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Introduction

The crisis of family separation precipitated by the Trump
administration’s “zero tolerance” policy on the southern border
has focused the nation’s attention on the negative short- and long
-term consequences of separating children from their parents.
The negative outcomes of separating children from their parents
have been documented through decades of rigorous research,
with public awareness and action occurring to change practices
around separation in children’s hospitals, military families,
orphanages, and child care settings. However, there is much less
public awareness of the impacts of parental incarceration on
children, although the numbers are increasing dramatically both
because of immigration policy and the growth of punitive criminal
justice policies over the past 30 years'. Specifically, between 1991
and 2007, the number of parents in federal and state prisons
increased by 79%.2 Children of incarcerated parents comprise a
mostly invisible population for several reasons. First, government
agencies often do not keep adequate records that link children
with their incarcerated parents. Consequently, agencies that may
be available to provide dyadic, child-, or adult-oriented services
are not aware of these children or their needs, and thus do not
serve them. In addition, social scientists have not studied these
children until recently.>* In recent years, the sheer numbers of
children and families affected has begun to increase the visibility
of this population among public policymakers, social service

providers, and academic researchers.



At year end 2016, more than 6.6 million adults were
under the supervision of U.S. correctional systems?,
including individuals incarcerated in prisons and jails,
as well as those on probation and parole. Because
most incarcerated individuals are parents?, it is not
surprising that more than 5 million U.S. children have
experienced a co-resident parent leaving for jail or
prison®--and these numbers do not include children
whose non-resident parent is behind bars. Because
of staggering racial disparities in incarceration,
children of color experience parental incarceration to
a much greater extent than their white counterparts
(7.5 times more often?). Further, they face more post-
incarceration challenges even when considering pre-
existing risks.” Recently, the population of children
with incarcerated parents has exploded and the harm
that parental incarceration causes to children and
families has become much more evident. This brief
will summarize recent research findings related to the
detrimental impacts of parental incarceration on
children and families, delineate factors that most
directly relate to negative outcomes in children,
establish the connection to detention of immigrant
parents and effects on children, and conclude with

recommendations for relevant policy and practice.

Effects of Parental Incarceration on
Children

There is ample scientific evidence that family
separation is harmful to children and other family
members. Decades of rigorous research has shown
that a stable relationship with a primary caregiver is
critical to a child’s safety, ability to trust others, sense
of self, and capacity to thrive.® %01 Separation from
parents is among the most potent traumatic stressors
that a child can experience, and the adverse effects
are exacerbated when separation occurs under
frightening, sudden, chaotic, or prolonged
circumstances.” Such separations increase children’s
risk of developing depression, anxiety, posttraumatic
stress symptoms and other trauma reactions.™™"
Research shows that experiencing multiple stressful

and unpredictable events during childhood, known as
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adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), is cumulative
The and results in stress that can negatively affect
health and well-being throughout one’s own life as
well as through subsequent generations.” Parental
incarceration is one of the categories of ACEs and its
effects seem particularly detrimental because of the
unique combination of trauma, shame, and stigma
that occurs, as well as the externally enforced
separation.' In addition, there are often many
unknowns about the incarcerated parents’
circumstances, which can lead to painful feelings of
ambiguous loss for children and other family

members.V”

In the past twenty years, a growing body of research
has documented the specific harmful effects of
parental incarceration on children’s development and
well-being.”® The negative potential effects of parental
incarceration include increases in infant mortality,
child homelessness, child behavior problems
(including elevated aggression and antisocial
behavior), impaired academic performance, and less
optimal health; these effects persist even when
controlling for prior risks and other social
determinants of health.®2° Children affected by
parental incarceration often experience subsequent
traumatic symptoms, residential instability, and
financial insecurity as well as exposure to more

ACEs, compared to other children." ¢

; A RN

Separation from parents is among the most
potent traumatic stressors that a child can
experience, and the adverse effects are
exacerbated when separation occurs under
frightening, sudden, chaotic, or prolonged
circumstances.!?




In a recent large-scale research study, Bell and
colleagues? found that having an incarcerated parent
places children at risk for experiencing challenges
across multiple developmental domains, including
physical, social, emotional, communicative, and
cognitive development. In addition to the potential
adverse effects of any family separation, children
who have an incarcerated parent experience
additional challenges that have been referred to as
“incarceration-related risk factors”.?? These risk
factors include financial obstacles to visitation,
reliance on other adults to facilitate contact between
the child and parent, excessive distance between the
child’s location and the correctional facility (both of
which may change multiple times, often without
notification to the child’s caregiver), as well as
children’s fears about their parent’s well-being within
the corrections environment.?” Many children with
incarcerated parents have also witnessed the parent’s
arrest, contributing to increased emotional and
cognitive difficulties?® as well as insecure
attachment?. Younger children are particularly
vulnerable to the effects of parental incarceration due
to their greater attachment needs, dependence on
caregivers, and less developed cognitive and coping
abilities.” Indeed, increased negative outcomes have
been noted for younger children with an incarcerated
parent, in comparison to adolescents who also

experience detrimental effects.?*

Challenges in maintaining contact and family
relationships during the incarceration period can also
have negative effects on children and families.’® %
Obstacles include: unaffordable collect-call charges
for phone calls made from prison; unsympathetic,
hostile and restrictive prison and jail visiting
environments and policies; remote and hard-to-visit
prison locations and strained family relationships.?6: %7
Further, the circumstances of visitation—especially
non-contact barrier visitation that is common in jails—
can also have negative emotional consequences.
Visits tend to be brief and end and abruptly and
participants are subject to highly intrusive physical

searches and procedures.?
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Potential long-term consequences on the
children include behavioral issues, academic
issues such as dropping out of school, reliance

on maladaptive coping strategies such as

excessive use of illegal drugs and alcohol, or
being diagnosed with chronic illnesses in
adulthood, such as diabetes or heart disease.

Parental incarceration can also lead to family
conflicts that do not readily heal when the parent is
released from prison. Social and family pressures,
social stigma and institutional policies and practices
can make it difficult for parents to reintegrate and re-
establish ties with their children.’® Research indicates
that the negative impact of incarceration-induced
family separations often continues long after parents
are released from jail or prison. Potential long-term
consequences on the children include behavioral
issues, academic issues such as dropping out of
school, reliance on maladaptive coping strategies
such as excessive use of illegal drugs and alcohol, or
being diagnosed with chronic illnesses in adulthood,

such as diabetes or heart disease.' 2% 30

Factors Related to the Impact of Parental
Incarceration on Families

To understand the impact of parental incarceration, it
is also important to consider who is watching and
caring for the child during the parental incarceration
period (children’s caregivers).?’ Sometimes children
live with the non-incarcerated parent, especially
when the father is incarcerated, whereas other
children live with a non-parental relative, especially
grandparents when the mother is incarcerated.?
Additionally, when mothers are incarcerated, children
are five times more likely to be placed in a foster

home than when fathers are incarcerated.3?



The importance of caregivers in shaping a child’s
future trajectory “cannot be overstated”.3 And as
noted by,?* caregivers often experience significant
increases in parenting stress subsequent to
incarceration. This can be caused by multiple factors:
the need to provide emotional and financial support to
the incarcerated parent (often in the face of
monumental logistical challenges), the economic
decline associated with the loss of one parent’s
income and caregiving time, and reduced time
available to spend with each individual child in the
family, among many other factors. The mental health
and well-being of a child’s caregiver has a direct and
significant impact on the future well-being of that

child.3422

Social support for children with an incarcerated parent
is a significant protective factor; social support in this
context refers to the ability to maintain stable
relationships with teachers, caregivers, and peers, as
well as access to prosocial activities such as sports.3®
Changes in placement, schools and regular activities
contribute to negative outcomes for children
experiencing the extreme disruption involved in the

incarceration of a parent.

Regular contact between incarcerated parents and
their children can strengthen parent-child and family
relationships. In a recent white paper from the Urban
Institute3®, reviewed research and conducted
interviews with eight experts in the field regarding
parent-child visits during parental incarceration. They
concluded that face-to-face family-friendly contact
visits appeared the most helpful for children,
especially when such visits are embedded in family-
support programs (that also include elements like
identifying and working through underlying issues to
promote healthy parent-child and family
relationships). Family-friendly visitation policies
include more relaxed, child-sensitive security
procedures, longer visitation periods, opportunities for
families to engage in positive activities together (such
as playing a game and physical contact such as hugs),

and conducting visits in a less stressful setting (i.e. a
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designated family visitation room) as opposed to the
stark surroundings of most adult visitation

environments.?*

Social support for children with an incarcerated
parent is a significant protective factor.

The Detention of Parents and Children in
Immigration Settings

As a result of the “Zero Tolerance Policy for Criminal
lllegal Entry,” several thousand immigrant children
were separated from their parents during 2018, and a
significant number of these children were younger
than five years old at the time of separation. Parents in
these cases were frequently either incarcerated or
deported. Consequently, the children involved are
exposed to risks associated with both family
separation as well as parental incarceration, combined
with the dangers and trauma of immigration. As
reported by multiple news outlets in the United States,
many children remain apart from their parents; these
forced separations continue despite a federal court
order issued on June 26, 2018 requiring their
reunification. Obstacles to reunification include
incomplete recordkeeping and confusion and a lack

of transparency among agencies.

Research focused on the effects of parental
incarceration on children and families has implications
for our understanding of parent-child separations that
have occurred for immigrants, including the detention
of parents and their children. When the constant
dread of arrest, detention, or deportation of parents
culminates in actual family separation—whether short-
lived or permanent—the results are particularly

detrimental and far-reaching for children’s well-being.

4



Children of detained and deported immigrants suffer
the consequences of economic instability, emotional
distress, changes in daily routines, long-term financial
instability, and finally, in some cases, family
dissolution.?”:° This increased adversity is worrisome
as research indicates a synergistic effect between
increased stress and adverse life events. Higher levels
of post-traumatic symptoms in children of detained
and deported parents indicate that forced parental
separation resulting from immigration enforcement is
particularly detrimental to children’s mental health.
Furthermore, the unpredictability and uncertainty
associated with such forced parent-child separations

may exacerbate trauma symptoms.

The constant fear of detection, detainment and
deportation is integrated into caregivers’ daily lives.
The development of related mental health symptoms
and barriers in accessing adequate healthcare places
families at higher risk of poor health outcomes.
Immigrant detention, as a process related to the
deportation of noncitizens, is part of a larger history
of global, federal, local, and individual practices that
criminalize immigrants, especially non-white
immigrants. The incarceration of noncitizens is related
to their surveillance, punishment, and overall
inequality in the areas of labor, education, public
health, political representation, and everyday
mobility.3® Many immigrant families have left countries
where they experienced violence or war (as witnesses,
victims, and/or perpetrators); lack of food, water,
shelter, or medical care; torture; forced labor; sexual

assault; and loss of loved ones.

Recommendations

Government agencies, resettlement agencies, and
service providers across sectors (e.g., child welfare,
health care, corrections, education, mental health,
housing, employment) have an opportunity to lessen
the long-term effects of parental incarceration on
children by adopting practices that have been shown
to be effective in addressing their needs.?* Prompt
reunification of children with their parents is a top

priority. Parents help children regulate negative
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emotions, alleviate the impact of chronic stress on the
nervous system, and promote connections in the brain
that protect children from developing additional
mental health concerns. Given the high level of stress
experienced by these families, prompt family
reunification and provision of mental health
interventions is critical. Resettlement agencies and
health care workers have the opportunity to help
ameliorate the effects of trauma by providing

culturally sensitive and trauma-informed interventions.

1. Culturally- and linguistically- appropriate
mental health services.

2. Supportive services to caregivers and
formerly incarcerated parents.

3. Refraining from unnecessarily exposing
children to the arrest of a parent.

4. Ensuring that child-friendly visitation
practices are established.

5. Facilitating additional means of contact
between children and their incarcerated
parents.

6. Disseminating materials that Sesame Street
recently developed for young children
with an incarcerated parent.

7. Making non-contact visits more child-
friendly.

8. Decreasing stigma and shame by
educating society.

9. Changing policies to decrease reliance on
incarceration, increase alternatives to
incarceration, and decrease sentence.
length

10. Conducting program evaluations to
determine the efficacy and effectiveness of
interventions.

Such interventions and practices include:

e Providing culturally- and linguistically-
appropriate mental health services to the impacted
children, incarcerated parents, caregivers, and
other family members throughout the
incarceration of the parent and following the
incarceration to lessen the impacts of trauma and

begin the healing process.



Offering supportive services to caregivers and
formerly incarcerated parents to create stability
for children, including access to safe housing,
medical and dental care, education, and food and

financial aid to reduce economic strain.

Refraining from unnecessarily exposing children to
the arrest of a parent to protect children from
trauma associated with witnessing parental arrest.
The International Association of Chiefs of Police*°
have developed a model protocol and training
materials regarding safeguarding children during
the arrest of parents, available for adoption by law

enforcement throughout the United States.

Ensuring that child-friendly visitation practices are
established during a parent’s incarceration,
including regular contact with longer periods of
visitation, child-appropriate security procedures,
access to pre-approved family activities (such as a
game or coloring), providing child-friendly settings
for visitation within correctional facilities, training
corrections staff how to interact with children and
families, fostering open communication among
caregivers, children, incarcerated parents, and
supportive professionals, preparing children for
visits; and supporting incarcerated parents in the
visit process, and allowing more appropriate

physical contact during visits.

Facilitating additional means of contact between
children and their incarcerated parents, such as
letters, shared drawings, cards, or videos, email

contact, and telephone calls.

Disseminating materials that Sesame Street
recently developed for young children with an
incarcerated parent, including an animated
depiction of a child’s visit to a corrections facility,
a story book, videos, and a caregiver guide (Little
Children, Big Challenges: Incarceration, 2013;
http://www.sesamestreet.org/parents/
topicsandactivities/toolkits/incarceration). The
materials are available in both English and

Spanish. The caregiver guide suggests ways for
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families to stay in touch with children’s
incarcerated parents, such as sending cards or
making phone calls between visits addition to
covering topics such as how to talk to very young
children about parental incarceration and how to
handle common emotional reactions that children
have when their parents are incarcerated. Because
these materials are free (available on Sesame
Street’'s website, and as a free app) corrections
facilities and social service agencies can use them

widely.

Making non-contact visits more child-friendly,
even though Plexiglas and video visits are not
inherently child-friendly.?® Suggestions include
increasing privacy, decreasing wait time, giving a
warning before visits end, including more
information about visits on websites and adding
links to resources for families with children,
providing staff with additional training, recognizing
the key role that children’s caregivers play,
preparing children and adults, and enhancing the
content of visits through establishment of routines,
using positive nonverbal communication, and
having caregivers prompt children to facilitate

conversations.

Decreasing stigma and shame by educating
society about the vulnerability of children with
incarcerated parents and encouraging members of

society to engage in compassionate behavior.

Changing policies to decrease reliance on
incarceration, increase alternatives to
incarceration, and decrease sentence length when

incarceration is deemed necessary.

Conducting program evaluations to determine the
efficacy and effectiveness of interventions offered

to families of the incarcerated.
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