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Media accounts of the people who cycle through prisons and jails
tend to paint these men and women as either distant from their
families or doing incredible damage to them because of some com-
bination of their chronic joblessness, poor impulse control, mental
health problems, or struggles with addiction.

If depictions of prisoners as having detached from or being det-
rimental to family members were accurate, then the increases in im-
prisonment that have taken place since roughly the mid-1970s—
including increases in paternal and, to a lesser degree, maternal
imprisonment—could actually be beneficial for children, or at least
not harmful.




However, an overview of research on the prevalence and con-
sequences of paternal and maternal imprisonment shows that mass
imprisonment—the tremendous, highly concentrated rates of im-
prisonment that now characterize American society—may have a
greater variety of effects on children and particularly on inequality

of black and white children.

Prevalence
There are two ways to think about the prevalence of parental im-
prisonment. The first and by far the most commonly used method
estimates what share of children have a parent imprisoned on any
given day.! Another method for considering the prevalence of pa-
rental imprisonment asks not what proportion of children will have
their mother or father imprisoned on any given day, but what share
of them will ever have their mother or father imprisoned.
Although the first method—the daily parental incarceration
rate method—shows huge shifts in the proportion of children with
a parent incarcerated since the onset of the prison boom, shifts in
the cumulative risk of paternal and maternal imprisonment are even
more pronounced.? According to estimates of the risk of ever hav-
ing a parent imprisoned between birth and age 14, the percentage
of black children experiencing paternal imprisonment at any point
increased from just under 14 percent to just over 25 percent from

1978 to 1990.

White children also experienced increases in the risk of pater-
nal imprisonment, but absolute changes were far smaller, increas-
ing from just over 2 percent in 1978 to just under 4 percent in
1990. Thinking beyond just race to also consider class demonstrates
just how much mass imprisonment has reshaped the life course of
the most marginalized black children, as over half of black children
whose fathers dropped out of high school had their father experi-
ence prison.

Changes in the risk of maternal imprisonment were more mut-
ed and, with just 1 in 200 white children experiencing maternal im-
prisonment now, those risks barely even merit a mention for white
children. The risk of maternal imprisonment was somewhat more
pronounced for black children by 1990, with just over 3 percent of
these children experiencing it. For children of black mothers who
didn’t finish high school, the risk was closer to 5 percent.

Paternal vs. Maternal Incarceration
Although theoretically parental imprisonment could be common
and still have minimal effects on individual children or on inequal-
ity among children, key studies indicate that the effects are in fact
significant, depending to a great extent on whether it is the mother
or the father who is incarcerated.

The consequences of paternal imprisonment have received the
most attention. Research has yet to provide solid evidence to pin-
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point whether it is the increasing material hardship, mental health
problems, or the drop-offs in paternal involvement that mothers
face when the father of their children is incarcerated that drive the
effects of paternal incarceration on children. But the fact remains
that the incarceration of a father appears to have negative conse-
quences for children’s well-being not only across a host of vital be-
havioral dimensions, such as increases in children’s physically ag-
gressive, externalizing, internalizing, and overall behaviors, but also
across a range of outcomes that include homelessness and infant
mortality.> In some cases, moreover, the effects are quite large. Pa-
ternal incarceration increases the physical aggression of young boys
by nearly one-third. The consequences of paternal incarceration for
children are thus well established at this point.

If the consequences of paternal incarceration have been con-
sistent and negative, the same is not true of maternal incarceration.
A series of influential and methodologically rigorous qualitative
and quantitative studies link maternal incarceration with signifi-
cant harm to children.* Yet at the same time, other qualitative and
quantitative studies link maternal incarceration with no discernible
child harm—and note positive consequences for children in some
instances.’ The difficulties these mothers faced even before their in-
carceration may explain that outcome.

Those difficulties include poverty and material hardship, do-
mestic violence, drug and alcohol abuse, and housing instability.
Often their children had lived part of the time away from the moth-
ers even before their incarceration. The one exception to the uncer-
tainty surrounding the consequences of maternal imprisonment for
child well-being has to do with foster care. Although individual-
level tests of this relationship are sparse, macro-level research using
states as the unit of analysis shows that increases in maternal im-
prisonment explain about 30 percent of the doubling of foster-care
caseloads in the United States between 1985 and 2000.°

Effects on Childhood Inequality

Meanwhile, what should we make of the consequences of mass im-
prisonment for inequality among children? On the one hand, we
have the cumulative risks of paternal imprisonment among black
children in the 25 percent range and substantial, well-documented
negative effects. Those results suggest that mass paternal imprison-
ment has substantially increased racial inequality in child well-be-
ing. Indeed, as Sara Wakefield and I suggest in Children of the Pris-
on Boom, the effects of mass paternal imprisonment on inequality
among children are so large that they trump even the consequences
of mass imprisonment for inequality among adult men.

On the other hand, the consequences of mass maternal impris-
onment are less clear-cut for two reasons. In the first place, think-
ing of maternal imprisonment as anything happening en masse is
difficult because even for the most marginalized children—Dblack
children whose mothers did not complete high school—the risk of
ever having a mother imprisoned is still just 1 in 20. Second, for
increases in maternal imprisonment to have effects on inequality, it
must not only be increasingly racially disparate, but also exert nega-
tive effects on children.
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There is, to be sure, some evidence that maternal imprison-
ment harms children. Yet at this point, the evidence in favor of null
or positive effects of maternal imprisonment trumps the evidence in
favor of harmful effects, suggesting that the prison boom—and the
attendant increases in the share of children whose mother is impris-
oned at some point—changed childhood inequality little.

Convincing though the research in this area is, we still lack
studies that make the causal case airtight. If the next wave of re-
search strengthens the finding that the effects are causal, we must
consider mass imprisonment alongside other major American insti-
tutions of social stratification.
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