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Over five million American children under 18 have
bad a parent jailed or incarcerated. Due to systematic
inequalities rooted in policies and practices that
affect the likelibood of being arrested, convicted, and
incarcerated, Black and Latino children have been
disproportionately affected. Parental incarceration
bas direct consequences for children and families.
Family-strengthening programs seek to maintain
and build healthy relationships between parents who

are incarcerated and their children. They have the

potential to reduce the harmful effects of incarceration

on families. This brief describes opportunities to
apply six recommendations for designing, developing,
and implementing services, taken from a recent

investigation of family-strengthening programs.
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These recommendations are meant to help programs addyess the

broad range of needs for families affected by parental incarceration.
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The United States currently incarcerates
over one million parents of children who
are minors.! More than five million Amer-
ican children have experienced parental
incarceration. Due to systemic inequalities
rooted in policies and practices that affect
the likelihood of being arrested, convict-
ed, and incarcerated, Black and Latino

children have been disproportionately af-
fected.? Parental incarceration has direct
consequences for children and families,
creating significant economic, social, and
emotional hardship for them.® Programs
supporting families affected by parental
incarceration may promote more equitable
outcomes for children.
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2 SIX RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUPPORTING FAMILIES AFFECTED BY PARENTAL INCARCERATION



ENGAGE caregivers who are not incarcerated.
CONSIDER children’s ages in program design.
CONSIDER the parent’s role in the child’s life.

BOX 1. PROGRAM RECOMMENDATIONS TO SUPPORT FAMILIES WITH INCARCERATED PARENTS

COLLABORATE across systems.
ADDRESS barriers to program engagement.
PROMOTE families’ financial stability.

Family-strengthening programs seck to maintain and
build healthy relationships between parents who are
incarcerated and their children.* They have the po-
tential to reduce the harmful effects of incarceration
on families. A recent investigation of family-strength-
ening programs (involving a literature review, site
visits, and interviews with experts) identified six rec-
ommendations, listed in Box 1, for programs working
with families affected by incarceration. These recom-
mendations are meant to help programs address the
broad range of families’ needs.® This brief describes
opportunities to apply these six recommendations for
designing, developing, and implementing high-quality

services.

1. Engage caregivers who are not incarcerated.
Most programs engage the parent who is incarcerated
or the child. However, during the recent investigation
of family-strengthening programs, providers, stake-
holders, and researchers noted that the adults who are
caring for children while a parent is incarcerated are an
essential part of the family system as well.® Programs
working directly with children should engage care-

givers and tailor services to them from the beginning
of the program, and should consider incentives and
support specifically designed to promote their partic-
ipation in services.” For example, the Oregon Social
Learning Center adapted the Parenting Inside Out
curriculum, which is typically administered when par-
ents are incarcerated, to include caregivers and to be
administered outside of correctional settings.®

2. Consider children’s ages in program design.
Programs should consider activities that are develop-
mentally appropriate and tailored to support the spe-
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cificages and developmental stages of the children they
serve.? For example, a program could provide a prison
nursery during infancy and toddlerhood, and support
parent-child visitation and remote interactions across
childhood and adolescence. Visitation periods may
need to last longer for older children since parents may
take longer to reconnect with adolescent children they
have not seen recently. Some components of a prison
visitation program are not appropriate for younger
children (such as invasive security checks or interac-
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Families with incarcerated parents must navigate

multiple systems.

tions with prison guards). Physical visitation spaces
should be inviting and nonthreatening if they will be
used with young children."

3. Consider the parent’s role in the child’s life.
Children with incarcerated parents can have different
experiences depending on whether their mothers or fa-
thers are incarcerated.™ Their experiences may also dif-
fer depending on their relationships with their parents
before incarceration. If programs are working with
parents who were primary caregivers before incarcer-
ation, they could consider integrating counseling into
their services, as the parents’ incarceration may be par-

ticularly traumatic for children.'? If a parent was not
the primary caregiver before incarceration, a program
might need to connect with the child’s current caregiv-
er and develop a range of options for communication
and visitation.

4. Collaborate across systems. Families with incar-
cerated parents must navigate multiple systems, such
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as the child welfare, correctional, and child support
systems.” The lack of coordination across these sys-
tems can impose significant burdens on families before
parents are sentenced, and during and after incarcera-
tion. Programs can help strengthen families, therefore,
by collaborating with these systems and increasing
the coordination across them. For example, programs
could consider inviting a child support representative
to ensure parents have a complete understanding of
their rights within the child support system during in-
carceration and after release.

5. Address barriers to program engagement. Pro-
grams encounter significant challenges engaging par-
ents who are incarcerated, particularly when a parent
is transferred to another facility, has a violation that
leads to placement in a segregated unit or prevents par-
ticipation in any program for some time, or is released
from incarceration before completing the program.™
Therefore, when programs design and structure ser-
vices, it is important to consider prison policies re-
garding transfers, lockdowns, or other procedures that
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The incarceration of parents negatively affects all family members.
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may affect participation. If a program is secking to im-
plement services in a jail setting, for example, where
most people are awaiting trial or have been convicted
of minor crimes, a short-duration program may be ap-
propriate.

6. Promote families’ financial stability. When par-
ents are incarcerated, families often struggle to make
ends meet, making it difficult to find the resourc-
es needed to make visits and expensive phone calls
to prison or jail.'® After being released, people must
find places to live and work while also facing expens-
es imposed by the justice system, such as court costs,
postrelease monitoring fees, restitution fees, and child
support debt payments.'® Most programs that aim to
support families’ financial stability focus exclusively
on the employment and income of the parent who is
incarcerated. Programs could consider other ways to
promote financial stability, such as reducing the cost of
visitation by providing transportation support or sti-
pends to families. When the parent is released from in-
carceration, programs could extend financial support
or other services to a child’s nonincarcerated caregiver,
in addition to serving the parent being released.

The incarceration of parents negatively affects all fam-
ily members. Family-strengthening programs have
the potential to reduce the harm of incarceration for
families that participate. In turn, these programs may
promote more equitable outcomes for children. The
six recommendations presented in this brief offer con-
siderations for programs designing and implementing
such program models. To learn more about program
models and the research supporting these recommen-
dations, please see the full literature review.

Notes

1 The term “incarceration” refers to any situation in which
aperson spends time in a local jail or in a state or federal
correctional institution. Given the wide variety of imple-
mentation contexts for family-strengthening programs,
this review uses a broad definition of incarceration to
include the largest number of possible approaches. See Pew
Charitable Trusts, Collateral Costs: Incarceration’s Effect on
Economic Mobility (Washington, DC: The Pew Charitable
Trusts, 2010), www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/up-
loadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1 pdf.pdf.
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The recommendations presented in this brief are the
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interviews with 10 experts from a range of disciplines
including child development and criminology, visits to 6
organizations representing diverse intervention types and
locations, and a meeting of 14 federal staff members and
6 program experts. For more information on specific pro-
grams and their level of evidence, as well as the literature
review methods, see Meghan McCormick, Bright Sarfo,
and Emily Brennan, Promising Practices for Strengthening
Families Affected by Parental Incarceration: A Review of
the Literature, OPRE Report 2021-25 (Washington,
DC: Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Ad-
ministration for Children and Families, US. Department
of Health and Human Services, 2021), www.mdrc.org/
sites/default/files/2021_B3_Literature_Review_508

MDRC.pdf.

SIX RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUPPORTING FAMILIES AFFECTED BY PARENTAL INCARCERATION


https://www.childtrends.org/publications/parents-behind-bars-what-happens-to-their-children
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/parents-behind-bars-what-happens-to-their-children
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/parents-behind-bars-what-happens-to-their-children
https://www.vera.org/publications/for-the-record-unjust-burden
https://www.vera.org/publications/for-the-record-unjust-burden
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/47517957_Incarceration_in_Fragile_Families
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/47517957_Incarceration_in_Fragile_Families
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6095670/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6095670/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/work-and-opportunity-before-and-after-incarceration/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/work-and-opportunity-before-and-after-incarceration/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3220952/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3220952/
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1043986204271618
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1043986204271618
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3700270
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1478492/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7783032/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7783032/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9203764/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9203764/
https://www.census.gov/prod/99pubs/p23-198.pdf
https://www.census.gov/prod/99pubs/p23-198.pdf
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-97506-000
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-97506-000
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22229730/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3703506/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3703506/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2011.00257.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2011.00257.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0038040714547086
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0038040714547086
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0002716213502921
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0002716213502921
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/2021_B3_Literature_Review_508_MDRC.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/2021_B3_Literature_Review_508_MDRC.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/2021_B3_Literature_Review_508_MDRC.pdf

6 Cynthia Seymour, “Introduction: Children with Parents
in Prison: Child Welfare Policy, Program, and Practice
Issues,” pages 1-26 in Cynthia Seymour and Creasie
Finney Hairston (eds.), Children with Parents in Prison:
Child Welfare Policy, Program, and Practice Issues(New
York: Routledge, 2017).

7 Jean Kjellstrand, “Building a Tailored, Multilevel Preven-
tion Strategy to Support Children and Families Affected
by Parental Incarceration,” Smzith College Studies in Social
Work 87,1 (2017): 112—129, www.tandfonline.com/
doi/abs/10.1080/00377317.2017.1248203?journal-
Code=wscs20; James P. McHale, Selin Salman, Anne
Strozier, and Dawn K. Cecil, “Triadic Interactions in
Mother-Grandmother Coparenting Systems Following
Maternal Release from Jail,” Monographs of the Society for
Research in Child Development 78, 3 (2013): 57-74,
hetps://sred.onlinelibrarywiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/
mono.12021.

8 Parenting Inside Out, “Curriculum” (website:
www.parentinginsideout.org/curriculum, n.d.); Mark J.
Eddy, Charles R. Martinez, Jr., and Bert Burraston, “A
Randomized Controlled Trial of a Parent Management
Training Program for Incarcerated Parents: Proximal
Impacts, Monographs of the Society for Research in Child
Development 78: 3 (2013): 75-93,
heeps://sred.onlinelibrarywiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/
mono.12022.

9 Seymour (2017).

10 Rebecca]. Shlafer, Ann Booker Loper, and Leah Schillmo-
eller, “Introduction and Literature Review: Is Parent-Child
Contact During Parental Incarceration Beneficial?” pages

1-21 in Julie Poehlmann-Tynan (ed.), Children’s Contact

with Incarcerated Parents: Implications for Policy and Inter-
vention (New York: Springer Publishing Company, 2015).

1

—

Danielle H. Dallaire, Janice L. Zeman, and Todd M.
Thrash, “Children’s Experiences of Maternal Incarcera-

tion-Specific Risks: Predictions to Psychological Maladap-

tation,” Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psycholo-
gy44,1(2015): 109-122, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc
articles/PMC4256130; Kristin Turney and Christopher
Wildeman, “Detrimental for Some? Heterogeneous Ef-
fects of Maternal Incarceration on Child Well-Be-

ing.” Criminology and Public Policy 14,1 (2015): 125-156,

heeps://onlinelibrarywiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1745-
9133.12109.

12 Dallaire, Zeman, and Thrash (2015).

13 The child welfare system can include public and pri-

vate agencies and courts charged with promoting the

well-being of children by ensuring their safety, achieving

permanent homes for them, and strengthening families.
Families often become involved with the child welfare
system because of a report of suspected child abuse or
neglect. The child support system is made up of states,
territories, and tribes that administer the child support

program under the oversight of the federal Office of
Child Support Enforcement. These entities are em-
powered to establish and enforce orders for one parent
(who generally does not live with the child) to pay child
support to the parent who does live with the child.

14 Jason Baker, James McHale, Anne Strozier, and Dawn

Cecil, “Mother Grandmother Co-Parenting Relationships
in Families with Incarcerated Mothers: A Pilot Investiga-
tion,” Family Process 49,2 (2010): 165-184,
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3074509;
Miller et al. (2013); Victoria Troy, Kerri E. McPherson,
Carol Emslie, and Elizabeth Gilchrist, “The Feasibility,
Appropriateness, Meaningfulness, and Effectiveness of
Parenting and Family Support Programs Delivered in the
Criminal Justice System: A Systematic Review, Journal

of Child and Family Studies 27,6 (2018): 1,732-1,747,
heps://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10826-018-
1034-3; Hope Smiley McDonald, Mindy Herman-Stahl,
Christine Lindquist, Anupa Bir, and Tasseli McKay,
Strengthening the Couple and Family Relationships of
Fathers Bebind Bars: The Promise and Perils of Correc-
tions-Based Programming (Washington, DC: Office

of Human Services Policy, Office of the Assistant Secretary
for Planning and Evaluation, US. Department of Health

and Human Services, 2009), https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/
strengthening-couple-and-family-relationships-fathers-be-

hind-bars-promise-and-perils-corrections-based-program-

ming; Miller etal. (2014).

15 Johnna Christian, Jeff Mellow, and Shenique Thomas,

“Social and Economic Implications of Family Connections
to Prisoners,” Journal of Criminal Justice 34, 4 (2006):
443-452, www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii
S0047235206000626; Megan Comfort, “A Twenty-
Hour-a-Day Job’: The Impact of Frequent Low-Level
Criminal Justice Involvement on Family Life” Annals of
the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 665, 1
(2016): 63-79, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmec/articles/
PMC5603205; Lauren-Brooke Eisen, Charging In-

mates Perpetuates Mass Incarceration (New York: Brennan
Center for Justice at New York University School of Law,

2015), www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-
reports/ charging-inmates—perpetuates—mass-incarceration ;

Donald Braman, Doing Time on the Outside: Incarceration
and Family Life in Urban America (Ann Arbor, MI: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 2004).

16 Alicia Bannon, Mitali Nagrecha, and Rebekah Diller,

“Criminal Justice Debt: A Barrier to Reentry” (New York:
Brennan Center for Justice at New York University School
of Law, 2010), https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work

research-reports/criminal-justice-debt-barrier-reen-
try?ftag=MSF0951al8.

SIX RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUPPORTING FAMILIES AFFECTED BY PARENTAL INCARCERATION


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00377317.2017.1248203?journalCode=wscs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00377317.2017.1248203?journalCode=wscs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00377317.2017.1248203?journalCode=wscs20
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/mono.12021
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/mono.12021
http://www.parentinginsideout.org/curriculum/
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/mono.12022
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/mono.12022
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4256130/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4256130/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1745-9133.12109
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1745-9133.12109
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3074509/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10826-018-1034-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10826-018-1034-3
https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/strengthening-couple-and-family-relationships-fathers-behind-bars-promise-and-perils-corrections-based-programming
https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/strengthening-couple-and-family-relationships-fathers-behind-bars-promise-and-perils-corrections-based-programming
https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/strengthening-couple-and-family-relationships-fathers-behind-bars-promise-and-perils-corrections-based-programming
https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/strengthening-couple-and-family-relationships-fathers-behind-bars-promise-and-perils-corrections-based-programming
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047235206000626
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047235206000626
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5603205/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5603205/
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/charging-inmates-perpetuates-mass-incarceration
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/charging-inmates-perpetuates-mass-incarceration
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/criminal-justice-debt-barrier-reentry?ftag=MSF0951a18
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/criminal-justice-debt-barrier-reentry?ftag=MSF0951a18
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/criminal-justice-debt-barrier-reentry?ftag=MSF0951a18

MDRC is conducting the Building Bridges and Bonds (B3) study with funding from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS),
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Family Assistance under a competitive award from the Office of Planning, Research, and
Evaluation (OPRE), Contract No. HHS-P23320095644WC. The project is overseen by OPRE. The project officers are Nicole Constance and
Megan Reid. The findings and conclusions in this report do not necessarily represent the official positions or policies of HHS.

Dissemination of MDRC publications is supported by the following organizations and individuals that help finance MDRC’s public policy
outreach and expanding efforts to communicate the results and implications of our work to policymakers, practitioners, and others: The
Annie E. Casey Foundation, Arnold Ventures, Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation, The Edna McConnell Clark Foundation,
Ford Foundation, The George Gund Foundation, Daniel and Corinne Goldman, The Harry and Jeanette Weinberg Foundation, Inc., The JPB
Foundation, The Joyce Foundation, The Kresge Foundation, and Sandler Foundation.

In addition, earnings from the MDRC Endowment help sustain our dissemination efforts. Contributors to the MDRC Endowment include
Alcoa Foundation, The Ambrose Monell Foundation, Anheuser-Busch Foundation, Bristol-Myers Squibb Foundation, Charles Stewart Mott
Foundation, Ford Foundation, The George Gund Foundation, The Grable Foundation, The Lizabeth and Frank Newman Charitable Foundation,
The New York Times Company Foundation, Jan Nicholson, Paul H. O’Neill Charitable Foundation, John S. Reed, Sandler Foundation, and The
Stupski Family Fund, as well as other individual contributors.

For information about MDRC and copies of our publications, see our website: www.mdrc.org.

- v mdr C
BRIDGES & — BUILDING KNOWLEDGE
BONDS |B3 — TO IMPROVE SOCIAL POLICY

ASSOCIATES



	Six Recommendations for Supporting Families Affected by Parental Incarceration
	Acknowledgments
	Notes



