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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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