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Abstract
Little is known about how school and community conditions may impact the men-
tal well-being of children with incarcerated parents. The present study investigates 
whether adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) measured at the family, school, and 
community levels explain the relationship between having incarcerated parents dur-
ing childhood and mental health of young adults. Across four waves of data from 
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health), 6,986 
participants who were in grades 7–12 completed questionnaires on various sociode-
mographic, criminological, and health metrics. Results indicate that children with 
incarcerated parents are prone to depression, and the more often a parent has been 
incarcerated, the higher the level of depression for the child. Moreover, the more 
times a parent was incarcerated, the more likely other adversities are present. The 
school context provides a unique lens to explore the relationship between parental 
incarceration and depression. Inadequate school resources amplified the negative 
effects of parental incarceration on mental health. Taken together, the results of this 
study underscore how parental incarceration is a distinctly harmful childhood expe-
rience, and this work expands previous findings that experiencing parental incarcer-
ation during childhood has long-term, generational consequences to mental health.
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Introduction

Millions of children are impacted by the ways the United States (US) defines, pros-
ecutes, and punishes crime, especially when their parents are jailed and imprisoned. 
The emergence and consequences of mass incarceration over the last four decades 
are unseen by vast swaths of the public. Over half of the estimated 2.3 million incar-
cerated people, in jails, prisons, juvenile correctional facilities, immigration deten-
tion facilities, and settings such as military prisons and state psychiatric hospitals, 
have children (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). Over the past two decades, studies have 
found that over half of the imprisoned population are parents of minor children 
(Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Mumola, 2000; National Resource Center on Children 
& Families of the Incarcerated, 2014). More recently, one study estimates that over 
five million children under age 18 have lost a residential parent to criminal custody 
at some point in their childhoods (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). Incarcerated women 
are more likely to be parents than incarcerated men (Arditti & McGregor, 2019) and 
women, while a minority of the imprisoned population, are a fast growing demo-
graphic within the punishment system (The Sentencing Project, 2020).

The experiences of children whose parents have been under criminal justice 
system control, including via incarceration, is increasingly recognized as a wide-
ranging and deeply impactful social fact (Condry & Scharff Smith, 2018; Eddy & 
Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013). Extensive research shows 
that children of incarcerated parents typically experience multiple harms when a 
parent or caregiver (including a custodial guardian and/or a financial provider) is 
incarcerated (Gabel & Johnston, 1995; Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Martin, 2017). 
Children with imprisoned parents often face wide-ranging mental health problems, 
connected to disadvantages prior to, during, and following a parent’s incarceration 
(Craigie et al., 2018; Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2018; Smyke et al., 2017; Western & 
Smith, 2018; Wildeman & Turney, 2014). Research also highlights other negative 
outcomes faced by children whose parents are jailed or imprisoned. These include 
physical, educational, and socioeconomic problems as well as a higher likelihood 
of exposure to violence and the criminal justice system (Eddy & Poehlmann-Tynan, 
2019; Foster & Hagan, 2015; Smyke et al., 2017; TenEyck et al., 2021; Wakefield 
& Uggen, 2010; Western, 2018; Wildeman & Turney, 2014).

Previous research has identified negative mental health outcomes for young adults 
who had a parent incarcerated during their childhood (Miller & Barnes, 2015). In 
fact, prior work has recognized parental incarceration as an adverse child experi-
ence (ACE). ACEs are negative and usually traumatic occurrences during child-
hood grouped in three categories: abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction (Reavis 
et al., 2013). The relationship between imprisoned parents and harm to their children 
is complex. For instance, poor mental health may have been influenced by their par-
ents prior to incarceration, including experiences that were precursors to or causes 
of parental incarceration. These may include ACEs such as a child going through 
parental divorce or separation; living with someone who has a substance abuse 
problem; is mentally ill or is suicidal; witnessing domestic violence; or, experienc-
ing the death of a caretaker (Sacks & Murphey, 2018). Moreover, little is known 
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about how school and community conditions may impact the mental well-being of 
children with incarcerated parents. To address limitations in the extant literature on 
this topic, the current study relies on cohort data from National Longitudinal Study 
of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health) to explore (1) how parental incarcera-
tion, a distinct criminological adverse childhood experience, is related to depres-
sion levels among their offspring as they transition into young adulthood, (2) how 
parental incarceration is related to other ACEs, and (3) whether school and commu-
nity conditions alter how parental incarceration is related to depression. By separat-
ing out the distinct criminological ACE of parental incarceration from other ACEs, 
this study can provide practical policy implications in addition to providing further 
evidence of the damage to children when parents are incarcerated. Further, focus-
ing on the school and neighborhood context allows for a greater understanding of 
the cascading and layered vulnerabilities faced by children and parents affected by 
incarceration, captured in part by Western’s notion of human frailty (Western, 2018) 
and Middlemass’s term social disability (Middlemass, 2017). Among the reasons to 
better understand the impact of losing a parent to penal custody is the sheer scale of 
carcerality in the United States, as well as its disproportionate effects upon distinct 
demographic groups in society.

Parental Incarceration

Counting the number of children under 18 who have an incarcerated parent, or 
counting imprisoned people with minor children, is a difficult exercise. Some stud-
ies focus on fathers (Andersen & Wildeman, 2014), some on mothers (Arditti, 2015; 
Myers et al., 1999; Roberts, 2012), and some on all parents (Foster & Hagan, 2015). 
Some measures focus only on prisons while others include jails. A 2015 study iden-
tified over five million children, or 7% of US children, as having had a parent with 
whom they lived be removed to jail or prison, but underestimates parental incarcera-
tion because it excludes non-residential parents (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). While 
certain correctional departments collect data about who in their custody are parents, 
tracking is not systematic or accurate. For example, parents may not disclose infor-
mation for different reasons, including privacy or fearing the child welfare system 
(Davis & Shlafer, 2017; Nesmith & Ruhland, 2011).

Children with parents under different forms of criminal justice system control 
(e.g. arrest, pre-trial detention, prison, parole) typically experience stress related to 
parental carceral status. The jailing or imprisonment of a parent is likely the most 
consequential of these experiences for children, primarily because of the duration 
of the separation (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2011; Martin, 2017; Phillips et al., 
2010). Indeed, long sentences are a distinctive characteristic of US imprisonment 
(Mauer, 2018); over half of parents in state prisons are incarcerated for one to five 
years and 20% of parents are not expected to be released for more than five years, if 
at all (Nesmith & Ruhland, 2011). Importantly, many parents cycle in and out of jail, 
prison, and related institutions like residential drug treatment programs or psychiat-
ric hospitals (Genty, 2012).
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When children turn 18 they are still impacted by parental incarceration (Davis & 
Shlafer, 2017). About a third of the children whose parents are incarcerated and who 
are placed with alternative caregivers will turn 18 before their parents are released 
(Nesmith & Ruhland, 2011). In other words, “the substantially increased risk for poor 
mental health associated with parental incarceration is not limited to the time during 
which [a] parent is imprisoned” (Davis & Shlafer, 2017, p. 129; see also Craigie et al., 
2018), nor to being a legal minor.

Research overwhelmingly suggests that most consequential outcomes of parental 
imprisonment are direct and harmful, from poverty to diminished school performance 
and beyond (Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013). Family incomes decline, family costs 
increase, homelessness and housing insecurity increase, and educational, behavioral, 
and health outcomes decline. Internalizing problems such as depression and anxiety 
as well as externalizing problems like aggression and delinquency are significant con-
sequences of parental incarceration for both younger and older children (Murray et al., 
2012; National Research Council, 2014; Wildeman & Wang, 2017). There are nuances 
and complexities in the individual studies such as racialized group variations (Crai-
gie, 2011; Gaston, 2016), particular foci like aggression or gender differences (Emory, 
2018; Geller et al., 2009; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2011), or risk of drug use or expo-
sure to sexually transmitted diseases (Khan et  al., 2018). Parental incarceration may 
have indirect effects, such as unhealthy weight increase (Roettger & Boardman, 2012), 
greater risks of homelessness, and sexual assault for daughters of incarcerated fathers 
(Foster & Hagan, 2007). Only a minority of children benefit from parental incarcera-
tion. Where a caregiver is a source of negative childhood experiences (such as abuse), 
incarceration may provide some relief as well as, or in contrast to, negative mental 
health repercussions (Arditti, 2015; Wildeman & Turney, 2014).

Parental absence due to incarceration increases children’s exposure to risks of men-
tal health harms. Particular facts, such as the frequency or timing of the parent’s impris-
onment, or the child’s relationship to the incarcerated person, may also be impactful. In 
some research, the timing of incarceration or having a father incarcerated is associated 
with problem behaviors for their children (Gabel, 1992; Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011), 
while in other studies, having a mother incarcerated is associated with drug use and 
depression (Murray & Farrington, 2008; Murray et al., 2012). Being an adolescent with 
a parent in prison might increase risks of depression (Foster & Hagan, 2013). One study 
found that among those children who seek out professional mental health treatment, 
parental incarceration may limit the success of such treatment (Phillips et al., 2002). 
Diminished mental health is also often increased by other factors related to parental 
incarceration such as poverty, parental substance abuse, and neglect (Nikulina et al., 
2011; Widom & White, 1997). The number of times a parent has been incarcerated is 
likely to be a chronic stressor that affects child health (Massoglia & Pridemore, 2015).

Intersecting Disadvantage and Parental Incarceration

Multiple identities and demographic characteristics, including age, financial sta-
tus, racialized group membership, gender, and health, intersect in how parental 
incarceration affects children. First, parenting and incarceration overlap because 
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of age. Violent, property, and drug crime, is disproportionately committed by 
young people. Age is well-established as one of the most important factors influ-
encing engagement in, or desistance from, crime (Ulmer & Steffensmeier, 2014). 
Additionally, becoming a parent is significantly influenced by age. Slightly fewer 
than 50% of fathers, and a little more than 50% of mothers in prison were under 
24 (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2016). The median age of parents in state pris-
ons in 2000 was 32 in the late 1990s (Mumola, 2000), but average parental age 
has increased in the intervening decades due to much longer sentences (Bureau of 
Prisons, 2020; Courtney et al., 2017; Kaeble, 2018).

Second, crime and punishment are profoundly linked with material disadvantage, 
arguably a stronger measure than socioeconomic status (SES) (Bellair et al., 2019; 
Western, 2018). Low SES, associated with low income as well as educational and 
occupational status, has long been linked to higher levels of crime and punishment. 
Material hardship is more than a potentially short-term state of low or no income; 
instead, it is more all-encompassing, involving the continuing inability to afford life 
necessities. In turn, this deprivation creates persistent economic stress that under-
mines family and parental social control (Bellair et al., 2019). Bellair and colleagues 
(2019) found that greater material hardship relates to higher levels of parental incar-
ceration. Imprisoned people are dramatically concentrated at the lowest ends of the 
national income distribution (Rabuy & Kopf, 2015). Poverty and material disadvan-
tage can be criminogenic, contributing “not just to street crime but also to family 
violence, child neglect, and fighting among youth” (Western, 2018, p. 67).

Third, racialized group membership is a critical indicator of who is most 
likely to face imprisonment and, more broadly, be subject to criminal justice 
control (Alexander, 2012; Wacquant, 2009; Western, 2006). As the Sentencing 
Project notes, “African Americans are more likely than white Americans to be 
arrested; once arrested, they are more likely to be convicted; and once con-
victed, and they are more likely to experience lengthy prison sentences” (2018, 
p. 1). Incarceration rates for less serious offenses “are not well explained by 
high crime rates” (Western, 2006, p. 50). Violent crime tends to reflect and 
reinforce inequalities and often an overlap between victims and offenders 
shaped by contexts such as trauma, poverty, racism, and familial disruption 
(Berg & Schreck, 2022; Delong & Reichert, 2019; Western, 2018). The impact 
of poverty and structural racism on crime, criminal justice systems, victimi-
zation, and collateral consequences are both distinct and intertwined. Being 
Black, Latinx, and Native American, as well as being young, minimally edu-
cated, and poor, dramatically increases the likelihood of incarceration (Dan-
iel, 2020; National Research Council, 2014; Western, 2006). One reason for 
this pattern is that the schools which serve mostly youth of color are more 
likely to be under-resourced overall and the resources they do have are often 
invested more in policing than supporting students (American Civil Liberties 
Union, 2019). These processes are captured in the metaphor of the school to 
prison pipeline which highlights how educational system choices influence 
exposure to or capture by criminal justice system apparatuses (McGrew, 2016): 
The “school-to-prison pipeline reinforces elements of racial segregation, penal-
izes students of color with disproportionate ACEs, and functions to exclude 
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them from the educational process by redirecting them into the criminal justice 
system” (Carr, 2020, p. 116). Absent incarcerated parents, disproportionately 
Black, are even less able to support their already vulnerable children.

Fourth, gender shapes incarceration and its consequences. Being male 
exacerbates risks of entry into juvenile and adult criminal justice systems; the 
vast majority of incarcerated people are men. The rate of growth of women’s 
incarceration (as well as other juvenile and criminal justice system’s entan-
glements) is very much higher than men’s (The Sentencing Project, 2020). 
Further, women are disproportionately more likely than men to go to jail 
rather than prison, whether for pre-trial detention or misdemeanor convic-
tions (Arditti, 2015). Imprisoned parents are more often women than men, 
particularly custodial parents (Arditti & McGregor, 2019). In 2004, more than 
half of incarcerated mothers stated they were providing the primary financial 
care for their children the month before their arrest (Roberts, 2012). Maternal 
incarceration both reflects and reinforces greater negative outcomes for chil-
dren with parents in custody so that gender distinction is important (Foster 
& Hagan, 2015). Although fathers are incarcerated at much higher rates, it is 
maternal incarceration that has the greatest impact on children of incarcerated 
parents (Wildeman et al., 2018).

Fifth, incarcerated people are more likely to have physical and/or mental ill-
nesses than the comparable public at large, often related to problems of sub-
stance abuse. Cumulative disadvantage (Kurlychek & Johnson, 2019), and the 
above noted ideas of human frailty (Western, 2018) and social disability (Mid-
dlemass, 2017), capture these compounding and overlapping harms. Dominant 
socio-legal and cultural portrayals of imprisoned people emphasize imprisoned 
people as dangerous. Indeed, most people subject to penal punishment have 
harmed others, directly and indirectly. Simultaneously, however, the majority of 
people in jail and prisons have also experienced trauma, usually through fac-
tors such as material hardship, violence, mental illness, and substance abuse. 
In addition, imprisoned people are far more likely to have ACEs than the gen-
eral population (Briere et al., 2016; Henry, 2020; Roos et al., 2016; Tripodi & 
Pettus-Davis, 2013; Wolff & Shi, 2012). In particular, past studies of incarcer-
ated women show a high prevalence of ACEs, such as physical victimization and 
sexual victimization prior to age 18 (Logan-Greene et al., 2014; Tripodi & Pet-
tus-Davis, 2013; Wolff et al., 2020). Imprisonment, parenting, and mental health 
problems are bound up with “intergenerational, intersectional, and interinstitu-
tional” histories and realities of “social inequality and systemic exclusion” (Fos-
ter & Hagan, 2015, p. 136).

These compounding disadvantages provide a reminder that concerns for chil-
dren of incarcerated parents should not assume that those mothers and fathers 
are all simply bad parents who malignly harm their children. Children are usu-
ally hurt by their parent’s incarceration. Parents in prison are themselves likely 
to have experienced material deprivation, childhoods exposed to mental illness 
and substance abuse, racial and/or other discrimination, as well as victimization, 
including through violent crime (Roos et al., 2016).
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and Incarceration

Extensive evidence shows that exposures to ACEs are associated with unhealthy 
behaviors such as increased use of alcohol and drugs (Anda et  al., 2006), higher 
likelihood of unemployment (Liu et al., 2013), and poor physical and mental health 
(Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013). Moreover, past studies have shown that experiences 
of adversity in childhood can negatively impact physical and mental health through-
out the life course, including through exposure to the criminal justice system (Craig 
et al., 2020; Danese et al., 2009; Felitti et al., 1998; Nurius et al., 2015; Turner et al., 
2006), and can enhance the risk of recidivism. In the United States, approximately 
half of children have at least one adverse experience; one in ten children experience 
three or more adversities (Sacks & Murphey, 2018). Reflecting the high rate of chil-
dren who experience multiple adversities, many studies have focused on cumulative 
experiences, and assessed not only individual-level factors but also neighborhood or 
community-level childhood stressors (Schwartz et al., 2019; Wade et al., 2016).

This study argues that parental incarceration is a unique dimension of ACEs that 
needs further exploration, not only considering composite ACE measures. Parental 
incarceration is the sole criminological ACE measure often used in the literature, 
and the mental health consequences for having incarcerated parents may be different 
than other ACEs measures. Indeed, children with incarcerated parents are found to 
develop shame and stigma that differ from other forms of parental absence (Davies 
et al., 2008). Moreover, the effects of parental incarceration may vary by contextual 
dimensions of ACEs. Past work has shown the effects of ACEs are mitigated by 
higher levels of social cohesion or collective efficacy of school, neighborhood, or 
community environments (Longhi et al., 2021). Nevertheless, little is known about 
how the impact of having incarcerated parents on children may vary by school and 
neighborhood/community contexts. This is partly due to the reliance on a composite 
measure of ACEs in prior works. In the following analysis, this study fills this void 
by assessing the effect of distinct criminological ACE of parental incarceration on 
mental health and how the context may influence the association.

Data and Methods

The current study relies on restricted-use data from the National Longitudinal Study 
of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health). This longitudinal study of a nation-
ally representative sample follows, to date, five waves of over 20,745 adolescents 
who were in grades 7 to 12 during the 1994–95 school year (Harris, 2013). Add 
Health has a complex sampling design that incorporates stratified, clustered, and 
school-based methods. The primary sampling frame was derived from the Qual-
ity Education Database. From this frame we selected a stratified sample of 80 high 
schools using probability proportionate to size (PPS) sampling. Each high school 
selected also had a feeder junior high school identified, leading to one school pair 
in each of the 80 communities. In the initial wave, more than 70 percent of the 
originally selected schools agreed to participate in the study. Replacement schools 
were selected within each stratum until an eligible school or school-pair was found. 
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Overall, 79 percent of the schools contacted agreed to participate in the study (Har-
ris, 2013). This research uses the first four waves of the Add Health dataset, which 
spans from 1994 to 2009 (when respondents were between age 24 and 32). By the 
fourth wave, 75.7% of the respondents participated. The first two waves of data were 
collected both in homes and schools; subsequent waves used home interviews with 
the now-adult respondents. Our research relies solely on the in-home interview data, 
which has a total sample size of 15,701. This study restricts the sample to respond-
ents with complete data, leading to an analytic sample of 6,986 individuals across all 
four waves.

Depression

The outcome measure of interest in the current study is mental health, and, in par-
ticular, depression. In all four waves, respondents were asked to indicate the extent 
to which eight statements reflected their moods over the past seven to 30  days. 
Specifically, respondents were asked to rate on a scale of 0–3 the extent to which 
(1) You were bothered by things that usually don’t bother you, (2) You could not 
shake off the blues, even with help from your family and your friends, (3) You were 
depressed, (4) You were sad, and (5) You were too tired to do things. Addition-
ally, three positively-worded prompts were also included in the depression measure: 
(6) You enjoyed life, (7) You felt you were just as good as other people, and (8) 
How satisfied are you with your life as a whole? For the final question, the attrib-
utes ranged from 0–4 (i.e., a Likert scale). We created a depression scale from these 
eight statements. The last three measures were reverse-coded so that for all meas-
ures, higher values indicated more depressive symptoms. While we calculated both 
unstandardized and standardized depression scales, we relied on the standardized 
scale given that one of the items is scaled differently than the others (0–3 versus 
0–4). The internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the standardized depression 
scale varies by wave, but it is quite high: (Wave 1 α = 0.74, Wave 2 α = 0.81, Wave 3 
α = 0.81, and Wave 4 α = 0.84).

Parental Incarceration

This study is focused on the relationship between parental incarceration and men-
tal health. We use the respondent’s self-report of their biological and/or custodial 
parents’ direct interactions with the criminal justice system to create a measure of 
parental incarceration. At Wave 4, respondents were asked if their biological mother, 
biological father, mother-figure, or father-figure had ever spent time in jail or prison, 
as well as the number of times each of these parental figures spent time in jail or 
prison. From these measures, we created two parental incarceration variables. We 
first created a variable to indicate whether any parental figure was incarcerated. 
Second, we created a frequency variable to indicate the total maximum number 
of times any one of the parental figures was incarcerated. For example, if the bio-
logical mother was incarcerated once, the biological father was incarcerated twice, 
the mother-figure (such as a grandmother) was incarcerated three times and the 
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father-figure (such as an uncle) was incarcerated once, the total maximum number of 
times that one parental figure was incarcerated would be three. We opted to include 
the total maximum number rather than the summed total of parental incarceration 
events because we are unable to account for residential histories for both parents and 
parental figures.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

One of the guiding hypotheses of the current study is that the effect of incarcera-
tion on depression is likely due to the concurrent ACEs that adolescents may expe-
rience. We include nine ACE measures in this study. All measures are coded as 
dichotomous variables. While past work created a composite variable using ACE 
measures (Brumley et al., 2017; Schwartz et al., 2019), this study includes all meas-
ures separately due to low Cronbach’s alpha value obtained when we created a scale. 
Six ACE measures were collected at the individual level, asking respondents about 
histories of alcoholism, parental warmth (or lack thereof), communication, overall 
relationships with parents, experiences of physical and/or sexual abuse at particular 
points, family income levels, and any experience of foster care. The various waves 
posed different questions. The remaining three ACE measures are related to child-
hood neighborhood/community disadvantage and included whether a respondent 
attended an under-resourced school, was exposed to violence, or lived in a disad-
vantaged neighborhood. These community-level questions were asked in Wave 1. It 
is important to note that all ACE measures were collected prior to Wave IV, and the 
ACE measures used in this study are validated by prior work (Brumley et al., 2017; 
Schwartz et al., 2019).

Control Variables

We include several demographic and other literature-informed control variables 
to address confounding in the current study. We selected males to be the contrast 
category due to the slightly higher number of adolescent boys in the sample. The 
respondent’s race and ethnicity were measured using a series of dichotomous vari-
ables. These include non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic Asian, 
non-Hispanic Other, and Hispanic. Non-Hispanic white is the reference category in 
the analyses. Nativity, or whether the respondent was born in the United States, was 
included as a control variable. Respondent income was assessed in Wave 4. Educa-
tion levels of the respondent at Wave 4, between ages 24 and 32, were collapsed 
into five categories: less than high school education, high school graduate (including 
GED), some college (including trade/professional schools), college graduate, and 
graduate/professional degree (whether or not their advanced degree was completed). 
To account for the number of caregivers in the home during the first two waves of 
data collection, we created a measure called single family home. One caregiver was 
given the value of 1 and two (or more) caregivers were given the value 0.

In addition, we controlled for familial and social experiences that may play a 
role in depression over time. A key question concerned parental death. Respondents 
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were asked in Wave 4 to indicate the year that their parent (or parent figure) died. 
Respondents were also asked in Waves 1 and 2 about family or friend’s attempted 
or actual death by suicide during the preceding past 12 months. To measure rela-
tionship violence, in Wave 4 respondents were asked how often their named part-
ner threatened them with violence, pushed or shoved them, or threw something that 
could hurt the respondent. The attributes are ordered from 0 to 6 where larger num-
bers correspond to greater frequency. We recoded this variable into a dichotomous 
variable indicating whether the respondent indicated any frequency of violence. 
That is, values greater than one were coded as 1 for the recoded variable. Those who 
were not currently partnered were given a value of 0, which also corresponds to no 
current relationship violence.

We created two measures of time: age, measured in years, and wave of data, 
which corresponds to the time of data collection. Both are highly collinear, so we 
were unable to use both variables. We rely on the wave of data collection (1–4) as 
the singular measure of time.

Analytic Strategy

The current study uses several analytic tools to explore the nature of the relationship 
among parental incarceration, ACEs, and depression. To get an overall sense of the 
sample distribution, we generate univariate statistics (means and percentages) for 
the analytic sample. These statistics are weighted by the survey weights included in 
Add Health. Next, we examine bivariate relationships for the ACE and depression 
measures by parental incarceration frequency. We sought to test whether, on aver-
age, depression increases with multiple parental incarcerations as well as whether 
the percentage of respondents who experience ACEs increases as the number of 
parental incarcerations rises. We divide parental incarceration frequency into three 
categories: none, one incarceration, and two or more incarcerations, and we test 
those bivariate relationships using ANOVA (for depression) and Chi-square tests of 
independence (for ACEs). These analyses are also weighted because of the complex 
sampling design of the study.

We utilize linear fixed-effects regression models in a multivariate framework to 
examine whether parental incarceration and ACEs are associated with depression 
over time for this cohort. We use the Add Health sampling weights and estimate 
these models using the svy commands in Stata MP, version 16.1 (Stata Statistical 
Software: Release 16, 2019) to adjust for the complex sampling design. The models 
are cumulative: Model 1 includes the wave of data collection to see the effect of 
time on depression and Model 2 adds parental incarceration to the previous model. 
While we ran analyses with both focal independent measures, we only present the 
results for whether a parental figure was ever incarcerated. The effect sizes were 
similar, so we chose the more statistically efficient model to present. Model 3 adds 
the ACE measures to see whether any effect of parental incarceration is attenuated 
by the inclusion of ACEs. The final model is the full model that includes the control 
measures. Lastly, we performed post-hoc interaction tests with race, gender, parental 
incarceration, and ACE measures.
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Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables. 
Almost one fifth (17 percent) of adults in our sample had at least one incarcer-
ated parent and the average number of parents incarcerated was 0.43. Poverty was 
the most reported adverse childhood experience (54 percent) among all ACEs. 
About 20 to 25 percent of respondents reported other ACEs such as low parental 
warmth, physical abuse, attending an under-resourced school, and residing in a 
community where respondents were exposed to violence.

All adversities were more likely to be experienced by respondents with parents 
who were incarcerated more than once (Table 2). While the difference in percent-
ages of ACEs between respondents without incarcerated parents and those with 
parents who were incarcerated once is small, the difference for respondents with 
parents who were incarcerated more than once was stark. For instance, about one 
in five respondents reported low parental warmth, physical abuse, and attended 
under-resourced school compared to about two to four percent experienced such 
adversities by the remaining respondents. Accordingly, the mean of depression is 
the highest among those with parents who were incarcerated more than once.

The results of the weight linear fixed-effects regression analyses presented in 
Table 3 reveal that time is associated with low levels of depression but the effect 
becomes more positive over time (b = -0.10; p < 0.00 to b = -0.08; p < 0.00). That 
is, depression decreases on average across the waves, but this decrease weakens 
in models that include the predictors of interest and covariates. Moreover, hav-
ing a parent who was ever incarcerated is associated with higher levels depres-
sion over time (b = 0.16; p < 0.00) but that effect decreases when adjusting for the 
presence of ACE (b = 0.09; p < 0.01) and confounders (b = 0.07; p < 0.01).

Of the nine ACE variables, there are only two that are not statistically related 
to depression levels, namely being placed in a foster home and living in a disad-
vantaged neighborhood. However, when adjusting for confounders, two additional 
ACE measures’ statistical significance is attenuated: having a parent with a his-
tory of alcoholism and being a victim of sexual abuse. The other five ACE meas-
ures are positively and statistically associated with depression: having parents 
who offer low parental warmth (b = 0.21; p < 0.00), being a victim of physical 
abuse (b = 0.10; p < 0.00), growing up in a poor household (b = 0.05; p < 0.01), 
attending an under-resourced school (b = 0.05; p < 0.05), and living in a neigh-
borhood plagued with community violence (b = 0.09; p < 0.00) are all associated 
with higher levels of depression, net of other characteristics.

Model 4 from Table 3 also presents the effects of the confounders on depres-
sion levels after adjusting for time, parental incarceration, and ACEs. Males in the 
sample have lower levels of depression than females (b = -0.15; p < 0.00). Com-
pared to non-Hispanic whites, non-Hispanic Blacks (b = 0.05; p < 0.05) and non-
Hispanic Asians (b = 0.11; p < 0.05) are associated with higher levels of depres-
sion. Larger incomes are associated with lower levels of depression (b = -0.01; 
p < 0.01). The education categories used in this study show a monotonic decrease 
in depression. That is, compared to being a high school graduate, those who 
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did not complete high school are associated with higher levels of depression 
(b = 0.07; p < 0.05), and respondents who completed some college (b = -0.04; 
p < 0.05), finished college (b = -0.11; p < 0.00), or attended post-baccalaureate 
training (b = -0.12; p < 0.00) were all associated with increasingly lower levels of 
depression. Having one parent in the home during adolescence is associated with 
a 0.06 increase in depression levels (p < 0.01). Finally, if the respondent had a 

Table 1   Descriptive Statistics 
For All Variables Used in Study 
(N=6,986)

Source: Add Health, Waves 1–4

Mean/% SE

Depression -0.04 0.01
Parental Incarceration

  Parent Incarcerated 17.28%
  Number of Times Parent Was Incarcer-

ated
0.43 0.03

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
  Parent Alcoholism 14.50%
  Low Parental Warmth 25.90%
  Physical Abuse 25.70%
  Sexual Abuse 7.90%
  Poverty Status 54.26%
  Foster Home 1.64%
  Under-Resourced School 21.61%
  Community Violence 19.17%
  Neighborhood Disadvantage 8.47%

Controls
  Male 50.02%
  Race/Ethnicity
    Non-Hispanic White 66.95%
    Non-Hispanic Black 14.64%
    Non-Hispanic Asian 3.34%
    Non-Hispanic Other 2.98%
    Hispanic 12.08%
  US Born 98.32%
  Income $32,207.76 942.50
  Education
    Less than High School 12.04%
    High School Graduate 23.36%
    Some College 33.28%
    College Graduate 19.90%
    Graduate/Professional Degree 11.41%
  Single Family Home 28.00%
  Parental Death 18.46%
  Family/Friend Suicide Attempt 13.86%
  Relationship Violence 5.63%
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family member or friend attempt suicide, their depression levels were 0.12 points 
higher than those respondents who did have, or did not know of any, family or 
friends who attempted suicide (p < 0.00).

Furthermore, we assess multiple post hoc interaction effects: gender, race, 
parental incarceration, and ACEs. In unshown analyses, none of the gender-race 
interactions were statistically significant. Further, only one interaction between 
parental incarceration and the remaining ACEs proved to be statistically signifi-
cant: parental incarceration and attending an under-resourced school was associ-
ated with depression levels (b = 0.60; p < 0.01). As shown in Fig. 1, the statisti-
cally positive effect of attending an under-resourced school on depression levels 
is larger for respondents whose parents have been incarcerated. In particular, the 
effect of 0 for individuals with parents who have never been incarcerated and 
attended a school with adequate resources is similar to the effect of 0.03 for those 
respondents whose parents have never been incarcerated but attended an under-
resourced school. When the respondent’s parents have a history of incarcera-
tion, we see the effects on the respondent’s depression levels diverge. Respond-
ents whose parents have been incarcerated but attended a school with adequate 
resources are associated with lower levels of depression compared to respondents 
whose parents have been incarcerated and attended an under-resourced school 
(0.06 and 0.70 respectively).

Table 2   Bivariate Statistics For Depression and ACES Measures by Parent Incarceration Frequency 
(N = 6,986)

Source : Add Health, Waves 1-4. Notes : One-Way ANOVA and Pearson χ2 global tests were used to 
determine statistical significance.
* p< 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p< 0.001.

Parent Never Incar-
cerated
Mean (SD) or %

Parent Incarcerated 
1 Time
Mean (SD) or %

Parent Incar-
cerated 2+ 
Times
Mean (SD) 
or %

Depression -0.05 0.08 0.16***
(0.01) (0.03) (0.03)

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
  Parent Alcoholism 1.72% 3.05% 9.73%***
  Low Parental Warmth 2.28% 2.61% 21.00%***
  Physical Abuse 2.69% 3.81% 19.20%***
  Sexual Abuse 0.76% 1.15% 5.99%***
  Poverty Status 4.58% 5.49% 44.19%***
  Foster Home 0.21% 0.39% 1.03%***
  Under-Resourced School 1.86% 2.18% 17.56%**
  Community Violence 1.67% 2.52% 14.98%***
  Neighborhood Disadvantage 0.67% 1.00% 6.80%**
  Sample % 88.58% 5.60% 5.82%
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Discussion

This study used a nationally representative sample of adolescents as they transition 
into adulthood to test whether parental incarceration was associated with depression 
and whether adversities at school and neighborhood levels could potentially explain 
the relationship between parental incarceration and mental health. There are four 

Table 3   Weighted Linear Mixed-Effects Models Predicting Depression

Source: Add Health. Note: Contrast categories are in parentheses. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variable β SE β SE β SE β SE

Wave -0.10 *** 0.00 -0.10 *** 0.00 -0.09 *** 0.01 -0.08 *** 0.01
Parent Incarcerated 0.16 *** 0.02 0.09 ** 0.03 0.07 ** 0.03
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

  Parent Alcoholism 0.06 * 0.03 0.02 0.03
  Low Parental Warmth 0.24 *** 0.02 0.21 *** 0.02
  Physical Abuse 0.10 *** 0.02 0.10 *** 0.02
  Sexual Abuse 0.07 * 0.03 0.01 0.03
  Poverty Status 0.08 *** 0.02 0.05 ** 0.02
  Foster Home 0.02 0.08 -0.03 0.09
  Under-Resourced School 0.07 ** 0.02 0.05 * 0.02
  Community Violence 0.11 *** 0.03 0.09 *** 0.03
  Neighborhood Disad-

vantage
-0.02 0.03 -0.05 0.03

Controls
  Male -0.15 *** 0.02
  Race/Ethnicity (Non-Hispanic White)
    Non-Hispanic Black 0.05 * 0.02
    Non-Hispanic Asian 0.11 * 0.04
    Non-Hispanic Other 0.01 0.06
    Hispanic 0.03 0.03
  US Born -0.08 0.09
  Income -0.01 ** 0.00
  Education (High School Graduate)
    Less than High School 0.07 * 0.02
    Some College -0.04 * 0.02
    College Graduate -0.11 *** 0.02
    Graduate/Professional 

Degree
-0.12 *** 0.03

  Single Family Home 0.06 ** 0.02
  Parental Death 0.03 0.02
  Family/Friend Suicide 

Attempt
0.12 *** 0.02

  Relationship Violence 0.03 0.04
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important findings that emerged from this research. First, children with incarcerated 
parents are prone to depression, and the more often a parent has been incarcerated, 
the higher the level of depression for the child. This study confirms other research, 
mostly using different data sources, that also finds a relationship between parental 
incarceration and later experiences of depression (Jackson et  al., 2021; Miller & 
Barnes, 2015). This result is consistent with prior work that found that children of 
incarcerated parents face wide-ranging mental health problems (Poehlmann-Tynan 
et  al., 2019). These mental health problems can follow children into adulthood, 
especially if left unaddressed. This research found that at least into young adult-
hood, the age at Wave 4, parental incarceration during childhood has long-term 
effects. Unfortunately, we were unable to test how the timing and length of parental 
incarceration may impact depression levels. Parental incarceration at some develop-
mental moments during childhood and adolescence may be more detrimental than 
at other times. Some research suggests that the timing of external factors, such as a 
rise or decline in SES, can influence later life health outcomes (Jones, 2018). Future 
research should attempt to locate how potential timing issues of parental incarcera-
tion may affect mental health outcomes of their children.

Second, the more times a parent was incarcerated, the more likely other ACEs are 
present. The frequency of incarcerations was associated with both increased levels 
of depression and increased presence of other ACE measures, and this relationship 
was monotonic (i.e., each additional incarceration of a parent was associated with 
a higher number of ACEs experienced by respondents). The relationship between 
the ACE of parental incarceration and other ACEs therefore needs to be studied 
further. Still, the relationship between parental incarceration frequency and related 
adverse childhood experiences underscores the extensive literature which shows that 
multiple interactions with the criminal justice system are connected to cumulative 
disadvantage. While it is true that parental incarceration during childhood is linked 
to ACEs, the causal pathway that links these experiences is unknown. Neverthe-
less, these results suggest that intervening in one of these experiences, like parental 
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incarceration, could potentially improve life quality because of its potential to pre-
cipitate the chances of experiencing other ACEs. Intervening or preventing one ACE 
is unlikely to cancel out all the effects of having other adverse experiences. While 
the frequency of parental incarcerations is a novel finding of this research, we do not 
yet know whether or how the duration of each incarceration of a parent is linked to 
ACEs. New research should be conducted to explore how the frequency, timing, and 
duration of incarceration are related to both depression and ACEs.

Third, parental incarceration is a distinctly harmful ACE that has an effect even 
when controlling for other ACEs and confounders. This finding could suggest that 
parental incarceration directly contributes to depression levels among children. 
(Conversely, this finding may also point to other measures through which parental 
incarceration operates that were not included in this study.) There are a couple of 
plausible explanations for this finding. Substantively, parental incarceration can take 
a caregiver out of the home, and complicate the definition of a family. Other types 
of parental absences (such as death, military deployment, or relationship dissolu-
tion), and experiences of ambiguous loss (Bocknek et al., 2009; Boss, 2016; Brown 
& Coker, 2019), may too produce similar effects on depression. Ambiguous loss 
involves relational stress in response to an ongoing trauma (Brown & Coker, 2019). 
However, these types of absences are unlikely to be tied to ACEs in the same way 
as parental incarceration, which typically involves numerous and ongoing ACEs. 
As Bocknek et al. note, children of prisoners experience parental loss and trauma 
uniquely “because of the complex family issues and instability experienced before, 
during and after their parent’s incarceration” (2009, p. 324). Methodologically, the 
ACE variables were dichotomous rather than continuous, so the measures do not 
fully showcase the variation in these experiences, which is another explanation for 
this finding. If this study could have used continuous measures of ACEs, the paren-
tal incarceration effect may have been attenuated. Similar to the argument that the 
timing of parental incarceration may affect depression levels, the timing of the ACE 
measures (which were not directly assessed), particularly when the incarceration 
took place, may have provided stronger evidence of the ACEs being indirect media-
tors in the relationship between incarceration and mental health. These are only con-
jectures for future research to test whether or how parental incarceration has direct 
or indirect relationships with later life depression.

Fourth, inadequate school resources, an ACE context measure, amplified the 
negative effects of parental incarceration on mental health. The effect of parental 
incarceration on depression remained low if the child went to a school that was not 
under-resourced. Importantly, the effect of parental incarceration on depression was 
greater for children who went to under-resourced schools. This conditional effect 
may be explained through the lens of cumulative disadvantage. For example, fami-
lies of children of incarcerated parents commonly face economic disadvantage (Gel-
ler et  al., 2009; Western, 2018). Thus, it may not just be that parental incarcera-
tion relates to adverse outcomes; instead, additional challenges may intensify the 
experience of parental incarceration (Jackson et  al., 2021; Travis & Waul, 2003). 
While this research did not find other conditional effects of having incarcerated par-
ents partly due to small sample size, future research should further examine the way 
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in which characteristics of parents as well as children, including age, race, gender, 
socio-economic status, affect the impact of parental incarceration on children.

This research is not without its limitations. Because the Wave 4 question about 
parental incarceration relies on the adult memory of a child, respondents’ mem-
ories, especially their understanding of what penal control their parent may have 
been subject to, could slightly under- or overstate the carceral experiences of their 
parent(s). The reduction in the number of respondents over the four waves, and the 
lack of complete data for all respondents, may point to another limitation, namely 
an undercount of respondents most affected by incarceration. Add Health research-
ers followed up with respondents who were in confinement under criminal justice 
system control, which increases the value of this data set. Nevertheless, the people 
most likely to be affected by incarceration, mental illness, and associated social 
ills of cumulative disadvantage are also more likely to be difficult for researchers 
to contact in follow up interviews for a longitudinal study. Commenting on those 
who are formerly incarcerated and other “hard-to-reach” populations, Western 
notes: “Survey nonresponse and study attrition can bias studies of former prison-
ers and other highly marginal groups” (2018, p. 11). The lack of qualitative data in 
this study is a related limitation. The inclusion of qualitative data and analysis may 
have supplied a more nuanced and complex discussion surrounding the impact of 
parental incarceration in tandem with the quantitative work supplied through the 
longitudinal study. This research identified clear relationships between parental 
incarceration, adverse childhood experiences, and depression in young adulthood, 
so a qualitative focus is the ideal next step to see the processes by which these three 
variables relate to one another.

Finally, the focus on only one aspect of mental health, depression, may be another 
limitation. Not only can comorbidity be a factor in an individual’s mental health but 
depression is only one mental illness and does not account for other diagnoses, such 
as bipolar disorder or anxiety. The relationships of parental incarceration to different 
diagnoses of physical and/or mental illness is worthy of study. Despite this poten-
tial limitation, a narrow focus on one mental health outcome provides clarity on the 
relations between incarceration, ACEs, and depression overall while also providing 
a foundation for further studies to focus on other mental health disorders, comorbid-
ity, and their connection to parental incarceration.

Findings from this research can inform policy on at least three levels. First, at the 
individual level, this study shows the importance of identifying children of incar-
cerated parents. They are burdened by the stress and stigma of having an absent 
parent while simultaneously dealing with an enhanced risk of being depressed. Hav-
ing incarcerated parents can additionally be a source a chronic stress for children, 
as the stigma of criminality and/or incarceration can move beyond the individual 
who committed the law-breaking acts to their family members (Davies et al., 2008; 
Murray & Farrington, 2008; Nesmith & Ruhland, 2011). In school settings, these 
individuals could be identified by mental health counselors or other professionals 
to receive the health care and social support that they need to deal with this change 
in their life. This work is being done in schools and private health care settings 
through trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy with children of incarcerated 
parents (Morgan-Mullane, 2018) and is discussed in counseling training manuals as 
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part of continuing education learning experiences (Bennett et al., 2012). Given the 
pervasiveness of parental incarceration and this research finding regarding its tie to 
depression, a more widespread and national focus on this training and intervention 
strategy is essential.

Second, at the community level, this study highlights the importance of well-
resourced schools in limiting depression. Of course, well-resourced schools may 
raise different concerns for children’s mental health access (Luthar et al., 2021), but 
children in under-resourced learning environments are likely to be subject to other 
cumulative disadvantages (including other ACEs) that take a mental toll on them. 
While we need increased funding for school systems to provide mental health ser-
vices, the distribution of school funding to enable more equitable resources alloca-
tion is critical. In both of these recommendations, the key is to identify where the 
most vulnerable are – individuals and school systems – and finding ways to make 
sure they have the resources available to them to thrive.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, the US has overused imprisonment (and the 
criminal justice system more generally) to respond to social ills, including activities 
that are valuably or legitimately criminalized. As evidenced in this study, there are 
real, generational consequences for this tactic. Mental health is tangibly compro-
mised or worsened when parents are incarcerated. When the prison system is the 
cure for crime, the cure can become worse than the disease, reinforcing or exac-
erbating disadvantage and inequality. How we define and respond to social harms 
needs to be rethought. Criminalization of certain social harms may exacerbate rather 
than stop or reverse the negative outcomes. Punishment approaches that perpetu-
ate collateral consequences for vulnerable families need to be replaced by invest-
ments that redress economic, racial, health, and other inequalities. Imprisoning and 
jailing people, including parents, reflects and reinforces ACEs and other cumulative 
disadvantages, including by worsening the mental health of children who have par-
ents in state custody, especially in the contexts of multiple incarcerations and under-
resourced schools.
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