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Abstract
Although previous studies suggest that parental behavior is associated with 
children’s adulthood outcomes, few studies have focused on the role of parental 
incarceration in School-to-Work transitions. Based on a life course perspective, 
this study constructs the School-to-Work trajectories of Chinese young adults born 
between 1940 and 1979 to examine the effect of parental incarceration on these 
transitions and the mediating role of family support. We found that adolescents 
whose parents were incarcerated transitioned from School-to-Work earlier and had 
more vulnerable transition trajectories than those of children whose parents were not 
incarcerated. Moreover, the former was more likely to engage in agricultural labor, 
enter the labor market with low education, and experience long-term unemployment 
after leaving school. We also found that family support mediated the effect of 
parental incarceration on School-to-Work transitions. Parental incarceration led to 
low levels of family support, further increasing the likelihood of affected adolescents 
embarking on a vulnerable transition trajectory. These findings underscore the 
long-term effect of positive parental behaviors and family support on young adults’ 
School-to-Work trajectories and provide crucial policy implications for developing 
a young adult-friendly family environment and young adult support programs to 
promote effortless transitions from School-to-Work.
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Introduction

Studies based on different cultural contexts suggest that in the family environment, 
parental incarceration is an important factor affecting family functioning. The 
occurrence of these adverse events and the resulting family dysfunction have 
negative consequences for young adults when transitioning to adulthood (Foster 
& Hagan, 2007; Jin & Ji, 2015; Mears & Siennick, 2016; Miller & Barnes, 2015; 
Murray et  al., 2007), such as an underprivileged socioeconomic status, poorer 
health, and a higher likelihood of crime (Guo et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2013; Mears 
& Siennick, 2016; Turney & Goodsell, 2018). The School-to-Work transition 
is crucial in an individual’s life course, determining whether the individual 
can transition smoothly from completing their school education to entering the 
labor market. Parental incarceration may also significantly affect School-to-
Work trajectories: children who experience parental incarceration may have 
an increased risk of unsuccessful School-to-Work transitions or have irregular 
transition trajectories, such as unemployment and precarious employment.

In China, statistics show that at least 300,000 teenagers grow up in an incomplete 
or dysfunctional family annually owing to their parents’ crimes (Xie, 2012). With 
one or both parents in prison, fulfilling guardianship and parenting obligations 
becomes difficult. This often leads to the dysfunction or disintegration of families 
with dependent children. As a result, children are left unsupervised and face 
challenges. They are more likely to drop out of school, less likely to attend college, 
and prone to behavioral and psychological problems during their transition to 
adulthood. In some cases, they may even become “second-generation” criminals 
(Yan et  al., 2009). Therefore, with increasing young adults experiencing parental 
incarceration in China, it is of great significance to study the relationship between 
parental incarceration and Chinese young adults’ transition from School-to-Work. 
This can provide more empirical evidence for the relationship between parental 
incarceration and School-to-Work transition and also help reveal the mechanism 
underlying such associations, further clarifying the cumulative process of the 
vulnerable school-to-work trajectories caused by parental incarceration.

This study adopted a holistic approach on course of life—that is, the transition 
in states and roles from School-to-Work as a trajectory—using the sequence 
analysis method to examine the effect of experiencing parental incarceration 
during childhood on the School-to-Work transition and the mediating role of 
family support in the context of China.

Theoretical Background

Parental Incarceration and School‑to‑Work Transition

School-to-Work transition refers to the period when an individual discontinues 
school and begins employment (Ng & Feldman, 2007). The smoothness of 
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this transition helps determine an individual’s willingness to switch jobs, 
organizations, and occupations later in life, and ability to deal with subsequent 
career changes (Ng & Feldman, 2007; Taylor, 2005). A successful School-to-
Work transition is conceptualized as the transition between the end of formal, 
secondary, or higher education and obtaining an entry-level job or continuing 
work-related training (Stone, 1992). Scholars also believe that a successful 
School-to-Work transition is a criterion for individuals finding employment 
after leaving school, performing to a level acceptable to their employers, and 
having a positive attitude toward their work environment and job requirements 
(Ng & Feldman, 2007). Most of these definitions and standards emphasize the 
environmental adaptability and employment stability of young adults during their 
early career transitions. When individuals fail to make a smooth transition from 
School-to-Work, they risk facing high unemployment, excessive job turnover, and 
weak links between schooling and employment (Ryan, 2001).

Several empirical studies in the United Sates found that parental incarceration 
significantly affected the risk of adverse outcomes of School-to-Work transition during 
adulthood (Chung, 2012; Uggen & McElrath, 2014; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2011). 
For example, several longitudinal studies in the country showed that experiences of 
parental incarceration during individuals’ childhood affected their adulthood outcomes 
(Mears & Siennick, 2016; Uggen & McElrath, 2014; Young et al., 2020), with adverse 
consequences in multiple areas, including participation in criminal behavior, drug 
use, social bonds, and mental and physical health (Foster & Hagan, 2007; Miller & 
Barnes, 2015; Roettger & Swisher, 2011). Some studies, based on data from European 
countries, including England, Netherlands, and Sweden, also found that children who 
have experienced parental incarceration are more likely to be arrested (Besemer et al., 
2011; Murray et  al., 2007; Rakt et  al., 2012), commit crimes, use marijuana, have 
poor physical health, and suffer from depression (Gaston, 2016; Mears & Siennick, 
2016; Osgood et al., 2005; Turney, 2014). A study based on data from the Ohio Life 
Course Study found that parental incarceration can lead to romantic relationship 
problems in their adulthood (Giordano, 2010). Experiencing parental incarceration in 
childhood was also associated with disadvantaged socioeconomic status in adulthood. 
For example, Foster and Hagan (2007), based on the National Longitudinal Study 
of Adolescent Health (Add Health), found that American young adults who were 
children of incarcerated fathers had a higher incidence of low socioeconomic status. 
Moreover, based on data from Add Health, studies showed that parental incarceration 
reduces children’s educational attainment and earning potential in adulthood (Mears & 
Siennick, 2016; Miller & Barnes, 2015). In addition, a study on American adolescents 
found that experiencing parental incarceration during childhood can influence one’s life 
trajectory into careers (Young et al., 2020), resulting in, for example, an unsuccessful 
first-time entry into the labor market.

The Chinese Context

Before 1978, the crime rate in China remained at 30 to 60 criminal cases per 100,000 
persons, which was relatively low compared to that of other countries (Lu, 2018). 
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However, since the reform and opening up of China in 1978, the number of criminal 
cases in the country has increased, and this concern has become increasingly severe. 
Especially since 1998, the crime rate in China has grown rapidly, exhibiting an over-
all upward trend. According to Fig.  1, the arrest rate rose from 4.794 per 10,000 
people in 1998 to 7.775 per 10,000 people in 2019 (+ 62.18%); the prosecution rate 
rose from 4.687 per 10,000 people in 1998 to 11.142 per 10,000 people in 2020 
(+ 137.72%); the number of offenders in criminal cases heard by the people’s courts 
rose from 4.235 per 10,000 people in 1998 to 11.854 per 10,000 people in 2020 
(+ 179.91%). In addition, according to the World Prison Brief, the prison popula-
tion rate rose from 107 per 100,000 of the national population in 1990 to 1651per 
100,000 of the national population in 2018.

This overall increase in crime rates has led to increasing numbers of adolescents 
experiencing the adverse events of parental incarceration and growing up in home 
environments where one or both parents are absent. According to a survey conducted 
by the research group of the Institute for Crime Prevention of Ministry of Justice of 
China (2006), by the end of 2005, among the 1.56 million inmates serving sentences 
in prisons, about 30% had minor children, and these minor children numbered more 
than 600,000.

The children of incarcerated parents are disadvantaged in terms of living 
conditions, health status, and educational access. Regarding living conditions, due 
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to parental sentencing and property confiscation following the Chinese Criminal 
Law, the family’s income becomes unstable, making it difficult to ensure the 
economic conditions and housing stability required for children to live and healthily 
grow. According to the survey data of the research group of the Institute of Crime 
Prevention for the Ministry of Justice of China (2006), the living conditions of the 
minor children of 45.9% of prisoners were poor, and those who received social 
assistance only accounted for 5.2% of the total. A survey in 2018 also showed that 
42.8% of families with minor children of prisoners had an average annual income of 
less than 3000 yuan and lived in relatively poor conditions (Tan, 2021). Compared 
with children whose parents were not serving a sentence, these children had poorer 
health outcomes, poorer mental health, and were more likely to be affected by 
poor social interactions and negative events such as beatings and scolding by their 
supporters (Guo et al., 2021).

With respect to education attainment, children of incarcerated parents are at 
higher risk of dropping out. According to the survey data, 13.1% of children of 
prisoners dropped out of school, and the dropout rate increased significantly after 
their parents were imprisoned, reaching 82.43% (Research Group of the Institute for 
Crime Prevention of Ministry of Justice, 2006). Studies have also found that having 
mothers who served prison sentences during children’s early and late childhood 
significantly reduced the likelihood that the children would attend or complete 
college in the future (Jin & Ji, 2015). In addition, parental incarceration increases 
the likelihood of deviance or crime among children. For example, a study showed 
that substantial juvenile offenders had one or both parents previously detained or 
sentenced by the court; that is, parental incarceration was a significant predictor of 
offspring criminality (Shi et al., 2011). A 2012 survey also found that   left-behind 
children (children left behind in their rural or urban homes because their parents 
are migrant workers)  accounted for approximately 70% of juvenile delinquency, 
with this trend increasing annually (Chen, 2016). Therefore, regarding rapid 
population migration in China, the population size affected by parental incarceration 
is enormous, and these populations face multiple vulnerabilities for health status, 
education level, and job opportunities, highlighting the uniqueness of the Chinese 
sample.

A life Course Perspective

The life course framework conceptualizes a personal life as the life events and 
trajectories relevant to others that unfold over time (Elder et  al., 2003), providing 
an additional perspective to understand the effect of parental incarceration on 
offspring’s adulthood. First, the life course principle of linked lives states that 
individuals’ life trajectories intersect and interact with the life trajectories of their 
social ties (Carr, 2018; Elder et  al., 2003). The concept of linked lives primarily 
refers to intimate social ties, such as those with parents and neighbors, that 
interconnect with the life courses of different individuals. Based on the interrelation 
of life courses, parents’ life course trajectories and key life events may significantly 
affect the life course of their children. For example, research shows that parental 
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incarceration can adversely affect their children’s life course (Young et  al., 2020). 
Therefore, the linked lives principle provides a relevant  perspective to examine the 
relationship between parental incarceration and children’s life course transitions.

Furthermore, life course theory emphasizes the importance of “turning points,” 
such as marriage and military service. Such turning points may change or deflect 
long-term pathways or trajectories that began at an earlier juncture (Sampson & 
Laub, 2005). When life events trigger discontinuity in prior adjustments, these events 
become turning points, subsequently sustaining or expanding through a dynamic 
process of cumulative and self-reinforcing consequences (Mortimer & Shanahan, 
2007; Sampson & Laub, 1997). Parental incarceration may also constitute as a 
turning point event; offspring who experience parental incarceration may develop 
a pathway of cumulative disadvantage adversely affecting their achievements across 
their life course. This can cause significant changes in their social role trajectories 
(Wethington, 2005), especially among adolescents who are at the crucial life stage 
of transitioning from School-to-Work.

Over the past decade, a holistic approach to life course has been widely applied. 
The development of this new perspective allows us to adopt a more comprehensive 
approach to understanding young adults, considering their educational and 
employment experiences, and also other aspects of life, including family and peer 
relationships (Pallas, 1993). The transition from school to employment is a process. 
To view labor market entry as a single event has hindered efforts to identify varied 
employment statuses and their transitions and observe closely the School-to-Work 
trajectory; that is, the holistic perspective considers the transition as a sequential 
trajectory involving life course states and roles, and considers the type, number, 
duration, and sequence of events (Billari, 2005). From this perspective, parental 
incarceration may affect not only the timing of the affected children’s School-to-
Work transitions, but also their entire trajectory from School-to-Work. Therefore, to 
understand the mechanisms determining the trajectory from School-to-Work, labor 
market entry cannot be viewed as a single event (Wolbers, 2007) or be confined to 
narrow age ranges (Cheetham et al., 2015). However, previous   research primarily 
focused on the effect of parental incarceration on specific outcomes in adulthood, 
such as educational achievement and income (Foster & Hagan, 2007). Few studies 
have examined the effect of parental incarceration on young adults’ school-to-work 
trajectories in the Chinese context based on a holistic perspective of life course.

The Role of Family Support

Scholars have conducted considerable empirical research to understand how parental 
incarceration affects their offspring. These studies found that the effects of parental 
incarceration on children are often attributed to problems in the care of young 
children, such as parenting practices, family support, and family instability. For 
example, parental incarceration leads to separation from children, thereby increasing 
the risk of family instability. It also significantly reduces parental care and support 
for young children and increases the children’s risk of economic deprivation and 
need for public assistance (Geller et al., 2011; Schwartz-Soicher et al., 2011; Xu & 
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Feng, 2005). Parental support remains crucial as children transition from childhood 
to adulthood. Many young adults rely on their parents for living conditions while 
completing their education and seeking employment (Fingerman et  al., 2012; 
Swartz, 2009). Inequalities in access to parental support in late adolescence creates 
disparities among young adults’ socioeconomic outcomes and life opportunities 
(Johnson & Benson, 2012; Swartz, 2009). Parental incarceration may also 
undermine the offspring’s ability to acquire the skills, resources, and foundations 
needed for a successful School-to-Work transition (Foster and Hagan, 2007; Johnson 
& Easterling, 2012; Sampson & Laub, 2005). Specifically, parental incarceration 
may prevent parents from providing offspring with the resources, support, and social 
capital required to complete school, find employment, and address crises such as 
unemployment or homelessness during their transition to adulthood (Arditti, 2012; 
Siennick, 2016; Uggen & McElrath, 2014). In addition, scholars have found that 
educational resources provided by families have a strong positive relationship with 
successful School-to-Work transitions, especially in attaining stable jobs (Absor 
& Utomo, 2017). Therefore, family support may play a mediating role between 
parental incarceration and children’s transition from School-to-Work. Incarcerated 
parents are more likely to neglect their children’s care and education and unable to 
provide significant support for their children, potentially with devastating effects 
on the children during their transition from School-to-Work (Osgood et  al., 2005; 
Swartz et al., 2011). This may result in higher unemployment, substandard salaries, 
and incomplete education (Raphael & Stoll, 2009; Western & Muller, 2013).

The Current Study

Existing studies on School-to-Work transitions often focus on single events or single 
status changes, such as the timing of first employment and the transition between 
education and unemployment (Brzinsky-Fay, 2014; Wolbers, 2007), without investi-
gating them as a segment of a holistic sequence. Moreover, how parental incarcera-
tion affects offspring’s School-to-Work transition trajectories lacks clarity, and more 
research is needed to fill this gap in the literature. Therefore, based on the holistic 
life course approach, this study examined the impact of parental incarceration on 
the transition from School-to-Work by positioning the transition in a holistic trajec-
tory that changes over time and identifying patterns of these trajectories. We also 
hypothesize that parental incarceration is associated with young adults’ transition 
from school to employment; that is, adolescents with one or more incarcerated par-
ents are at risk of being disadvantaged or unsuccessful in their School-to-Work tran-
sitions compared with those whose parents are not incarcerated. This study further 
hypothesizes that early family support (including emotional and financial support) 
may mediate parental incarceration and children’s transition from school to employ-
ment. Specifically, adolescents with incarcerated parents receive less emotional and 
financial support from their families and may experience vulnerable transition tra-
jectories, such as long-term unemployment, than those with non-incarcerated par-
ents. Figure 2 shows the hypothesized relationship between parental incarceration, 
family support, and School-to-Work trajectories. In sum, this study analyzes the 
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pattern of the school-to-work trajectories of Chinese young adults and the mediating 
role of family support between parental incarceration and School-to-Work transition 
based on empirical data from China.

Analytical Strategy

Data

The data employed in this study were derived from the China Health and Retirement 
Longitudinal Study (CHARLS) conducted by National School of Development 
at Peking University in 2014. The 2014 CHARLS survey was conducted in 28 
provinces, 150 counties or districts, and 450 villages or urban communities in 
China from June to September 2014, and a total of 20,543 individuals were 
interviewed. Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Institutional Review 
Board of Peking University. As a large-scale nationwide survey, CHARLS adopts 
a stratified (by per capita gross domestic product [GDP] of urban districts and 
rural counties) multi-stage (county, district-village, community, or household) 
probability proportional to size (PPS) random sampling strategy to ensure sample 
representativeness. In the first stage, all county-level units were sorted (stratified) by 
region, within the region by urban district or rural county, and by per capita GDP. 
After this sorting (stratification), 150 counties or urban districts were chosen with 
probability proportional to population size (Zhao et al., 2013). For each county-level 
unit, three PSUs (villages and urban neighborhoods) were randomly chosen with 
probability proportional to population (Zhao et  al., 2013). CHARLS designed a 
mapping or listing software (CHARLS-GIS) that utilizes Google Earth map images 
to list all dwelling units in each residential building to create sampling frames. In 
each sampled household, a short screening form was used to identify the members 
to be interviewed. Thus, CHARLS is nationally representative and representative 
of both rural and urban areas within China. This survey examines the life course of 
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Chinese people; hence, we collected data on the crucial areas of their life course, 
including their education, marriage, child-bearing, and employment histories, as 
well as any criminal experiences of the respondents’ parents.

As only a few respondents in the survey sample were born before 1930, this 
study excluded individuals from that particular age group. We also did not include 
respondents who reached the age of 35 before the mid-1970s, before which the 
crime rates were minimal. The remaining respondents were divided into four 
cohorts: 1940–1949 (cohort 1), 1950–1959 (cohort 2), 1960–1969 (cohort 3), and 
1970–1979 (cohort 4). The reason for this division was primarily determined by the 
different context of each cohort. The School-to-Work transition of the 1940–1949 
cohort was mainly completed after the founding of the People’s Republic of China, 
and this cohort experienced economic recovery and development and grew up in 
a relatively stable social environment. The education and employment of the 
1940–1949 cohort were also related to the popularization of primary education 
in the 1950s and the succession replacement system (wherein children replace 
their parent’s position when they retire). The education and employment of the 
1950–1959 cohort may be associated with the interruption of primary education 
and the closure of higher education during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). 
The School-to-Work trajectories of the 1960–1969 cohort may have been affected 
by the resumption of the college entrance exam system in 1978 and the graduate 
employment arrangement system. The transition from School-to-Work for the 
1970–1979 cohort was completed against the backdrop of reform and opening up 
in the 1980s, which was mainly affected by the expansion of higher education, 
abolition of the employment arrangement system, and reform of the “Danwei” 
system in the late 1990s.

Regarding the sample distribution of the original data, there were 9750 males, 
accounting for 47.46% of the sample, and 10792 females, accounting for 52.54%. 
The mean age of respondents was 58.87. There were 2005 urban residents, 
accounting for 9.97% of the sample, and 18,114 rural residents, accounting for 
90.03%. There were 18,876 Han people, accounting for 91.89% of the sample, and 
1667 ethnic minorities, accounting for 8.11%. When testing the model, we deleted 
the cases with responding errors and missing values, and only kept those with valid 
data on the key variables.2 The final sample consisted of 14,742 individuals.

Methods

This study employed the sequence analysis method. Sequence analysis was intro-
duced to social sciences by Abbott (1995) and was originally used to study deoxyri-
bonucleic acid (DNA) sequence in biology (Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2010). Sequence 
analysis treats each life course sequence as a string of characters, similar to those 
used in biological sciences to code DNA molecules (Billari, 2001). It enables the 

2  In this study, samples with missing values were directly excluded from the analysis due to a large 
sample size and the assumption that the missing cases occurred at random. We conducted Little’s Chi-
squared test for Missing Completely at Random (MCAR), which yielded a result of P = 0.11, indicating 
that the missing values can be considered random.
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comparison of individual life course sequences using a holistic perspective; the most 
similar life course trajectories are grouped into clusters using the hierarchical clus-
tering method (Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2010; Gauthier et al., 2010). Pertaining to this 
study, the use of sequence analysis enabled the construction of School-to-Work tra-
jectories and the identification of typical trajectories.

This study operationalized School-to-Work transitions into life course sequences 
of individuals aged 16 to 35 and constructed the state trajectories of School-to-Work 
transition based on when an individual had experienced life events or roles in the 
two domains of education and employment, with each year of age contributing one 
observation.

First, the life course states of School-to-Work transition were identified. We 
selected one life course state within the education domain and five life course states 
within the employment domain during the School-to-Work transition. This study 
merged education and employment into one life domain with six states: education 
(ED), agricultural employment (AG), non-agricultural employment (NA), military 
service (MS), no paid work (NP), and not employed (NU),3 to form trajectories 
from School-to-Work. Therefore, based on the six states defined above and the 
education and employment histories of respondents, this study used years as the unit 
of time to construct School-to-Work trajectory sequences of Chinese young adults 
born between 1940 and 1979, who were between 16 and 35  years of age during 
data collection. An example of the constructed School-to-Work trajectory sequences 
is shown in Table 1. Each row represents the trajectory sequence of a respondent 
transitioning from School-to-Work between the ages of 16 and 35.

Second, we calculated the distance matrix between the paired trajectory 
sequences from School-to-Work using the optimal matching method, and 
subsequently performed cluster analysis based on the distance matrix to obtain 
the type of trajectory sequence. We also set a one-unit of insertion and deletion 
costs, and the transition rate between states of substitution cost to match different 
sequences. Following the optimal matching, this study used the Ward algorithm 
to achieve hierarchical clustering to reduce data dimensionality. Cluster analysis 
is based on the similarity of trajectory sequences, as shown in Table  1. This 
similarity (distance matrix) is achieved through optimal matching. The School-to-
Work trajectory sequences of each individual are organized into different groups, 

Table 1   Example of school-to-
work trajectories

Age Age 16 Age 17 Age 18 … Age 29 Age 35
Trajectories

Trajectory 1 ED AG AG … AG AG
Trajectory 2 ED NA NA … NA NU
…
Trajectory 40 ED MS MS … NA NA

3  “No paid work” refers to unpaid household help, and “not employed” refers to those who are not work-
ing in the labor market and are unemployed.
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in which the similarity of the sequences within the groups was maximized and 
between the groups was minimized. For example, trajectory 1 and trajectory 40 in 
Table 1 have a high similarity; hence, they are likely to be classified into one group. 
Different categories identified by the cluster analysis have different state distribution 
characteristics. The cluster validity was tested by multiple indicators, and the 
optimal number of clusters was determined according to these test indicators.

Third, using the clusters of trajectory sequences from School-to-Work as the 
dependent variable, this study estimated a multinomial logistic regression model 
to examine the relationship between parental incarceration and the probability of 
belonging to each of the clusters. The Stata command KHB was used to conduct 
mediation analysis, which was developed for application in logit and probit 
regression models (Kohler et al., 2011). This command decomposes the total effect 
into the direct effect of parental incarceration and the indirect effect of the mediator 
(early family support). All data analyses were conducted using R (packages 
TraMineR and WeightedCluster) and STATA.

Variables

The clusters of trajectories from School-to-Work formed by the earlier cluster 
analysis act as the dependent variable in our model. The independent variable is 
parental incarceration. In the questionnaire, respondents were asked, “When you 
were a child, which one of the following did your parents ever have?” One of the 
options was whether the parents were ever sent to prison. The independent variable 
had two options of “yes (= 1)” or “no (= 0)”.

The mediating variable is early family support, which was assessed through 
emotional and financial support according to previous research (Roksa & Kinsley, 
2019). Emotional support is measured by respondents’ subjective ratings of 
how much emotional support they received from the parent–child relationship 
interactions as children. The three questions asked in the survey were: “How 
much love and affection did your parent(s) give you while you were growing up?” 
“How would you rate the level of parent–child emotional support for you in your 
relationship with your mother as a child?” and “How would you rate the level of 
parent–child emotional support in your relationship with your mother as a child?” 
The emotional support score was obtained by summing the above items, which 
formed a continuous variable. The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is 0.711. Economic 
support was measured by the question, “When you were young, did any of your 
family members provide you with financial support for your work, such as when 
starting a business?” The answer to this question comprised “yes” or “no.” Early 
family support variables were standardized before being included in the mediation 
analysis.

The control variables of participants’ gender, hukou (categorization based on one’s 
household registration), birth cohort, ethnicity, political status, and religious beliefs 
were also included in the models. Demographic variables, such as respondents’ gen-
der, birth cohort, and ethnicity, affected an individual’s educational attainment and 
occupational status (Absor & Utomo, 2017; McGinnity et al., 2005). Hence, this study 
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included these as control variables in the analysis. Gender is a dummy variable with 
male as the reference category. Ethnicity includes two categories with the minorities 
as the reference category. We also included five birth cohorts: 1940–1949, 1950–1959, 
1960–1969, and 1970–1979.

In the Chinese context, hukou (urban or rural) and Communist Party membership 
are vital dimensions to consider, both as important indicators of social stratification and 
socioeconomic status in China (Dickson & Rublee, 2000; Wu & Treiman, 2004), and 
may affect the transition of adolescents from education to work. For example, studies 
have found that differences in urban and rural hukou can lead to uneven distribution 
of higher education opportunities and resources (Wu, 2019). Hukou status can also 
lead to exclusion from the labor market. Young adults with rural hukou have fewer job 
opportunities and income returns than those with urban hukou (Wu et al., 2020). Party 
membership can also improve an individual’s transition from education to employment. 
For example, studies have found that Communist Party membership has a significant 
positive effect on individuals obtaining formal jobs in state-owned units (Yan, 2017). 
Hukou was represented by a dummy variable, where "0" is rural hukou and "1" is 
urban hukou. Political status includes non-party membership and party membership. 
Religious belief consists of two categories: those with religious beliefs and those 
without. Descriptive statistics of all variables are shown in Table 2.

Table 2   Descriptive statistic of the sample (N = 14742)

Because emotional support is a continuous variable, its mean and standard deviation could be calculated

Variable Frequency Percent (%) Variable Frequency Percent (%)

Gender Politics status
 Male (= 0) 7005 47.52  Party member (= 0) 1445 9.80
 Female (= 1) 7737 52.48  Non-party member (= 1) 13297 90.20

Birth Cohorts Have religious belief
 1940–1949 (= 1) 3063 20.78  No (= 0) 13344 90.52
 1950–1959 (= 2) 5163 35.02  Yes (= 1) 1398 9.48
 1960–1969 (= 3) 5384 36.52 Parental incarceration
 1970–1979 (= 4) 1132 7.68  No (= 0) 14413 97.77

Hukou  Yes (= 1) 329 2.23
 Rural (= 0) 11720 79.50 Financial support
 Urban (= 1) 3022 20.50  No (= 0) 13420 91.03

Ethnicity  Yes (= 1) 1322 8.97
 Minorities (= 0) 1169 7.93 Emotional support:
 Han (= 1) 13573 92.07 10.729 2.643
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Results

Four Clusters of School‑to‑Work Trajectories

Sequence analysis identified four clusters of trajectories from School-to-Work (see 
Fig. 3).4 Cluster 1 (the Early and Agricultural Work cluster) accounted for the larg-
est proportion of our sample (48.87%) and was characterized by a relatively low 
level of education and early entry into agricultural work (mainly at the age of 16). 
Approximately half of the individuals in the sample were primarily engaged in agri-
cultural work and had transitioned at a young age from School-to-Work. Cluster 2 
(the Late and Agricultural Work cluster) accounted for 22.40% of the sample; most 
individuals in this cluster were occupied in free-form agricultural work after a dura-
tion of education. Most sample in cluster 2 were employed in the agricultural sector 
at various ages, with members undergoing a transition from education to agricultural 
work. Cluster 3 (the Late and Non-Agricultural Work cluster) accounted for 22.47% 
of the sample and was characterized by a relatively high level of education and late 
entry into the labor market, with most members engaged in stable non-agricultural 
work. Cluster 3 exhibited delayed transitions from School-to-Work manifested by 
longer periods spent in school, with non-agricultural work as the dominant form of 

Fig. 3   Four clusters of school-to-work trajectories identified by cluster analysis

4  The validity of the cluster analysis results of education–employment trajectories: Hubert’s Gamma 
(HG) = 0.933; Point Biserial Correlation (PBC) = 0.708; Pseudo R2 = 0.717; Average Silhouette Width 
(ASW) = 0.538; Calinski–Harabasz index (CH) = 7961.767. In addition, the clustering process is pro-
vided in Figure A1 (tree diagram) in the appendix.
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employment. Cluster 4 (the Unemployed cluster) accounted for 6.26% of the sample 
and predominately comprised unemployed members; most members in this cluster 
may not have joined the labor market during their transition from School-to-Work.

Multinomial Logistic Regression Model Results

Table  3 shows the probability of belonging to each cluster of School-to-Work 
trajectories. Model 1 included only control variables. Compared with the Early 
and Agricultural Work cluster, females are more likely to be classified into the 
Unemployed clusters (OR = 1.300, SE = 0.106), and less likely to be classified 
into the Late and Agricultural Work and Late (OR = 0.398, SE = 0.017) and Non-
Agricultural Work clusters (OR = 0.203, SE = 0.011). Respondents with urban hukou 
are more likely to belong to the Late and Non-Agricultural Work (OR = 26.757, 
SE = 1.800) and Unemployed clusters (OR = 8.491, SE = 0.755), that is, those with 
rural hukou are more likely to belong to the Early and Agricultural Work. The 
cohort 1950–1959 (cohort 2) had a higher probability of falling into the clusters of 
Late and Agricultural Work (OR = 1.303, SE = 0.076) and Late and Non-Agricultural 
Work (OR = 1.409, SE = 0.107), and a lower probability of being in the Early and 
Agricultural Work cluster. The 1960–1969 and 1970–1979 cohorts (cohorts 3 and 
4, respectively) were more likely to fall into the Late and Non-Agricultural Work 
cluster (OR = 3.589, SE = 0.266; OR = 7.785, SE = 0.829) and Unemployed cluster 
(OR = 2.142, SE = 0.224; OR = 5.055, SE = 0.683), and less likely to be in the 
Early and Agricultural Work. Han Chinese young adults were more likely to fall 
into the clusters of Late and Non-Agricultural Work (OR = 1.559, SE = 0.156) and 
Unemployed (OR = 1.790, SE = 0.275) than ethnic minorities. Non-Party members 
have a higher probability of falling into the Late and Non-Agricultural Work 
cluster (OR = 0.517, SE = 0.045) than party members. Compared with the Early and 
Agricultural Work cluster, those who held religious beliefs were more likely to fall 
into the clusters of the Late & Non-agricultural Work (OR = 1.214, SE = 0.105) and 
the Unemployed (OR = 1.555, SE = 0.182).

Model 2 incorporated control variables and parental incarceration variables. The 
results for the control variables were similar to Model 1. From the independent 
variable, those whose one of parents’ committed crimes are more likely to be 
included in the Late and Agricultural Work cluster (OR = 2.043, SE = 0.705) and the 
Unemployed cluster (OR = 1.903, SE = 0.487) than those with non-criminal parents. 
In other words, we found that respondents with one of incarcerated parents are more 
likely than respondents without incarcerated parents to enter clusters characterized 
by low levels of education, disorderly and frequent changes in work, and long-term 
unemployment, such as the Early and Agricultural Work cluster and the Unemployed 
cluster.

Model 3 further incorporate financial support and emotional support variables. 
We found that young adults who received financial support from their families were 
more likely to be categorized under the clusters of Late and Non-Agricultural Work 
(OR = 1.793, SE = 0.158) and Late & Agricultural work (OR = 1.325, SE = 0.109), 
and less likely in the Early and Agricultural Work cluster. Young adults with 
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significant emotional attachment to their parents were more likely to fall into the Late 
and Agricultural work cluster (OR = 1.034, SE = 0.008), and less likely in the Early 
and Agricultural Work cluster. In other words, adolescents with weak family support 
were more likely to enter clusters characterized by low education, agricultural work, 
or frequent change of work states and even long-term unemployment than those 
with significant family support, and were less likely to be classified into the clusters 
characterized by higher education and stable work in comparison.

The Mediation Effect of Family Support

The KHB method was used to decompose the total effect of parental incarceration 
on the transition from education to employment (See Table  4). We found that 
only the mediating effect of those in the Late and Agricultural Work cluster was 
statistically significant. The total effect of parental incarceration on the probability 
of being categorized in the Late and Agricultural Work cluster was 0.708; that is, 
parental incarceration increased the probability of being in the Late and Agricultural 
Work cluster by 0.708, relative to the Early and Agricultural Work cluster. The direct 
effect of parental incarceration was 0.765, and the effect of parental incarceration 
decreases to 0.765 after controlling for early family support. The indirect effect of 
parental incarceration was 0.057. Parental incarceration led to decrease in family 
support for the child, affecting the likelihood of belonging in the various clusters. 
An increase in early family support increased the likelihood of falling into the Late 
and Agricultural Work cluster, whereas a decrease in family support increased the 
likelihood of falling into the Early and Agricultural Work cluster. In other words, 
parental incarceration led to reduced family support for the child, increasing the 
likelihood of the offspring falling into the Early and Agricultural Work cluster, 
which was characterized by entering the labor market with low education and 
engaging in agricultural work. In fact, due to the different directions of indirect and 
direct effects, social support plays a suppression effect on the relationship between 
parental incarceration and School-to-Work trajectory. After controlling for social 
support, the effects of parental incarceration on the School-to-Work trajectory are 
amplified.

Subsequent to decomposing total effects by the KHB method, we calculated the 
contribution of suppressor  variables to total and indirect effects (see Table 5). Rela-
tive to the Early and Agricultural Work cluster, we found the following: the Late 
and Agricultural Work cluster, financial support and emotional support contributed 
38.69% and 61.31%, respectively, to the indirect effect. However, in the Late and 
Non-Agricultural Work cluster, financial support and emotional support contributed 
87.94% and 12.06%, respectively, to the indirect effect. In the Late and Agricul-
tural Work cluster, the suppressor   variable of financial support contributed 3.13% 
to the total effect, while emotional support contributed 4.96%. Finally, in the Late 
and Non-Agricultural Work cluster, the suppressor   variable of financial support 
contributed 13.44% to the total effect, while emotional support contributed 1.84%. 
These results show that the suppression effect   of emotional support was slightly 
higher than that of economic support in all clusters dominated by agricultural work. 
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However, for clusters characterized by higher education and stable jobs (e.g., the 
Late Non-Agricultural work cluster), the effect of financial support was evidently 
higher than that of emotional support.

Discussion

Based on a life course perspective, this study used retrospective life history data to 
construct the School-to-Work trajectories of Chinese young adults born between 
1940 and 1979 to examine the effect of parental incarceration on their School-to-
Work transitions and the mediating role of early family support. First, we identified 
four clusters of trajectories from School-to-Work: (a) the Early and Agricultural 
Work cluster characterized by low education and early work, (b) the Late and 
Agricultural Work cluster dominated by agricultural work, (c) the Late and Non-
Agricultural Work cluster characterized by high education and late work, and (d) 
the Unemployed cluster. Second, we found that young adults with one of parents 
who were incarcerated were at greater risk of vulnerabilities in their School-to-Work 
transition trajectories and more likely to engage in agricultural manual work, switch 
frequently between work states, and become victims to long-term unemployment. 
Third, this study also examined the mediating effect of early family support between 
parental incarceration and school-to-work transition. We found that parental 
incarceration directly impacts school-to-work trajectories and indirectly affects the 
transition of individuals from school to employment through early family support. 
To reduce the early family support may further exacerbate the adverse impacts 
of parental incarceration on young adults’ transition from School-to-Work. The 
findings of this study have critical implications for focusing on the long-term effects 
of parental incarceration on their children and identifying possible family and social 
support pathways.

This study found that parental incarceration had significant long-term effects on 
young adults’ transitions from School-to-Work. Compared with offspring who did 
not experience parental incarceration in their childhood, those who did may have 
a challenging and unsuccessful transition from School-to-Work, manifesting as a 

Table 5   Contribution of  suppressors on the association between parental incarceration and School-to-
Work transition

Coef. coefficient, SE standard error

Mediating variables Coef SE Contribution (%) to 
the indirect effect

Contribution (%) 
to the total effect

Cluster 2 vs Cluster 1 Financial support − 0.022 0.012 38.69 − 3.13
Emotional support − 0.035 0.015 61.31 − 4.96

Cluster 3 vs Cluster 1 Financial support − 0.046 0.023 87.94 − 13.44
Emotional support − 0.006 0.010 12.06 − 1.84

Cluster 4 vs Cluster 1 Financial support − 0.037 0.020 110.04 − 5.62
Emotional support 0.003 0.014 − 10.04 0.51
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lower educational level upon their first-entry in the labor market and a School-to-
Work transition, resulting in unemployment. This finding is consistent with that of 
previous studies on the impact of parental incarceration on adulthood outcomes, 
particularly on educational achievement, job opportunities, and income levels 
in adulthood. For example, some scholars found that parental incarceration had 
deleterious effects on many life domains of adulthood, including education and 
income (Mears & Siennick, 2016; Siennick, 2016). This suggests that the effects 
of parental incarceration extend beyond childhood and persist into late young 
adulthood. In addition, previous studies found that parental incarceration comprised 
a turning point in the offspring’s transition to adulthood (Mears & Siennick, 2016; 
Sampson & Laub, 2005). Our study also supports the important effect of parental 
incarceration on School-to-Work transition trajectories; that is, experiencing 
parental incarceration during childhood affected not only the individuals’ income 
and employment opportunities in adulthood (Mears & Siennick, 2016; Prakash & 
Kumar, 2021), but also their entire trajectory of successful transition from School-
to-Work, leading to the accumulation of disadvantages over an extended period. 
This finding may constitute as one of the contributions of this study.

Our findings also suggest that early family support suppresses  the cross-
generational effects of parental incarceration on the children’s transition trajectories 
from School-to-Work. Young adults whose parents were incarcerated had less 
family support; their families could not provide substantial financial and emotional 
support needed for them to transition from School-to-Work, thereby increasing their 
likelihood of experiencing disadvantages in the School-to-Work transition and facing 
multiple risks, including low education and performing agricultural work. The 
above finding may imply an intergenerational cumulative effect whereby those who 
have experienced parental incarceration without substantial family support are more 
likely to be disadvantaged in this transition. Specifically, the occurrence of parental 
incarceration may increase the children’s chances of growing up in an unfriendly 
family environment and bring about a disadvantaged family socioeconomic status, 
rendering them vulnerable to negative outcomes in education and labor market 
competition, and unsuccessful School-to-Work transitions. Meanwhile, children who 
grew up in dysfunctional family households, such as having a parent incarcerated 
for criminal involvement, may receive less support in transitioning from School-to-
Work (Siennick, 2016), or the family may not be sufficiently equipped to provide 
them with the resources required for a successful transition. In other words, without 
adequate help from outside the family, it may be difficult for adolescents affected 
by parental incarceration to escape from their disadvantaged situation, resulting in 
long-term problems in the transition from School-to-Work.

To date, many School-to-Work transition policies and action plans have been 
developed globally (van der Horst et  al., 2021). Some examples include the United 
States’ School-to-Work Opportunities Act, the CareerSKILLS intervention in the 
Netherlands, and Active Labour Market Policies advocated by the World Bank 
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(Nilsson, 2019). These policies aim to help young adults identify pathways to work and 
associate schools to employment, thereby reducing social problems such as dropping 
out, troubled teenage parenthood, and juvenile delinquency (Rogers and Creed, 2000). 
The findings of this study have important implications for intervention programs 
designed to facilitate successful School-to-Work transitions for children with one or 
more incarcerated parents. For example, this study revealed that parental incarceration 
has long-term effects on adolescents’ School-to-Work transition trajectories, suggesting 
that these intervention programs should be prolonged and developmental, and should 
provide affected adolescents with ongoing care during their transition from School-to-
Work. In addition, this study found that social support, especially emotional support, 
plays an important compensatory role in the School-to-Work transitions of adolescents 
whose parents are incarcerated. Considering this finding, the intervention programs 
for School-to-Work transitions should focus more on providing emotional support for 
adolescents whose parents are incarcerated, rather than just material support and skills 
training. Especially in China, the traditional cultural values remain relatively stable and 
uniform (Pan et al., 1994) and have persisted for thousands of years. Although China 
has experienced rapid social changes since the reform and opening up, it is still deeply 
influenced by traditional Confucian social norms and ideas in terms of ancestral ideas 
and family ties (Chen, 2013). In other words, the family based traditional concept 
still exists and has a strong influence. In this context, adolescents with incarcerated 
parents may be less well supported from their family in their transition from education 
to work than adolescents with non-incarcerated parents. Therefore, we should foster 
partnerships among parents, schools, employers, and labor organizations that can 
provide comprehensive support in the School-to-Work transitions of adolescents 
impacted by parental incarceration.

This study has several limitations. First, the data used in this study are retrospective 
survey data, which may be subject to a higher degree of measurement errors than 
prospective data, as responses based on participants’ recall of events that had occurred 
several years or even decades ago might be affected by memory bias or loss. Although 
we have carefully sorted the data by deleting apparent errors and contradictory 
observations, subtle memory bias and loss caused by inaccurate recalls may still affect 
the validity of the conclusions to some extent. Second, the data period used in this study 
is a limitation because it may be somewhat outdated, and may differ from the transition 
trajectory of the more modern cohorts. Future studies must investigate modern cohorts 
from School-to-Work. Third, the mediation variable of early financial support and 
parental incarceration and School-to-Work transition may not be in chronological 
order, causing some interference in explaining the causal mechanism between parental 
incarceration and School-to-Work transition. In addition, in the process of model 
construction, this study controlled demographic characteristic variables and examined 
mediating variables of social support based on previous literature. However, we may 
have omitted some other variables associated with parental incarceration and School-
to-Work transition, such as socioeconomic status, and this endogenous issue may also 
affect the consistency of the conclusion. Subsequent studies could further incorporate 
other variables to examine the effects of parental incarceration.
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Conclusions

Building on the existing literature of School-to-Work transition, this study examined 
the roles of parental incarceration and early family support in the School-to-
Work trajectories of Chinese young adults. We found that adolescents who had 
experienced parental incarceration transitioned from School-to-Work earlier, 
had more vulnerable and complex School-to-Work trajectories, and often faced 
agricultural labor, frequent job transitions, and even unemployment after leaving 
school. These findings underscore the long-term effect of negative parental behavior 
on their children’s School-to-Work trajectories.

The adverse consequences of parental incarceration on young people who need 
support during life transitions deserve attention and have policy implications. First, 
the government and society must pay attention to the adverse effects of parental 
incarceration on young adults’ transition from School-to-Work and adopt social work 
interventions and family assistance programs to strengthen support for these families 
to provide a family environment conducive to their growth. Second, the government 
and schools should strengthen their care for affected adolescents to prevent them 
from dropping out of school and entering the labor market prematurely, thereby 
reducing labor market inequalities caused by the effect of parental incarceration. 
Third, the government should also enhance employment support for the affected 
young adults, especially when they face unemployment or precarious work, and 
provide the necessary employment assistance. For young adults with incarcerated 
parents, equal access to jobs and employability skills training may be an easier and 
more realistic goal than a long-term plan.

Appendix

See Fig. 4. 
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