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PRESENTATION 
OVERVIEW

 Scope of the problem
 Incarceration in the United States
 Numbers of children affected by parental 

incarceration

 Current research
 Impact of parental incarceration on children
 When children witness their parent’s arrest 

prior to parental incarceration
 Supporting positive parent-child interactions 

during parental incarceration





















Most incarcerated individuals are parents of minor 
children

● 47% of men in state and federal prison in 
the US report that they are fathers of 
minor children

● Higher rates reported in jails

● 58% of women in state and federal prison 
in the US report that they are mothers of 
minor children

● 80% of women in jails are mothers



5 million US children have been separated from their co-resident 
parent because of parental incarceration





Impact of Parental 
Incarceration on Children
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Source:  http://www.sfcipp.org/



https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cdep.12392

https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cdep.12392
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 Residential instability 

 Homelessness

 Socioeconomic disadvantage

 Dependence on public assistance

 Unemployment

 Mental health concerns 

 Family conflict

 Diminished coparenting

 Relationship dissolution and 
repartnering



 Findings of review:
 Worse outcomes when parental 

incarceration occurs earlier in the 
child’s life

 Worse outcomes documented as 
children reach adolescence and 
young adulthood

 Why: Continued stressors? Stress-
related changes on the body and 
brain? Types of measures used in 
adolescence and young adulthood? 
Cascades of risk? Diminishing 
protective factors? Repeated 
incarcerations?



STRESS PROCESSES 
IN CHILDREN WITH 

INCARCERATED 
PARENTS MAY BE 

RELATED TO

Problems that exist before or are 
exacerbated by parental incarceration
• Poverty
• Housing instability or homelessness
• Shifts in caregivers
• Exposure to violence
• Other adverse childhood experiences

Problems specific to parental criminal 
legal system involvement
• Witnessing parental arrest
• Stigma, secrecy around the parent’s incarceration
• Visiting in corrections
• Parental absence
• Repeated contact with criminal legal system 

(parental recidivism)



When Children Witness 
their Parent’s Arrest











https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/dev.22113

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/dev.22113


 About 20-40% of children with incarcerated parents have witnessed 
their parent’s arrest

 When law enforcement protections for children are not in place, 
witnessing the parent’s arrest can be traumatic and remembered for 
many years, even into adulthood

 Not previously researched in young children





 Witnessing parental arrest was associated 
with higher levels of stress hormones in the 
children’s hair, even controlling for demographic 
factors and witnessing the parent’s criminal 
activities

 In this study, the law enforcement systems had 
not implemented model policies regarding 
safeguarding children of arrested parents

THE MOST 
PHYSIOLOGICALLY 

STRESSED CHILDREN 
WERE THE ONES WHO SAW 
THEIR PARENT ARRESTED 
IN ADDITION TO SHOWING 

BEHAVIORAL STRESS 
SYMPTOMS



https://www.mdpi.com/1660 -4 6 0 1/18 /9 /4 5 12

https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/18/9/4512




 The children with the least 
optimal health and development 
witnessed the parent’s arrest (and 
exhibited a high level of distress at 
the time of the arrest), in addition to 
showing ongoing emotional stress 
symptoms
 In this study, we included 
witnessing domestic violence as a 
covariate
 Again, the law enforcement 
systems had not implemented 
model policies regarding 
safeguarding children of arrested 
parents



 https://www.theiacp.org/reso
urces/safeguarding-children-
of-arrested-parents-toolkit

https://www.theiacp.org/resources/safeguarding-children-of-arrested-parents-toolkit


https:// link.springe r.com /art icle /10 .10 0 7/s10 8 26 -0 22-0 225 1-y



WE USED DATA FROM THE 
ADOLESCENT BRAIN AND 
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT 
(ABCD) STUDY 

 11,500 youth aged 9-10 nationwide
 Followed yearly for 10 years
 School-based recruitment, nationally 

representative sample
 Factors influencing brain, cognitive, 

emotional, health development



ARRESTS OF PARENTS FOR DRUG- OR ALCOHOL-
RELATED CRIMES INCLUDING DUI
 Data on parental arrests were derived from items pertaining to biological parents’ problems 

with alcohol or drug use (collected at the first wave of the ABCD study)

 the participating parent was asked to indicate whether either the 9-10 year old child’s biological mother or 
father ever experienced arrests or DUIs related to alcohol or drug use

 At the first wave of data collection, 12.5% of the youth had a parent who had been arrested 
for an issue related to drugs or alcohol

 Youth who experienced parental arrest exhibited higher levels of both internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors, especially when their mother had been arrested, compared to 
their peers and controlling for a number of other risk factors—which tended to co-occur with 
parental arrest

 Youth in the parental arrest group also showed lower levels of cognitive flexibility and 
working memory, but the groups did not significantly differ in terms of inhibitory 
control/attention

Johnson, E. I., Planalp, E. M., & Poehlmann-Tynan, J. (2022). Parental arrest and child behavior: Differential role of 
executive functioning among racial subgroups. Journal of Child and Family Studies, February 7 2022, 1-14.



(AND FOR PARENTS, FROM THEIR CHILDREN)

 Racial disparities in arrest are common

 In 2016, 27% of all individuals arrested in the US were Black—double the rate expected based 
on the US population

 Disparities also exist in outcomes of police stops

 Once pulled over, Black and Latinx drivers are three times as likely as White drivers to be 
searched and Black drivers are twice as likely to be arrested

 Black and Latinx people are more than 50% more likely to experience some form of force in 
interactions with police than White people



Supporting Positive Parent-
Child Interactions during 

Incarceration





FOR PARENTS
 During incarceration: 

 Reduced rule-breaking inside prisons
 Fewer symptoms of depression
 More engaged relationships with children
 Reduced recidivism

 After incarceration
 More positive parenting activities 

 playing, helping with homework, discipline
 Fewer symptoms of depression
 More hours of work
 Fewer correctional supervision violations
 Less engagement in criminal activities

“In-hom e  vide o chat  for young childre n and the ir incarce rate d pare nts” by Elizabe th Skora Horgan and Julie  P oe hlm ann-Tynan

ht tps ://www.e arhus t le sq.com /e pis
ode s /20 18 /4 /25 /thick-
glas s?rq=childre n

https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2020.1792082
https://www.earhustlesq.com/episodes/2018/4/25/thick-glass?rq=children


FOR CHILDREN

 Child-friendly visits are best
 Supported remote video visits are a good 

supplement
 Family choice
 Free or low cost is important
 Limit plexiglas for young children
 Limit wait time for families
 Improve interactions with corrections staff

Poehlmann -Tynan & P ritzl, 20 19 ; P oe hlm ann e t  a l., 20 10 ; Charle s  e t  a l., 20 21; Engbre tson e t  a l., 
20 19 ; Charle s  e t  a l., 20 21; P ritzl e t  a l., 20 22





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QvMm7t29oeM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QvMm7t29oeM






 71 diverse children aged 3 to 8 years with a jailed parent participated
 randomized to a Sesame Street educational outreach group (n = 32) or wait list control group (n = 39)
 observed children during jail visits and interviewed caregivers by phone 2 and 4 weeks later
 caregivers in the Sesame Street intervention group reported more positive change 

in how they talked to children about the incarceration over time compared to the 
control group

 effects of the intervention on children’s behavior and emotions occurring during a jail visit depended on 
what children had been told about the parent’s incarceration
 children who were told the simple, honest truth about the parent’s 

incarceration (a recommendation in the Sesame Street materials) exhibited 
more positive emotion during the visit with their incarcerated parent

 They also showed less negative emotion at entry, an increase in negative affect when the 
intervention was administered, and a decrease in negative affect during the visit

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/development-and-psychopathology/article/multisite-randomized-efficacy-
trial-of-educational-materials-for-young-children-with-incarcerated-parents/F9E4627CF09A6F239A9A3318AE5348E9

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/development-and-psychopathology/article/multisite-randomized-efficacy-trial-of-educational-materials-for-young-children-with-incarcerated-parents/F9E4627CF09A6F239A9A3318AE5348E9


 Child-friendly visits were viewed 
positively by mothers, children, 
children’s at-home caregivers, 
corrections and camp staff, and 
corrections and camp administrators
 Saying good-bye was challenging, 
but the following helped

 Providing structure, like a 
good-bye song and ritual

 Giving children a transitional 
object (stuffed toy) as they left

 Giving both the mom and 
child a photo of them together 
to keep

 Therapeutic art activities 
(drawing, painting, clay)

 Therapy dogs
 Extra 1:1 and small group 

support from staff



Child-Friendly In-Person VisitsChild-Friendly In-Person Visits



https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/fare.12524

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/fare.12524


Enhanced Visits Model



Plexiglas 
Visit

Plexiglas Visit



In-Jail Video Visits



Supported Remote Video Visits



Supported Remote Video Visits





https://stateofopportunity.michiganradio.org/families-community/2016-09-29/6-books-for-
kids-with-parents-behind-bars

Examples of Family Literacy Programs in Corrections
 The Literacy Link
 Read to Me
 Read to Your Child/Grandchild
 Storybook Dads

How to start a literacy program for children with incarcerated parents
http://en.copian.ca/library/research/hudson/bringing/bringing.pdf

https://stateofopportunity.michiganradio.org/families-community/2016-09-29/6-books-for-kids-with-parents-behind-bars
http://en.copian.ca/library/research/hudson/bringing/bringing.pdf


PARENTING 
INTERVENTIONS 
FOR FAMILIES 

WITH 
INCARCERATED 

PARENTS

 Designed and evaluated with incarcerated 
parents and their families

 Parenting Inside Out
 Designed and evaluated for other 

vulnerable children and tried with children 
whose parents are involved in the criminal 
legal system

 Circle of Security
 Strengthening Families Program (SFP)

 Could be tried
 Mediational Intervention for Sensitizing 

Caregivers (MISC)
 Attachment and Biobehavioral Catchup 

(ABC)



Exploring connections to your work 
and life
• What experiences do you have with children or 

families affected by the criminal legal system?
• What would you like to do in the future 

regarding affected kids and families, either 
from the ideas presented here or from other 
sources?

• What is one thing that you can try starting this 
week or next week?



https://www.rutgersuniversitypress
.org/when-are-you-coming-
home/9781978825703

https://link.springer.com/book/
10.1007/978-3-030-16707-3

https://link.springer.com/book
/10.1007/978-3-319-16625-4

https://www.rutgersuniversitypress.org/when-are-you-coming-home/9781978825703
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-16707-3
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-319-16625-4




THANK YOU!

 I am indebted to those with lived experience 
who have shared their stories with me for the 
past 25 years. I do my  best to represent their 
stories and amplify their voices.

 Thank you to my undergraduate and graduate 
students, post-doctoral fellows, and 
collaborators for their hard work and 
perseverance.

 Thank you for hosting educational 
opportunities like this.

 Thank you to the audience for watching and 
listening!
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