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Abstract
Children of incarcerated parents are an
increasing and significant population, not only
in the USA but around the world. An
expanding body of rigorous research, partic-
ularly over the past decade, has found that
children of incarcerated parents are at
increased risk for a variety of negative
outcomes compared to their peers, including
infant mortality, externalizing behavior prob-
lems, mental health concerns, educational and
developmental challenges, and relationship
problems. Moreover, children with incarcer-
ated parents are exposed to more risk factors
and adverse childhood experiences than their
peers. In this volume, we bring representatives
of multiple academic and practice disciplines
together to summarize the state of scientific
knowledge about the children of incarcerated
parents, discuss policies and practices
grounded in that knowledge, and offer a

blueprint for future research and intervention
efforts with this population. The large number
of children who have been affected by parental
incarceration makes it untenable for policy-
makers, practitioners, and researchers to
ignore these children and their families. This
book is our collective attempt to continue to
bridge the communication gaps between and
among research, practice, and policymaking
relevant to children of incarcerated parents,
and to encourage the further conduct of
high-quality research so that sufficient knowl-
edge will be available for evidence-based
practice and policymaking that makes a pos-
itive and enduring difference in the lives of
children and their families.

Recent estimates indicate more than 5 million
children under the age of 14, or 7% of all chil-
dren in the USA, have experienced a coresident
parent leaving to go to jail or prison (Murphey &
Cooper, 2015). This is surely an underestimate,
as it does not include children with nonresident
parents who are incarcerated. The staggering
numbers are even more concerning because we
now know that parental incarceration is harmful
to children, on average, and it has significantly
contributed to growing racial and economic dis-
parities that profoundly affect child’s well-being
in the USA (Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013,
2018). A growing body of rigorous research has
found that children of incarcerated parents are at
increased risk for a variety of negative outcomes
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compared to their peers, including infant mor-
tality, externalizing behavior problems, mental
health concerns, educational and developmental
challenges, and relationship problems (e.g.,
Murray & Farrington, 2005; Murray, Farrington,
Sekol, & Olsen, 2009; Wakefield & Wildeman,
2013). Children with incarcerated parents are
also exposed to more risk factors and adverse
childhood experiences than their peers (Murphey
& Cooper, 2015).

Although pioneering advocates, practitioners,
and researchers have called attention time and
again to the families of incarcerated individuals,
often referring to affected children and their
caregivers as “invisible victims” and “collateral
damage” (e.g., Travis &Waul, 2003), it has taken
more than two decades to accumulate a substan-
tial body of scientific knowledge about children
of incarcerated parents, with much of the research
occurring just in the last ten years. As Scharff
Smith in Chap. 18 of this volume points out, a
recent search for literature revealed that more than
260 new publications on parental incarceration
and children of incarcerated parents appeared just
in the years between 2012 and 2016.

Despite the large numbers of children and
families affected, and the increase in the scientific
knowledge base, information about children’s
well-being when parents are incarcerated has
been slow to enter the public consciousness at
large. Even today, a frequent (and erroneous)
statistic that appears in the media about these
children is that they are five to seven times more
likely to be incarcerated as adults than their peers
(e.g., Adams-Ockrassa, 2018). While this state-
ment may make a compelling introduction to a
news story or a speech, the original source is
unknown and no known data verify this claim.
For many years, much of what we knew about
the children of incarcerated parents came from
anecdotes and stories such as this, a few small
convenience samples, and a large sample survey
of adults incarcerated in prison.

Fortunately, over the past decade this situation
has changed rapidly, and the second edition of
this book is a testament to the various lines of
rigorous inquiry in which numerous scientists
and interventionists are now actively engaged.

The majority of this work, however, has been
conducted within the USA, which has experi-
enced growth in incarcerated populations over
successive decades, and currently has the highest
incarceration rate in the world (Pew Center on
the States, 2009), even though there has been a
plateau in growth in recent years (Gramlich,
2018). There is also quite a range in the incar-
ceration rates across states, with Oklahoma now
having the highest incarceration rate in the USA,
unseating Louisiana from its long-held position
as “the world’s prison capital” (Wagner &
Sawyer, 2018). In contrast, Connecticut, Michi-
gan, Mississippi, Rhode Island, and South Car-
olina reduced their prison populations between
14 and 25% over the past decade (Schrantz,
DeBor, & Mauer, 2018). Given these facts, the
historical, cultural, and political contexts within
the USA are important to keep in mind when
considering the contemporary findings summa-
rized in this volume.

Although most incarceration in the USA
occurs in jails—which are locally run facilities
that house individuals detained following arrest,
prior to charging or sentencing, and those sen-
tenced for a year or less and typically for
misdemeanors (Zeng, 2018)—studies have
traditionally focused on children of parents in
state or federal prison or made no distinction
among types of corrections facilities. Thus, in the
previous edition of our book, much of the work
summarized pertained to children with impris-
oned parents. In the recent past, we have seen
changes in this approach, with more attention
being given to jailed parents and their children in
addition to variables such as the length of the
parent’s incarceration, the nature of the parent’s
criminal activity, and the effects of parental
recidivism on children, especially when multiple
incarcerations occur in a relatively short amount
of time, which is common for jail incarcerations.
It should be noted, however, that several states in
the USA do not make a distinction between jail
and prison, nor do many other countries.

Despite increases in research quantity and
quality, most studies of children with incarcer-
ated parents still focus on contrasting children
who have ever experienced parental incarceration
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with those who have never experienced it. How-
ever, parents are involved in the criminal justice
system in many ways that may affect children,
from their arrest to community supervision
(Chap. 3, this volume). The approach of com-
bining children who have ever experienced par-
ental incarceration, despite differences in the
length, timing, and number of incarcerations, has
helped garner adequate sample sizes to advance
what we know about effects of parental incarcer-
ation on children, which is a critical step. Unfor-
tunately, this approach also masks nuances in
children’s experiences and does not allow detailed
examination of effects during different develop-
mental periods or of mechanisms of these effects.
Yet this, too, is beginning to change.

Research that Crosses Disciplinary
Boundaries

The lives of children affected by parental incar-
ceration may intersect with a variety of social
service systems, such as public health and
medicine, child welfare, education, mental health,
and juvenile and criminal justice. Researchers
and practitioners from academic disciplines that,
by tradition, are attached to these systems have
studied the children of incarcerated parents, but
they have usually worked in isolation. In our
original 2010 volume (Eddy & Poehlmann, 2010),
we argued that this situation must change. Since
then, it has changed, albeit quite slowly (cf.,
Wildeman, Haskins, & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2017).
To adequately understand the needs and devel-
opmental trajectories of the children of incarcer-
ated parents, research knowledge and practices
need to be integrated across each of the relevant
academic fields (Wildeman et al., 2017). Thus, a
primary goal of this volume is to further stimulate
and encourage collaborative, interdisciplinary
multimethod research, including basic, interven-
tion, and prevention research focused on the
children of incarcerated parents and their families,
schools, and communities.

In service of this goal, on these pages, a
cross-sectoral approach to understanding the
children of incarcerated parents is presented.
Representatives from the fields of demography,
sociology, anthropology, criminology, family
studies, law, public health, social work, nursing,
psychiatry, developmental and clinical psychol-
ogy, prevention science, education and public
policy and management contributed chapters, as
did corrections, child welfare, and juvenile jus-
tice administrators and representatives from var-
ious nonprofit organizations serving children and
families through direct service, research, and/or
advocacy. Further contributions were made by
individuals who have personal experiences
highly relevant to understanding children with
incarcerated parents. Most authors are active
researchers residing and conducting studies in
the USA. They hail from 17 states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia, representing every major
region of the country. International perspectives
are provided by researchers from five countries
who have been involved in studies throughout
the world (Chaps. 6 and 18). By viewing the
children of incarcerated parents through a diverse
set of lenses, it is our hope that this volume will
not only consolidate an interdisciplinary per-
spective regarding children’s outcomes within
the context of parental incarceration, but also
foster new collaborative approaches that generate
advances in research, practice, and social policy.

Book Themes

Each of the chapters in our 2010 volume was
grounded in one or more of five central themes: a
developmental perspective, risk and resilience
processes, multiple contexts that affect children’s
development, implications for policy and prac-
tice, and directions for future research. In our
new volume, we have retained some of these
foci, changed others, and deepened our inclusion
of: (a) broader contexts in which children’s
development occurs, including additional per-
spectives from criminal justice, sociology,
demography, and policy; (b) key proximal pro-
cesses that make a difference in the lives of
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children with incarcerated parents, such as care-
giving, parent–child contact, and parent–child
separation resulting not only from parental
incarceration but also from immigration deten-
tion; and (c) personal experiences of those
working with and for children with incarcerated
parents and their families.

Some children of incarcerated parents are
born while their parent(s) are in prison or jail;
most affected minor children are less than
10 years of age (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008;
Mumola, 2000). However, many adolescents and
adult children have experienced their parents’
arrest or incarceration at various points during
their lives, and perhaps experienced parental
incarceration during more than one develop-
mental period. Because of the dramatically dif-
ferent needs of children of incarcerated parents
throughout the life span, a developmental per-
spective is essential for an adequate understand-
ing of this population. Some of the chapters in
this volume emphasize the importance of devel-
opmental theory and research as it applies to
children whose parents are incarcerated, a focus
that has been lacking in much of the previous
literature.

Because many children of incarcerated parents
experience multiple risks, including separation
from parents, poverty, parental substance abuse,
and shifts in caregivers, much of the literature
focusing on this population has focused on risk
and negative outcomes. However, there is much
variability in the outcomes of children with
incarcerated parents. Many children of incarcer-
ated parents show resilience, defined as the pro-
cess of successful adaptation in the face of
significant adversity (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker,
2000). Masten (2001, 2014) has argued that resi-
lience is an ordinary process as long as a sufficient
array of normative human adaptational systems
remains intact, such as positive parent–child
relationships and extended family networks. The
adequate maintenance of protective systems can
be extremely challenging for children and families
impacted by parental criminality and incarcera-
tion, and thus fostering resilience processes is a
primary goal of many intervention efforts. Some
chapters highlight protective factors that can help

promote resilience processes in children of incar-
cerated parents and offer new ideas for interven-
tion and policies that may better assist children
and their families.

Like all children, the day-to-day lives of the
children of incarcerated parents are imbedded in
family, school, and community contexts. Unlike
other children, however, the lives of children of
incarcerated parents are heavily influenced by a
powerful “fourth” context, the criminal justice
system (and its ties to the immigration system),
which encompasses a wide variety of subcon-
texts with distinct subcultures, including the
police, the courts, jails, prisons, and probation
and parole. Of particular importance to consider
when interpreting findings about the children of
incarcerated parents is the type of setting within
which a parent is incarcerated. In this volume, we
consider children whose parents are in prison or
in jail. Compared to prisons, jails are often
located closer to the incarcerated individual’s
family members, possibly affecting visitation
frequency. Compared to state prisons, there are
fewer federal prisons; federal prisoners are under
the legal authority of the US federal government
(US Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2010), and they
are often located far from the incarcerated indi-
vidual’s family. Policies and procedures regard-
ing visitation and other forms of contact between
family members may vary dramatically depend-
ing on the type of facility in which the parent is
housed. Various chapters highlight specific con-
texts such as these that may directly or indirectly
affect children’s adaptation and development
over time, including what is known about how
these factors influence the effectiveness of inter-
ventions and policies.

Although significant progress has been made
in research and intervention over the past decade,
there is still much to learn about children affected
by parental incarceration and their families. By
taking an inventory of current research findings,
integrating these findings into a coherent frame-
work, and highlighting knowledge gaps in the
literature, this volume offers new directions for
research focusing both on child and family
development and on interventions designed to
ameliorate the negative effects of parental
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incarceration. Each chapter provides suggestions
for areas where further research and applications
are needed, and these suggestions are tied toge-
ther in the final chapter.

Accessing the emerging literature on the
children of incarcerated parents can be difficult
for policymakers and practitioners. The inte-
grated and rigorous scholarship presented in this
volume provides a springboard not only for
increased communication among professionals
who are interested in the children of incarcerated
parents, but also for the generation of new
directions in research that can better inform
social policies. To this end, many chapters
highlight recent research findings and then dis-
cuss the potential implications of these findings
for public policy and for practice. In the final
section of the volume, future directions are dis-
cussed, and findings and discussions from
throughout the book are tied together in the final
chapter.

Book Sections

Current Trends and New Findings

Over the past several decades, fundamental
changes have taken place in criminal justice
policies in the USA, leading to exponential
growth in the number of incarcerated adults in
state and federal prisons and jails, with only a
recent leveling off (Harrison & Karberg, 2004;
Mumola, 2000; Zeng, 2018). Because the
majority of incarcerated adults are parents, this
phenomenon has led to significant increases in
the number of children affected by parental
incarceration during the past several decades
(e.g., Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; this volume,
Chap. 2). In addition to the millions of children
and adolescents impacted by the current incar-
ceration of a parent, millions more have parents
on probation and parole, many of whom were
recently incarcerated (US Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2007). Many additional children have
parents in jail, as most incarceration in the USA
occurs at the jail level (Wagner & Rabuy, 2017;
Wagner & Sawyer, 2018). Indeed, 10.6 million

people were admitted to local jails across the
USA in 2016, with an average of 731,300 people
in jail per day (Zeng, 2018). In addition, although
the vast majority of incarcerated parents are
fathers, the number of women behind bars con-
tinues to grow, with women reaching nearly 15%
of the jail population in 2016 (Zeng, 2018). As a
result of these combined trends, professionals
from all walks of life—whether they be health-
care providers, day care workers, teachers, coa-
ches, or mentors—are more likely to encounter
children who have or have had fathers, mothers,
and other family members in jail or prison or
under correctional supervision than in any prior
generation.

The Current Trends and New Findings sec-
tion of this volume, which includes five chapters,
four of which are completely new, provides an
important context for the chapters that follow.
The chapters are written by sociologists,
demographers, and criminologists who have been
instrumental in furthering our understanding of
parental incarceration and its potential causal role
in diminished child well-being and growing
social inequality. The authors of Chaps. 2
through 4 discuss a range of current issues,
including estimates of children’s and parents’
exposure to incarceration in the USA, stark racial
disparities that exist in such exposures, and the
wider range of parental criminal justice
involvement that potentially affects children,
including but not limited to incarceration in jails
and prisons. Because African American, Latinx,
Native American, and many other children of
color are disproportionately affected by parental
incarceration, race and ethnicity are presented as
key contexts for understanding risk and resi-
lience processes in this population. The section
also includes a chapter that summarizes findings
from the seminal Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing study, a study of vulnerable families
in US cities that has contributed an enormous
amount to our knowledge about children and
families with incarcerated parents, even though it
was not originally designed as a study of such
children. The section concludes with a chapter
focusing on international research on children
with incarcerated parents, which has been
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instrumental in helping focus and guide research
agendas across multiple countries, including in
the USA.

Developmental and Family Research

In the second section of the volume, we highlight
developmental and family research through five
chapters, three of which are completely new. The
two revised chapters, which summarize what we
know about the development of infants through
adolescents when parents are incarcerated,
ground the volume in a developmental perspec-
tive. Two of the new chapters emphasize family
experiences that are particularly important for
children with incarcerated parents: caregiving
contexts and parent–child visits during parental
incarceration. The final chapter in the section
highlights the value of the use of qualitative
approaches to improving our understanding of
the lived experiences and perspectives of chil-
dren, parents, families, and communities when
parents are incarcerated.

Although we have grounded our interdisci-
plinary perspective in developmental theory and
research, the best academic developmental jour-
nals still have accepted few articles focusing on
children with incarcerated parents (e.g., a 2005
paper in Child Development, and a 2018 paper in
Developmental Psychology). Chapters in the
Developmental Research section review what is
known about the effects and correlates of parental
incarceration for children of different ages,
focusing on results from recent cross-sectional
and longitudinal studies. Because most incar-
cerated mothers and many incarcerated fathers
lived with their children before their incarcera-
tion (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008) and plan to
reunify with their families and children following
their release, parental incarceration often results
in transitory living arrangements for children.
Whereas many children and families strive to
maintain contact with the incarcerated parent
despite the challenges posed by disrupted living
situations, additional stressors, such as financial

strain, geographic distance from home to prison,
and the ambivalence of family members toward
the inmate and visitation, compound the diffi-
culties that families face in remaining connected.
Children’s caregivers play a vital role in helping
maintain ties between the incarcerated parent and
child, and the quality of environments that
caregivers provide is critical for children’s cog-
nitive, academic, and social development during
the parental incarceration period. Chapters in this
section explore these issues in the context of
children’s attachment relationships and home
environments, interactions with schools and
communities, and children’s friendships and peer
relations.

Intervention Research

A growing number of interventions have been
implemented with incarcerated individuals and
their children and families. This body of inter-
vention research is explored in the Intervention
Research section of this volume, including a
review of findings from studies conducted in
prison nursery programs available for women
who are pregnant when they enter jail or prison, a
review of findings from studies of interventions
focusing on improving the communication and
parenting skills of incarcerated parents, and a
review of findings from studies of mentoring
programs for children living in the community.
There is growing interest in a multimodal ori-
entation to intervention relevant to the children of
incarcerated parents (e.g., Eddy et al., 2008), and
thus an organizing framework and findings from
experimental and quasi-experimental trials are
presented to demonstrate applications of empiri-
cally based preventive interventions to incarcer-
ated parents and their children and families.
A new chapter in the Intervention section focuses
on international policy interventions designed to
explore the effects on children of alternatives to
incarceration for parents. The introduction of
sentencing alternatives to prison or jail is an
exciting new development in the field.
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Perspectives

In the second edition of the Handbook, we added
an entirely new section to better represent the
variety of perspectives that exist regarding re-
search and intervention with children of incar-
cerated parents. The four new chapters in this
section focus on a range of issues and perspec-
tives, including the importance of community-
based participatory research as a way to empower
families of color (Chap. 17) and the delineation
of the benefits of collaborating with individuals
and communities who have experienced parental
incarceration and its effects first hand (Chap. 21).
Additional new chapters focus on a children’s
rights approach to the reform of criminal justice
systems, with encouraging examples from
European countries (Chap. 18), and from a US
state using data to transform their juvenile justice
organization (Chap. 20). In addition, one revised
chapter in this section focuses on the interface
between parental criminal justice involvement
and the child welfare system (Chap. 19).

Future Directions

In recent years, research has begun to play a
prominent role in shaping policy and practice at
the federal and state levels; this is also beginning
to happen at local levels as well, where most
incarceration occurs. A variety of governments
and institutions have adopted mandates to use
“evidence-based” or “evidence-informed” prac-
tices, but there remain many details to work out,
including how such practices are defined,
implemented, monitored, and adapted. The
Future Directions section of this volume dis-
cusses ways in which research findings might
influence future policies, practices, and research
relevant to children of incarcerated parents. One
entirely new chapter focuses on what we know
and do not know in relation to policy-relevant
research (Chap. 22). A second new chapter
highlights new directions that are needed in re-
search and intervention in the area of detaining,
separating, and incarcerating parents and their

children at the US southern border (Chap. 23).
The suggestions for research and intervention
that have been developed in the preceding
chapters are tied together in the final chapters
(Chaps. 24 and 25), providing students,
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers a
clear starting place to engage in more successful
and comprehensive multidisciplinary work and
decision making on behalf of children affected by
parental incarceration.

Summary

Children of incarcerated parents are a significant,
growing, and vulnerable population. Researchers
from multiple disciplines have learned much
about this group of children, especially over the
past decade. Here, we bring representatives of
these fields of study together to summarize the
state of scientific knowledge about the children
of incarcerated parents, discuss policies and
practices grounded in that knowledge, and offer a
blueprint for future research. With the number of
children who have been affected by parental
incarceration to date, it is not tenable for poli-
cymakers, practitioners, and researchers to ignore
these children and their families. This book is our
collective attempt to continue to bridge the
communication gaps between and among re-
search, practice, and policymaking relevant to
children of incarcerated parents, and to encour-
age the further conduct of high-quality research
so that sufficient knowledge will be available for
evidence-based practice and policymaking that
makes a positive and enduring difference in the
lives of children and their families.
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