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The number of US children facing the prospect of having a parent in prison or in jail at
some point during their childhood is growing. 1 More than half the incarcerated
population in prisons is parents with children under the age of 18 (Glaze and Maruschak
2010). More than 2.7 million children have an incarcerated parent, and many more have
experienced a parent’s incarceration at some point. 2 Research finds that parental
incarceration negatively affects children’s physical, mental, and emotional health. 3 One
might presume that child outcomes improve when a parent returns from incarceration,
but the evidence shows that reentry can be difficult for parents and their children.
In this brief, we use the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study to explore children’s behaviors
when a father is incarcerated and when he has been released, and we compare those outcomes with
those of children whose fathers have never been incarcerated. 4 We seek to understand if the negative
child outcomes from parental incarceration persist even after parents return home.
We also examine these differences by gender and race and ethnicity. Incarceration rates vary
greatly by race, with black men almost six times more likely to be imprisoned than white men (Carson
2018). In fact, incarceration is such a prevalent experience in the lives of black men that some scholars
have begun describing incarceration as an increasingly routine “life-course event.” 5 Black children are
disproportionately impacted by parental incarceration, making up nearly half of all children with a
father in prison (Craigie 2011; Glaze and Maruschak 2010). Because of restricted sample sizes, we could
not analyze race, ethnicity, and gender at the same time. So, while we could compare boys to girls and

could compare children of black, Hispanic, and white fathers to each other, we could not compare boys
and girls by race and ethnicity.
Our analyses show that boys whose fathers are serving time in prison or jail exhibit more frequent
behavioral problems than boys whose fathers have not been incarcerated. Children of incarcerated
black and Hispanic fathers also exhibit more frequent behavioral problems than the children of black
and Hispanic fathers who have never been incarcerated. We do not see similar effects of incarceration
on children of incarcerated white fathers compared with children of white fathers who have never been
incarcerated. After a father leaves jail or prison, the adverse impacts of incarceration on behavior
persist for boys (but not girls) and for black and Hispanic children.

Literature Review
Children are highly susceptible to negative experiences as they grow up. Traumatic experiences, like the
incarceration of a parent, can have critical impacts on child well-being. While children can be resilient,
they can also experience great harm under adverse circumstances. And though children might not
always verbalize their stress, their behavior even as toddlers can indicate potential future psychological
difficulties (Dodge and Pettit 2003; Shaw and Gross 2008).
Research confirms that family dynamics and structure, as well as parents’ levels of education, access
to steady employment and income, and health, can influence what psychologists refer to as externalizing
and internalizing behaviors in children (Edwards and Hans 2015; Vilsaint et al. 2013). Children with
externalizing behavioral problems might misbehave at home, school, or child care by fighting or
screaming. Children with internalizing behavioral problems might refuse to speak, sulk often, lack
energy, or be timid and self-conscious. See box 1 below for definitions of these types of behavior. These
behaviors might indicate challenges with emotion management and self-regulation, which can have
long-term impacts on children’s success as adults (Murray et al. 2015; Shonkoff 2016).

BOX 1

Definition of Externalizing and Internalizing Behaviors
Externalizing behaviors: Outward displays of emotion, including aggression, defiance, and violence.
Internalizing behaviors: Introverted behaviors like sadness, withdrawal, anxiety, and depression.
Source: Waldfogel, Craigie, and Brooks-Gunn (2010).

What Happens When a Father Is Incarcerated?
The collateral consequences—or the ongoing indirect social and civil penalties—associated with
incarceration are not only numerous, but also detrimental to the person incarcerated as well as to his or
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her family members. A parent’s incarceration increases a family’s economic strain and instability,
because of lost earnings (Glaze and Maruschak 2010; Johnson 2009; Pew 2010) and increased financial
needs caused by the costs associated with incarceration (Arditti, Lambert-Shute, and Joest 2003; Geller,
Garfinkel, and Western 2011; Phillips et al. 2006; Schwartz-Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011).
Staying in contact as a family during incarceration is expensive, with high-priced phone calls, travel to
distant prisons, and court costs. 6 Further, studies find that children with incarcerated parents face an
increased risk of homelessness; this is especially true for black children. 7 Research has also found that
young children might be likely to experience food insecurity after a father who had been living with
them has been incarcerated (Cox and Wallace 2016; Turney 2015).
Incarceration also disrupts relationships and increases family instability. Spouses with an
incarcerated partner are more likely to divorce or separate, owing to high marital stress, stigma, and
geographic separation. Incarceration and subsequent relationship dissolution might impact father-child
contact (La Vigne, Davies, and Brazzell 2008; Lopoo and Western 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King
2011; Turney 2015; Turney and Wildeman 2013).
While fathers are incarcerated, mothers, coparents, or caregivers often become gatekeepers for
managing father-child visits and contact, which can affect the child’s opportunities to build or maintain a
relationship with his or her father (Clarke et al. 2005; for a review of parent-child visiting practices, see
Cramer et al. 2017 and Martin 2017). Families often have to shift child care arrangements, and children
might need to be cared for by grandparents or other relatives (Travis and Waul 2003). Incarceration
takes away resources from families, leaving fewer resources to provide the care children need (Hairston
2007; Turney 2014b).
The incarceration of a parent also has detrimental consequences on children’s health and well-being
(Foster and Hagan 2013; Martin 2017; Morsy and Rothstein 2016). It can lead to or worsen attention
problems and externalizing behaviors like aggression (Craigie 2011; Geller et al. 2009, 2012; Haskins
2015; Turney 2014a; Wildeman 2010; see also Murray et al. 2009 for a review). Further, parents’
incarceration is associated with increased child self-reports of antisocial behaviors (Haskins 2015). A
parent’s incarceration has also been linked to learning disabilities, developmental delays, and speech
and language problems in children (Johnson 2009; Turney 2014a). Some studies find that effects are
stronger for children whose fathers lived with them before the incarceration, but effects are still
significant for children and fathers who lived apart (Geller et al. 2012). Other studies find that a father’s
incarceration is associated with increased physical aggression in sons but not daughters (Wildeman
2010). These impacts are also related to race, with evidence that incarceration particularly intensifies
externalizing behaviors among black and Hispanic children (Craigie 2011).
When studying how a parent’s incarceration affects children, researchers have focused primarily on
children’s outcomes during the incarceration as opposed to outcomes after the parent’s release. Among
studies focused on family outcomes following an individual’s release, very few have examined children
specifically. However, these studies suggest that formerly incarcerated individuals and their families
might fare worse than previously understood.
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What Happens When a Father Reenters Society?
Returning citizens face many challenges, including housing insecurity, difficulty finding and keeping
employment, food insecurity, health problems, and mental health and substance abuse challenges. 8
Even staying out of prison and meeting supervision requirements proves challenging for many. For
example, in the 1980s, around 70 percent of parole terms were successfully completed, but today
completion has dropped to 33 percent. 9
When formerly incarcerated parents return home, they often struggle to find work because of job
discrimination, a lack of job skills or work experience, and weakened job referral networks (Annie E.
Casey Foundation 2016; Pager 2003; Pager, Western, and Sugie 2009; Western 2002; Western and
Pettit 2000). 10 Formerly incarcerated people also face housing insecurity caused by limited income and
“one-strike” policies in public housing, 11 which hampers family functioning and returning parents’ ability
to obtain stable employment.
Returning citizens have high rates of physical and mental health issues as well as substance abuse
problems (Roman and Travis 2006; Schnittker and John 2007; Sentencing Project 2012; Wildeman and
Muller 2012). More than half of parents incarcerated in state prisons are estimated to have mental
health problems (Glaze and Maruschak 2010). In addition, formerly incarcerated people reenter society
with hepatitis C, tuberculosis, and HIV/AIDS rates higher than the general population (Travis and Waul
2003). These health consequences impact not just the person formerly incarcerated, but also his or her
family. Studies find that women with incarcerated family members have an increased likelihood of poor
health (Lee et al. 2014; Wildeman and Muller 2012), as well as increased risk of depression and
emotional distress (Arditti, Lambert-Shute, and Joest 2003; Wildeman, Schnittker, and Turney 2012).

How Does a Father’s Reentry Affect Children?
Research to date provides little information about effects on children when fathers return home,
especially whether children’s poor behavioral outcomes persist after parents are released from prison
or jail. To help fill this gap, this brief focuses on disentangling the effect of a father’s incarceration and
release from the effects of other risk factors that might heighten the chances that children of currently
and formerly incarcerated fathers exhibit behavioral problems. Using data on families living in several
large, urban US cities, we set out to answer the following research questions:
How does child behavior, both externalizing and internalizing, change when fathers are



incarcerated? Do these behaviors differ from the behavior of children whose fathers have never
been incarcerated?
How does child behavior change when fathers return from prison or jail? Do these changes



differ from children whose fathers have never been incarcerated?
Does child behavior resulting from a father’s incarceration and release differ for boys and girls



and for children of black, white, and Hispanic fathers?
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Data, Variables, and Methods: A Brief Overview
This study uses data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS) to address the
research questions. The FFCWS samples both married and unmarried couples, but it chiefly focuses on
unwed parents living in large, urban US cities. In the first year of the study (i.e., baseline), nearly 5,000
couples were sampled and interviewed shortly after the birth of their child (referred to as the focal child
in the FFCWS). Follow-up interviews were conducted when the focal child was approximately 1, 3, 5,
and 9 years old.
The FFCWS collects information on fathers, including whether they were incarcerated at the time
of each interview. Because we are interested in understanding children’s behaviors after a father is
released from prison, we focused on comparing outcomes for three groups of children: those whose
fathers were incarcerated at the time of the interview, those whose fathers had been incarcerated but
were released by the time of the interview, and those whose fathers had never been incarcerated. Of
the near 5,000 fathers in the FFCWS sample, 2,065 had been incarcerated at some point during or
before the study. Among those 2,065 men, 589 were incarcerated at the time of at least one round of
the survey, 12 and 1,821 were released from prison or jail at least once after the focal child’s birth.
The FFCWS also collects information on child behaviors at ages 3, 5, and 9. Our analyses use two
different scales for child externalizing and internalizing behaviors, which serve as our outcome
measures (box 2). At each interview, the child’s parent or caregiver (typically his or her mother) would
answer questions about the child’s behavior, specifying whether the actions were “(=1) not true,” “(=2)
sometimes true,” or “(=3) often or very true.” 13

BOX 2

Externalizing and Internalizing Behavior Measures
Examples of externalizing behavior measures: Can’t wait turn, can’t concentrate, defiant, demanding,
destroys others’ things, easily frustrated, hurts animals/people without meaning to, gets in fights, hits
others, angry moods, selfish/won’t share, stubborn/sullen/irritable, doesn’t seem to feel guilty after
misbehaving
Examples of internalizing behavior measures: Clings to adults, acts too young for age, avoids eye contact,
feelings hurt easily, doesn’t answer when spoken to, refuses to participate in games or activities,
unresponsive to affection, self-conscious or easily embarrassed, worries, cries a lot, fears doing
something wrong

Finally, the FFCWS provides demographic information on children and parents (e.g., age, race,
gender, education), and information on family structure, parents’ health, substance use, and economic
measures such as earnings, welfare participation, and employment status. As the literature explains,
factors such as substance abuse or mental health problems, low earnings, and unemployment can
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increase an adult’s risk of crime, arrest, and incarceration; these same factors are also associated with a
higher risk of behavioral problems in children.
To distinguish current and postrelease effects of paternal incarceration, the study differentiated
fathers who are currently incarcerated from those who have reentered society. The study constructs
binary indicators to distinguish these two groups. The current incarceration indicator equals 1 if the
father is incarcerated at the time of the survey interview and 0 otherwise. The reentry or postrelease
indicator equals 1 if the previously incarcerated father is out of prison or jail at the time of the survey
interview and 0 otherwise. In this way, incarcerated and reentering fathers are each compared with the
base group, fathers who have never been incarcerated. This regression framework allows us to compare
the effects of a father’s current incarceration and reentry on child behavioral problems.

A Profile of Incarcerated Fathers
Box 3 below highlights some key differences found in FFCWS between fathers who have been
incarcerated and fathers who have never been incarcerated.

BOX 3

Compared with Never-Incarcerated Fathers, Incarcerated Fathers Are…


three years older,



50 percent less likely to be white,



80 percent more likely to be a high school dropout,



twice as likely to be single,



60 percent more likely to have anxious/depressive symptoms,



likely to be alcohol or drug dependent (85 percent),



twice as likely to be unemployed, and



earning 50 percent less annually.

Source: Princeton University and Columbia University, “Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study,” 2002–2010,
https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/.

These differences between incarcerated and never-incarcerated fathers suggest that incarcerated
fathers’ experiences differ in ways that might also contribute to their children exhibiting more
behavioral problems independent of the incarceration. We therefore control for these differences in
our analyses to isolate the unique effects that incarceration and a subsequent release might have on
children’s outcomes.
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Findings
Our study answers two main research questions: (1) How does a father’s incarceration affect child
behaviors? (2) How does a father’s reentry affect child behaviors? These effects are compared with
children whose fathers have never been incarcerated. We use the phrase “in jail” to refer to fathers who
are currently incarcerated in either jail or prison. We use the term “post jail” to refer to fathers who
have been released from jail or prison.

Fathers’ Current Incarceration Has a Greater Effect on Externalizing and
Internalizing Behaviors in Boys than in Girls
When a father is incarcerated, we see significant effects on the externalizing and internalizing behaviors
across all children in the sample (figure 1). Further analyses show that behavioral problems in boys ages
3 to 9 with an incarcerated father are significantly worse than for boys whose fathers have never been
incarcerated (figure 2). We see no significant differences among girls based on a father’s incarceration.
In general, when a father is incarcerated, externalizing behaviors in boys are 8.3 percent higher than in
boys whose fathers have never been incarcerated.
On the other hand, externalizing behaviors among girls whose fathers are incarcerated do not differ
significantly from behaviors among girls whose fathers have never been incarcerated. Internalizing
behaviors follow similar gender patterns. Internalizing behaviors among boys increase by 5.3 percent when a
father is currently incarcerated; in contrast, internalizing behaviors in girls do not change significantly.
FIGURE 1

In-Jail and Post-Jail Effects on Child Externalizing and Internalizing Behaviors
Percent
In-jail

5.6***

3.2**†

Post-jail

3.3**

1.6

Externalizing

Internalizing

Source: Princeton University and Columbia University, “Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study,” 2002–2010,
https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/.
Notes: Results are adjusted for selection. In-jail and post-jail refer to experiences in either prison or jail.
**/*** Difference between children whose fathers are or were incarcerated and children whose fathers have never been
incarcerated is statistically significant at the p < 0.05/0.01 level.
†
Difference between in-jail and post-jail coefficients is statistically significant at the p < 0.10 level.
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FIGURE 2

In-Jail and Post-Jail Effects on Child Externalizing and Internalizing Behaviors by Gender
Percent
In-jail

8.3***

5.1***†

Post-jail

5.3***
3.4**
1.9
0.5

0.4

-1.0
Externalizing (boy)

Internalizing (boy)

Externalizing (girl)

Internalizing (girl)

Source: Princeton University and Columbia University, “Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study,” 2002–2010,
https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/.
Notes: Results are adjusted for selection. In-jail and post-jail refer to experiences in either prison or jail.
**/*** Difference between children whose fathers are or were incarcerated and children whose fathers have never been
incarcerated is statistically significant at the p < 0.05/0.01 level.
†
Difference between in-jail and post-jail coefficients is statistically significant at the p < 0.10 level.

Black and Hispanic Fathers’ Incarceration Affects Their Children’s Externalizing and
Internalizing Behaviors
Criminal justice involvement varies by race and ethnicity. Blacks and Hispanics are almost 60 percent of
the justice-involved population, despite accounting for less than 30 percent of the general population. 14
One in 4 black men will be incarcerated in their lifetime compared with 1 in 6 Hispanic men and 1 in 17
white men. Since incarceration experiences and outcomes vary by race and ethnicity, children’s
outcomes might as well. 15 We examine how children are affected and whether the father’s race and
ethnicity makes a difference.
To evaluate the differences, we compare outcomes for children of black, white, and Hispanic
fathers. Figure 3 shows that the link between incarceration and children’s behaviors differs
substantially by race and ethnicity. Children of white fathers do not show significant changes in
externalizing or internalizing behaviors in response to paternal incarceration, compared with children of
white fathers who have never been incarcerated. On the other hand, black and Hispanic children have
higher externalizing behaviors by 4.1 percent and 11.6 percent, respectively, than children of black and
Hispanic fathers who have never been incarcerated. In addition, Hispanic children have higher
internalizing behaviors by 7.0 percent than their peers with fathers who have never been incarcerated.
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FIGURE 3

In-Jail and Post-Jail Effects on Child Externalizing and Internalizing Behaviors by Race and Ethnicity
Percent
In-jail

Post-jail

11.6***

7**
6.2**†
4.7

4.2
2.8

4.1**

2.7

2.2

2.2

1.8†
1.1

Externalizing
(white)

Internalizing
(white)

Externalizing
(black)

Internalizing
(black)

Externalizing
(Hispanic)

Internalizing
(Hispanic)

Source: Princeton University and Columbia University, “Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study,” 2002–2010,
https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/.
Notes: Results are adjusted for selection. In-jail and post-jail refer to experiences in either prison or jail.
**/*** Difference between children whose fathers are or were incarcerated and children whose fathers have never been
incarcerated is statistically significant at the p < 0.05/0.01 level.
†
Difference between in-jail and post-jail coefficients is statistically significant at the p < 0.10 level.

A Father’s Reentry Influences Externalizing and Internalizing Behaviors in Boys but
Not in Girls
While a father’s current incarceration has been shown to exacerbate behavioral problems in children,
what happens after reentry is not as clear. Are the adverse effects of incarceration constrained to the
time fathers spend in prison or jail? Or do they persist after reentry?
In general, reentry does not appear to pause the adverse consequences of incarceration on boys’
externalizing behaviors. Figure 2 shows that in response to a father’s reentry, externalizing behaviors in
boys are higher by 5.1 percent than in boys whose fathers have never been incarcerated. This effect is,
however, smaller than and statistically different from the current incarceration effect of 8.3 percent.
Boys also display more internalizing problems upon reentry by 3.4 percent. Girls do not change
externalizing or internalizing behaviors upon a father’s reentry.
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Hispanic Fathers’ Reentry Has an Effect on Externalizing Behaviors in Their Children
Figure 3 shows that in response to fathers’ reentry, children of Hispanic fathers show more
externalizing behaviors by 6.2 percent compared with children of Hispanic fathers who have never been
incarcerated. This effect is significantly smaller than the effect that current incarceration has on the
children’s externalizing behaviors (11.6 percent higher than for children of Hispanic fathers who were
never incarcerated). Reentry effects are not significant for internalizing behaviors among children with
Hispanic fathers. Moreover, reentry does not have significantly different effects on externalizing and
internalizing behaviors among black and white fathers’ children.

Reentry Continues to Influence Children’s Externalizing Behaviors Years after a
Father’s Release
How long do the effects of a father’s reentry last? Figure 4 illustrates that these effects might persist for
several years and increase over time. For fathers who have been released for five to eight years, child
externalizing effects are 3.5 percent higher relative to children whose fathers have never served time.
Even when fathers have been out of jail or prison for nine or more years, their children continue to
exhibit significantly higher externalizing behaviors by 3.8 percent. Child internalizing behaviors are not
similarly influenced over time by a father’s release. 16
FIGURE 4

Post-Jail Effects on Child Externalizing and Internalizing Behaviors over Time
Externalizing

Internalizing

3.8**

3.5**

2.1†

1.8

1.5
0.8†

Post-jail (1–4 years)

Post-jail (5–8 years)

Post-jail (9+ years)

Source: Princeton University and Columbia University, “Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study,” 2002–2010,
https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/.
Notes: Results are adjusted for selection. In-jail and post-jail refer to experiences in either prison or jail.
** Difference between children whose fathers are or were incarcerated and children whose fathers have never been incarcerated
is statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level.
†
Difference between in-jail and post-jail coefficients is statistically significant at the p < 0.10 level.
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In summary, children continue to show externalizing behaviors even after their father is released.
This is especially true among boys and Hispanic children in our study. While these effects persist, they
are not as large as the effects of current incarceration.

Discussion and Policy Implications
We find that a father’s incarceration contributes to more frequent externalizing and internalizing
behavioral problems in sons, independent of other factors such as family financial circumstances and
parents’ substance use or mental and physical health. We have also found that children of black and
Hispanic fathers show statistically significant increases in externalizing and internalizing behaviors tied
to incarceration, a relationship that is not statistically significant for children of white fathers.
Additionally, behavioral problems persist in sons and among children of Hispanic fathers even after
their father has been released.
Based on these findings, we present below considerations for policy, practice, and research. We
contextualize our findings in the existing research to help explain why incarceration and release might
affect children’s behaviors; why we see different outcomes by race, ethnicity, and gender; and what
program and policy responses might hold promise for reducing these negative effects on children.

What Is the Potential Link between Incarceration and Child Externalizing and
Internalizing Behaviors?
Research suggests that a parent’s incarceration might have negative consequences for children
socioeconomically, psychologically, on health and well-being, particularly through the exposure to
stress and trauma (Morsy and Rothstein 2016). Our findings further support that paternal incarceration
might increase children’s outward behavioral problems—emotional displays, aggressiveness, or
defiance—or inward behavioral problems—sadness, withdrawal, or anxiety and depression. Even after
considering socioeconomic factors, we see a father’s incarceration and release as strongly linked with
problematic behaviors in children, suggesting that the loss of economic and other material supports is
not the only reason for the outcomes. Researchers and child advocates point to additional contributors
to poor child behavior, including changes in the household structure and changes in caregiving
arrangements (Rodriguez 2016; Wakefield, Lee, and Wildeman 2016). The mere experience of having a
father in jail or prison can be stressful and upsetting—for example, separating from a parent, sometimes
receiving little or no information about what happened, visiting jails and prisons, and potentially feeling
ashamed or embarrassed. 17

What Might Explain the Racial, Ethnic, and Gender Differences in How a Father’s
Incarceration Affects His Children?
Research has not concluded why some children experience certain outcomes from paternal
incarceration while others do not. Many studies examine child outcomes by race and by gender but are
unable to explain why research finds these differences.
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Incarceration is not random—it is an experience disproportionately concentrated in communities of
color and communities of concentrated disadvantage (La Vigne, Visher, and Castro 2004; Visher and
Courtney 2007; Visher, Yahner, and La Vigne 2010; Visher et al. 2004). Mass incarceration is a
community-level phenomenon that has spillover effects for all residents (Haskins and Lee 2016).
Perhaps the “double jeopardy hypothesis” (Dowd and Bengtson 1978) explains the racial and ethnic
differences we observed in this study. The hypothesis suggests that those who experience multiple
marginalized statuses might experience increased negative outcomes. For example, a black child would
be affected by both systemic racism and having an incarcerated parent. Children facing multiple hostile
conditions might have a harder time coping with a parents’ incarceration (Martin 2017).
When considering the gender differences in child outcomes, the broader literature suggests that
boys are more vulnerable to disruption than girls (Parke and Clarke-Stewart 2002). Some suggest that
cultural expectations placed on boys emphasize “toughness” and discourage emotional expression. Boys
are also more likely to lose the parent of the same gender (La Vigne et al. 2008). Other research
suggests a father’s incarceration affects aggressive behavior in boys more than in girls because fathers
are more involved with their sons than with their daughters (Geller et al. 2012).
Even among boys, studies have found that aggressive behaviors vary depending on other factors.
For example, boys who experience paternal incarceration for the first time might experience increased
aggression that diminishes when the father returns. But boys who have experienced paternal
incarceration multiple times experience heightened aggression that does not diminish when their father
returns (Wildeman 2010). In addition, boys with fathers who were incarcerated for nonviolent offenses
in one study (Wildeman 2010) were more aggressive than those with fathers incarcerated for violent
offenses. Similarly, boys who were aggressive before their father’s incarceration were most likely to
show increased aggression (Dyer 2009). Studies suggest that factors like children’s prior relationship
with their father matters for understanding their experiences during and after their father’s
incarceration.
Research has a hard time disentangling why we see the differences in outcomes between boys and
girls and between black, Hispanic, and white children. But to understand and to address the challenges
facing children with incarcerated and returning parents, we need to continue examining racial and
ethnic and gender differences. 18

What Program and Policy Responses Might Combat the Effects on Children?
A substantial body of literature focuses on returning citizens’ need for family and community support.
Research evaluating reentry programs often finds that family support is critical for a returning citizen’s
well-being (La Vigne, Shollenberger, and Debus 2009; La Vigne, Visher, and Castro 2004; Visher and
Courtney 2007; Visher et al. 2004). Formerly incarcerated people who are married are less likely to
recidivate and more likely to find employment (La Vigne, Shollenberger, and Debus 2009; Visher et al.
2009). The literature also shows a “feedback loop” whereby mass incarceration affects a community’s
social and economic well-being, and it weakens the community’s ability to support the reintegration of
returning citizens (Morenoff and Harding 2014).
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Emerging research on programs serving incarcerated parents and their children suggests that
promoting and improving family relationships and parenting skills during incarceration can help
returning fathers and their children (Fontaine, Cramer, and Paddock 2017; Lindquist et al. 2016;
Meyerson and Otteson 2009). A study of six fatherhood reentry programs around the country found
that programs operating both in prisons and in the community after release could offer comprehensive
services to meet the shifting needs of fathers and children (Fontaine, Cramer, and Paddock 2017). While
incarcerated, fathers benefited from a range of parenting activities, including classes, father support
groups, and coached communication with their children, like video diaries and phone calls. Programs
also worked to establish strong relationships with correctional staff to facilitate family contact visits
and make prison settings more family friendly. These programs also prioritized fathers’ economic
stability, recognizing that fathers with stable housing, employment, and reasonable child support orders
could focus more time and energy on their children. Other studies show that prerelease planning and
wraparound support services post release could ease the transition for returning parents and their
families (Lindquist et al. 2016; Meyerson and Otteson 2009; Morsy and Rothstein 2016).
Researchers and advocates also recognize that complex and fluid family dynamics contribute to
families’ experiences, risks, and outcomes (Rodriguez 2016). Some emphasize that policymakers should
consider children’s needs and relationships with the incarcerated parent before making universal
policies (Martin 2017).
Our study contributes to emerging research on how incarceration harms those who are
incarcerated and their children, even after the incarceration experience. Like much research on
incarceration and child outcomes, we find that paternal incarceration and reentry negatively affect
boys, and black and Hispanic children in particular. We encourage more research on how parental
incarceration affects children and how the effects might persist; this research could further help
policymakers and program developers design better services for returning citizens and their children.
Our findings also raise concern about long-term developmental impacts on children and whether the
current sentencing policies contributing to mass incarceration sufficiently consider the full costs and
consequences, including disproportionate harm by race or ethnicity, on children, families, and society.

FATHER REENTRY AND CHILD OUTCOMES

13

Notes
1

Katie Reilly, “Sesame Street Reaches Out to 2.7 Million American Children with an Incarcerated Parent,”
FactTank (blog), Pew Research Center, June 21, 2013, http://www.pewresearch.org/facttank/2013/06/21/sesame-street-reaches-out-to-2-7-million-american-children-with-an-incarcerated-parent/.

2

Reilly, “Sesame Street Reaches Out.”

3

See Cho (2010); Craigie (2011); Geller et al. (2009, 2012); Haskins (2015); Murray and Farrington (2005);
Murray, Janson, and Farrington (2007); Turney (2014a); Wildeman (2010); and Wildeman and Turney (2014).

4

“Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS),” Princeton University and Columbia University,
https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/.

5

See Pettit and Western (2004), Wakefield and Uggen (2010), and Western 2002. See also Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The
Black Family in the Age of Mass Incarceration,” The Atlantic, October 2015,
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/10/the-black-family-in-the-age-of-massincarceration/403246/.

6

See Hairston (2007) and Coates, “The Black Family in the Age of Mass Incarceration.”

7

See “Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS),” https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/ and Wildeman
(2014).

8

On housing insecurity, see Fontaine and Beiss (2012), Geller and Curtis (2011), and Lipsitz (2012). On difficulty
finding and keeping employment, see Bushway, Stoll, and Weiman (2007), Freeman (1992), La Vigne,
Shollenberger, and Debus (2009), La Vigne, Visher, and Castro (2004), Pager, Western, and Sugie (2009),
Raphael (2014), Visher and Courtney (2007), Visher, Yahner, and La Vigne (2010), Waldfogel (1994), Western
(2002), and Western and Pettit (2000). On health problems, see Travis and Waul (2003). On mental health and
substance abuse challenges, see Roman and Travis (2006).

9

Coates, “The Black Family in the Age of Mass Incarceration.” See also Visher, Yahner, and La Vigne (2010) and
Yahner, Solomon, and Visher (2008).

10

See also Terry-Ann Craigie, “Ban the Box, Convictions, and Public Employment,” unpublished manuscript, 2017.

11

On housing insecurity caused by limited income, see Fontaine and Beiss (2012), Geller and Curtis (2011), and
Lipsitz (2012). On “one-strike” policies in public housing, see Annie E. Casey Foundation (2016) and Geller and
Curtis (2011).

12

We refer to these fathers as currently incarcerated.

13

For additional details on variables, sample size, and reliability of the measures, see appendix A online.

14

Leah Sakala, “Breaking Down Mass Incarceration in the 2010 Census: State-by-State Incarceration Rates by
Race/Ethnicity,” Prison Policy Initiative, May 28, 2014, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/rates.html.

15

As noted above, the study does not look at race, ethnicity, and gender simultaneously because sample sizes are
insufficient.

16

The study does not show effects over time by race, ethnicity, and gender because the sample sizes are
insufficient to make inferences.

17

See Bilchik (2007) for a review of research.

18

See Haskins and Lee (2016) for discussion on examining race and mass incarceration.
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