M 
(SD)

Experiences as a 
parent
 � Age first became a 

parent
20.94
(5.04)

21.43 
(5.25)

19.54
(4.05)

5.42*** 0.40

 � Number of bio 
children

2.26
(1.63)

2.14 
(1.60)

2.64
(1.65)

−3.85*** 0.31

 � Number of step 
children

0.73
(1.41)

0.79
(1.42)

0.55
(1.34)

2.25* 0.17

 � Total number of 
children

2.77
(1.85)

2.75 
(1.89)

2.89
(1.78)

−0.97 0.08

 � Before prison, 
lived w/any child 
under 18

71.9 71.9 71.7 0.00 −0.00

 � Before prison, 
number of children 
lived w/ under 
18 years

1.58
(1.60)

1.53
(1.50)

1.76
(1.91)

−1.62* 0.13

 � Will live with 
children under 18 
after prison

66.5 62.8 76.7 13.35*** 0.13

 � After release, 
number of children 
hope to live with 
under 18 years

1.30
(1.37)

1.18
(1.65)

1.65
(1.44)

−4.25*** 0.30

 � Happy w/contact 
w/children

4.15
(1.32)

3.76
(1.52)

3.31***

 � Received any 
parent education 
before current 
prison term

26.9 22.1 40.1 25.40*** −0.18

 � Received any 
parent education 
during current 
prison term

24.6 18.0 42.6 50.23*** −0.25

 � Child’s other 
parent received 
parent education

26.1 28.7 18.9 24.8*** 0.18

Note. * = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001. Phi and Cohen’s d were used to evaluate the 
effect sizes for chi-square tests and t-tests respectively
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key issues. Mothers were younger than fathers. Mothers were more likely to have 
mothers with at least some corrections involvement in her past, as well as to have 
parents and other relatives who abused drugs or alcohol. Mothers also faced sub-
stantially more challenges than fathers. They were more likely to have substance 
abuse, mental health, and physical health problems. In terms of living situations, 
they were much more likely to have lived in a temporary housing situation or lived 
on the streets prior to prison. Finally, they were much more likely than fathers to 
have been physically and sexually abused, both during childhood (i.e., 62% versus 
38%) and during adulthood (i.e., 80% versus 21%).

As parents, mothers had first become a parent at a younger age than fathers and, 
on average, had more biological children than fathers. Over three quarters of all 
mothers planned to live with their children after prison (as opposed to 63% of 
fathers), and roughly a quarter had received parenting education prior to or during 
their current prison term. In contrast, fathers tended to have more involved criminal 
histories, including involvement with the juvenile justice system. While the age of 
first police detainment as a teenager was similar for fathers and mothers (M = 14.1, 
SD = 2.11), fathers tended to be slightly younger than mothers when first arrested as 
an adult. Finally, fathers had greater involvement in the criminal justice system, 
including more bouts of incarceration and for longer periods of time per bout.

Finally, parents were asked what they needed pre- and post-release to assist them 
in their roles as parents (see Table 3). There were a wide variety of opinions on what 

Table 3  Parents’ views on pre- and post-release programming needs regarding parenting

All 
(N = 814)

Fathers 
(n = 598)

Mothers 
(n = 216)

% % % Χ2 Effect 
size

Pre-release needs
 � Contact with children & 

family
24.1 24.1 24.1 0.000 0.00

 � Parenting education 23.6 23.4 24.1 0.01 0.01
 � Counseling 6.9 5.0 12.0 11.14*** 0.12
 � Other programs 4.9 4.0 7.4 3.22t 0.07
 � Inmate actions 4.4 5.0 2.8 1.39 −0.05
 � Better DOC policies 2.3 2.7 1.4 0.66 −0.04
 � Other 13.6 12.7 16.2 1.36 0.04
Post-release needs
 � Basic needs 13.5 11.5 19.0 6.90** 0.10
 � Relationships 11.3 12.5 7.9 3.00t −0.06
 � Inmate actions 7.0 8.2 3.7 4.25* −0.08
 � Emotional support 6.9 5.7 10.2 4.34* 0.08
 � Legal support 6.8 7.2 5.6 0.44 −0.03
 � Parenting education 6.5 5.7 8.8 2.04 0.06
 � Counseling 6.3 4.7 10.6 8.63** 0.11
 � Other 15.1 14.5 16.7 0.40 0.03
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was needed, with no areas being endorsed by even close to a majority of mothers or 
fathers. Pre-release, parents most frequently identified increasing communication or 
contact with their children and receiving more parenting education as key needs. 
Post-release, parents most frequently identified needing assistance with basic needs 
and relationships. While many needs were similarly identified in terms of impor-
tance across genders, mothers were more likely to identify basic needs, emotional 
support, and counseling, while fathers were more likely to identify their own actions 
and, at a trend level, relationships. However, the few differences that were found all 
had small effect sizes. Table 3

�Discussion

With the increasing number of men and women prisoners releasing back to their 
communities, the expanding population of parents who have been imprisoned, and 
the growing reentry service needs for all, more research-based evidence is needed 
particularly around effective interventions to help support incarcerated parents and 
their families both while the parent is in prison and once they are released back into 
their communities and their families. The results of this state-wide survey help 
inform the development of gender-specific reentry interventions for parents by pro-
viding key statistics on the characteristics and experiences of incarcerated mothers 
and fathers and examining what the parents identify as needs across the reentry 
continuum.

Most striking of all were the similarities between mothers and fathers. Consistent 
with prior studies, many incarcerated fathers and mothers came from backgrounds 
marked by little formal education, exposure to traumatic events including physical 
abuse, family difficulties with substance abuse, and family criminality. Many par-
ents struggled with personal substance abuse, homelessness, and mental and physi-
cal health problems. Regardless of gender, these issues can pose serious challenges 
to a man or a woman when they serve in a parental role. Given this, attempts to 
increase the well-being of parents and children and to improve the likelihood of 
reentry success need to take the scope of these contextual pieces into consideration. 
Programming which takes a multifaceted approach seems most likely to succeed. 
Specifically, programs that focus on education or vocational training, employment, 
past trauma, substance use, healthy relationships, and mental and physical health 
problems seem particularly appropriate.

It was not surprising that when mothers and fathers were queried about what 
would help them as parents while in prison, they responded in ways that were con-
gruent with past research findings. Pre-release, parents saw communication/contact 
with their children as most critical followed closely by parenting education. 
Increasingly, research shows the importance of relationships and social support 
especially as individuals reenter their communities after incarceration (Mowen & 
Visher, 2013). By building this support network, nurturing family relationships, and 
improving parent-child relationships while in prison, parents are better equipped to 
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start a new life more quickly once they released. Building, maintaining, and/or 
improving connections can be helpful for both the parent and child alike.

When returning to their communities, parents noted that what would assist them 
most in their role as a parent would be in the area of basic needs (e.g., through hav-
ing a job and a place to live) as well as with the development and maintenance of 
positive adult relationships. Most strikingly, there were very few differences in how 
mothers and fathers perceived these needs. The transition from prison to home can 
be a stressful and difficult time for many returning parents. Many are released with 
only a bus ticket home and a few dollars in their pocket. Resettling and reestablish-
ing themselves in their community without any resources can be a daunting task. 
Providing parents, whether mothers or fathers, with the skills, means, resources, and 
support needed to address their basic needs while also addressing the complexity of 
their other social-emotional-physical needs could be vital to success for many 
individuals.

The major differences found between mothers and fathers were in the extent to 
which certain problems had been experienced. The most notable of these were dif-
ferences in experiences of physical and sexual abuse – and undoubtedly other types 
of abuse that were not queried – during childhood and adulthood. Clearly, more 
mothers were abused than fathers, a finding reported elsewhere (Dallaire, 2007; 
Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Kjellstrand et  al., 2012). Additionally, more mothers 
experienced mental health, physical health, and substance abuse problems, a finding 
that also has been reported elsewhere (Mumola, 2000; Dallaire, 2007; Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008; Kjellstrand et al., 2012). Further, on average, the total number of 
problems experienced by mothers was greater than that experienced by fathers. 
While many fathers had also experienced these issues, the prevalence was less. In 
contrast, fathers were more likely to have been involved in juvenile justice and had 
more criminal justice involvement overall, including having had been to prison 
more times and currently serving a longer sentence. This again replicates findings 
from other researchers (e.g., Mumola, 2000; Dallaire, 2007; Glaze & Maruschak, 
2008; Kjellstrand et al., 2012). Even so, both mothers and fathers averaged over 
4 years for their current sentence, many mothers had served more than one prison 
sentence, and many mothers also had juvenile justice involvement.

�Gender-Responsive Intervention

While all parents are likely to accrue some benefit by a general approach within 
reentry interventions, given the observed differences between mothers and fathers, 
tailoring such an approach for each gender may improve outcomes. Fedock and 
Covington (2017) suggested six guiding principles as part of a framework for a 
gender-responsive approach: (1) acknowledging that gender makes a difference; 
(2) creating an environment based on safety, respect, and dignity; (3) developing 
policies, practices, and programs that are relational and promote healthy connec-
tions to children, family members, significant others, and the community; (4) 
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addressing substance abuse, trauma, and mental health issues through comprehen-
sive, integrated, and culturally relevant services and appropriate supervision; (5) 
providing opportunities to improve individuals’ socioeconomic status; and (6) 
creating a system of comprehensive and collaborative community services. 
Certainly, each of these is relevant for working with both fathers and mothers. 
However, in our experience working within several corrections systems around 
the United States, “gender-responsiveness” is a term that is often used to refer to 
“women’s programs.” Not surprisingly, the frame in Covington’s papers on this 
topic has focused on women and has highlighted two central issues that appear to 
be more common for women than men (at least based on self-report): abuse and 
histories of trauma.

�Gender-Responsiveness in Existing Programs

Given the accruing evidence on gender differences was well as the potential impor-
tance of gender-responsive programming to long-term success, we were interested 
in whether and how existing reentry programs for fathers and mothers have been 
construed to be gender-responsive. To answer these questions, we conducted a 
multi-stage search of the peer-reviewed literature. First, an online search was con-
ducted for articles that focused on fathers or mothers who were in prison, jail, and 
in community corrections settings. Various search engines and databases (e.g., 
PsycINFO, Google Scholar, EBSCO) were used with relevant search terms (e.g., 
“incarceration,” “reintegration,” “reunification,” “reentry,” “returning,” “recidi-
vism”). Articles were downloaded and examined for additional references, which 
were also downloaded. If a study appeared to be relevant to discussing a problem 
delivered during the reentry period (broadly defined, within a year before or after 
release) for fathers or mothers, it was retained for further review. Finally, relevant 
literature reviews, including chapters, on reentry and incarceration were scanned for 
additional references. Because this strategy yielded few articles, we repeated the 
search with a broader focus on men or women.

Once a pool of articles was assembled, the following criteria were required for 
an article to be retained for review for this chapter: (1) the study of interest in the 
article was conducted in the United States, (2) the article was published in a peer-
reviewed journal in the year 1990 or beyond, (3) the study focused either on men or 
on women (but not both), (4) the study included a program of interest which was 
delivered to adults (all 18 years and older) who were approaching release or who 
had recently been released from incarceration, (5) the program of interest was 
intended to impact behavior and adjustment prior to and after release, and (6) data 
were collected on participant outcomes, at least at the end of the program period, 
within at least two conditions (program versus control or another active condition; 
randomized or not). In short, we were interested not only in programs for men or for 
women but programs for which outcomes had been examined in an experimental or 
quasi-experimental study. From our initial pool, we located 26 articles (on 23 
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programs) that focused on men and 10 articles (on 9 programs) that focused on 
women that met each of our criteria.

Once relevant articles were identified, each was coded as “gender-responsive” in 
terms of several criteria: (1) the program targets the gender of focus, (2) the program 
is stated to be “gender-responsive” (or a synonym), (3) the program was developed 
by a person of the target gender, (4) the program was developed with the help of 
people of the target gender, (5) the study relied on research on gender to inform 
content and/or process, (6) the study relied on a theory of gender to inform content 
and/or process, and (7) the intervention had a targeted focus that had specific and 
different implications for each gender (i.e., sexual health, pregnancy). Each of these 
criteria was chosen by the research team as important to code because they reflect 
different strategies to address the issue of gender within a program. For example, 
including a program developer that is the target gender and otherwise including 
members of the target gender in contributing to program development signal attempt 
to include perspectives from representatives of the target gender in decision-making 
about the content and process of the program. As such, “getting a seat at the table” 
would demonstrate a serious consideration of gender and thus be considered, in our 
collective opinion, a gender-responsive strategy (Table 3).

�Programs for Men

Gender-responsiveness was not something that was discussed in the reentry litera-
ture for men (see Table 4). While men contributed as authors in a majority of the 
programs reviewed, very few of the programs that were studied were stated to have 
been influenced by findings from gender research and none by theories on gender in 
an attempt to better address the needs of men during reentry. Additionally, none of 
the programs reviewed incorporated a targeted gender focus. For example, although 

Table 4  Gender responsive literature review

Program 
targets 
men

Program 
targets 
women

Stated to  
be “gender 
responsive” 
or  
synonym

Developed 
by target 
gender

Developed 
with the 
help of 
targeted 
gender

Relied 
on 
research 
on 
gender 
to 
inform 
content 
or 
process

Relied 
on 
theory 
on 
gender 
to 
inform 
content 
or 
process

Intervention 
had a 
targeted 
gender-
relevant 
focus

Men 23 – 0 15 1 2 0 0
– – 0% 65% 0.04% 0.08% 0% 0%

Women – 9 2 8 6 7 2 6
– – 22% 88% 66% 77% 22% 66%
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a few programs focused on strengthening incarcerated men’s romantic relationships 
and/or their relationships with their children, we did not rate this as a gender-
responsive approach per se unless additional information was provided that docu-
mented how such an approach was addressing specific research-based issues or 
factors for men or fathers. Along these lines, a program pitched as a “fatherhood” 
program required more than just this label to be considered “gender-responsive.”

�Programs for Women

In contrast to programs for fathers, gender-responsiveness was referred to in a vari-
ety of ways in programs developed for women (see Table 4). Most programs for 
women were developed by women researchers and practitioners, and many sought 
input from women clients. Most did refer to research on gender as an influence in 
program content or process, but few relied on theoretical notions on gender. The 
content of programs that cited gender as a consideration ranged widely in topics, 
from a focus on abstinence or reduction of drug use and HIV-risk behaviors to a 
focus on trauma symptomology and mental health. Over half of programs did have 
some gender-relevant focus. Several programs that attempted a gender-responsive 
approach did appear to be promising. For example, in a study by Messina et  al. 
(2010), women in a gender-responsive program focused on substance abuse treat-
ment reported reductions in drug use over time, which were significantly greater 
than reductions in drug use for women in the control group of a therapeutic com-
munity program. Treatment was delivered by a women-only intervention staff. 
Unfortunately, whether or not gender-responsive reentry interventions lead to supe-
rior outcomes to programs that are not attempting such strategies is unknown.

�What Might Gender-Responsive Programming Look like 
for Fathers and for Mothers?

Clearly, the majority of reentry programming that has been researched is not 
designed to be gender-responsive, at least not in an overt sense. Given this, what 
would a gender-responsive approach to reentry look like? Based on the observed 
differences between men and women in the collective literature, as well as in the 
survey results reported in this chapter, and combined with potentially different path-
ways into prison, correctional involvement, and societal norms and expectations of 
being a mother versus a father in our society, we posit that a gender-responsive 
approach requires varying the content, delivery, and degree to which certain topics 
are addressed.

In general, fathers might be best served by programs that address parenting both 
directly and from afar, establishing healthy relationships with the child’s caregiver, 
addressing potentially longer histories of criminal behavior patterns, and 
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developing plans to mitigate common challenges, including meeting basic needs 
such as housing and employment. If not addressed, each of these challenges has the 
potential to diminish the likelihood of successful reentry for men in general and 
fathers in particular. Further, based on the father participants’ views on the impor-
tance of individual actions, focusing on issues related to empowerment and inde-
pendence could be a key component in programming for men.

In contrast, and again in general, mothers might especially benefit from pro-
grams that guide them in living with and providing a home for their children, dis-
cuss expectations and challenges for mothers and women in our society, and address 
traumatic pasts of abuse, substance use, and physical/mental health issues. The 
amount of trauma faced by many women suggests trauma-informed interventions 
could be especially appropriate for women. Finally, based on our results, providing 
emotional support and counseling seem likely to be well received by mothers. This 
is not to imply that many mothers are not in need of having their basic needs 
addressed through reentry programs. They frequently need this type of support 
as well.

What most strikes us at the end of this search is the great deal of overlap in the 
experiences of fathers and mothers on a wide variety of topics. Most notably, both 
men and women need to find a safe and stable place to live after release and reliable 
employment that provides wages that are sufficient to support themselves and their 
families. These are challenging tasks to complete in the housing and job markets of 
today, and innovative strategies and supports are needed. Further, providing indi-
vidual tailoring elements appropriate to a given individual and family within a 
gender-responsive program structure seems warranted. For example, issues related 
to trauma and substance use and the need for emotional support and counseling may 
be absolutely critical elements for many women but also for many men. In our own 
recent work on reentry with the Washington State Department of Corrections (Eddy 
et al., 2019), for example, we have found keen interest from incarcerated fathers in 
brief, problem-solving-focused family counseling in the hopes that participating in 
such would assist them in reconnecting with their families, particularly with their 
middle school- and high school-aged children.

�Conclusions

As men and women reenter their communities after prison, many face the same 
challenges they experienced prior to incarceration, particularly poverty, conflic-
tual relationships, substance abuse, and health issues (Mumola, 2000; Travis 
et al., 2004). Having been convicted and imprisoned, reentering individuals often 
find it difficult to secure safe housing and livable wage employment. Further, 
many have learned new deviant behaviors, developed an extended group of anti-
social contacts, and experienced additional trauma while in prison. Given this 
constellation of issues, it is not surprising that a majority (77%) end up rearrested 
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within their first 5  years out of prison. Of these men and women, almost half 
return to prison (Durose et al., 2014).

Our findings emphasize the complexity involved in many parents’ lives and the 
nuances that can exist between incarcerated mothers and fathers specifically. 
Providing parenting information and promoting healthy parent-child and family 
relationships can be important to the eventual success of parents reestablishing 
themselves in their communities and within their families. However, careful atten-
tion also must be given to the contextual influences that can alter these relationships 
including past trauma, limited formal education, mental health and substance abuse 
issues, and close relationships with peers involved in criminal behavior. Most of all, 
the basic needs of mothers and fathers after release must be front and center when 
considering key components of a reentry program. Creating comprehensive, multi-
modal programs that begin working with parents and their families while in prison 
and continue supporting parents and families once released hold great promise in 
preventing the revolving door in and out of prison and improving the well-being of 
both parents and their children.

While the findings here shine light on some of the issues and differences that 
exist for mothers and fathers, more research is needed to understand specific reentry 
practices, programs, and strategies that might help address these as well as the mul-
tiple issues confronting incarcerated individuals. Understanding what works best 
for whom and during what point in the reentry process is a vital question that has 
not been well explored (see Paul, 1967; Eddy & Burraston, 2018) and can only be 
answered with a systematic research program that is coordinated across sites. Only 
through such exploration can we develop targeted effective strategies for meeting 
the needs of both mothers and fathers alike during incarceration and post-release. 
Building an infrastructure of positive social supports combined with programs 
addressing education, employment, housing, substance abuse, mental/physical 
health, healthy relationships, and criminality might provide an especially powerful 
way to assist parents in reintegrating successfully back into their communities and 
families.

To our surprise, we did not find research on programs that delved into gender 
roles, although we are well aware that this type of approach is a common element 
within programs that are perceived within the field to be gender-responsive. From 
our experience, how this issue plays out within a particular program is often based 
not on research but on the points of view that program developers and/or program 
deliverers have about men and women or fathers and mothers within the home, 
within the workplace, or within society at large. Unfortunately, programs that are 
grounded in cultural beliefs or practices such as this are not yet reflected in the more 
rigorous research base that we examined for this chapter.

We suggest that researchers and practitioners developing reentry programs for 
parents who are incarcerated take into consideration the wide array of issues and 
challenges that surround men and women both during prison and upon release. 
Gender-responsive programming may increase the likelihood that efforts are rele-
vant and successful by reducing specific incarceration and reentry difficulties. To 
find out if there is any support for this idea, rigorous studies are needed of reentry 
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programs that are designed with gender in mind. We hypothesize that the more that 
program developers appropriately tailor interventions toward the strengths, needs, 
and challenges both of specific subpopulations of the incarcerated (e.g., men, 
women) and of individuals within those subpopulations, the better the long-term 
success in reducing recidivism and criminal activity while improving outcomes for 
all. This seems like a reasonable guess based on the available data, but one very 
much in need of testing and replication.
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Abstract  Finding the right solutions to decrease the traumatic experiences children 
of incarcerated parents (COIP) face is not a singular issue. The spectrum of needs 
varies by child, family, and community. Nonetheless, having an incarcerated parent 
is a major hardship that many children in the United States endure. With absence of 
continual action to create solutions for COIP, the trauma will continue to perpetuate 
harmful outcomes in COIP’s lives and communities. The policies listed in this chap-
ter do not address mass incarceration or systemic solutions, but rather the day-to-
day gaps in policy addressing the problems COIP experience. The policy solutions 
range from arrest to reentry, including solutions for healthcare, caregivers, and the 
foster care system. To be clear, the solutions addressed in this chapter are not the 
structural changes needed to end mass incarceration, poverty, racism, or the Jim 
Crow era of criminal justice policy. That, however, does not mean they are not worth 
pursuing. They address necessary changes to be made, such as the way COIP expe-
rience the arrest of their parents, their lack of educational opportunities and avail-
ability of counseling services, and many other gaps in services. These are solutions 
meant to identify the oppressive system COIP encounter once their parents come 
into contact with the justice system.

Keywords  Children of incarcerated parents · Trauma · Policy · Incarceration

This chapter includes a series of policies that the federal, state, and local govern-
ments can implement to better support COIP. Some of these policy solutions have 
come from existing programs and policies that states and local communities have 
already implemented; others are from the input and ideas of resilient COIP and are 
based on my own unique experience as a COIP.  Collectively, they are meant to 
address the challenges we COIP experience. In this chapter, eight areas are addressed 
in which we must better support COIP through their parent’s arrest, sentencing, 
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incarceration, and reentry. For each area, potential policy solutions that various lev-
els of government can implement are identified, including examples where possible.

�Children of Color and Community Needs

•	 Level: Local, state, tribal, and federal

•	 Challenge: Children of incarcerated parents are disproportionately children of 
color. Black children are seven times more likely to have an incarcerated parent 
than white children, and Latinx children are twice as likely (The Sentencing 
Project, 2009). Although data for Native children of incarcerated parents is not 
available nationally, in Oklahoma, the data show that Native children are twice as 
likely as white children to have an incarcerated parent while, in both the Dakotas, 
they are about five times more likely (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2018).

•	 For Native children, the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) is particularly impor-
tant to allow Native COIP to stay within their culture and tradition. The Act gives 
custody priority to first people in the child’s family, then their community, and 
then people outside the community. From years of forced removal of children 
from their tribal nations, ICWA seeks to reconcile those past traumas by ensuring 
they stay where their community is located. Efforts have been made to dismantle 
ICWA because of claims that it is a race-based policy. Native children are critical 
to carry on the generational tradition, culture, and language. In addition, Black and 
Latinx COIP also deserve attention to their community needs. The racist criminal 
justice system has had the same generational impacts – from Jim Crow and red-
lining impacting Black children and anti-immigration and negative stereotypes 
impacting Latinx children, we need policies that are tailored to our communities.

Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 Strengthening the Indian Child Welfare Act: The positive outcomes for Native 

children are being within their community and not transplanting them to a for-
eign community. This means strengthening ICWA to ensure those who oppose 
the legislation do not have grounds to call it a “race-based policy”; instead Tribal 
nations have the authority to ensure the citizens of their Tribe are protected.

•	 Building Inclusive Community Programs: Creating community services that can 
cater to more inclusive programs for COIP with varying racial backgrounds and 
community practices. Those programs are best run when staff mirror the people 
they are serving.

•	 Increasing Professional Competence Through Broad-Based Training: Staff in 
every agency of the justice system, as well education, social services, and health-
care, should be trained on ACEs (adverse childhood experiences), trauma includ-
ing the trauma of systemic racism, brain development, and undoing racism/ 
implicit bias so that youth are not criminalized, increasing their own likelihood 
of involvement with the justice system. Training should consider the diversity 
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within communities of color as well as understanding the impact of separation 
for a child when a parent is incarcerated.

�Protecting the Well-Being of Children During Arrest

•	 Level: Local, state, tribal, and federal

•	 Challenge: The number of children who have witnessed the arrest of their par-
ents and the scenes they have witnessed are gut-wrenching. One study estimated 
that of all parents arrested, 67% were handcuffed in front of their children, 27% 
reported weapons drawn in front of their children, 4.3% reported a physical 
struggle, and 3.2% reported the use of pepper spray (Phillips, 1998). These inci-
dents invoke years of trauma in a child’s life. It is telling that there has not been 
a more recent study published on this topic, reflecting the reality that children 
remain largely invisible at the time of a parent’s arrest.

Policy Solutions to Implement
Child-Sensitive Arrest Protocols: These protocols have been successfully imple-
mented in several states and localities such as Albany, San Francisco, and New York 
City. Law enforcement at all levels should adopt arrest protocol and provide training 
to minimize the harm to children at the time of parental arrest. Such protocol 
includes:
•	 Look for signs of children as part of every arrest protocol
•	 Ensure the safety, respect, and well-being of children during the arrest of 

their parents
•	 Allow for physical proximity or contact if appropriate, e.g., letting a child give 

their parent a hug and kiss before departing from them during arrest
•	 Allow parents to arrange alternative care for their child and aid them in making 

such arrangements

�Maintaining Children’s Connections to Their Parents

•	 Level: Local, state, and federal

•	 Challenge: Whether a parent is in jail or prison, and regardless of the length of 
the stay, it is important that children be able to stay connected through phone 
calls and visits. When children cannot see their parents, phone calls are an impor-
tant way to stay in touch, but can be costly. A report released from Forward 
Together, the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, and Research Action Design 
reports the results of a year-long survey of 712 formerly incarcerated people and 
368 of their family members across 14 states (deVuono-Powell et al., 2015). It 
found that the costs of incarceration extend far beyond the incarcerated person. 
The difficulties continue as families try to stay in touch with their family mem-
ber. More than one-third had to go into debt to pay for phone calls and visits 
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alone. Just as phone calls are important to stay in contact with parents, being able 
to see parents in person is even more important for children. Most jails only offer 
visiting through glass (non-contact visits) which is upsetting for children. A 
number of facilities have installed video call cameras which is also costly to the 
families.

Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 Free Phone Calls: Although the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

has ended $1-per-minute phone calls, the cost of calls is a barrier that should be 
removed altogether from the incarcerated person. New York City has free phone 
calls for persons who are incarcerated due to legislation passed in 2018 and 
implemented in 2019.

•	 Child-Friendly Visits: Some prisons throughout the country have implemented 
specific positive events for parents and children such as father/daughter dances, 
arts and craft activities, and even sleepovers for children to be able to spend the 
night with their parents. Not only is it important for the environment to be child 
friendly, but the people who come into contact with the children, such as cor-
rectional officers and administrative staff, should be trained on child-friendly 
approaches including respectful and trauma-informed communication 
techniques.

•	 Visit Format: Ensure in-person visiting is not replaced with video conference 
calls. The Urban Institute released an important report that outlines visit type, 
structure, frequency/length of visits, and many other recommendations for facili-
ties to integrate into their protocol to better facilitate child visits (Cramer 
et al., 2017).

•	 Visit Area: Ensure waiting areas, screening protocols, and visiting rooms are 
family friendly for children of all ages.

�Include Children in Decision-Making Regarding Their Living 
Situation and Support Caretakers

•	 Level: Local, state, tribal, and federal

•	 Challenge: Child custody is sometimes left to the court’s discretion. Family and 
dependency courts examine the “the best interest of the child,” but many often 
never actually hear what the child wants and believes is in her/his/or their best 
interest. Caretakers are crucial to the quality of life and well-being of 
COIP.  Caretakers include parents, grandparents, aunts/uncles, sisters/brothers, 
and even the greater community including foster parents. Caretakers take on a 
huge responsibility to care for COIPs. The foster care system accounts for at 
least 4.5 percent of children who have incarcerated parents. It is critical that fos-
ter parents understand the complexities of fostering a child with incarcerated 
parents (Human Impact Partners and Free Hearts, 2018).
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Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 Expand the Use of Family Impact Statements: Implement and expand practices 

that allow for children’s voices to be heard and considered in decision-making. 
Family impact statements made in family court that involve the child in the 
decision-making process about their care situation would truly mean decisions 
are made “in the best interests of the child.” Family impact statements allow 
children to make statements regarding the challenges their parent’s incarceration 
may have on them. This is an important strategy to ensure judicial personnel 
understand the full impact of incarceration on children and families and needs to 
be adhered to and expanded. A holistic approach to ensuring children are consid-
ered would include information about the parent’s responsibilities, even if it 
came from sources other than the child, and may include the impact various 
sentencing decisions would have on the child. Criminal courts do not need to 
take the impact of children into consideration which is why pre-plea and pre-
sentencing memorandums should include a family impact statement, and crimi-
nal courts should be required to consider them. Illinois passed such a law in 
2019; HB2444 of the 101st General Assembly amends Illinois Code of Criminal 
Procedure, 725 ILCS 5/110-5.3 and 730 ILCS 5/5-5-3.1. This law became effec-
tive January 1, 2020.

•	 Support for Caregivers/Foster Families: By assisting caregivers, there is an addi-
tional positive impact on the child. Caregivers deserve the added help and bene-
fits to properly care and provide for the COIP in their custody. Informal and 
kinship caregivers should have access to a monthly stipend/ financial assistance 
outside of the foster care system. Providing information and fostering the 
strengthening of relationships between COIP and their parent who is incarcer-
ated are pertinent for the child’s well-being. Children should have a right to, and 
arrangements should be made for, visits and calls with the incarcerated parent. If 
it is determined that contact is not appropriate for a child, then ongoing assess-
ment is needed as the situation may change over time.

•	 Training: Ensure foster parents and kinship caregivers attend training on experi-
ence with COIP, including facilitating child-friendly visits in jail/prison.

�Sentencing: Parent and Caregiver Alternative Sentencing 
and Prison Proximity

•	 Level: State and federal

•	 Challenge: When a parent is removed, the child often loses all normalcy result-
ing in many additional consequences from mental and physical health issues to 
unstable financial assurance. Prisons are often in rural areas; one report showed 
63 percent of people in state prisons serve their sentences in facilities more than 
100 miles from home. For federal prisons, the average distance is 500 miles or 
more (Rabuy & Kopf, 2015). 
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Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 Parent and Caregiver Alternative Sentencing: It is possible to divert parents from 

serving prison time and instead use alternatives to incarceration such as the 
Washington parent alternative sentencing. Its aim is to divert parents from prison 
and keep them home with their children under community supervision and with 
community resources.

•	 Prison Proximity: If alternative sentencing is not an option, then parents who are 
sentenced should serve their sentence in the prison closest to their child’s loca-
tion. In 2019, legislators in New York introduced Bill A4339 that would establish 
a pilot project to prioritize placing incarcerated parents near their children 
(https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/a4339).

•	 Alternative Sentencing: Ensure judges have the option to grant alternatives to 
incarceration at sentencing, or consider imposing community supervision along 
with conditions for treatment and programming, services which are more likely 
to address the roots of the law-breaking while maintaining parent-child ties. 
Washington State has research that shows such a program is successful https://
www.doc.wa.gov/corrections/justice/sentencing/parenting-alternative.htm.

�Support Educational Opportunities for COIP

•	 Level: Local, state, and tribal

•	 Challenge: On average, children spend 34 hours a week at school, a substantial 
amount of time (National Center on Education and the Economy, n.d.). This 
means that teachers play a crucial role of support in children’s lives, including 
COIP – but educators are not always equipped nor do they have the tools to best 
support COIP. Emotional development, which also happens in schools, is also 
important to the development of a child. And yet too often, COIP are not com-
fortable sharing their full selves at school. COIP often create cover stories about 
the whereabouts of their parents in fear of bullying, embarrassment, and simply 
not wanting to disclose such personal information. Currently, incarcerated par-
ents have very little input or communication of any with their children’s teacher, 
resulting in low participation in their child’s education. Many schools discourage 
parents who have been justice involved from volunteering at school events or 
field trips. Education at any point, vocational, community college, or four-year 
university college, has a positive impact on long-term outcomes, yet only two 
percent of children with an incarcerated mother earn a college degree.

Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 School Training: Teachers, staff, and school administrators should undergo train-

ing to understand the trauma induced when a child’s parent is incarcerated, 
implicit bias training about those who are incarcerated, and strategies for how to 
create affirming spaces for students with incarcerated parents.
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•	 Scholarship and Supportive Opportunities: Creating scholarships specifically for 
COIP students would help decrease educational disparities, similar to opportuni-
ties for children in the foster care system. ScholarCHIPS (https://www.scholar-
chipsfund.org) is an example of a college scholarship program started by daughter 
of incarcerated parent, Yazzmine Arrington, in the DC, Maryland, Virginia area. 
Youth need opportunities for emotional as well as financial support to succeed in 
college.

•	 Parental Involvement from Prison and After: Schools should issue a directive to 
make involvement in a child’s education accessible for incarcerated parents. The 
support should continue after the parent has reentered society by encouraging 
them to volunteer and support their child at school functions.

•	 Community Involvement: Children do not just encounter teachers throughout 
their days. Dance teachers, coaches, music instructors, etc. need the same train-
ing to understand the challenges COIP face.

�Healthcare: Mental and Physical Health

•	 Level: Local, state, and tribal

•	 Challenge: Healthcare has proven difficult for COIP, which means long-term 
health outcomes are in jeopardy. Children experiencing the trauma of forced 
separation from their parent or parents due to incarceration may have significant 
mental health needs they struggle to address. One issue that is often missing from 
the conversation about COIP is the topic of sexual health. Today’s barriers to 
birth control for children under 18 – even with a parent’s consent – are substan-
tial. It is extremely difficult for any young person to navigate the health system – 
whether that be, for instance, understanding co-payments and deductibles, the 
laws around abortion, or parental and pediatric care – to protect their bodies; and 
doing so with an incarcerated parent who is unable to offer emotional or physical 
support makes things even harder.

Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 Training: Counselors and therapists should receive training on working with 

COIP. Most clinicians do not receive any training on COIP and, as a result, may 
carry their own biases and misunderstandings and “treat” this complicated loss 
as if it were an abandonment or divorce when it is unique.

•	 Counseling/Therapy: Providing accessible and affordable counseling/therapy 
aids in the COIP’s life to find healthy coping and grieving mechanisms.

•	 Health Insurance: Providing healthcare to COIP during the incarceration of their 
parent through, for example, the expansion of Medicaid is critical to decreasing 
long-term health consequences.
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�Reentry Assistance

•	 Level: Local, state, and tribal

•	 Challenge: The formerly incarcerated have many barriers to reentry including 
housing, jobs, education, and transportation. One of the most important barriers 
for parents to overcome is gaining custody of their children or reestablishing 
themselves as a parent in their children’s lives. As reported by The Marshall 
Project in 2018, at least 32,000 parents who were incarcerated had their parental 
rights terminated, even though they had not been accused of maltreatment (The 
Marshall Project, 2018). This has proven difficult for both parents and COIP; it 
is a complex issue, layered on top of many other challenges.

Policy Solutions to Implement
•	 Counseling/Therapy Resources: Building and preparing for the reentry is a pro-

cess that should begin not just with the parent but for the children as well, prepar-
ing them both in advance for reunification.

•	 Counseling/Therapy Sessions: This should begin 18–24 months prior to release 
of the incarcerated parent for the parent and the child and last beyond the imme-
diate release of a parent.

•	 Navigating Release: Many parents come home from being incarcerated and then 
are on parole. Prior to release parents should be supported in regaining custody 
and re-assuming parental responsibilities. Funding is needed to inform and guide 
parents to regain custody of their children, adjust child support payments, and 
reduce fine/fees for parents. Local, state, and tribal entities should provide funds 
to assist incarcerated parents with navigating custody hearings.

�Summary

Some of the policy recommendations in this chapter have been implemented in 
states, and some states are looking to pass these kinds of policy reforms. We need to 
accelerate these types of reforms to limit the negative impact on children of incar-
cerated parents. We can continue to move the needle on criminal justice reform and 
include COIP in the efforts or continue down a path that is harmful both to children 
and communities.
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Abstract  Five million children (7% of US children) have had a parent they were 
living with go to jail or prison at some point during their lives (Murphey & Cooper, 
Parents behind bars: What happens to their children: 2015). Drawing on several 
lines of scholarship, the authors use a critical race theoretical framework to decon-
struct how the impact of parental incarceration differentially unfolds for adolescents 
of color. We theorize the ways that parental incarceration, which is rooted in mass 
incarceration and systemic oppression, might hinder opportunities for positive 
youth development, especially for adolescents of color. We argue for the utilization 
of counterstorytelling as a powerful tool to unveil systemic racism experienced by 
adolescents of color who must navigate through their adolescence as sons and 
daughters of incarcerated parents.

Keywords  Adolescence · Counterstories · Critical race theory · Parental 
incarceration · Positive youth development · Punishment system

�Background

When the punishment system incarcerates a human life, whether that person is a 
mother, father, or other type of caregiver, it does not mean that the impact is solely 
on the individual behind bars. Five million children (7% of US children) have had a 
parent they were living with go to jail or prison at some point during their lives 
(Murphey & Cooper, 2015). Compared with parental divorce or separation, 
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researchers have found that parental incarceration was more strongly associated 
with behavior problems in children (Turney, 2014). For example, exposure to paren-
tal arrest/incarceration predicted kindergarteners’ scores on both aggression, hyper-
activity, and withdrawal behavior (Ziv et  al., 2010). Children with formerly 
incarcerated fathers face elevated risks for a variety of behavior problems, including 
ADHD, hyperactivity, oppositional problems, self-control issues, and internalizing 
and externalizing problems (Emory, 2018; Wildeman & Turney, 2014). While a 
well-established positive association between parental incarceration and child 
behavior problems exists, what is less known is how the effects of parental incar-
ceration differentially unfold for adolescents.

In this paper, critical race theory (CRT) is used to analyze and deconstruct the 
experiences of parental incarceration for adolescents of color. Critical race theory is 
a theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological tool to problematize how parental 
incarceration hinders opportunities for positive youth development because it cen-
tralizes how the role of race and racism is embedded in all of adolescents’ proximal 
and distal contexts, introduces the idea of interest convergence, criticizes how liber-
alism perpetuates slow efforts in social transformation, highlights systemic forms of 
oppression experienced by individuals with multiple intersectional identities, and 
utilizes counterstorytelling as a powerful tool to unveil systemic racism experienced 
by people of color, resulting in a call to action for change.

�Situating Adolescents of Color with Incarcerated Parents 
in Positive Youth Development

Adolescence is a developmental period of growth across multiple domains. 
Adolescents experience changes in their cognition (e.g., decision-making), their 
biology in relation to pubertal timing, and socioemotional domains in relation to 
forming intimate relationships with peers (Arnett, 2014). All these changes are 
known to influence key developmental tasks like autonomy, intimacy, identity, sexu-
ality, and achievement (Arnett, 2014). Various theoretical frameworks and para-
digms exist to understand changes that occur across the adolescent developmental 
time period, such as positive youth development. Positive youth development (PYD) 
frameworks, derived from dominant theories found in the developmental science 
field, posit that all youth, no matter their background or circumstances, have inher-
ent strengths (Silbereisen & Lerner, 2007). PYD frameworks move toward promot-
ing healthy outcomes in adolescents instead of solely reducing risky behaviors. 
Thus, when adolescents’ individual strengths are aligned with ecological strengths 
available within their familial, educational, and community contexts, they possess 
the potential to thrive across the adolescent developmental time period (Zaff et al., 
2016). Positive youth development frameworks situate youth in bidirectional, recip-
rocal relationships with their contexts. That is, an adolescent is its own developmen-
tal system that consists of multiple levels of context ranging from an individual’s 
physiological levels to familial contexts, schools, communities, and structural levels 
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such as culture and history (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Therefore, it would 
be important to look at the multiple relations between the adolescent and their 
school context, the adolescent and their peers and familial context, the adolescent 
and their community contexts, as well as the adolescent and their institutional con-
texts (i.e., government, public policy, criminal justice system) (Lerner et al., 2002). 
In this way, adolescents are agentic beings in that their cognitive, behavioral, and 
socioemotional skills contribute to their role as active co-producers of their own 
development (Lerner et al., 2011). While positive youth development frameworks 
are optimistic in nature, there is a lack of research that critically examines how the 
punishment system acts as an oppressive structural context that impacts youth with 
incarcerated parents across their multiple everyday contexts such as school, family, 
and community, especially youth who identify as Black, Latinx, Asian, Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and/or Native American. That is, we know little about the 
population of youth who navigate their adolescence by means of indirect carceral 
supervision via parental incarceration.

While positive youth development is regarded as the ultimate goal, it is important 
to deconstruct the structural barriers that exist to hinder youth with incarcerated 
parents from experiencing healthy development. For example, in one study of 1303 
young adults (ages 24–34), those who first experienced parental incarceration 
before birth or age 1 reported 15% higher depressive symptom scores in young 
adulthood in comparison to young adults without any parental incarceration histo-
ries (Gaston, 2016), suggesting there are long-term implications of parental incar-
ceration for young adults. Given that positive youth development frameworks 
optimistically view human development, such frameworks may inadvertently ren-
der invisible the lived experiences (i.e., adverse childhood experiences) of adoles-
cents experiencing parental incarceration.

�Parental Incarceration as an Adverse Childhood Experience

Parental incarceration is conceptualized as one of eleven adverse childhood experi-
ences (ACEs), which are “traumatic experience that serves as pathway for social, 
emotional, and cognitive neurodevelopmental impairments” (Arditti, 2012, p. 181). 
The consequences of adverse childhood experiences are known to extend beyond 
childhood into adolescence and adulthood (Felitti et al., 1998), such as increased 
risk for sexually transmitted infections, increase in the odds of mental illness, and 
increased history of substance abuse (Wade Jr. et  al., 2016). The other 10 ACEs 
include physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, physical and emotional neglect, inti-
mate partner violence, violent treatment against mother, substance misuse within 
household, household mental illness, or parental separation or divorce.

Recent reports and studies have started to document the prevalence of adverse 
childhood experiences for children of incarcerated parents with some studies break-
ing down the findings by race/ethnicity and age. A 2015 Child Trends report found 
that children exposed to parental incarceration experienced almost three additional 
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adverse childhood experiences compared to children not exposed to the experience 
of parental incarceration. Similarly, Turney (2018) found that children of incarcer-
ated parents were up to seven times more likely to experience an additional ACE 
compared to their counterparts. By age, adolescents aged 13 to 17 with incarcerated 
parents experienced the highest number of ACEs. The number of exposures to ACEs 
was disproportionately concentrated among Black children, followed by multiracial 
and Hispanic children. Therefore, we intend to also use critical race theory to 
explore in what ways experiencing parental incarceration across multiple intersec-
tional identities, held especially by youth of color (i.e., Black, Latinx, Asian, Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and Native American youth), contributes to multiple 
forms of oppression for youth of color as well as the long-term implications (i.e., the 
successful transition from adolescence to adulthood) it has for adolescent 
development.

�Situating Adolescents and their Families within 
Punishment System

Researchers, youth programs, schools, and communities must place importance in 
their understanding of how adolescents of incarcerated parents and their families are 
embedded in the structural context of the punishment system if they are truly com-
mitted to promoting positive youth development. In the last two decades, the US 
incarceration rate has shown a linear trend upward since 1980–2006 (Pratt, 2018) 
with small increases in 2014 (Kaeble et al., 2015); therefore adolescents with an 
incarcerated parent have had to adapt to structural inequalities set forth by mass 
incarceration such as housing and financial instability, high recidivism rates, and 
systemic racism as seen in the disproportionate number of incarcerated Black and 
Latinx mothers and fathers compared to incarcerated White parents (Durose et al., 
2014; Geller et al., 2011; Wakefield & Uggen, 2010). Consequently, these structural 
inequalities can place adolescents of color and their families at risk for experiencing 
enduring stress (Green et  al., 2006). Geographically, the prevalence of parental 
incarceration across US states has demonstrated how prisons and jails are concen-
trated in places like Kentucky that held the highest percentage of children with an 
incarcerated parent at 13%, followed by Indiana with 11% and Alaska, Michigan, 
New Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Tennessee with 10% of children who have had 
a residential parent become incarcerated.

In a concerted effort to bring in youth voices in studies about parental incarcera-
tion, Young and Smith (2019) interviewed 14 college students to examine how ear-
lier experiences of parental incarceration and reentry during childhood may impact 
their current lives as adults. The incarceration of a parent produces a multitude of 
complex and nuanced types of parent-adult child relationships. For example, while 
one young adult held a permanently nonexistent relationship with their incarcerated 
parent, others held temporarily nonexistent relationships with their incarcerated 
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parents such that they were open to building relationships with their incarcerated 
parent in the future, or other young adults held ongoing, but unstable relationships, 
or active, but with boundary types of relationships with their previously or currently 
incarcerated parent (Young & Smith, 2019). This type of relationship continuum 
allowed for change to occur, such that relationships between young adults and their 
incarcerated parent moved from negative to sometimes positive (Young & Smith, 
2019). Young adults also voiced the ramifications of their parent’s incarceration for 
building trusting relationships with others, such as romantic partners and working 
through negative emotions such as anger, sadness, and self-doubt that is fueled by 
stigma associated with one’s parental status (Young & Smith, 2019). While not fully 
unpacked, a small number of young adults were able to develop critical conscious-
ness around structural issues that are associated with incarceration (Young & 
Smith, 2019).

Researchers have examined the longitudinal effects of paternal incarceration 
across childhood into young adulthood and found that young adults who reported 
their father’s incarceration were more likely to report a diagnosis of depression or 
anxiety, were less likely to graduate from college, and simultaneously report lower 
levels of satisfaction with their personal level of educational attainment (Miller & 
Barnes, 2015). Further, young adults who experienced paternal incarceration during 
childhood were more likely to receive public assistance as an adult (Miller & 
Barnes, 2015). Similarly, mass incarceration as a public health issue has shown that 
incarceration of a loved one contributes to poorer health in children (and female 
partners) and may very well contribute to racial health disparities (Wildeman & 
Wang, 2017).

Further, the US prison boom has altered family dynamics where we have seen a 
rise in single motherhood (Turney, 2014), economic inequality for men and women, 
and an overall concentration of childhood disadvantage, especially among Black 
children and children of parents with lower educational attainment (Wildeman, 
2009). Across a 6-year time span (1994–1999), almost 1 in 7 Black children, ages 
12–17 years old, experienced parental incarceration (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). 
Further, Black children were twice as likely to have experienced parental incarcera-
tion compared to White children (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). One study highlighted 
that Latinx children living in California were 2.5 times more likely to experience the 
incarceration of a family member than their White peers (Forster et al., 2019). In 
one study that retrospectively examined the prevalence of adverse childhood experi-
ences in American Indian/Alaskan Native incarcerated women, 69% of the women 
reported having an immediate family member incarcerated (De Ravello et al., 2008). 
While it is difficult to locate data on Native American adolescents who have experi-
enced parental incarceration, what we do know is that Native American adults were 
admitted to prison at over 4 times the rate of White adults (Hartney & Vuong, 2009). 
More specifically, Native American women were 6 times more likely than White 
females to be admitted to prison (Hartney & Vuong, 2009). The State of Hawaii, for 
example, has an overrepresentation of Asian and Pacific Islander persons in their 
state prison, but it should be noted how data tends to aggregate all Asians into one 
group, ignoring the subgroups that exist within Asia (Hartney & Vuong, 2009). An 
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example of disaggregated data illuminates how out of a sample of 240 Native 
Hawaiian women under parole supervision, 85% were mothers to nearly 600 chil-
dren in the state of Hawaii (Brown & Bloom, 2009). Taken together, the implica-
tions of parental incarceration on young adult’s health and educational and economic 
outcomes provide a deeper picture of what it means to be positioned as a collateral 
consequence of mass incarceration, in which the separation between an incarcerated 
parent, their child(ren), and their families is an informal consequence of conviction 
(Genty, 2003; Kirk & Wakefield, 2018) .

�Adolescents, Parental Incarceration, and COVID-19

In Spring 2020, the USA was hit by a global pandemic caused by coronavirus 
(COVID-19), an illness caused by a virus that can spread from person to person and 
led to a pandemic (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). While much 
of the nation took precautions to stay home and practice social distancing to stop the 
spread, the nature of prisons made social distancing impossible for people incarcer-
ated. Masks, basic hygiene supplies, and testing were not readily available for peo-
ple incarcerated. Small cells, communal spaces, limited medical care, and staff 
coming to and from prisons were additional factors that helped to spread the infec-
tious disease inside prison walls, endangering both incarcerated people (especially 
immunocompromised and elderly people) and staff.

In response, young people, families, communities, and justice-oriented organiza-
tions, on behalf of their incarcerated loved ones, mobilized to demand safety, 
release, and disinvestment from prisons. While many people asked what services 
and resources could help youth with incarcerated parents, we argue that the best 
plans in place were the same plans that youth had already created. That is, young 
people were leading efforts and demands that best served as the blueprint for how 
the department of corrections must proceed. An example by We Got Us Now, an 
organization built by, led by, and about children of incarcerated parents, released the 
following open letter demanding:

	1.	 Immediate clemency for elderly and sickly parents who are the most vulnera-
ble for contracting COVID-19, pose no safety risk, and have aged out of 
criminality.

	2.	 Free communications (i.e., free phone calls, email, postage mail, and tablet use) 
in lieu of family visiting that was shut down when COVID-19 hit.

	3.	 A free mobile notification system that provides families in real time updates on 
prison closures and lockdowns to reduce stress, worry, and trauma in children 
and families.

	4.	 Safe and sanitary measures for our incarcerated loved ones to receive free medi-
cal care, hygiene products, sanitary and clean living environments, and no medi-
cal co-pays.
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Similarly, over 50 criminal justice reform organizations and coalitions signed a 
letter demanding the following:

	1.	 Prevent the spread of disease by way of reducing jail, prison, and detention cen-
ter populations before an outbreak occurs, stopping the cycle of people in and 
out of jails and detention centers by drastically reducing admissions and holds.

	2.	 Protect, don’t exploit, incarcerated people by way of providing people incarcer-
ated with protective gear, an option to opt out of labor that makes them at risk for 
contracting COVID-19, and pay people, who are in prison, minimum wage.

	3.	 Do not use public health orders to criminalize Black and Brown communities 
(i.e., stealing supplies and resources for survival).

Even at the state level, organizations fighting for safety, release, and disinvest-
ment from carceral institutions in Arizona (i.e., ReFraming Justice Project, Mass 
Liberation Arizona, Puente Human Rights Movement) created campaigns demand-
ing release of all people in jails, prisons, and detention centers; suspension of revo-
cations to prison for technical probation and parole violations (e.g., nonpayment of 
fines); suspension of the number of prison admissions for low-level drug offenses or 
other short-term, low-risk individuals; and transparency by demanding COVID-19 
data to be collected and released publicly and by releasing to the public the existing 
plan and procedures in place to address COVID-19 within state and federal prisons, 
jails, and detention centers.

�Theoretical Framework

Critical race theory emerged out of critical legal studies (CLS). Law school person-
nel and culture was predominately White and held conservative notions of racial 
justice (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Increasingly, law stu-
dents and law professors in the late 1970s engaged in intellectual inquiries that 
moved beyond conservative and liberal views of the law to establish CLS as a 
“political, philosophical and methodological movement in legal academia” 
(Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. 17). Although CLS was a critical intellectual movement 
that analyzed class dynamics within a capitalist system, growing frustrations 
occurred, as scholars of color desired a framework that was attentive to racism and 
racial power. As such, CRT developed in response to both conservative and liberal 
ellisons of race and racism. Notably, the underpinnings of CRT have seamlessly 
crossed over into fields such as education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Whereas 
family science has been slower to the cross-over, scholars like Few (2007) have 
challenged family science scholarship to move toward integrating Black feminist 
and critical race feminist frameworks alongside mainstream family theories in order 
to create culturally sensitive intervention approaches and center the experience of 
families that have intimately experienced marginalization. While other fields such 
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as family studies and human development have made initial attempts to integrate 
CRT frameworks into family science (Burton et al., 2010; Few, 2007; Few-Demo, 
2014), little progress has been made in other fields such as applied developmental 
science and positive youth development frameworks to integrate CRT frameworks. 
However, Clonan-Roy, Jacobs, and Nakkula (2016) are a notable exception by prob-
lematizing if the well-known five competencies of positive youth development (i.e., 
competence, confidence, character, connection, caring, and contribution) are cultur-
ally relevant for adolescent girls of color. Their work is necessary to combat how 
girls of color are differentially viewed outside of the well-established competencies 
within the positive youth development frameworks. For example, Morris (2016) 
describes how girls who embody confidence by expressing themselves through their 
clothing are often hypersexualized and/or sexually harassed via the male gaze and 
arbitrary dress codes in school settings. Other competencies such as the character 
competency, defined as youth who possess standards of correct behaviors (Lerner 
et al., 2005), position Black girls as being labeled as what Morris (2016) describes 
as “willfully defiant” where adults subjectively label their actions as misbehaviors 
when Black girls are often just engaging in a notable skill of “standing up for one-
self” (Morris, 2016, p.  70). Unfortunately, willfully defiant behaviors often put 
Black girls at risk for suspension or other means of reprimand (Morris, 2016).

The authors revise the model to include resistance and resilience as additional 
competencies needed for healthy development in adolescent girls of color as well as 
situating critical consciousness as a core competency through which all other com-
petencies manifest during and across adolescence (Clonan-Roy et al., 2016).

Major theorists suggest the following tenets are central to critical race theory: (a) 
the permanency of race and racism in American society; (b) the challenge to domi-
nant ideologies that argue for objectivity, meritocracy, neutrality, and colorblind-
ness; (c) the centrality of experiential knowledge and utilization of counterstorytelling 
derived from persons of color; (d) revisionist interpretations of history and argues to 
unveil and deconstruct US race relations law; (e) integrating interdisciplinary per-
spectives to analyze various forms of oppression across racial, gender, sexual orien-
tation, and class identities; (f) a commitment to social justice and dismantling 
systems of racial oppression; and (g) intersectionality frameworks to analyze how 
subjugation and harm are a result of the multiple identities held by women of color 
that intersect or overlap at one crossroad.

First, critical race theory is cognizant of the role of race and racism in that both 
are foundational to how the USA is built and functions (Winant, 2007) and infil-
trates across micro- and macro-levels of life for non-White persons of color. Critical 
race theorists hold true to the fact that race is socially constructed to create hierar-
chies of superior and inferior categories of people such that White people are on top 
of the hierarchy and people of color are at the lowest level of the hierarchy (Smedley 
& Smedley, 2005). CRT posits that racism is not random, individual, nor a set of 
isolated events; rather racism is permanent and an everyday reality of people of 
color (Bell, 1992; Bonilla-Silva, 1997). Racial realism doesn’t take on colorblind 
notions of all human beings treated equal nor does it endorse the reality that the 
USA morphed into a post-racial society after the election of Barack Obama, the first 
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African American president (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Second, critical race the-
ory critically deconstructs and challenges dominant liberal ideologies that attempt 
to argue that large institutions embody objectivity, meritocracy, neutrality, and col-
orblindness, often referred to as a “a critique of liberalism” (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995; Mills, 2008; Milner IV, 2008). For example, notions of objectivity and 
neutrality construct an argument that laws and legal policies are impartial and apo-
litical (Parker & Lynn, 2002). Further, colorblind explanations of meritocracy posit 
that merit does not discriminate by race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, and sexuality. 
However, a critical race theoretical lens would propel CRT theorists or “Crits” to 
provide a critique of liberalism, such that the secondary effects of parental incar-
ceration on children, youth, and families call into question how the punishment 
system is considered impartial, fair, or just, whether it is families adapting to the 
prison culture while visiting loved ones inside prisons (Comfort, 2008); the dispro-
portionate number of women who bear the financial, physical, and emotional costs 
associated with having an incarcerated loved one (Clayton et al., 2018); or the way 
public policy works to exclude women, with felony convictions, from housing, 
employment, and nutritional assistance, which denies them of providing care for 
their children (Bloom, Owen, & Covington, 2004). Third, critical race theory holds 
true to the principle where people of color are valued and humanized for their expe-
riential knowledge (Yosso, 2006). Therefore, people of color must be at the fore-
front of analyzing law and systems of oppression as it directly relates to their lived 
experiences; this concept is also called legal storytelling (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017). Counterstorytelling or counterstories are real-life stories that are told by 
groups of people who have historically experienced marginalization at the hands of 
dominant groups (Delgado, 1989). Counterstories function to disrupt the status quo 
and counterbeliefs, stereotypes, and ideologies that the dominant group often 
imposes on marginalized groups of people (Delgado, 1989; Espino 2012; Solórzano 
& Bernal, 2001). It is important to note that counterstories do not merely respond to 
dominant or majoritarian storytelling because doing so would re-center dominant 
stories (Yosso, 2006). Instead, counterstories function to record the experiences of 
racism from the perspectives of people harmed by its enduring impacts as well as 
document how people of color resist racist practices, discourses, and institutions 
and strive to a world that is rid of social and racial injustices (Yosso, 2006). In this 
way, counterstories have the potential to transform everyday environments and 
institutions that people of color navigate (Bernal, 2002).

Fourth, critical race theory is rooted in revisionist interpretations of history and 
argues that history plays a central role in unveiling and deconstructing US race rela-
tions law (Delgado & Stefancic, 2013). Critical race theorists denounce an ahistori-
cal approach in analyzing social phenomenon, such as the school-to-prison pipeline, 
racial profiling, and the disproportionate number of people of color who are incar-
cerated, because by doing so, ahistorical interpretations of history ignore the ways 
the social construction of race and racism contributed to the creation of dominant 
and subjugated groups of people via historical events such as school desegregation, 
war on drugs, and privatization of prisons (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
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Fifth, critical race theory utilizes an interdisciplinary perspective that allows for 
collaboration across multiple fields of knowledge to interrogate “racism, classism, 
sexism, and homophobia” (Yosso, 2006, p. 8). In this way, critical race theory is 
open to being applied across disciplines such as education, criminology, and family 
studies. In fact, CRT may be a theoretical tool to bridge fields together that are not 
commonly connected such as developmental science and criminology. Sixth, criti-
cal race theory challenges theorists to be committed to social justice that is concep-
tualized as society rid of racial oppression that often intersects with other forms of 
subordination (Matsuda, 1991). In many ways, critical race theory seeks not only to 
deconstruct systems of oppression but also to disrupt and ultimately dismantle sys-
tems of oppression.

Finally, the seventh theme rooted in CRT looks at how, historically, Black women 
have been subjected to courts of law that refused to acknowledge that the intersec-
tion of both sex discrimination and race discrimination is one in the same, reinforc-
ing the problematic message that Black women do not merit protection (Crenshaw, 
1989). In legal settings, the notion of either/or had negative implications for Black 
women who sought to challenge policies and practices that uniquely discriminated 
against them based on both race and sex because their claims of race and sex dis-
crimination were seen as exclusionary against white women or divisive against 
Black men (Crenshaw, 1989). Thus, intersectionality was coined by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw (1989) to examine how women are marginalized because of their dual 
identity of both women and women of color. Notably, the history of intersectional-
ity emerged from a collective group of Black feminists, known as the Combahee 
River Collective, who actively fought for an end to multiple oppressions (i.e., racial, 
sexual, class oppression) and argued in their 1977 statement for an examination of 
how these multiple oppressions work in tandem to contribute to multifaceted social 
inequalities in Black women’s lives (Taylor, 2017). A deeper examination into the 
history of intersectionality uncovers how Chicana feminists in the 1970s and 1980s 
engaged in intersectional discourses through anthologies alongside women of color 
from different race, class, gender, ethnic, linguistic, national, religious, and sexual 
orientation backgrounds (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). In the early 1970s and late 
1980s, Asian American feminism used intersectional principles to deconstruct the 
lived experiences of Asian American women from various ethnic and national back-
grounds (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). Further, indigenous feminisms integrated dis-
courses on how colonialism, alongside patriarchy, white supremacy, poverty, and 
heteronormativity, worked to create social and structural inequalities faced by 
Indigenous/Native women, who actively resisted against (settler) colonialism since 
1492 (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016).

Moreover, intersectionality challenges “single issue analyses” and, instead, criti-
cally analyzes how subjugation and harm are a result of the multiple identities of 
Black women that intersect or overlap at one crossroad (Crenshaw, 1989). Today, an 
intersectional analysis goes beyond antiracist and feminist perspectives by demon-
strating how intersections of multiple oppressions create systemic policies and prac-
tices that reinforce the subordination of women of color through the lack of 
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“collective support and social justice advocacy on their behalf” within the punish-
ment system, for example (Crenshaw, 2012, p. 26).

�Counterstories as Theory, Praxis, and Pedagogy

While these tenets are often parallel to each other, we focus on the importance 
of experiential knowledge embedded within adolescents of color who experi-
ence parental incarceration to unveil how systemic racism acts as a barrier to 
positive youth development, the primary dominant framework within develop-
mental science. Further, within counterstories, we focus on the unique experi-
ences of adolescents of color navigating parental incarceration and construct an 
argument that parental status (i.e., incarcerated versus non-incarcerated parent) 
further subjugates adolescents of color. It is our hope that utilizing countersto-
ries through a CRT lens acts as a pedagogical (i.e., striving for racial realist 
accounts of parental incarceration through adolescents’ counterstories), meth-
odological (i.e., person-centered approaches to centering the intersectional 
identities of adolescents of color; Huber, 2009), and theoretical tool (i.e., cri-
tiquing liberalism’s notions of objectivity, neutrality, and interest convergence) 
that contributes to the elimination of systemic oppression that has positioned 
adolescents of color as collateral consequences of mass incarceration, which is 
historically built on and upheld by racial oppression. That is, critical race theory 
refutes an ahistorical view of the arrival, development, and expansion of pris-
ons. Instead, a critical race theoretical lens unveils the link between slavery and 
modern-day punishment systems such that after US slavery was abolished, the 
construction of black codes in the US South subjectively criminalized Black 
people for possessing firearms, missing work, breaking job contracts, and 
vagrancy (Davis, 2013). These oppressive codes contributed to the newly con-
structed criminal justice system and convict lease system that incarcerated free 
Black people in the US South that many considered the “reincarnation of slav-
ery” (Davis, 2013, p. 29). In the 1980s, politicians argued for tough on crime 
policies that included longer prison sentences and harsher formats of imprison-
ment (i.e., super maximum-security prisons) to pander to people’s desire to have 
lowered crime rates in their communities (Davis, 2013). Instead, tough on crime 
policies drastically increased the prison population and led to the expansion of 
more prison facilities to accommodate the growing population of incarcerated 
people (Davis, 2013). Further, the rapid expansion of prisons morphed the US 
prison system into the prison industrial complex because of the ways corpora-
tions were involved in the “construction, provision of goods and services, and 
use of prison labor” (Davis, 2013, p. 12). The arrival, development, and expan-
sion of the US prison system have disproportionally impacted Black, indige-
nous, people of color and can be traced back to the chattel slavery system that 
enslaved African people (Wacquant, 2002).
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�The Real(Ist) Counterstory of Adolescents of Color 
Experiencing Parental Incarceration

Racial realism requires individuals with subordinate status to recognize that race 
and racism are in multiple forms, extend beyond the individual, and are embedded 
in all spaces. Those who hold subordinate statuses are advised to adopt a racial real-
ist mentality to (1) avoid hopelessness and (2) to liberate their minds as means to 
reimagine the world and enact strategies that resist against racist structures in a way 
that brings about “fulfillment and even triumph” (Bell, 1992, p. 373). The words 
that Derrick Bell wrote provide a straightforward perspective of examining the ways 
the punishment system continues to be upheld, despite temporal peaks and subse-
quent lulls in progress, and how racial realist accounts can emerge from countersto-
ries told by adolescents of color experiencing parental incarceration. For example, 
scholars have documented the reality that one in nine Black children has a parent 
behind bars on any given day and 25% Black children will experience their parent 
being incarcerated for at least 1 year (Sykes & Pettit, 2014). This disproportionate 
number of parental incarcerations experienced by Black children and children of 
parents without a high school education demonstrates how the punishment system 
perpetuates race and class inequality.

For youth of incarcerated parents, incarceration reproduces complex families in 
ways that can reproduce childhood disadvantage (Sykes & Pettit, 2014). For exam-
ple, given that noncustodial incarcerated parents are unable to financially contribute 
to their child’s well-being during incarceration, this puts strain on the romantic rela-
tionship between the incarcerated and non-incarcerated parent and can result in 
relationship dissolution (Sykes & Pettit, 2014), thus altering a child’s family 
dynamic. Similarly, youth with formerly incarcerated parent(s) are also more likely 
to experience financial instability because system-involved parents often experience 
reduced employment and economic opportunities (Uggen et al., 2004). Researchers 
have further documented how youth with incarcerated mothers are more likely to 
enter the foster care system when their mother is convicted (Kirk & Wakefield, 2018).

To this end, adopting a racial realist approach through counterstories may allow 
adolescents of color to be fully aware of the punishment system’s regime and thus 
create strategies to resist racial oppression.

However, it is important to ensure that adolescents of color do not fall into 
despair once they become aware of their subordinate status as children of incarcer-
ated parents. From a pedagogical standpoint, racial realism can be taught alongside 
the concept of critical hope for adolescents. Critical hope is conceptualized as going 
beyond traditional notions of hope to engage youth and adults in a process that inter-
rogates the root of systemic oppressions, examines and validates pain, and looks to 
transform it in the communities around them (Duncan-Andrade, 2009). Rooted in 
critical pedagogy in urban schools that are located in under-resourced and under-
served communities, critical hope is used as a tool and a practice for educators to 
teach their students to link their experiences of systemic oppression to actionable 
responses that provide relief from suffering (Duncan-Andrade, 2009). The 
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transformative aspect of critical hope explicitly rejects despair that is often associ-
ated with understanding social inequalities (Duncan-Andrade, 2009). Further, criti-
cal hope challenges the overly optimistic perspectives of positive youth development 
as fleeting and instead positions adolescents of color, experiencing parental incar-
ceration, in the active struggle against systems of oppressions. To this end, we argue 
that racial realism, in conjunction with critical hope, can be used as a pedagogical 
tool when constructing counterstories with adolescents of color who have experi-
enced parental incarceration.

�Interest Convergence and the Transition to Adulthood for Youth 
of Incarcerated Parents

Earlier scholarship on interest convergence, a principle of critical race theory, is 
applied to teacher education (Milner IV, 2008) and school desegregation law (Bell, 
1980). In relation to the punishment system, the principle of interest convergence 
can be a useful “analytical, explanatory, and conceptual tool” (Milner IV, 2008), to 
examine policies and practices in youth programs that aim to promote positive 
youth development in adolescents of color who experience parental incarceration. 
Interest convergence argues that racial equality and equity for persons of color will 
only be achieved when it converges with the interests, beliefs, and values of White 
people (Milner IV, 2008). Consequently, this reality contributes to change that is 
deliberately incremental with the dominant group in power often acting as the archi-
tect of such gradual progression (Milner IV, 2008). We argue that reform to the 
criminal justice system has been incremental, at best, for incarcerated parents and 
their children and families.

While the notion of interest convergence offers some appeal with respect to how 
changes for racial equity may occur, Guinier (2004) reframes the notion of interest 
convergence to what she terms “interest divergence.” In Guinier’s estimation inter-
est divergence most accurately captures how ultimately short-lived and limited 
racial reforms are. More precisely, interest divergence illustrates how laws and poli-
cies may be contrary to transformative racial justice, reproducing or reimagining the 
inequalities they purport to address. For instance, Delgado and Stefancic (2007) 
discuss how the war on drugs was a failure. While drug rehabilitation and needle 
exchange programs were known to be more cost-effective and yield more positive 
outcomes in comparison to mandatory-minimum sentencing protocols that devas-
tated Black and Brown communities, such treatment and programs did not converge 
with White people’s morals of law-abiding citizen versus criminal (Crenshaw, 
1988), the financial interests of private prisons run by corporations, or political par-
ties who relied on voter disenfranchisement (Delgado & Stefancic, 2007).

While under the carceral gaze of the punishment system, research has illumi-
nated how parental incarceration further complicates, penalizes, and disrupts ado-
lescents’ transition to adulthood through experiences that maintain inequality such 
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that adolescents experience an accelerated life course (Turney & Lanuza, 2017), 
significantly lowered earnings, higher mental health problems, and decreased prob-
ability in achieving higher education in comparison to young adults who do not 
experience parental incarceration (Mears & Siennick, 2016). Further, scholars have 
examined the sociopolitical consequences of familial incarceration in that the pun-
ishment system operates as an agent of political socialization and threatens civic 
engagement for young adults with incarcerated parents (Lee et  al., 2014). More 
specifically, young adults of incarcerated parents are less likely to have voted in the 
last election, have little trust in government entities, and perceive discrimination on 
a daily basis (Lee et al., 2014).

Yet, while understanding that a group of adolescents will experience inequality 
or inequity, efforts to pass common sense sentencing reform legislation, abolish cur-
rent policies that terminate parental rights for incarcerated parents whose children 
are placed in foster care for longer than 15 months (i.e., Adoption and Safe Families 
Act), and implement the Children of Incarcerated Parents Bill of Rights across all 
settings that youth interact with do not converge with the interests of White people 
in power. It is plausible to think that White people in power feel that rights given to 
adolescents of color with incarcerated parents may alter the status or rights of ado-
lescents who do not experience incarceration.

We extend our argument to deconstruct how youth programs that serve adoles-
cents of color with incarcerated parents may be at risk for being complicit in uphold-
ing the interests of the punishment system. For example, youth programs provide 
just enough resources for Black, Latinx, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 
and Native American youth and their families to deal with parental incarceration. 
However, these resources are not enough to contribute to decarceration of parents, 
abolish notions of second-class citizenship upon reentry, and eradicate policies that 
funnel parents into the prison industrial complex in the first place, as such resources 
do not converge with the interests of private prison corporations, tough on crime 
legislators, and leaders within the punishment system. That is, liberation for adoles-
cents of color who have experienced parental incarceration does not serve the inter-
est of those in power. As well intentioned as positive youth development programs 
are structured, true liberation from the punishment system is kept at bay as the 
nonprofit industrial complex forces many organizations to prioritize funding sources 
over satisfying their mission to pursue social justice (Samimi, 2010). Historically, 
marginalized groups who sought to create nonprofit organizations to alter systems 
of power and achieve social justice for their respective communities were denied 
authorization to exist, as doing so did not converge with the government’s interest 
to preserve religious, racial, and gender oppression (Samimi, 2010). It is plausible 
to think that nonprofits dedicated to serving adolescents of color who have incarcer-
ated parents have a harder time receiving funding to sustainably exist given that 
dominant society strategically labels incarcerated parents as felons, ex-cons, prison-
ers, and inmates that only serve to devoid them and their children of humanness. 
Scholars argue that grassroots coalitions that are member-led and community-based 
and replace traditional funding sources with grassroots funding techniques are 
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better equipped to address the root causes of structural violence and promote social 
justice (Fox & Turner, 2016; Samimi, 2010).

�The Intersectional Lived Experiences of Adolescents 
Experiencing Parental Incarceration

Counterstories act as a methodological tool that adopts person-centered approaches 
to centering the intersectional identities of adolescents of color. For example, 
because adolescent girls of color with incarcerated parents can be harmed as a 
woman and as a woman of color, we argue that adults have a responsibility to think 
critically about intersectional components of identity and power that “contribute to 
the surveillance, punishment, and mass incarceration of women of color” (Crenshaw, 
2012, p. 23). While liberalism would have us believe that the law is neutral and 
objective, Kimberlé Crenshaw (2012) unveils how intersectional points of oppres-
sion for Black girls are tragically intertwined alongside their Black mothers such 
that minor drug offenses often result in Black mothers having their parental rights 
terminated under the guise of 1997 Adoption and Safe Families Act. That is, the 
punishment system violently spills over into the lives of daughters by imposing its 
structural violence onto their bodies. Thus, identifying as an adolescent girl of color 
along with the identity as a daughter of an incarcerated parent(s) gives evidence to 
how adolescents are positioned as informal collateral consequences in the age of 
mass incarceration. Therefore, counterstories using an intersectional lens help to 
debunk myths that adolescents of color with incarcerated parents are a homogenous 
group of adolescents. For example, Davis and Shlafer (2017) examined mental 
health outcomes by comparing young adults (on average, students were 14 years 
old) with currently incarcerated parents, young adults with formerly incarcerated 
parents, and young adults with no history of parental incarceration. Mental health 
outcome variables included measures on suicide ideation, suicide attempt, self-
injury behaviors, and diagnosis of a mental, emotional, or behavior problem. The 
authors found that girls of incarcerated parents were at greater risk for poor mental 
health outcomes. Further, scholars have used a gendered pathway lens to unpack the 
nuance of parental incarceration for young adults and found that maternal incarcera-
tion was more predictive of adult daughters’ contact with the punishment system 
(i.e., arrest, conviction, and incarceration) than paternal incarceration (Burgess-
Procter et al., 2016) whereas paternal incarceration was more predictive of sons’ 
contact with the punishment system (i.e., arrest, conviction, and incarceration) than 
maternal incarceration (Burgess-Procter et al., 2016).

As a theoretical and pedagogical tool, it is critical for positive youth development 
programs to adopt and implement an intersectional lens in working with adolescents 
of color experiencing parental incarceration as there is variation in how different 
adolescents experience parental incarceration across their many identities. Positive 
youth development programs emphasize and seek to cultivate healthy adult-youth 
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relationships that are supposed to be culturally bound and individualized across age, 
gender, and adolescents’ prior experiences (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). 
Intersectionality can be a pedagogy where directors, coordinators, and adult staff 
are explicitly taught how to be a resource to adolescents of color experiencing 
parental incarceration in a way that recognizes how these adolescents negotiate sys-
tems of oppression across their life course (Few-Demo, 2014). For adolescents of 
color, harm can be a result of various intersectional identities such as race, class, 
gender, and sexual orientation, to name a few. However, we argue that parental sta-
tus (i.e., mother and/or father is a current or former incarcerated parent) is another 
identity that intersects with race, gender, and sexuality to further subjugate sons and 
daughters during, across, and beyond adolescence. That is, intersectionality frame-
works position positive youth development programs to be cognizant about how 
adolescents are situated by multiple social locations especially with how their social 
identity as a son or daughter of an incarcerated parent(s) overlaps in different con-
texts (Few-Demo, 2014). As a methodological tool, adolescents of color experienc-
ing parental incarceration can create counterstories that use an intersectional lens to 
analyze various forms of oppression across racial, gender, sexual orientation, and 
class identities. For example, Maisha T. Winn’s (2010a) work with formerly incar-
cerated Black girls utilizes practices, such as writings and performing arts, to center 
girls’ voices who are directly impacted by incarceration. In this way, creating and 
sharing stories that embody the lived experience of Black and Brown girls’ contact 
with punishment systems can mobilize individuals to “respond, organize and act” 
(Winn, 2010a, p. 315). That is, “writing, reading, speaking, and performing” stories 
transcend girls from both in real time and figurative notions of incarceration (Winn, 
2010b) by providing Black girls opportunities to critically analyze the punishment 
systems that confine them and re-imagine their futures outside of youth punishment 
facilities. An important caveat that Winn (2010a) unpacks is the reality that while 
storytelling through writing and performing provides opportunities for Black and 
Brown girls to “rewrite lives and perform possible futures,” Black and Brown girls 
must have access to educational, economic (i.e., safe and affordable housing), and 
employment resources as means to build power rather than prioritize building 
programs.

(Counter)stories that expose the realities of what it means to navigate the world 
possessing identities that are multiplicative can disrupt dominant narratives that try 
to paint the picture that the law, especially criminal (in)justice systems, are neutral, 
objective, and fair for all.

�Positive Youth Development and the Criminal (in)Justice System

Critical race theorists call into question notions of equality, objectivity, and neutral-
ity that are supposed to be achieved through law (Greene, 1989). We argue that 
parental incarceration further entrenches adolescents of color in systems of oppres-
sion. Parental incarceration is rooted within a state punishment and policy regime 
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that is often referred to as the US criminal justice system. As such, scholars have 
investigated how exclusionary practices imposed on youth with incarcerated parents 
are produced by calculated social policies that have intergenerational effects 
between parent and child especially during the child’s transition from childhood to 
adulthood; unfold across multiple institutions such as economic, school, and labor 
markets; and are intersectional in that the gender and racial/ethnic identities interact 
with parental incarceration to produce various social inequalities (Foster & Hagan, 
2015). For example, schools can act as sites of surveillance that may instill fear in 
parents who may have histories of contact with the law because students are tracked 
via formal records of their personal and academic history, the presence of school 
resource officers (i.e., police officers) and security is pervasive, and families are 
closely linked to local agencies (Haskins & Jacobsen, 2017). Parental fear may 
contribute to a reduction in parental academic involvement (Haskins & Jacobsen, 
2017). The reality is that adolescents of color are at higher risk for being subjected 
to social exclusion that is structurally set up to shut them out of society (Foster & 
Hagan, 2015), providing more evidence to the way liberalism is racialized (Mills, 
2008), such that individual rights and freedoms are only afforded to White adoles-
cents and families even in the context of parental incarceration.

More importantly, the lived experiences of adolescents of color experiencing 
incarceration refute the claim that the same law that imprisons parents is a law that 
is neutral, impartial, or equal. For example, Comfort (2003, 2008) explains how 
family members of incarcerated loved ones experience secondary prisonization 
where they are subjected to the similar stringent regulations, invasive surveillance, 
and physical imprisonment, especially during visiting. In this way, adolescents and 
family members are indirectly prisonized in that they are “both captive and free” 
(Comfort, 2008, p. 16) and are forced to “adapt to carceral norms and structures of 
prison and jail” even as legally free individuals (Aiello & McCorkel, 2018). Refusing 
to acknowledge this reality is negligent in the struggle toward liberation.

While it can be argued that the creation of the 2003 Children of Incarcerated 
Parents Bill of Rights gave equal rights alongside scholarship that argues children 
and adolescents of incarcerated parents have a constitutional right to a parental 
relationship with their mother and/or father (Boudin, 2011), counterstories may 
be a tool for adolescents of color to unveil the truths of how their rights have or 
have not been considered across school, positive youth development programs, 
and of course within carceral settings. Counterstories may also be a tool to ask 
what an alternative justice system or anti-punishment system looks like for ado-
lescents who have formerly or currently incarcerated family members. It is plau-
sible that adolescents may use their counterstories to reimagine what justice looks 
like without mass incarceration. Instead, they may cultivate demands and solu-
tions that require full investment into their overall well-being (i.e., mental, physi-
cal, economic, and emotional well-being). Similarly, adolescents may demand 
full investment (i.e., money and time) into their own leadership development in 
ways that position them to create policy, direct non-profits, and cultivate grass-
roots organizations to organize against the social issue of mass incarceration or 
congregate a network of directly impacted children of incarcerated parents. 
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Counterstories can position adolescents of color as subject matter experts to advo-
cate for the intersectional needs of adolescents with currently and formerly incar-
cerated parents and to put into action alternatives to punishment plans that youth 
have already helped to co-create with communities (i.e., Young Women’s Freedom 
Center, Northern CA; Youth Justice Coalition, Southern, CA; and Puente Youth 
Program, AZ).

�Discussion

The current paper attempted to analyze and deconstruct the experiences of 
parental incarceration for adolescents who identify as Black, Latinx, Asian, 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and Native American from a critical race the-
ory lens. In particular, we sought to identify gaps located within heavily popu-
larized positive youth development frameworks that often fail to recognize how 
systems of oppression act as a barrier for adolescents who have been historically 
marginalized. While positive youth development should be attainable by all 
youth, questioning the ways that the punishment system impedes and excludes 
adolescents of color with incarcerated parents from engaging in this develop-
mental process is necessary. Given that adolescence is a developmental time 
period ripe with changes needed to achieve autonomy, identity, and intimacy, 
among other key developmental tasks, it is necessary to investigate how the 
stigma and second-class citizenship imposed on incarcerated parents (Uggen 
et al., 2004) can also be imposed on adolescents of color. For example, research-
ers have detailed how feelings of shame and embarrassment about their parent’s 
incarceration interfere with adolescents’ attempts to develop friendships 
(Cochran et al., 2018). Consequently, adolescents of incarcerated parents, grap-
pling with feelings of stigma, may have difficulty forming their identity and can 
put them at risk for experiencing social exclusion or isolation from their peers 
(Saunders, 2018).

To this end, we argued for the utilization of counterstorytelling as a powerful tool 
to unveil systemic racism experienced by adolescents of color who must navigate 
through their adolescence as sons and daughters of incarcerated parents. Stovall 
(2016) challenges us, especially as a directly impacted researcher (e.g., the first 
author), to be cognizant that our liberation will not be achieved by a theoretical 
construct or by a single person. We argue that the challenge is also applied to youth 
programs, practitioners, and academia that can often exist in silos. In contrast, it will 
be a coalition of adolescents, their families, local communities, positive youth 
development programs, and progressive research institutes, who are collectively 
devoted to engaging in both action and reflection (Stovall, 2016). We use critical 
race theory to carry out a form of subversive scholarship that “contests, refutes, and 
offers a different reality” (Stovall, 2016, p. 282) than the realities set forth by the 
punishment system.
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Abstract  Women who are incarcerated constitute a unique, poorly understood 
population. Knowledge of these women is lacking, and programs and facilities 
designed for them have largely been extensions of those designed for males who are 
incarcerated. Women housed in our nation’s prisons and jails face challenges differ-
ent from men that often arise prior to incarceration and continue after release. This 
paper describes trends in modern-day female incarceration, theories to explain those 
trends, the population of females who are incarcerated in the United States, and an 
overview of problems specific to mothers who are incarcerated. Treatment of 
women by the judicial system and implications for programs and policies are 
provided.

Keywords  Incarceration · Women · Mothers · Policy · Interventions

Women have accounted for the fastest-growing population in federal and state 
prisons across the United States. In fact, the rate of growth for female incarcera-
tion has been double that of men since 1980 (The Sentencing Project, 2020). 
“Between 1980 and 2019, the number of women who are incarcerated increased 
by more than 700%, rising from a total of 26,378 in 1980 to 222,455 in 2019” 
(The Sentencing Project, 2020). Although actual numbers indicate that there are 
still far fewer women incarcerated in prisons than men, the ratio of men to women 
has shifted considerably from 30:1  in 1971 to 14:1  in 2005 (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 2008). As the overall number of adults in prison started to decline at the 
end of 2016, the rate of decline for women was lower compared to that of men 
(Bronson & Carson, 2019).

In addition to the increase in the number of women incarcerated, there a differ-
ence between men and women in the types of crime for which they are incarcerated. 
Violence and drug trafficking account for 62% of female incarcerations in state and 
federal prisons (Bronson & Carson, 2019). In 2018, the majority of women in state 
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and federal prisons were incarcerated because of drug and property offenses, 
whereas men were more likely to be incarcerated for violent crime (The Sentencing 
Project, 2020). Not only has the number of females incarcerated increased much 
more rapidly than that of men, but the types of offenses women commit have 
changed as well. Two contemporary theories explain the increase and change in 
type of offenses committed in opposite ways.

�Contemporary Theories of Women’s Criminal Behavior

Convergence of opportunity theory suggests that distinctions of typical male and 
female crimes are becoming less clear. Women appear to be committing crimes 
more like those committed by men. Adler (1975) contended that these changes may 
be due to the weakening of the boundaries between traditionally male and female 
spheres. As gender boundaries weaken, women’s opportunities for legitimate activi-
ties increase. As women’s legitimate opportunities increase to be more similar to 
those of men, so too do their illegitimate opportunities. In other words, as women 
participate more in the public sphere of business and politics, opportunities for 
criminal behavior increase, and those behaviors will be more similar to those of men 
(Simon & Landis, 1991). Gang activity, for example, was formerly a behavior that 
was thought to be predominantly male. We have since seen young, female gang 
members whose activities are similar to those of their male counterparts 
(Jankowski, 1991).

Feminist scholars have argued that the increase of women in prison is best 
explained by women’s position in the patriarchal structure of our society 
(Chesney-Lind, 1978; Freidan, 1989; Smart, 1977). Feminist criminologists 
contend that the male-dominated justice system is more concerned with punish-
ing women for deviating from traditional gender roles, rather than for their 
criminal behavior. Discriminatory control theory views there to be a definition 
of morality for women that is different from that for men, and social control 
dynamics place women in a double bind position. For example, mothers who 
find it necessary to be employed to support their children are often labeled inef-
fective because the roles of provider and caring for children are viewed as anti-
thetical. Women are often caught in a no-win situation, not only due to female 
specific attribution but also because of the hierarchical valuation among the 
genders. Figueira-McDonough and Sarri (1987), for example, commenting on 
the classic experiment of Boverman, concluded: “If women had good mental 
health, something was wrong with their womanhood; if they were well adjusted 
to the gender role, they had poor mental health” (p. 23). Should a woman step 
outside of the gender-prescribed roles within the patriarchal order, she is labeled 
deviant (Schur, 1983). Although these two theories may explain sociological 
factors in defining women’s behavior as criminal, they do not address the indi-
vidual characteristics common to women in prison.
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�Characteristics of Women in Prison

Although women in prison represent a diverse population who are incarcerated for 
a variety of crimes, they do share some compelling similarities. The profile of the 
female commitment that emerges in study after study is that of a young, often 
minority, single mother. In 1998, the median age of the female prisoner was 33 years 
in state institutions and 36 years in federal institutions (Beck, 2000). In that same 
year, 67% of women in state and 71% of women in federal prisons were minority, 
the majority of whom were Black (Beck, 2000). The majority of women in state and 
federal prisons have never been married, 47% and 34%, respectively. Sixty-five 
percent of women in state prisons and 59% in federal had dependent children. 
Together these women were mothers to some 110,264 minor children (Beck, 2000), 
emphasizing the importance of focusing on the children of incarcerated parents.

�Special Problems Encountered by Women in Prison

Miller (1977) reported that female offenders were not a priority in the prison sys-
tem. Consequently, still today programs targeted to the prisoner often do not reflect 
an understanding of the complexities of the problems and needs of the female who 
is incarcerated.

History of Abuse  Almost 60% of women living in state prisons reported being 
sexually or physically abused at some point in their lives (Beck, 2000). Patterns of 
such abuse often result in low self-esteem, a precursor to drug and alcohol depen-
dence. According to Young (1995) and Colman and Widom (2004), early childhood 
abuse may also result in depression and problematic and abusive relationships. We 
now recognize these as symptoms of traumatic experiences (van der Kolk, 2014). 
Women in prison who have a history of sexual abuse have been shown to be twice 
as likely to be committed for violent crimes than other women in prison (Bloom 
et al., 1994). Approximately one-third of women in prison have been abused in the 
past by an intimate partner, and one-quarter reported abuse by a family member 
(Beck, 2000). Thus, it is not surprising that women are much more likely to kill a 
partner than to kill anyone else, whereas men are much more likely to perpetrate 
homicides against individuals outside the intimate relationship. For instance, from 
1976 to 1997, 44% of murders committed by women were against a spouse or inti-
mate compared to 11% for men, and of those murdered by women, 10.4% were 
their children or stepchildren compared to 2.2% of those murdered by men 
(Beck, 2000).

Substance Abuse  Women in prison report more drug use before commitment than 
do men. Almost one out of four women reported their crime was a means to obtain-
ing drugs as compared to one out of six men (Beck, 2000). In contrast, 29% of 
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women in state prisons and 15% in federal prisons reported using alcohol at the time 
of their offenses. On all measures of drug use (ever used, using regularly, using in 
the month before, and at time of offense), women report higher rates of use than 
men, whereas men report greater alcohol use (Beck, 2000).

Health  A recent study found 3% of women in federal prisons, 4% in state prisons, 
and 5% in local jails were pregnant when admitted (Daniel, 2019). For women who 
are incarcerated while pregnant, the essentials for a healthy pregnancy such as 
nutritional meals, fresh air and exercise, sanitary conditions, extra vitamins, and 
prenatal care are lacking. A California Department of Health Study indicated that 
one-third of all prison pregnancies ended in late term miscarriages (Kurshan, 1988). 
In the Life issue of October, 1997, a photograph by Jane Evelyn Atwood depicted a 
woman prisoner giving birth with handcuffs on her wrist and shackles on her ankles. 
Although there are now national standards condemning this practice, 12 states have 
not provided any policy to limit restraints during birth (Daniel, 2019). For women 
who do manage to deliver a healthy newborn, forced separation usually comes 
within 24 to 72 hours (Kurshan, 1988).

Poverty  Twenty-seven percent of women in federal prison and 44% of women in 
state prison lack a high school education which sentences them to a lifetime of low 
wage labor. When comparing male and female commitments in state prisons, 60% 
of women were unemployed at the time of their offense compared to 40% of males. 
Thirty percent of all female offenders received public assistance prior to their arrest 
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1999). This may partially explain why many women 
prisoners have a history of poverty. In a society in which money is power, the poor 
woman with children is placed in a catch-22 situation. Unable to economically care 
for herself or her children, she is labeled an inadequate mother. On the other hand, 
if imprisoned for attempting to gain economic power through criminal means, she 
places herself in a position to be further degraded. She is viewed as an unfit mother 
who should not be permitted to take care of her children.

Children  From 1991 to 2007, the number of children with a mother in prison 
more than doubled (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). Koban (1983) found that prior 
to imprisonment, females have closer relationships with their children than do 
males. More children, therefore, are affected by the forced separation due to 
incarceration from their mothers than their fathers, since the majority depend on 
their mothers for economic and emotional support and as the primary caretaker. 
Not only do mothers who are in prison report feeling of depression and despair 
regarding their unavailability to parent their children; they often are consumed 
with fear that the state will assume care for their children. About 33% of moth-
ers do not have relatives who are willing or able to take care of their children 
and therefore require child protective services or other agencies to help with 
out-of-home placement (Smith, 1993). Women prisoners are five times more 
likely than male prisoners to report that their children are in foster care (Glaze 
& Maruschak, 2010).

J. Krysik and N. Vasiliou



233

Stigma  Stigma is an issue for both men and women who are incarcerated; how-
ever, stigma is assumed to be experienced differently by males and females. 
Lombroso (1920) first made the assumption that the role of criminal is more congru-
ent with the adventurous, risk-taking, violent identity that coexists with the male 
identity and which is not a part of the female identity. Once a woman has entered the 
prison system, her defining status is that of deviant. From the moment that she is so 
labeled, observers tend to attribute to her a devalued identity, and her overall char-
acter and ensuing behaviors will be interpreted through such lenses. According to 
Schur (1983), all of her past behavior is then reconstructed to fit the new label. This 
will occur first within the prison system and later as she exits. These problems may 
be compounded for the minority woman who is thrice stigmatized; she is a woman, 
her skin color is not white, and she is labeled a “convict” or a “felon.” The children 
of parents who are incarcerated also experience the stigma of having a parent incar-
cerated, especially when it is a mother.

�Impact of Incarceration on Parenting

In the United States, there are more children with parents who are incarcerated than 
there are people in prison (Shlafer et al., 2019). From 1991 to 2007, the number of 
children with at least one parent incarcerated grew from 860,300 to 1,427,500; and 
the largest growth period occurred between 1991 and 1997 when the number grew 
by over 40% (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). “Women in state prison (62%) were more 
likely than men (51%) to report being a parent” compared to 63% of males and 56% 
of female in federal prisons (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). At the time of a 2004 sur-
vey, the majority of those incarcerated in state (52%) and federal (63%) prisons 
reported having at least one minor child, a quarter of whom were under the age of 
5 years; and one-third of these children will turn 18 while their parent is still incar-
cerated (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010).

It is difficult to quantify the devastating personal loss experienced by parental 
incarceration. Additionally, incarceration presents a myriad of difficulties for the 
individual as well as the family they have left behind. It can be said that the incar-
ceration of a mother may introduce issues of immediacy less present compared with 
paternal incarceration. Of those incarcerated in state institutions who reported being 
a parent, 88% of males reported that their child(ren) were currently being cared for 
by the other parent compared to only 37% of females (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). 
Of those females incarcerated in state prisons, 42% named the child’s grandmother 
as current caregiver (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). Therefore, maternal imprisonment 
may result in immediate effects on the child such as sudden changes in living 
arrangements, separation of siblings, financial instability, and child welfare involve-
ment. It is important to understand that many of these changes may not be tempo-
rary; one study found that only 1  in 11 older children of parents who were 
incarcerated had lived continuously with a primary caregiver since birth 
(Simmons, 2000).
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Impact of Policy  Although the woman who is incarcerated has individual circum-
stances and history, it is important to understand the ways in which public policy 
has impacted women who are incarcerated and their children. In order to explain the 
rampant increase in female incarceration, it is necessary to address the “War on 
Drugs.” President Nixon signed into effect the National War on Drugs in 1972; it 
continued to gain public and governmental support through the 1980s (Amundson 
et al., 2014). The War on Drugs resulted in tougher sentencing, such as minimum 
sentences, prison expansions, and mandatory drug testing (Amundson et al., 2014). 
Public support for the “War” was based on largely misguided inference; the rise in 
incarceration was not a symptom of rising crime, but rather the result of an empha-
sis on punishment (Bloom et al., 2004). Women, namely, poor women of color, were 
disproportionately affected by the harsh policies of the War on Drugs. By the end of 
1996, the number of women in state prisons serving sentences for drug-related 
crimes had jumped to 23,700, up from 2370 in 1986 (Beck, 2000).

Bloom, Chesney-Lind, and Owen (1994) discussed the harsh, lasting societal 
effects of the War on Drugs:

Instead of a policy of last resort, imprisonment has become the first order response for a 
wide range of women offenders that have been disproportionately swept up in this trend. 
This politically motivated legislative response often ignores the fiscal or social costs of 
imprisonment. Thus, the legislature has missed opportunities to prevent women’s crime by 
cutting vitally needed social service and educational programs to fund ever-increasing cor-
rectional budgets. (p. 2)

The War on Drugs set a precedent for further social policies that largely criminal-
ized women. President Clinton’s Welfare Reform Act of 1996 introduced a lifetime 
ban on cash assistance and food stamps for anyone with a prior state or federal drug-
related charge. Although many states have now recognized the ban as harmful and 
have taken steps to remove it, the Act kept necessary aid from many of the most 
vulnerable families (Thompson, 2019). Additionally in 1996, “the federal govern-
ment implemented the ‘One Strike Initiative,’ authorizing local Public Housing 
Authorities (PHA) to obtain from law-enforcement agencies the criminal conviction 
records of all adult applicants or tenants” (Bloom et al., 2004). This initiative not 
only created lasting barriers to housing for formerly incarcerated individuals but 
further strengthened a culture of sustained criminalization of poverty.

Public policy has also impacted the ability for children to be reunified with their 
parent after incarceration. The Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 (ASFA) was 
created with the purpose of attempting to shorten the length of time a child would 
be placed in temporary care as well as addressing the child welfare system’s alleged 
practice of reunifying children and parents too quickly, resulting in reoccurring mal-
treatment (Humphrey et al., 2006). In order to achieve this, “ASFA mandated that a 
permanency planning hearing be held within 12 months of a child entering foster 
care,” 6 months shorter than the previous mandate (Humphrey et al., 2006, p. 114).

Additionally, ASFA also added time limits to reunification services such as coun-
seling, mental health treatment, substance abuse treatment, domestic violence ser-
vices, temporary childcare, and transportation accommodations (Humphrey et al., 
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2006). If the permanency hearing finds that reunification with a child’s family of 
origin is not possible, the plan must state whether a child will be referred for adop-
tion or legal guardianship; if it is determined that the child will be referred for adop-
tion, the state will file a petition for the termination of parental rights (Humphrey 
et al., 2006, p. 114).

ASFA has garnered harsh criticism for the impact the policy has on parents who 
are incarcerated and their families (D’Andre & Valdez, 2012). Many incarcerated 
parents are forced to terminate their parental rights before even being released from 
prison. Often, incarcerated parents are not even able to participate in the perma-
nency hearing at all. Sherry (2010) identifies various communication breakdowns 
between the prison system and child welfare agencies as possible reasons for this, 
“Sometimes the [court] order does not make it to the prison on time or the inmate 
may have transferred to another prison” (p. 385). Of note, although a parent may be 
able to access reunification services while incarcerated, this access is not guaran-
teed, and the services vary in quality, target population, and staffing (Tuerk & Loper, 
2006). A 2006 study on the effects of ASFA on families found that important 
decision-making time was shortened, reducing families’ access to services that 
could result in reunification (Humphrey et al., 2006).

ASFA also brings to light the gaps that exist between the child welfare sys-
tem and kinship care, the care of children by family members or fictive kin. 
“Placement of children with relatives, which would avoid the harsh ASFA man-
date, is hampered by state policies that provide less financial aid to relatives 
who are caregivers than to nonrelative foster caregivers” (Bloom et al., 2004, 
p. 41). Although financial assistance varies across states, this assistance “may 
equate to less than one half of what foster care providers receive” (Wu & Snyder, 
2019, p. 163).

Maintaining Connections Through Incarceration  One way for incarcerated par-
ents to facilitate a parenting relationship with their child(ren) is through visits and 
communication such as phone calls and letter writing. However, current practices, 
apart from the pandemic which shut down in-person visiting, make it extremely dif-
ficult for families to maintain constant, meaningful contact with their loved one 
during incarceration. A survey on prison visiting policies by Yale Law School found 
that state policies regarding visits vary greatly in approach and outcome (Boudin 
et al., 2013). Several states place limitations on how long visitors are allowed to 
visit, while other states have policies to ensure a “minimum number of days or 
hours visits must be made available” (Boudin et al., 2013 p. 161). Visitation rights 
may also be impacted on the security classification of the person who is incarcer-
ated, which is dependent on crimes and behavior within the prison (Boudin et al., 
2013). These policies sometimes extend beyond the individual who is incarcerated; 
“policies often exclude individuals with criminal records from visiting” (Boudin 
et al., 2013, p. 165). Fifty-eight percent of mothers in state prison reported having a 
family member who has been incarcerated (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). For chil-
dren of incarcerated parents currently in the care of family or friends, this rule may 
impact their ability to ever visit their parent.
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Family visits for females who are incarcerated are more problematic than for 
males, simply because there are fewer prisons for women and distance from home 
may make visits impossible. A 2015 report by prisonpolicy.org showed that among 
people incarcerated less than 50 miles from home, 50 percent received one visit in 
a month (Rabuy & Kopf, 2015). When the number of miles increased to between 50 
and 100, the percent who received one visit per month dropped to 40 percent; and 
between 101 and 500 miles, only 25 percent were visited (Rabuy & Kopf, 2015). 
This poses a challenge for mothers who, on average, are incarcerated 160 miles 
from their children (Travis et al., 2005). A national study revealed that only about 
8% of mothers had visits from their children once a week, 35% reported weekly 
telephone contact, 35% had weekly mail contact, and 58% reported never receiving 
a visit from their children throughout their incarceration (Glaze & Maruschak, 
2010). Due to distance, telephone communication and letter writing may serve as 
the only feasible avenue to maintain familial connections. However, for people 
incarcerated in jails or private prisons, phone or video calls can be very expensive 
(Wagner & Jones, 2019).

�Discussion

When considering program and policy responses to address the issues faced by 
women who are incarcerated and their children, it is important to begin with a wide 
variety of research and theory. The research, such as that presented in this chapter, 
helps to establish the issue as a social problem, i.e., a condition that affects a sizable 
number of people, that threatens established societal values and that inspires a col-
lective action with an associated commitment of resources to better the condition.

The presentation of data in this chapter supports that the number of women who 
are incarcerated in jails and prisons has grown rapidly, and together these women 
are mothers to a large number of children, many of whom are very young. Theory 
and research contribute to a multidimensional, nuanced understanding of the prob-
lem. The theories presented in this chapter that help explain the increase in the 
incarceration of women are grounded in gender. For instance, convergence of 
opportunity theory suggests that activities that were previously outside of the pre-
scribed gender roles for females, e.g., participation in gang and illicit drug activity, 
have become more acceptable and available for women. At the same time, the focus 
on punishment for stepping outside prescribed gender roles was emphasized with 
the War on Drugs and spread into other policy areas including mandatory minimum 
sentencing, child welfare, public housing, and income support programs. Research 
on the characteristics of women who are incarcerated, i.e., predominantly poor, 
single, minority, and lacking education, helps to understand the pull toward illegiti-
mate opportunities.

Research also shows that women who are incarcerated are also more likely than 
their nonincarcerated peers to have histories of abuse, which can lead to the use of 
illicit substances as a means of coping and involvement in emotionally and 
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physically abusive relationships. Early abuse histories are associated with a host of 
adverse health and mental health behaviors and adverse consequences. These condi-
tions make women vulnerable to participation in activities that can lead to incar-
ceration, such as participation in domestic violence, drug use, and other crimes of 
survival.

In its focus on punishment, courts have long ignored women’s caretaking roles 
and responsibilities and have not considered the consequences on millions of chil-
dren, separated from their main caretaker and left in the care of relatives or placed 
in the care of strangers.

An approach that is focused on well-being, as well as accountability, would 
include both prevention and intervention. Primary prevention would target the pre-
vention of abuse during childhood, to avoid the adverse childhood experiences asso-
ciated with risk behaviors and their consequences. Secondary prevention would 
target emotional healing and healthy coping strategies for those who have experi-
enced early abuse and neglect or other forms of childhood trauma such as the sepa-
ration from a parent through death, divorce, or incarceration. Prevention would also 
target enhanced education and employment skills, especially in depressed areas that 
lead to a living wage, with opportunities for women to earn a living through legiti-
mate means and the provision of support for family caregiving responsibilities.

Some states have passed policies to help reduce the traumatic experiences of 
arrest of a parent through law officer training and the development of arrest proto-
cols such as asking adults if they are parents of minor children who may be at risk 
due to the arrest and considering children during sentencing procedures. For those 
women who are incarcerated, approaches to sentencing should consider their care-
taking responsibilities, with alternatives to incarceration for nonviolent and low-
level offenses, especially when incarceration would make ongoing contact with 
children unlikely due to distance, cost, and the availability of a third party to facili-
tate visits. All policy should be considered in terms of its impact on the well-being 
of children, for instance, policies that regulate rates for calling services, the receipt 
of mail by incarcerated individuals (e.g., postcard only mail rules), and child-
friendly visit rules and settings.

When children enter the child welfare system due to parental incarceration, 
courts and child welfare agencies should make additional efforts to ensure the par-
ent who is incarcerated is represented in the dependency hearings and case plan-
ning. Engaging parents who are incarcerated in decisions about their children’s care 
can make the difference between the child being placed in stranger foster care in an 
unknown family and even culture and community, to care with friends and family 
members who can help maintain the parent/child bond and cultural and community 
connections over the course of incarceration. This requires protocol, training, and 
assessment, with the option of promoting legislation if the outcomes are not as 
expected.

While incarcerated, women need opportunities to increase their education and 
parenting knowledge and skills and interventions to help them heal from past trau-
mas. The best approaches build on cultural strengths and when possible incorporate 
cultural practices. It is through these opportunities that women are able to work 
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through the shame and stigma of incarceration, value themselves as positive par-
ents, even if that means making the decision that someone else should parent their 
children through guardianship or adoption.

Pregnancy is not a rare event among incarcerated women, and these women need 
access to healthy foods, prenatal vitamins, and medical care to increase their chances 
to safely deliver healthy infants. Some states have banned the practice of shackling 
during delivery, and some programs allow women to bond with their babies until 
they reach a certain age. These programs are few and little is known about their 
outcomes. Women who are reentering society post incarceration need support for 
housing and employment so that they can be reunified with their children if safely 
possible and to help them avoid opportunities to recidivate. Important reentry poli-
cies include the “ban the box” initiative that ensures prospective employees are 
considered on their merits rather than discriminated against on the basis of their 
criminal history.

Efforts to continue data collection to understand the magnitude of social problem 
should be ongoing. Until recently, the number, characteristics, and experiences of 
women who are incarcerated and their children have remained largely hidden. In 
general, much more research is needed on policies and interventions prior to, dur-
ing, and post incarceration. Although there is a cost associated with prevention and 
rehabilitative interventions, it would be recouped in healthier children beginning in 
early childhood and the future productive involvement of the women.
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Estimates show that 52% of people incarcerated in state prison and 63% incar-
cerated in federal prison were parents to minor children (Glaze & Maruschak, 
2010). Consequently, over five million US children under the age of 14, or 7% 
of all children who resided with their parent, have been separated because of 
prison or jail (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). An important aspect of incarceration 
in the United States is the large racial disparities in the US criminal justice sys-
tem. Compared to their white counterparts, African American children are six 
times more likely to have an incarcerated parent (11.4% compared to 1.8%), 
while Latinx children (at 3.5%) are approximately two times more likely (The 
Pew Charitable Trusts, 2010).

The staggering economic, social, and human costs to society resulting from mass 
incarceration call for research and evidence to inform “Smart Decarceration” poli-
cies and practices that reduce imprisonment, promote safety and well-being, cham-
pion justice, and support communities most impacted by mass incarceration. Social 
Work’s Smart Decarceration Grand Challenge addresses mass incarceration by 
reducing the criminal justice system’s reach and working toward outcomes that 
reduce racial, behavioral health, and LGBTQ-related disparities in the criminal jus-
tice system (Epperson & Pettus-Davis, 2017).

Families of incarcerated parents are one of the groups most impacted and bur-
dened by mass incarceration, increasing family instability, economic hardship, sub-
stance use, and mental health challenges (Arditti, 2012; Schwartz-Soicher et  al., 
2011; Sugie, 2012; Wakefield & Uggen, 2010; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2018). 
Consequently, parental incarceration has been consistently associated with negative 
outcomes for children, including increased behavioral and mental health problems, 
cognitive delays, homelessness, academic difficulties, and exposure to other adverse 
childhood experiences (ACEs), adjusting for a range of characteristics (Gottlieb, 
2016; Turney, 2018; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2014; Wildeman, 2009). These unique 
challenges call for action that addresses families’ needs in innovative ways. The 
social work profession is well positioned to lead these innovation efforts with a 
focus on decarcerating parents and proposing actions that maximize child and fam-
ily well-being (Pettus-Davis, 2012).

Given the staggering effects of mass incarceration on American families, this 
chapter aims to bring attention to the intersection of incarcerated parents and 
children and the Smart Decarceration Grand Challenge. We do this by focusing 
on variation within the criminal justice system itself and on contexts that shape 
the experience of families during and after parental incarceration, including dif-
ferences in prison and jail settings, variation in programs and services, and ways 
of maintaining parent-child contact. We conclude with recommendations 
informed by the Smart Decarceration Grand Challenge about partnerships, pro-
grams, and policies that aim to foster resiliency and improve outcomes for 
impacted families.
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�Do Differences in Prisons and Jails Matter for Families?

Prisons are defined as long-term confinement facilities that typically hold people 
convicted of crimes serving sentences of more than 1  year (Bronson & Carson, 
2019). The United States operates 50 state prison systems and one federal prison 
system, collectively housing 1,833 separate state prisons and 110 federal prisons 
(Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). Estimates also suggest that 28 states incarcerate people 
in privately operated prisons (The Sentencing Project, 2019). Differences in prison 
rules and operations between states, and even between facilities within states, can 
have implications for children and families. The type of prison facility where a per-
son is incarcerated can affect the physical proximity of a child to their incarcerated 
parent, the regulations that dictate visiting options, the type of contact children and 
parents can have during visits, and the availability of family-friendly or parent-
focused services for the incarcerated parent (Shlafer et  al., 2015; Turney & 
Goodsell, 2018).

In contrast to prisons, jails are local correctional facilities designed for individu-
als awaiting trial and those serving short-term sentences, typically 1 year or less. 
Jails include city and county correctional facilities, work release programs, and 
temporary holding or lock-up facilities (Bronson & Carson, 2019). According to the 
Bureau of Justice Assistance, there are 3,134 local jails and 80 Indian country jails 
in the United States (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). The size, physical structure, and 
purpose of these correctional facilities vary widely. Over 50% of jails house 100 
people or less, with 33% housing less than 50 people. On the other hand, 4% of jails 
house 1,000 to 2,500 individuals, and 1% (or 30 correctional institutions) house 
more than 2,500 people (Zeng, 2019), with the largest jail systems housing up to 
19,000 individuals—a capacity that is larger than the entire correctional population 
of 24 state correctional systems (Bronson & Carson, 2019).

Since people incarcerated in prison serve longer sentences than those in jails, 
prisons admit and release fewer people each year compared to jails and generally 
have more formalized policies pertaining to contact with children and other family 
members, as well as different types of services and programs (Poehlmann-Tynan, 
2015). In 2017, for instance, 10.6 million people entered jail compared to 600,000 
admitted to prison (Bronson & Carson, 2019; Zeng, 2019). Over 745,000 individu-
als, or one-third of the correctional population, were being held in jails in 2017, an 
estimated two-thirds of whom were awaiting trial; additionally, over 50% of the jail 
population turns over each week with an average stay of 26 days (Zeng, 2019). This 
dynamic leads to “churning” in and out of jails, resulting in considerably higher jail 
admission rates compared to prisons.

Although incarceration in the United States occurs most frequently in jails with 
higher rates of people entering and exiting than in prisons, research on incarcer-
ated parents and their children most commonly focuses on prisons or does not 
differentiate between the different types of corrections settings (Eddy & 
Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019). Consequently, less is understood about jails and the 
implications for children whose parents cycle in and out of local correctional 
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institutions and as a result are removed from the home for frequent, but short peri-
ods of time (Siegel & Luther, 2019). Unlike prisons, jails are local correctional 
facilities and as such are generally found in or near the communities they serve. 
Because of this, children and caregivers may live in closer proximity to the incar-
cerated parent resulting in more opportunities to visit than if the parent was held 
in a prison. However, there is considerable variation within jails in the type of 
visiting options available. A survey of 50 jails, one from each state in the United 
States, found significant differences in visit types across jails, including barrier 
visits using plexiglass (most common), on-site video visits, off-site video visits, 
and face-to-face or contact visits (least common). In the case of one jail (located 
in Wisconsin), visits by minors were prohibited all together (Shlafer et al., 2015).

Distinctions between jails and prisons are important because most jails are not 
designed to incarcerate people for long periods of time and, as a result, lack the 
space and resources needed to support face-to-face visitation and programming for 
parents and children (Shlafer et al., 2015). This applies especially to smaller jails 
because their size and construction place physical limitations on available visitation 
and programming space, even when opportunities to develop such services are 
available through community collaborations. While some research has suggested 
that families are more likely to visit jailed parents because they live in closer prox-
imity to the jail (Arditti et al., 2003), other evidence finds that phone calls are the 
most common form of contact between children and their jailed parents (Shlafer 
et al., 2020).

Since prisons are designed to confine people for longer periods of time, they may 
have the staff and infrastructure needed to provide incarcerated individuals with 
opportunities for family contact and programming that promotes parent-child inter-
actions and communication during the incarceration stay. Yet, even within a single 
prison system (e.g., within the same state), actual prison facilities vary widely in 
terms of number, size, location, programming, and policies as related to visitation 
and other forms of contact with families (Shlafer et al., 2015).

�Programs and Services for Incarcerated Parents

To address the negative consequences of incarceration on children and to improve 
parents’ life outcomes, programs have been developed to assist parents with various 
aspects of their family life and parenting role in correctional and community set-
tings. Although research is limited, parenting programs in corrections have been 
linked to improvements in adjustment and misconduct during incarceration 
(Cochran, 2012; Eddy et al., 2013; Pierce et al., 2018), increases in parenting knowl-
edge and improvements in parent-child relationship quality (Armstrong et  al., 
2017), and reductions in recidivism and better employment and mental health out-
comes for the parent upon release (Duwe & Clark, 2013; Visher, 2013). However, 
widespread adoption of such programs—in particular, practices that promote 
parent-child contact—have been limited as a consequence of corrections 
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administrators’ safety and security concerns (Peterson et al., 2019) and a lack of 
rigorously evaluated evidence-based models (Loper et al., 2019).

To the extent that parenting education and visitation programs exist in prisons 
and jails, they tend to differ widely along several dimensions, including when ser-
vices are delivered (during or after incarceration), where they are offered (inside 
corrections institutions or in the community), and who delivers them (corrections 
staff, volunteers, social service providers). Treatment models and the level of 
assessed risk for recidivism also influence whether someone is offered parenting-
related services at all. For prisons that rely on Andrews and Bonta’s (2010) Risk-
Need-Responsivity (RNR) model (one of the most widely used and influential 
treatment planning tools in corrections), higher-risk individuals may be offered pro-
grams unavailable to lower-risk individuals because the model is designed so that 
higher-risk individuals receive more intensive services than those with lower risk 
(Batastini et al., 2018). However, even treatment for high-risk individuals may not 
include family-focused services since parenting skills and family relationships are 
considered of only moderate relevance to reducing criminal behavior (Andrews & 
Bonta, 2010). Thus, correctional systems' use of the RNR model may be leading to 
less uptake of potentially beneficial services for parents in two ways. First, low-
risk parents simply may not be offered potentially stabilizing services (e.g., parent-
ing or relationship skill building classes) that promote pro-social behavior. 
Second, high-risk parents are limited to treatments that are considered of higher 
relevance for future recidivism. Because the RNR model may not adequately assess 
the full range of treatment needs of incarcerated individuals (Ward, 2015), alterna-
tive ways of prescribing treatment plans that include assessing parents' needs for 
parent-child contact and parenting skills and knowledge may be an area for future 
consideration (e.g., Veeh et al., 2018).

Programs available to incarcerated parents may also differ based on the parents’ 
correctional facility setting. For instance, curriculum-based programs with modules 
or lessons that build on one another in successive classes may be offered in prisons 
but not jails because individuals tend to serve longer, more predictable sentences in 
prisons. For example, the Parenting Inside Out parent management training pro-
gram (Eddy et al., 2013) offers 60–90 hours of curriculum content for prisons usu-
ally delivered over the course of 12–18 weeks. A 24-hour jail version does exist in 
order to increase feasibility of delivery over a short period of time. Indeed, some 
jails do have the capacity to offer regular and comprehensive programming. Two 
examples include jails in San Francisco, California, and Allegheny County, 
Pennsylvania, which offer parenting classes based on manualized curricula to 
fathers and mothers (Peterson et al., 2015). These locations partner with local social 
service agencies who help provide parenting classes and other services that promote 
parent-child contact and bonding.

Other variations in family-focused programming, both within and between 
correctional settings, include delivery format (group meetings vs. one-on-one 
sessions), length of the program (number of sessions), and frequency of groups 
(e.g., biweekly, weekly). Significant variation in program structure centers 
around the type and scope of family-focused practices that correctional facilities 
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incorporate into their daily operations. For instance, the only family related pro-
gramming in prisons and jails might be an assessment at intake to evaluate imme-
diate parental needs because of the parent’s incarceration (e.g., are children safe, 
does the parent need to make a call about the child). However, in comparison, the 
assessment at intake might instead gauge interest in family-focused and parent-
ing classes, which could then be provided during incarceration (Peterson 
et al., 2019).

Corrections settings also vary widely in terms of the information provided to 
family members who want to visit in person or communicate by way of mail, email, 
or video. There is little research on correctional practices related to how family 
members are notified of visiting rules and other inmate communication guidelines 
or how to make a visit appointment. Furthermore, practices vary within and between 
correctional facilities related to sharing information about where incarcerated peo-
ple are located and when they are transferred between facilities. Additionally, there 
is no consistency in how incarcerated individuals and their families are notified 
about family-focused programs that will be offered to the parent in prison or jail or 
information about resources that could be helpful to affected children and caregiv-
ers in the community.

�Contact and Communication

Services and policies that promote contact and communication between children 
and their incarcerated parents have the potential to positively influence parent-child 
relationships during incarceration (Poehlmann et al., 2010) and strengthen relation-
ship bonds important to parental involvement and residence with children after 
release (Charles et al., 2021). However, the type of contact and the frequency with 
which it occurs varies significantly across correctional settings with implications for 
the well-being of children and parents. Moreover, not all incarcerated parents and 
families have equal access to these forms of contact, highlighting the economic 
disparities that incarcerated individuals and their families often face. Evidence sug-
gests that financially vulnerable families find it hard to afford the costs associated 
with maintaining contact with their incarcerated family members. Expenses related 
to travel and transportation (Christian, 2005; Clark & Duwe, 2017; Cochran et al., 
2016), calls, and mail to correctional facilities can prove prohibitive (Christian 
et al., 2006) making it difficult or impossible for children to talk with, see, or other-
wise communicate with their parent.

Variations in visiting patterns among children and family members exist for a 
myriad of reasons. Traveling long distances, inadequate and unfriendly visiting 
spaces for children, and unclear visiting policies (e.g., what to wear, when to visit, 
what can be brought into the facility) all contribute to the barriers that families face 
when considering visitation opportunities (Schirmer et  al., 2009). A fifty-state 
review of visiting policies in state prisons and the federal prison system revealed 
similarities, as well as wide-spread differences across systems with no clear 
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understanding or explanation as to the source of the policies (Boudin et al., 2013). 
For instance, North Carolina restricts visits to weekly, 2-hour sessions, while 
New York allows for visiting 365 days a year. South Dakota restricts who can be on 
an  incarcerated person's visiting list (two people plus family members), while 
California allows individuals to list any number of people. In the case of jails, evi-
dence suggests that family members may be more likely to visit because they live 
closer to the facility (Arditti et al., 2003). However, jail visitation policies often vary 
more than they do within state prison systems because of the discretion that local 
administrators have on visiting policies.

Letters represent the most frequent and common form of communication and 
contact between incarcerated parents and their children (Shlafer et al., 2015) for 
various reasons (e.g., affordable, can be saved and re-read). However, there are cer-
tain drawbacks as well. For instance, mail correspondence is less instantaneous, and 
the frequency and sensitivity of certain life-events may not be communicated in 
letters. Also, younger children often rely on their caretakers to assist with reading 
the letter and corresponding (Shlafer et al., 2015).

While phone calls are the second most common form of communication, they 
present monetary and privacy challenges, where the correctional facility environ-
ment can make it difficult to share personal matters (Shlafer et al., 2015). Email 
correspondence or electronic messaging is a potentially lower-cost option for some 
incarcerated parents and their loved ones; however, computer and Internet availabil-
ity vary across facilities, nearly all messaging services charge fees, and many insti-
tutions block messages, limit the length of messages, and restrict attachments 
(Raher, 2016).

This said, innovative strategies have been developed in some states that offer 
family support services, including various types of contact between children and 
incarcerated parents (McKay et al., 2010). For example, some correctional facilities 
provide child-friendly visiting services specifically for children and their incarcer-
ated mothers (Peterson et al., 2019), such as a Texas prison’s implementation of the 
“Sesame Street Goes to Prison” curriculum (Poehlmann-Tyan et al., 2020) or the 
New Jersey Department of Corrections’ case managers who assist with visitation 
barriers (McKay et al., 2010). Case managers help arrange travel plans, submit doc-
umentation, and schedule visits. While research has found that settings with sup-
portive services are more likely to have a positive effect on children and incarcerated 
parents (Poehlmann et  al., 2010), some correctional environments facilitate less 
secure attachment between children and their parents. Often seen in jail settings, 
these facilities permit visits through plexiglass and provide minimal to no opportu-
nity for children and their parents to hug, hold hands, or interact naturally (Loper 
et al., 2009; Poehlmann-Tyan & Pritzl, 2019).

A more recent method of communication that is drawing increased attention in 
both prisons and jails is the use of video chat through platforms similar to Zoom or 
Skype. While the evidence in this area is not well understood, research is underway 
to develop and test enhanced parent-child visits that include a combination of sup-
portive visit coaching with jailed parents and at home caregivers and video chat 
technology, Internet access, and other family-friendly educational apps (e.g., health, 
finances, and parenting).
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�Recommendations from a Smart Decarceration Perspective

Our review points to evidence that interactions between parents and children in 
prisons and jails vary widely. Drawing from this information, we conclude with a 
set of recommendations that reflect the Smart Decarceration Grand Challenge goals 
put forth to help shape the identification, implementation, and evaluation of innova-
tive strategies aimed at undoing decades of mass incarceration. The goals, which 
include (1) substantially reducing the incarcerated population in jails and prisons, 
(2) redressing existing social disparities among the incarcerated, and (3) maximiz-
ing public safety and well-being, act as guideposts to help ensure that we achieve 
effective, sustainable, and socially just decarceration (Epperson & Pettus-Davis, 
2017). With these goals in mind, there are three pathways we hypothesize would be 
advantageous to pursue in promoting child and family well-being for incarcerated 
parents and their children. The first is to consider alternative sentencing or diversion 
away from prison or jail for parents. The second is to develop and test parenting 
programs inside corrections settings and support services for children and families 
in the community. The third is to ensure that parents and children are provided 
opportunities for contact and communication during incarceration.

�Alternative Sentencing

One mechanism to decarcerate parents is to employ alternative sentencing strate-
gies, an approach already used with certain groups through specialized courts (e.g., 
drug courts, mental health courts), typically used for individuals convicted of low-
level offenses and implemented through time served under community supervision 
or probation (Tyuse & Linhorst, 2005). These alternative sentencing models often 
combine social services (e.g., mental and behavioral health treatment), with close 
monitoring and restrictions in the community to address various needs and disor-
ders while maximizing public safety. The empirical evidence on the success of these 
alternative sentencing strategies is mixed. However, findings from the use of drug 
courts suggest favorable effects (i.e., reductions in recidivism and substance abuse), 
as do the use of mental health courts (i.e., decreases in recidivism) (Honegger, 
2015). But, many of the studies are fraught with methodological problems limiting 
the degree to which conclusions can be drawn, pointing to the need for improve-
ments in research in order to rigorously assess their impacts (Epperson et al., 2014).

Despite the mixed findings about these more established alternative court mod-
els, early evidence about alternative programs geared toward parents suggests 
promising findings and is a strategy receiving increased attention (Goldman, et al., 
2019). For example, Washington state’s Community Parenting Alternative program, 
which allows for a parent to serve their last year of incarceration in the community 
with monitoring and a sponsor, shows that the odds of recidivism are reduced by 
over 70% compared to similar non-participating parents (Agular & Leavell, 2017). 
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Oklahoma instituted an alternative sentencing program for incarcerated mothers 
with substance abuse disorders in 2009 through a partnership between the George 
Kaiser Family Foundation and a community-based organization serving children 
and families. Research from this program shows promising effects on children with 
mothers who had an alternative sentence compared to mothers who served their 
sentence in prison with children performing better on externalizing behavior prob-
lems, parental trust, parental alienation and communication, and parent-child 
attachment (Fry-Geier & Hellman, 2017).

Oregon also instituted a model in 2016, the Family Sentencing Alternative Pilot 
Program, under House Bill 3503. This program serves parents with non-violent 
offenses facing a prison sentence whose children are at risk of entering foster care. 
Early evidence shows a range of positive outcomes including increased patience 
with children, motivation to succeed while on probation, and enthusiasm for the 
future (Oregon Department of Human Services, 2019). While probation agents 
attribute these early findings to more intensive and specialized supervision and 
interaction with participants and increased resources geared toward meeting fami-
lies’ needs (e.g., parenting classes, substance abuse treatment, mental health ser-
vices, life skills classes), more time is needed to assess outcomes on recidivism and 
housing and employment stability (Oregon Department of Human Services, 2019).

While the number of studies evaluating the effects of alternative sentencing mod-
els in the United States are limited, evidence from other countries suggest a clearer 
picture of potential promise for positive outcomes among parents and their children. 
Analyses from a longitudinal data registry of the Danish population suggest a range 
of encouraging findings (see Goldman et al., 2019, for a more extensive discussion). 
Evidence about children of incarcerated parents indicates lower risk of foster care 
place (Andersen & Wildeman, 2014) and a decreased likelihood of being charged 
with a criminal offense in early adulthood (Wildeman & Andersen, 2017). Research 
about parental outcomes finds a reduction in social welfare dependence (Andersen 
& Andersen, 2014) and some indication of lower recidivism in the short run 
(Andersen, 2015).

�Family-Focused Programming and Strategies

Alternative sentences that allow parents to remain in the community should be 
matched with programs and services that promote rehabilitation and address under-
lying conditions linked to criminal justice system involvement during and after 
incarceration in cases where getting locked up cannot be avoided. Programs and 
services should address individual needs (e.g., trauma, mental illness, substance 
abuse disorders, parenting skills, and family connections) and contextual factors if 
possible (e.g., poverty, housing instability, child welfare system involvement). 
Differences in the proximity of prisons and jails to family members and children, as 
well as variation in services and programs in different types of institutions, should 
be accounted for when implementing models that are family friendly.
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Jails, whose location closer to families makes visits less onerous, generally have 
fewer programs and services. As such, they could be the focus of models to support 
parenting and child connections. For example, Dane County Jail in Wisconsin 
recently instituted a screener at booking, which can be used to identify individuals 
who are parents that then trigger referrals and services (C. Jones, personal commu-
nication, October 30, 2020). The screener questions include “Are you a primary 
caregiver for any child(ren) under the age of 18?” “Do you have any concerns about 
your child’s safety and well-being right now?” (If yes, the parent is offered a free 
phone call to confirm the child’s location and safety.) “Would you like your infor-
mation shared with the Dane County Jail Family Connections Social Worker who 
can follow up with you to provide information and resources for family services 
available at the jail?” And finally, “Are you interested in information about how to 
communicate and visit with your family and child(ren) while you are housed at the 
jail?” If yes, they are offered information about a tablet for communication (e.g., 
video visits, messaging, photo sharing), setting up a phone account for calls, and 
details on visiting policies. Instituting screeners like this at the front end of incar-
ceration, combined with assessments to determine other needs before release from 
jail or prison, are necessary to link parents to services that match the support they 
require to be successful in the long run.

Research suggests that parents are interested in programs that focus on rebuild-
ing relationships with caregivers and family members, maintaining child contact, 
and strengthening parenting skills, as well as programs that offer counseling and 
treatment to address trauma and behavioral and mental health disorders (Charles 
et al., 2019; Dworsky et al., 2020). Strengthening parenting skills and knowledge, 
and increasing family connections while separated, can help ease the transition to 
the community and to parenting once released (Miller et al., 2014). Drawing from 
an ecological systems approach (Holmes et al., 2010), interventions in the commu-
nity can also work to support family members (e.g., partners, relatives, children) of 
those currently and formerly incarcerated so that their needs are also addressed 
(Pettus-Davis, 2021). An example of how to engage loved ones of formerly incar-
cerated parents in programming is to offer similar services to both family members. 
For example, instead of solely providing parenting services to the formerly incar-
cerated parent, invite the other caregiver (e.g., mother, grandparent) of the child to 
participate as well. Complementing parenting services with other needed supports 
such as counseling and support groups so that fathers, mothers, as well as their part-
ners and relatives can share experiences, offer support to one another, and build 
knowledge and skills, is also critical (Eddy et al., 2013; Fontaine et al., 2017).

In addition, evidence shows that inadequate housing, lack of education, and 
unemployment top the list of needs that parents have when asked about the supports 
required to keep them from being incarcerated in the future (Muentner & Charles, 
2020). While continued research is needed to build evidence about parenting pro-
grams, findings suggest promise when these services are combined with other criti-
cally needed supports. Termed “multimodal” (Eddy et al., 2019), this approach aims 
to address the range of needs that people have (Western, 2018). Services that can be 
useful cut across multiple domains including employment training and job 
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placement assistance, transitional and permanent housing, guaranteed drug treat-
ment and healthcare services, mentoring or peer support, and case management.

These programs and services should be provided through a linked service deliv-
ery system that begins upon entry to prison or jail and continues after release by 
using “in-reach” with community staff or volunteers who go into the prison and jail 
to assess needs and develop a reentry plan pre-release that continues with consistent 
transitional support once a person returns to the community (Miller & Miller, 2010). 
Moreover, these services should be comprehensive (i.e., meeting multiple needs), 
evidence-based, and social justice focused (i.e., use strategies that keep children and 
families safe while making opportunities available to justice-involved individuals so 
they can meaningfully transform their lives) (Poehlmann-Tynan & Eddy, 2019; 
Epperson & Pettus-Davis, 2015).

�Maintaining Connections during Incarceration

In addition to the need for family-focused services and programs, it is important for 
children and parents to directly communicate with one another during incarceration 
in order to maintain parent-child bonds. While in-person contact is preferred by 
many people including incarcerated parents and advocates, there are circumstances 
that make visits with direct contact not possible or unsafe (e.g., distance, COVID-19) 
and instances when parents and caregivers simply prefer to not have their children 
visit a corrections setting.

Traditional forms of communication including in-person or contact visits, tele-
phone, and letter writing have largely been associated with a range of positive out-
comes for parents, although conclusions are uncertain owing to variability in the 
rigor of studies on the topic (see De Claire & Dixon, 2017, for a review of in-person 
visits). This said, available evidence suggests promise for incarcerated individuals 
who have contact with loved ones including improved mental health post-release 
(Folk, et al., 2019), successful future employment, lower levels of substance use 
(Visher, et al., 2013), and less recidivism (Duwe & Clark, 2013). It is important to 
note, however, that the quality of visits can impact the range of outcomes experi-
enced by incarcerated parents, children, and family members (Poehlmann-Tynan & 
Pritzl, 2019). For instance, without supportive interventions that accompany visits 
to help children and parents have positive interactions (Poehlmann, et al., 2010), 
when plexiglass is used to separate children from their parents (Poehlmann-Tynan, 
et  al., 2015), when visiting spaces are unfriendly for children (Dworksky et  al., 
2020), and when noisy, public, controlling visiting environments prohibit hugging 
and sharing of personal experiences and feelings, contact between parents and their 
children can lead to more, not less, problems. For instance, studies have found in 
some circumstances, contact (via plexiglass) leads to increased child anxiety and 
behavior problems (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2015) and less parent-child closeness 
(Beckmeyer & Arditti, 2014). As such, support services and parenting programs 
that include in-person contact when feasible, child-friendly visiting spaces, and 
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family-focused visiting practices that promote closeness and bonding are needed so 
that parents have the greatest chance of fulfilling their parenting role (Peterson 
et al., 2019).

A newer, but now exploding form of communication owing to COVID-19 is 
video chat or video visitation. Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, video chat was 
being used or explored by approximately 500 institutions across the United States 
in some way (Rabuy & Wagner, 2015). While research is needed to obtain an accu-
rate estimate of where video visitation is being used, how frequently, and at what 
cost today, the evidence is beginning to build and suggests that when implemented 
with appropriate supports, video visits can offer significant benefits to children and 
their parents as a supplement to in-person contact visits (McLeod & Bonsu, 2018; 
Skora Horgan & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2020; and see chapter in this volume on 
enhanced child visits).

�Conclusion

The family-related consequences of incarceration are widespread impacting chil-
dren, parents, relatives, and entire communities in ways that are often lost in the 
shadows of the criminal justice system. The Smart Decarceration Grand Challenge 
seeks to bring light to those shadows by transforming programs, policies, and 
research efforts so that the incarcerated population is reduced, and evidence-driven 
strategies take the place of unjust, unsafe, and unsustainable practices. Smart 
Decarceration offers an opportune way to prioritize the needs of incarcerated par-
ents, to make changes to systems to promote child well-being, and to work toward 
preventing future generations of parents behind bars.
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�Epilogue

I was fortunate to have been asked to deliver the closing keynote address for the 
Arizona State University Children of Incarcerated Parents (CIP) Annual Conference 
in Phoenix on April 17, 2019. The following is not a mere duplication of that talk, 
but instead an attempt to restyle it in a way more suitable for this volume.

I am pleased that I had the opportunity to attend the multiday conference which 
began in April 14. With the closing address in mind, I paid close attention to the 
messages presented in plenary sessions, workshops, the informal discussions with 
attendees at tables and during breaks, as well as with exhibitors at their booths. I 
was fascinated to have met some extremely talented persons committed to learning 
more about, and furthering the knowledge of, CIP.

My career in corrections administration began in 1973. Among other posts, it 
included years of service as prison warden, Deputy Director, and Director of the 
Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction. I held the director’s position for 
over 15 years until my retirement from state service in 2006. Additionally, I have 
served as president of two national corrections organizations and vice-chair of an 
international prisons association—allowing me to stay active with this work on a 
global scale.

From the outset of my corrections career, I strove to better understand, and in 
turn educate persons about, CIP. This commitment included developing programs 
and services intended to “break the cycle” of children of incarcerated persons beat-
ing the odds of becoming justice involved. Following my retirement, my drive to 
advance social justice did not wane.

In choosing the title of my keynote address, “A Call to Action,” I considered that 
despite the ever-emerging data and increased societal awareness around CIP, a long 
road of advocacy lies ahead. The mass incarceration of persons in the United States 
has undoubtedly exacerbated concerns regarding the children with a parent behind 
bars, especially considering the following:
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•	 The United States has the highest incarceration rate in the world, with over 2.3 
million Americans incarcerated.

•	 The number of African American men incarcerated compete with the number 
enrolled in institutions of higher education.

Causes for these devastating realities include but are not limited to mandatory 
minimum sentences, increased sentence lengths, a lack of non-prison sanctions, the 
so-called war on drugs, “truth in sentencing,” and zero-tolerance practices for minor 
parole/probation violations.

According to The Pew Charitable Trusts (2016), the percentage of US prisoners 
who are parents with children include more than 120,000 mothers and 1.1 million 
fathers. Pew further reported that 1  in every 28 children (3.6%) has a parent in 
prison. The following statistic is particularly disconcerting: one in nine African 
American children has an incarcerated parent. Among Hispanic youths, it is 1 in 28 
and, in white children, 1 in 57. Thus, a black child is more than six times more likely 
to have a parent who is an inmate than a white child. While the Hispanic CIP rate 
reflects the national average, the numbers are, nonetheless, disturbingly high.

It is not just the stigma of a child having an incarcerated mother and/or a father 
that is all too devastating. These are some of the residual consequences: because of 
collateral sanctions/punishments, once released from incarceration, the struggles to 
secure employment, licenses, and college enrollment begin. Furthermore, a high 
percentage of inmates have a diagnosed mental illness which can adversely impact 
relationships with their children. Those symptoms of depression and anxiety typi-
cally do not go away upon release from confinement. Feelings of embarrassment 
among children of a formally incarcerated parent can induce even more trauma, 
especially without intervention. While we are still learning about the physical and 
emotional impacts on these populations, many CIP remain in jeopardy.

This is further evidenced by the State of Pennsylvania (2017) that has collected 
data on CIP which states, “few communities in the Commonwealth have been 
spared the crippling effects of fatherless and motherless homes” and provided these 
figures:

•	 81,096—the number children incarcerated with a parent in a PA prison
•	 75,747—the number CIP dads
•	 5,349—the number of CIP moms

The Pennsylvania Department of Corrections, in turn, identified four initiatives 
that they deploy to address this predicament:

	1.	 Expansion of nurse-family partnerships
	2.	 Access early childhood learning
	3.	 Promotion of personal mentoring
	4.	 Encourage regular family visits

The Secretary of the PA DOC, John Wetzel, mused: “Spend the money before 
they get to us. Isn’t America about giving people a fair shot? If we can make signifi-
cant investments in kids to really give them a fair shot, why shouldn’t we do that?”
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To further underscore the importance of breaking the cycle of incarceration, the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation summarized a study they commissioned in 2016. The 
report noted, “Sixteen percent of children in Arkansas had at some point in their 
lives a parent or guardian locked up in prison or jail. That was the highest percent-
age of any state. Some nearby states had similar percentages” (Moritz, 2017).

It should be noted that forward-thinking staff at correctional institutions such as 
the Ohio Reformatory for Women has a praiseworthy history of addressing CIP 
programming. In addition to a myriad of training and treatment options at ORW, an 
incarcerated woman can take part in numerous services designed to keep them 
involved with their children. These programs include but are not limited to:

•	 Achieving Baby Care Success (A.B.C.S.): Family nursing program, established 
in 2001.

•	 Girl Scouts of America: Bond Beyond Bars. Inmates’ daughters and grand-
daughters ages 5–18 can participate.

•	 Mom and Kids Day. Twice a year children can spend a full day with their incar-
cerated mother, engaged in a variety of activities.

•	 Reintegration Units: Dormitories that offer pre-release readiness services.

Unlike most at-risk youth-related topics one might encounter in the media, cov-
erage of issues affecting CIP does not typically reverberate with the average citizen 
whom it often does not reach. But there are examples of how impactful, if not heart-
breaking, the challenge of CIP can be. A letter handwritten by a 10-year-old girl 
named Darina about the harmful effects her father’s incarceration was having on her 
life is a case in point. She lamented that he will not get to see her grow up and that 
she has been able to visit him only twice in 4 years because he is far away. She wrote:

I spent most of my life with a step dad. Special holidays are hard for me (for example 
Christmas, Fathers Day, my birth-day) because he’s not there. When my Dad calls me at my 
aunt’s house I get super excited.

With the stories of children like Darina in mind, I found the workshops at the 
Annual Conference to be well led, relevant, and often promising. I again extend my 
gratitude to all the presenters of these sessions. During a workshop entitled “Letters 
to Children,” two faculty members from the University of Arkansas, Kim Strauss 
and John Gallagher, presented details of their work. The essence of this initiative is 
to encourage inmates, in this case mothers, to write to their children. All letters are 
hand-written to strike a more personal tone, and the inmates are instructed to avoid 
prison-centric subject matter. Instead, the content of the letters should be motivating 
and upbeat.

Another presentation by staff from the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility, a 
female prison in Oregon, discussed a program called “Through A Child’s Eyes,” 
founded by the Wilsonville Rotary. Children can visit their mothers at CCCF and 
participate in a series of activities designed to improve relationships by enhancing 
parenting skills and more. These are just but two examples of workshops I found to 
be both fascinating and enlightening at the Annual Conference.
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Thus, we see that throughout the United States, tremendous strides are being 
made through top-notch programs and services designed to further improve CIP 
programming. I was personally pleased, for instance, to become reacquainted with 
the Children of Incarcerated Parents: A Bill of Rights. In 2003 the San Francisco 
Partnership for Incarcerated Parents created and published the eight rights. While 
listed below, I enthusiastically encourage readers to further familiarize themselves 
with the backgrounds and explanations of each. They are critical to this subject and 
are as follows:

	1.	 I have the right to be kept safe and informed at the time of my parent’s arrest.
	2.	 I have the right to be heard when decisions are made about me.
	3.	 I have the right to be considered when decisions are made about my parent.
	4.	 I have the right to be well cared for in my parent’s absence.
	5.	 I have the right to speak with, see, and touch my parent.
	6.	 I have the right to support as I struggle with my parent’s incarceration.
	7.	 I have the right not to be judged, blamed, or labeled because of my parent’s 

incarceration.
	8.	 I have the right to a lifelong relationship with my parents.

Recent CIP research indicates that new studies are not solely emerging from the 
fields of sociology and social work; they are also rooted in medical science. An 
article entitled “Parents in Prison and the Lasting Health Effects on Children” that 
appeared in a Harvard University Kennedy School publication (Reichel, 2018) 
revealed some unsettling findings regarding CIP. Among other findings, the article 
cites conclusions published in a 2017 edition of Pediatrics:

•	 Adults who as children grew up with incarcerated parents are less likely to get 
medical care when they need it and more likely to engage in risky behaviors 
compared with peers whose parents were not incarcerated.

•	 Parental incarceration is considered an adverse childhood experience (ACE). 
Adverse childhood experiences are linked with worsened health and well-being 
outcomes later in life.

•	 Prior research has established ties between parental incarceration and physical 
and mental health outcomes, including increased likelihood of depression, 
asthma, and HIV/AIDS.

This pediatric research analyzed responses recorded during the last period of 
data collection of the study to determine whether parental incarceration had any 
long-term associations with various health behaviors. It states, “Compared with 
respondents whose parents were not incarcerated, those who had grown up with an 
incarcerated mother or father...”

	1.	 Were less likely to seek medical care when they needed it
	2.	 Were more likely to abuse prescription drugs, smoke cigarettes, and have drink-

ing problems
	3.	 Were more likely to have ten or more sexual partners
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Furthermore, some medical behaviors differed depending on which parent was 
incarcerated:

•	 Those with incarcerated mothers were more likely to use the emergency room as 
a usual source of care than those whose parents were not incarcerated. They also 
were more likely to have had sex in exchange for money.

•	 Adults with incarcerated fathers were more likely to inject illicit drugs than 	
those whose parents were not incarcerated. They also were more likely to engage 
in behaviors linked to obesity, such as watching 50 or more hours of 	television 
per week and drinking sugary drinks.

As I previously discussed, various prisons (mostly women’s institutions) have 
developed bonding programs allowing children to spend a day with the parent in a 
controlled environment inside the prison fences. These events are not as common as 
they could, or should be, however. The main source of parental contact is still via 
institution-visiting opportunities. While I believe prison visitation can be construc-
tive, it is prudent to consider all potential consequences of this approach. A col-
league of mine, Tessa Unwin, and I expressed concern in a corrections textbook a 
chapter entitled “Bringing families together is a laudable endeavor. Yet one must 
wonder about the lasting effects on children of seeing a parent in prison” (1999).

Robert Ross and Elizabeth Fabiano (1986) previously remarked:

The effects of such visits on the mother and child when the visit ends, the feeling of other 
mothers who do not have contact with their children, the effects on the child of seeing the 
often frightening physical structure of prisons, and the possible long-term effects on the 
child of living in a prison for short or long periods of time are all significant issues.

Prison visitation’s productivity, however—as we can see through existing and 
emerging initiatives—is constantly increasing. For instance, not over-restricting 
personal contact can lead to the better expression of family affection. Some prisons 
have made the visiting experience more family and child friendly. Examples include 
adding playrooms and child reading rooms to the visiting area. Painting murals on 
the wall and making other visual improvements can also induce a more relaxed 
environment.

There are, of course, other avenues for the inmate parent and their children to 
maintain contact. Video visitation (tele-visiting) is possible through various forms 
of electronic technology. Phone calls are the most prevalent source of staying in 
touch with children and other family members. And, of course, letter writing is still 
an irreplaceable standard.

In the keynote address, I was not shy about discussing how racism and bias enter 
into the CIP picture. Given the circumstances that are presently engulfing our nation, 
confronting the “difficult conversations” about race and social justice is not only 
important; it is essential. With reminders of the vastly disproportionate number of 
African American children who have an incarcerated parent versus white children, 
it does not take much to conclude how the justice process incurred this regrettable 
history of bias. It must be held to account.

Epilogue



262

To highlight an example of racial bias in our society and justice system, I pre-
sented slides of images from a basic Google search. I simply searched for “three 
white teens.” The screenshot outcomes overwhelmingly portrayed happy-go-lucky, 
wholesome teens neatly dressed and smiling. The image results generated from my 
search for “three black teens,” on the other hand, were sadly predictable: the slide 
primarily displayed various mug shots of the teens. Except for a couple of images 
of teen girls, there were no healthy-looking or smiling black teens depicted in the 
photographs. Google is not responsible for the search results, but our society is. The 
implicit and explicit biases that permeate our communities are not minor phenom-
ena. Thus, it is not happenstance that the data generally associated with race and 
CIP is disparate.

Furthermore, a comprehensive approach to handling trauma-informed education 
is imperative. Most recently, through my work with the Ohio State Board of 
Education and from hearing public testimony from teachers, I am dedicated to 
effecting change on this front. Summarized testimonials from educators were in no 
uncertain terms; if persons who are well trained in the content areas of this subject 
do not deliver this curriculum, it can cause additional harm. Thus, we need to guar-
antee that quality assurance is built into the curricula that address this adverse child-
hood experiences.

Moreover, all trauma-informed care programming should include “resilience 
education.” My mother used to warn my siblings and me to not “throw the baby out 
with the bath water.” Let’s also build on the positive aspects and experiences of 
those who have an incarcerated parent. Identifying and promoting resilience educa-
tion and behavior can have a significant impact on those who undergo this program-
ming. The Mayo Clinic (2019) described resilience education as follows:

Resilience is your ability to adapt well and recover quickly after stress, adversity, 
trauma or tragedy. If you have a resilient disposition, you are better able to maintain 
poise and a healthy level of physical and psychological wellness in the face of life’s 
challenges.

Like trauma-informed training, resilience education should be taught by compe-
tent, if not certified, professionals. This education is not just effective for CIP; it 
could also be productive for inmate parents. Correctional facilities would be well 
served to integrate this coursework onto its in-prison treatment programming list.

Still, I am encouraged by the growing multitude of successful organizations ded-
icated to reversing the misfortunes of CIP. I was happy to highlight a few of these 
programs at the Annual Conference. Here is very short list of these groups:

•	 The Osborne Association—New York City
•	 Prison Fellowship Ministries, Angel Tree—Lansdowne, VA
•	 Goodwill, Kids of Incarcerated Parents Program (KIPP)—Wyoming
•	 Save Kids of Incarcerated Program (SKIP, Inc.)—Hope Hull, AL
•	 Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership (COIPP)—Frederick, MD
•	 Project New Start—Wilmington, DE
•	 International Coalition for Children with Incarcerated Parents (INCCIP)—

Scotland, UK
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In addition to the above organizations (excepting for INCCIP), there were many 
more represented at the conference, along with the scores of others making a differ-
ence in communities throughout the United States and abroad. They all deserve our 
ongoing appreciation for their amazing contributions.

As I wrap up this concluding chapter of Children of Incarcerated Parents: 
Situating the Lives of Children, I will make a few additional points I find critical to 
this subject area. First, the construct of restorative and community justice can be 
instrumental in addressing challenges associated with CIP. In fact, I considered this 
matter so important that it was the theme of my doctoral dissertation. While it is 
impossible to detail every component of restorative justice in this chapter, below is 
a listing of its more salient aspects which I also spoke about at the CIP convening. I 
highly recommend conducting additional research on this topic, whether to further 
your interest or refine your existing knowledge of restorative justice, which 
promotes:

•	 Community and neighborhood building
•	 Families (healthy relationships)
•	 Victims and survivors of crime
•	 Faith-based involvement
•	 Repairing the harm
•	 Preventing harmful behavior

While serving as head of the Ohio corrections system, my mantra was “If it ain’t 
broke, fix it anyway.” That said, I will leave you with a few notions for next steps:

•	 More scientific studies are warranted. The more advanced data that is collected, 
the easier it will be to tackle the tough challenges associated with CIP.

•	 Existing programs should conduct routine evaluations of their services. This 
means we should not just operate and provide services, but we should assess 
their effectiveness.

•	 We should share innovations. Benchmarking and networking with colleagues 
contribute to building more resource options.

•	 Educate stakeholders and policymakers about not just the services you provide 
but also why they are necessary.

•	 Tell your stories to media. It is important that the wonderful work you do not 
languish.

In closing, I thank the editors of this volume for asking me to be part of this 
journey. It was the visions of Drs. Judy Krysik and Nancy Rodriguez for the Children 
of Incarcerated Parents Annual Conference, this publication, and for keeping the 
importance of addressing issues for children who have incarcerated parents as a 
mainstream approach to fairness in the justice system. I express my appreciation, as 
well, to the authors of the chapters that preceded this one. They each add value to 
the quest we share: to ensure progress in serving and reducing the number of chil-
dren who have an incarcerated mother or father.
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