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Abstract: Of the 2.5 million people who are incarcerated in the United States, over half are parents.
While it is well-established that incarceration has a detrimental impact on the children of incarcerated
parents, less is known regarding the psychological impact of incarceration on parents themselves. The
present review summarizes existing literature on the impact of incarceration on parents retrieved via
online databases. Published articles were classified according to their overall themes and summarized.
Pertinent studies include the psychological and emotional consequences of incarceration on parents,
the experience of parenting while incarcerated, including barriers to parenting, the utility of parenting
program interventions during periods of incarceration, and how these results differ for mothers and
fathers. While the existing evidence introduces these issues, there is a need for additional research on
the impact of incarceration on parents. These areas for future research as well as clinical implications
are discussed.

Keywords: incarceration; parenting; prison

1. Introduction

Over 2.5 million people are incarcerated in the United States, a rate of incarceration that
far exceeds any other country in the world [1–3]. It is well documented that incarceration
is associated with a wide range of adverse consequences, such as poor physical and mental
health outcomes, difficulties obtaining employment, and socioeconomic hardship [4–6].
There is a growing recognition that incarceration also has significant negative effects on
the family structure, a notable point given that over half of the individuals incarcerated in
the US are parents [7,8]. Over the last several decades, researchers have started to parse
apart how periods of incarceration influence the children and family members left behind.
Perhaps not surprisingly, this work has demonstrated the long-term consequences that
incarceration can have on the family unit. Scholars have also offered potential remedies
to ameliorate consequences to children, such as parenting courses during periods of
incarceration. However, comparatively less work has been performed on how incarceration
affects the parents themselves who are incarcerated.

Separation from children, due to incarceration or other factors, represents a significant
acute and long-term stressor [9]. There is evidence that such separation is linked to
institutional misconduct (e.g., violating institutional rules) and psychiatric distress among
incarcerated parents [10,11]. The extent to which separation distress contributes to such
risk may be dependent on a number of other factors, such as availability of an alternative
caregiver, support within the institution, and the nature of parent–child relationships
prior to incarceration [12]. To the extent that navigating relationships with children is a
significant stressor for parents who are incarcerated, this may represent a unique service
need for this population.

It is also important to explore gender role differences within the context of incarcera-
tion. Women tend to take on a larger role in terms of childcare duties prior to involvement
with the criminal justice system and are more often primary caretakers of children than
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men. Therefore, mothers who are incarcerated may experience great stress associated with
child separation [13,14]. Moreover, there is evidence that child and parent gender are both
associated with differential outcomes for the child. For example, Burgess-Proctor and
colleagues [15] reported that same gender parent–child dyads have the largest impact on
children’s future involvement in the criminal justice system. These results suggest that the
salience of parental incarceration is related to the gender of both the parent who is incarcer-
ated and their child(ren). Accordingly, it may be the case that parent and child gender are
important variables to consider when designing and implementing programming within
correctional institutions.

Finally, while studies have shown benefits to implementing parenting programs in
jails and prisons, recent work has shown that these programs may not be contextually
relevant [16]. Although these programs may provide useful skills and information about
how to effectively parent children once released from jail or prison, parents who are
incarcerated are given little tangible information about how to effectively engage with their
children from an institution and manage oftentimes complicated caregiver dynamics that
may present as a result of incarceration.

Accordingly, the current article aims to summarize the current research on how incar-
ceration affects parents themselves, emphasizing barriers to parenting while incarcerated,
issues of mental health, gender role differences, parenting support programs and areas for
future research.

2. Characteristics of Incarcerated Parents

Over two million individuals in the United States are incarcerated in jails and prisons,
and more than half of this population has a history of mental health problems, including
substance use [17]. Exposure to trauma is astronomically high among people who are
incarcerated [18], particularly women who are incarcerated [19]. There is also a growing
recognition that the systemic racism inherent in the United States criminal justice system is
in and of itself a traumatic experience for people of color who are justice involved, who
comprise a disproportionate percent of the system [20]. On average, an individual who
is incarcerated within the US prison system has experienced extensive socioeconomic
adversity, exposure to violence and trauma, mental health symptoms, struggles with
substance use, racism and inequality, all by time a judge has allocated a criminal sentence.
The additional stressor of being a parent forcibly separated from their children is yet
another stressor placed on parents who are incarcerated.

It is important then to obtain a better understanding of who comprises this population.
In state prisons, 48% of black males, 51% of Hispanic males, and 40% of white males report
having a minor child, whereas 50% of black females, 62% Hispanic females, and 60% of
white females report having a minor child. Considering federal prisons, 64% of black males,
64% of Hispanic males, and 34% of white males report having a minor child. Comparatively,
two-thirds of Hispanic (67%) females in federal prison were mothers with minor children,
compared to about one in two white (49%) and black (54%) females [8]. Children of color
are significantly more likely to have a parent in prison than white children [8]. Parents
incarcerated in state or federal prisons have, on average, two children each, resulting in
over 1.5 million children with a parent currently in prison, and up to 5 million children
who have ever had a parent incarcerated [21]. The children of parents who are incarcerated
tend to be grade school-aged, with the average being 9 years old [22]. It is estimated the
majority of parents lived with their children prior to their incarceration, although this is
nearly twice as likely for mothers as compared to fathers [23].

Although similar by certain metrics, the United States jail population represents a
unique subset of justice-involved people [24]. Generally speaking, the demographics of the
jail population have shifted in recent years, with a sharp increase of women in jails, and
a decrease in the racial disparities observed across the justice system. Additionally, there
has been an increase in incarceration trends in more rural areas, whereas urban areas have
shown some efforts toward decarceration [24]. Of parents who are incarcerated in jails,
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mothers report lower socioeconomic status and are more likely to identify as non-white
when compared to a peer group of non-incarcerated mothers [25]. Similarly, studies have
shown that under half of fathers incarcerated in jails have completed high school or an
equivalent degree [26]. On average, parents in jails have more than one child, with most
children under the age of 18 [26,27]. Up to 30% of incarcerated mothers report their children
are under 5 years old [27], whereas fathers report an average child age of 7 [26]. Mothers in
jails, compared to fathers, are more likely to have lived with their children as a primary
caretaker prior to incarceration [28]. Additionally, due to the acute and often short-term
nature of a jail stay, it is not uncommon for women to begin a period of incarceration while
they are pregnant [25]. Compared to parents who have never been arrested, parents who
have experienced a period of jail time report higher rates of substance use disorder and
socioeconomic disadvantage [29,30].

3. Barriers to Parenting While Incarcerated

It is understood that parenting from behind bars is fraught with challenges [31]. Most
concretely, institutional policies by definition limit the frequency and quality of contact
between parents and their children. Accordingly, periods of incarceration significantly
disrupt the frequency of contact between parents and their children. This is true for both
jails and prisons, although each setting presents unique barriers to family contact. Jails
are short-term holding facilities for people recently arrested, awaiting trial, or serving a
sentence of typically less than 1 year. In contrast, prisons house individuals post-conviction
who are serving sentences of greater than 1 year. By nature of these systematic differences,
jails tend to have higher security requirements, and individuals housed in jails are often
experiencing more acute psychiatric concerns (e.g., acutely psychotic, under the influence
of a substance, experiencing withdrawal) when compared to individuals in prison [32].
Not surprisingly, these differences affect the extent to which parents who are incarcerated
are able to communicate with their children.

Individuals housed in jails can call and write to family members, and jails often
allow for in-person visits. Although due to security concerns, visits may happen via
Plexiglass barrier such that physical contact is not possible or are only available through
video rather than live in-person [33]. Generally speaking, prisons offer more flexibility
with in-person visits than jails (e.g., allowing physical touch) and also utilize video visits.
However, prisons are often located far from metropolitan areas, which can affect the ability
of family members to visit [32,34]. Proximity to family is not routinely a priority when
determining the placement of an individual sentenced to prison [10]. Accordingly, once in
prison, an individual who is incarcerated may be housed hours away from their nearest
family, making in-person visitations burdensome or impossible, given limited financial
and transportation options of the family [10].

Visiting practices and contact policies vary across jail and prison institutions widely,
although typically allow for telephone calls, email, written correspondence, and in-person
visits. The frequency and duration of phone calls and in-person visits are determined by
the institution, and often entail a number of security requirements, which can negatively
affect the overall connection [35]. For instance, phone calls and letters may be monitored
by correctional staff, reducing privacy and comfort in communication between family
members [36]. Similarly, in-person visits are monitored by correctional staff, and there
may be limitations on the extent to which family members can physically touch each other.
Although institutions may allow for phone calls and email correspondence, most require
specific contact lists to be approved, with only a certain number of contacts allowed. This
means that the individual who is incarcerated is limited in who they can speak with at any
given time, and the institution may deny their contact list altogether [37]. This becomes
particularly relevant for parents trying to stay in contact with their children, as there are
any number of reasons why an institution will not approve a contact, which will then
negatively affect the parent’s ability to communicate with their child [37].
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For instance, a father who has recently perpetrated intimate partner violence may
not be able to contact the victim of the violence, for understandable reasons. However,
if the victim is also the primary caretaker of his children, this may mean he is essentially
unable to communicate with the children [37]. While dynamics such as this are complex to
navigate, this example highlights that the technical ability to make a phone call from prison
does not mean parents are immediately able to interact with their children. Moreover,
most institutions charge the person who is incarcerated and/or their families a fee for
phone calls and email exchanges [38], which can present an additional financial barrier to
parents maintaining contact with their children. A study conducted by Grinstead, Faigeles,
Bancroft & Zack [39] estimated that women spend upward of $300 a month to maintain
contact with their partners who are incarcerated, including in-person visits, phone calls,
and gift packages.

Relational challenges have also been highlighted as a factor that can affect the ability
for parents and children to remain in contact during a period of incarceration. For instance,
parental contact with children during incarceration is highly dependent on the caregiver
of the child(ren) [40]. Outside of the functional considerations and burdens placed on
the caregiver, the parent’s relationship with the caregiver is critical to facilitate contact
with their child, particularly for younger children, who may not have the ability to receive
phone calls on their own. Parents who have conflictual relationships with their children’s
primary caregivers report experiencing additional challenges in staying connected with
their children. For example, it has been documented that fathers who are incarcerated
tend to report a lot of caregiver conflict, given that their children’s caregiver is typically
the children’s mother, whereas mothers who are incarcerated tend to rely on other family
members to care for their children during incarceration [41]. If the two parents are no
longer in a romantic relationship and/or are experiencing relationship strain because of
the incarceration, this can have a strong and negative impact on the father–child relation-
ship [41]. Additionally, it has been reported that parents who are incarcerated and home
caregivers may have different perspectives on the quality of the co-parenting alliance. For
example, parents who are incarcerated reported more frequent letter writing and phone
contact with their children in comparison to caregiver estimates [42]. More generally, if
logistical barriers can be overcome, family dynamics can create additional challenges when
parenting from prison [9].

Another barrier to parenting from prison that must be considered is the extent to
which parent contact with their child is beneficial for both parties [43,44]. Although in-
person visits may hold significant benefits for parents who are incarcerated and their
children, in-person visits may also exacerbate existing parent–child relational issues. Klein,
Bartholomew, and Hibbert [45], for instance, reported that parents who are incarcerated
experienced high levels of disengagement and low cohesion among their family units prior
to incarceration when compared to non-incarcerated parents. These pre-existing conflictual
relationships are likely to be exacerbated by periods of incarceration. Moreover, visitation
rules that inhibit family interactions, such as needing to be separated by glass, may be
emotionally difficult for both the parent and their children because they are unable to phys-
ically connect [46]. Similarly, children and parents who are incarcerated may re-experience
traumatic separation during visits, which may ultimately result in children and family
members not wanting to visit [47]. There is also considerable stigma surrounding criminal
justice involvement [48], which both the parents and their children may experience. While
considerable literature on stigma and incarceration have focused on the negative conse-
quences a criminal record has upon release (e.g., housing, employment [49]), stigma may
also be experienced during incarceration, which may influence family contact. For instance,
children may be bullied or teased by peers [48], which can affect their willingness to visit
parents. Similarly, parents often feel considerable shame related to their incarceration and
may choose not to have their children visit at all [50]. If high quality in-person visits are pos-
sible, (which in and of itself is subjective and difficult to measure), it is possible for parents
who are incarcerated and their families to become upset or experience painful emotions.
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Nonetheless, there is a plethora of evidence that visits by families during incarceration
are beneficial for parents and their children. Specifically among mothers, Ref. [51] reported
that a combination of generous visitation policies and proximity of the prison to the homes
of home caregivers promoted mothers’ who are incarcerated feelings of attachment to their
children. Consistent parent–child contact throughout periods of incarceration is a predictor
for reunification upon release [52]. Additionally, there is evidence that family visits during
incarceration reduce the likelihood of recidivism upon release [53], again highlighting the
benefit of parents remaining connected with their children. Similarly, there is considerable
evidence that children benefit from remaining in contact with their parents during a period
of parental incarceration. For instance, McLeod and Bonsu [54] highlighted that remaining
in contact with incarcerated fathers gave children a sense of stability and reduced trauma
around the separation. Similarly, children who remain in contact with their incarcerated
parent(s) have shown improvement in academic performance [55]. Additionally, children
who have no contact with their parents often report feelings of isolation and alienation [43],
whereas those who remain in contact show lower levels of anxiety [46].

Overall, it seems there are significant benefits for parents and their children to remain
in contact throughout a period of incarceration, although there are also documented
emotional consequences. It is likely that thoughtful discussions with the parents who are
incarcerated and their families around the benefits and possible consequences of remaining
in contact with children and how to best accomplish this is an important supportive service
that institutions can provide parents. In other words, facilitating family visits and providing
services to help families navigate the complexities of incarceration are important policy
considerations for correctional facilities and community agencies [35].

4. Psychological Impact of Incarceration on Parenting

Given the lack of control and forced separation associated with incarceration, it is
not surprising that many parents who are incarcerated report experiencing psychological
distress in addition to aforementioned mental health concerns prevalent in this popula-
tion [56]. Parents who are jailed and have young children report elevated rates of depression
and thought problems, such as hallucinations, strange thoughts, and self-harming behav-
iors [56]. Among jailed parents, rates of mental health symptoms are three to five times
that of the general population, including high rates of comorbidities [56]. Although those
who are incarcerated experience higher rates of mental illness than the general popula-
tion on average, it appears that parents who are incarcerated may face additional and
unique psychological distress [57]. Stressors associated with parenting may include general
worry about their children, lack of control associated with forced separation, caregiver
conflict, custody issues, concerns regarding transparency about their criminal behavior,
and concerns surrounding loss of identity as a parent [11,58]. These types of parenting
stressors have been associated with more depression and anxiety symptoms, more frequent
institutional misconduct, and more self-reported in-prison aggression for parents who are
incarcerated [10,11]. A sense of relationship disconnection and infrequent contact with
children are particular drivers for depressive symptoms, particularly among mothers who
are incarcerated [58].

An additional and specific stressor that affects the wellbeing of parents who are incar-
cerated is self-perceived competence as a parent, which has been linked to elevated levels
of anxiety and depression [11,59]. Parents who report lower levels of competence in their
parenting abilities also tend to have more difficulties with institutional adjustment, includ-
ing higher rates of misconduct [10]. Accordingly, acute psychological distress associated
with separation from their children is an important consideration for institutions, for both
mental health and security reasons.

Scholars have theorized that disruptions in attachment during a period of parental
incarceration may make this separation a particular risk factor for the development of
psychopathology in children [60,61]. The model of attachment, originally proposed by
Bowlby [62], highlights the importance of children feeling secure and safe with their care-
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givers, for them to feel safe navigating their environments. Without this secure base,
Bowlby posited that children are at risk of adverse outcomes, and research has demon-
strated that individuals who have insecure attachments to their caregivers are more likely
to experience psychopathology later in life [63].

Although discussion around attachment issues related to parental incarceration has
understandably focused on the attachment consequences for the children, it is a relevant
model for the parents who are incarcerated as well. First, adults who are incarcerated have
often experienced incarceration of their caregivers as children [64], suggesting that any
adverse attachment consequences experienced in childhood may be exacerbated when
separated from their own children. Second, it is well documented that rates of trauma
exposure and adversity are high among people who are justice involved, which also
has implications for attachment insecurity [18,65]. Studies have shown that individuals
who are incarcerated generally report insecure or otherwise disorganized attachment
styles [66,67]. It is plausible then that the unique distress parents who are incarcerated
experience related to separation from their children stems in part from long-standing
insecure attachment patterns.

Parental stress experienced by parents who are incarcerated not only uniquely impacts
overall psychological wellbeing but may also impact overall relational wellbeing and
institutional conduct. The existing literature further suggests differential stressors (e.g.,
relational, emotional, and social) among parents who are incarcerated that may result in
unique psychological needs during periods of incarceration.

5. Gender Differences between Incarcerated Mothers and Fathers

Regardless of criminal justice involvement, women tend to take on greater childcare
responsibilities within relationships, and mothers typically act as the primary caregivers of
children [13,14]. For instance, among parents in state prison who had lived with their minor
children just prior to incarceration, mothers (77%) were almost three times more likely than
fathers (26%) to report that they had provided most of the daily care for their children [8].
Not surprisingly, this gendered dynamic has significant implications when considering the
effect of incarceration on mothers versus fathers. This is in part because women experience
a higher rate of mental health and substance use disorders than men, overall [68], which
is especially true of justice-involved women [69]. It has been noted that pre-existing
stressors, such as mental health diagnoses, often have a larger impact on mothers who
are incarcerated than fathers who are incarcerated [8]. Moreover, many mothers report
that the forced separation from their children during a period of incarceration is not
only stressful but is experienced as traumatic. Given the overwhelmingly high rates of
trauma that women who are justice involved experience throughout their lives [70], the
consequences of being separated from their children may exacerbate and/or reinforce
pre-existing trauma-related symptoms. It has been documented that mothers experience
an intense distress during the initial period of incarceration [71], although the acuity of the
distress tends to dissipate with time. This would suggest that mental health screenings and
intake procedures should take into consideration women’s motherhood status and take
time to assess how separation from children may be exacerbating emotional distress [44].
However, although women’s motherhood status may impact levels of emotional distress
throughout periods of incarceration, mothers may also be hesitant to share this information
with correctional staff due to various concerns (e.g., child protection involvement, children’s
or their own safety, etc.)

While the initial period of incarceration may represent the most apparent distress for
mothers, it is also known that parental stress and conflicts with their children’s caregivers
contribute to depression symptoms throughout an incarceration [60]. Notably, women
who did not live with their children prior to their incarceration report considerable stress
in being unable to fulfill a parental role in their children’s lives while incarcerated [56].
Although men also report significant stress associated with parenting [10], it has been
documented that certain men view incarceration as a “dormant” period for fatherhood,
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with hopes of a “fresh start” when they re-enter the community [71]. In contrast, mothers
have more frequent and sustained contact with both their children and their children’s care-
givers throughout their incarceration when compared to fathers who are incarcerated [10],
suggesting that women continue to have a greater parenting responsibility from prison
than men.

Research has consistently demonstrated the adverse psychological impact of incarcer-
ation on fathers as well. Active fatherhood (e.g., establishing paternity, providing financial
support, and participating in physical and emotional care) is challenging to enact during
periods of incarceration [72]. Fathers who are incarcerated often have less contact with
children compared to mothers who are incarcerated [10] and receive less social support [73].
Experiences of incarceration may have a strong impact on some fathers’ self-concept. For
example, existing literature suggests that most men who are incarcerated have reported
having lost their fatherhood identity [74]. Similarly, other studies have described men who
are incarcerated as having repressed their fatherhood identity during imprisonment to
cope with separation from their children [71,75]. Direct interviews conducted with fathers
who are incarcerated noted that the fathers viewed their incarceration as a form of child
neglect or abandonment [71]. Moreover, fathers who are incarcerated have been found to
focus on their inability to perform fathering duties such as protection, support, guidance,
and discipline. Outside of specific parenting duties and identity, it has been documented
that fathers who are incarcerated express feelings of guilt and concern about the distress
they have caused in their children’s lives. Similarly, many fathers who are incarcerated
describe a sense of loss that they are not able to participate in their children’s lives [76].
Risk of depressive symptoms is of particular concern for men who feel detached from their
children [77].

Considered together, these results indicate that stigma, emotional pain, and institu-
tional barriers (e.g., phone access and visitation rules) affect incarcerated mothers and
fathers similarly, although the consequences may differ. Mothers who are incarcerated
face considerable parental stress and challenge given the high likelihood that they were
a primary caretaker to their children prior to incarceration, and therefore specific gender-
appropriate parenting accommodations are critical. However, it is also apparent that fathers
who are incarcerated also experience considerable parental stress and are not unaffected by
child separation. We may overlook the extent to which fathers play a caregiver role in their
children’s lives at times, which may adversely affect the children when a father is removed
from the home [78].

6. Programs for Incarcerated Parents

Programming available for individuals who are incarcerated, regardless of parental
status, varies considerably across institutions, based on issues such as financial resources,
priorities in funding, availability of staff, etc. Most institutions offer, and at times require,
participation in corrections-based programming targeting behavioral changes associated
with the individual’s criminal offense (e.g., sex offender treatment, anger management,
domestic violence treatment). Additionally, individual- and group-based mental health
services are routinely offered in institutions [79], although the availability and utilization
of these services may be limited due to a shortage of mental health professionals and/or
stigma associated with seeking mental healthcare [80].

Outside of these core programming components, correctional institutions across the
world have also developed and implemented various parenting programs to help support
parents who are incarcerated, and in certain cases, facilitate contact with their children.
Parenting interventions that have been implemented in prisons across the United States
typically involve weekly group sessions that teach parents about child development, stress
management, and communication skills [81,82]. The most frequent program goal across
parenting programs tends to be improving child–parent relationships by increasing general
parent knowledge and skills, and the most recurrent topics covered in the classes tend to
focus on discipline and general positive parenting concepts [16]. Programs specifically
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geared toward parents are often skills-based, and although certain programs may discuss
topics such as mental health and substance use, they are not mental health or substance use
programs. A review of prison-based parenting programs conducted by Purvis [83] found
that, for children, parenting programs were associated with improved self-esteem, mental
health, wellbeing, and academic performance and decreased truancy and delinquency.
For parents who are incarcerated, parenting programs were associated with increased
bonding with and empathy toward their child, enhanced knowledge of child development,
and enhanced behavior management. Similarly, Wilson, Gonzalez, Romero, Henry, and
Cerbana [84] reviewed the effectiveness of an education program for parents who are incar-
cerated, citing the numerous benefits of educational initiatives for parents themselves and
their children. Specifically, it was found that both mothers and fathers who were incarcer-
ated reported increases in self-esteem, parental knowledge, and positive attitudes toward
parenting after participating in a parenting education program. Importantly, parenting
programs may support parent–child relationships throughout periods of incarceration and
may increase the likelihood of parent–child reunification upon release.

Although parent educational initiatives may seem promising, there are a number of
caveats that should be considered. First, it has been reported that there is little consistency
in program development and evaluations [85], making it difficult to develop evidence-
based or empirically supported programs. Along these lines, considerable research to date
has relied on self-report outcomes, which may attribute greater causality to the parenting
program and positive outcomes than is occurring. Additionally, considerable research on
parenting programming focuses on whether the program goals are achieved rather than
whether the program curriculum is relevant to the carceral setting or perceived as positive
and useful by participating parents. Accordingly, many of these parenting programs are not
contextually relevant, are not created by individuals who have experienced incarceration,
and do not address the unique needs of parents who are incarcerated [16,86].

An additional limitation to our understanding of the efficacy of parenting programs is
the somewhat limited demographic representation. Most parenting programs have been
created for and tested on predominantly European American middle-class samples [87].
Therefore, parenting programs that are considered “evidence-based” and implemented
in diverse settings often have difficulty with recruitment and experience high levels of
attrition due to the mismatch between the curriculum and cultural norms and contextual
needs [88,89]. Parenting programs that address cultural, social, or historical factors that
influence the experiences of the target population are found to have the highest effect size in
improved parenting behavior [89]. To achieve the greatest outcomes for parents, children,
and society as a whole, it is important that programs take the initiative to make their
curriculum not only culturally but also contextually relevant to those participating [16].

Although limitations exist, there is available data regarding what aspects of parent-
ing programs group participants find helpful. Previous studies have shown that specific
topics such as coping with addiction, managing complex emotions, discipline, empathy,
and positive parenting practices were rated as meaningful by parents in prison [90–92].
Additionally, program participants report opportunities to engage in practical activities
as especially meaningful [93]. Moreover, previous research has described the relation-
ship between program facilitators and recipients as having a significant impact on overall
impact and engagement [94,95]. Promoting strong relationships between facilitators and
participants may be of particular importance in a prison context, where distrust of profes-
sionals, unequal power dynamics, and a reluctance to engage in programs are common
problems [96]. Without these considerations, participants may have a difficult time identi-
fying with parenting programs, which may lead to frustration, dissatisfaction, and lack of
engagement [97].

In addition to prison-based parenting programming, there are also studies that have
examined programs and supports created for families upon community-re-entry. This is
a particularly important consideration, given that many of the difficulties parents faced
prior to their incarceration (e.g., socioeconomic disadvantage, lack of childcare, difficulty
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obtaining employment) remain challenges upon re-entry and can therefore negatively affect
their ability to re-engage with their children [98]. It has consistently been recommended that
mental health programs be available for recently released people to address pre-existing
mental health concerns as well as provide support around the various stressors associated
with community re-entry [58]. This is an especially strong recommendation for mothers
who are re-entering, who often experience considerable emotional distress upon release
about their perceived inability to parent in the context of many challenges [99]. It has been
recommended that parenting programs, specifically for parents who are re-entering, not
focus on parenting skills per se but focus on ameliorating the many barriers’ parents face
when reuniting with their children (e.g., financial, mental health, coping skills, etc.) [100].

In part, re-entry support can come from pre-release services provided by the institu-
tion. Staff work with the incarcerated individual to identify various aspects integral to their
re-entry, such as where they will live, what extended supervision requirements they might
have, and facilitate conversations with family members to ensure everyone has the same
expectations [101]. Similar to most other prison-based services, the quality and intensity
of pre-release services vary across institutions; thus, while in theory, re-entry staff can be
a major support for child re-unification, this may not always be feasible. Once officially
released, certain jurisdictions offer specific services for parents. For instance, Washington
State offers transitional living houses that allow children, thus enabling mothers to more im-
mediately reunited with their children and actively engage as a parent [102]. Programming
in Texas provides individual and family counseling sessions as well as support groups for
individuals who are incarcerated upon re-entry [103], and programs throughout New York
offer 24 h crisis intervention services and connects probation officers, case managers, and
families together to effectively plan for re-entry [103]. Although a number of re-entry pro-
grams exist, many of which that cater specifically to parents, researchers have highlighted
the lack of rigorous research available on the efficacy of these programs [104].

While there is certainly more work to undertake in fine-tuning evidence-based, cultur-
ally sensitive, and contextually relevant programming, the available evidence suggests that
these programs are generally well received and can improve parents’ self-perceptions and
attitudes toward parenting. To the extent that these attitude changes lead to meaningful
behavioral change is less well defined, although this is likely an area of research that will
need to be expanded as prison-based programs incorporate more context-relevant, readily
applicable material.

7. Discussion

Incarceration policies in the United States have resulted in 45% of Americans with an
immediate family member who is incarcerated [105]. This translates to over 2.5 million
incarcerated people, of which over half are parents [8]. Accordingly, the aim of the current
review was to summarize the extant literature on how incarceration affects the parents
themselves. We have highlighted the many barriers parents face in remaining present in
their children’s lives once incarcerated, the negative psychological consequences associ-
ated with parents being separated from their children, the nuanced and often gendered
differences in how incarceration affects mothers and fathers, and the parenting programs
many institutions have implemented in response to these needs. Below, several areas for
future research are suggested.

Incarceration has immense consequences for family structures. Systems-level barri-
ers (e.g., the institution itself) and interpersonal barriers (e.g., the relationship with the
caregiver) affect the extent to which parents can have contact with their children. While
the literature suggests that increased contact with children is largely beneficial for parents,
both in terms of mental health and institutional adjustment [106], this must be balanced
by mixed literature on how visiting parents in prison affects children [46,107]. More work
must be undertaken to aid parents, caregivers, and institutions in their decision making
around parental involvement during a period of incarceration. Although it may be the case
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that parents benefit from increased contact with their children, families must consider the
nuance of balancing what is best for the child and the parent simultaneously.

Disconnection from children is a risk factor for adjustment disorder or other mental
health symptom exacerbation during a period of incarceration. This seems to be particularly
acute during the initial separation [60], suggesting that both jails and prisons should be
attuned to parental status as a potential risk factor for psychiatric distress. Provision of
mental health services throughout a period of incarceration for parents may be helpful,
although it may be especially beneficial to ensure parental status is inquired about during
the initial mental health screening and intake procedures within an institution to ensure
adequate support and monitoring is provided. This may be an especially important intake
consideration for mothers who are incarcerated, given that mothers are more often the
primary caregivers of children and women in the criminal justice system are at higher
risk of mental illness [69]. Although important to consider parental status, parents may
be hesitant to disclose this status to correctional staff for any number of reasons, such as
shame or guilt or fear of negative consequences.

The realities of providing specific and sensitive mental health services to parents who
are newly incarcerated is likely complicated, however. Correctional facilities have an im-
mense demand for mental healthcare and often face shortages of treatment providers [108].
Incorporating an assessment of impact on parents during the standard intake procedure
will at least ensure awareness of acute distress, although ability to follow up with appropri-
ate services may be somewhat limited depending on the institution. This is a critical issue
facing the criminal justice system as a whole, regardless of parental status [108].

There is a growing literature citing the effectiveness of peer-led interventions and
support groups among people who are justice involved [109]. For example, Ray et al. [110]
documented self-reported improvements in mental and physical health following partici-
pation in a community-based, peer-lead re-entry program for individuals with substance
use disorders. Similarly, it has been documented that peer-lead emotional support groups
in prisons can help reduce the incidence rate of suicide among people who are incarcerated.
Given that peer-lead groups seem to improve overall mental health among participants,
this may be a service that could be leveraged to help parents who are incarcerated, specifi-
cally. Although further research would be required to demonstrate effectiveness, it may be
that a peer-led support group for parents can ameliorate the initial distress associated with
separation and reduce demand for mental health services. Moreover, parents may find that
receiving practical advice and learning prison-specific parenting skills from people who
are in the same situation may reduce the overall feedback that many parenting programs
receive regarding their lack of applicability and relevance to the prison setting.

Outside of psychiatric symptoms that may develop among parents during a period
of incarceration, it may be helpful to consider that many parents who are incarcerated
experienced parental incarceration as a child. Having a parent incarcerated represents a
risk factor for future incarceration among children [111]. Consequently, the individual who
is incarcerated may have a complex reaction to their own confinement, including feelings of
shame and/or traumatic childhood memories. Given the link between parental stress and
institutional misconduct [11], as well as experiences of shame and criminal recidivism [112],
it may be helpful to examine potential mediating links between parental stress, shame
associated with perceived failure of parental duties, and mental and behavioral problems.
This line of work can help guide programming designed for incarcerated parents.

Along these lines, considering parental incarceration through the lens of attachment
theory may provide unique insights into effective treatments for both parents who are
incarcerated as well as their families. Makariev and Shaver [61], for instance, outlined
a model of attachment as it pertains to parental incarceration, including a number of
intervention options specifically targeting attachment concerns. Although most of the
interventions focus on reducing consequences of parental incarceration for children, there
is evidence that these programs are associated with improved behavioral outcomes for the
parents who are incarcerated as well [113]. It may be helpful for future research to examine
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attachment-focused programming for incarcerated parents that takes into consideration
their own attachment needs and their current separation from children. One potential
candidate may be emotion focused therapy (EFT) [114], an evidence-based treatment for
individuals, couples and families that is rooted in attachment theory. Because EFT can be
implemented for individuals or families, it may be a promising intervention for parents
during or after incarceration, as well as their families.

Along these lines, evidence-based, trauma-focused treatments for parents who are
incarcerated may also be a viable intervention for the psychological distress associated
with separation from children. Not only is the separation itself potentially traumatic, the
high prevalence rate of trauma among people who are justice involved warrants specific
intervention. Receiving treatment for trauma is particularly relevant for parents who
are incarcerated, given that the behavioral consequences associated with trauma-related
disorders such as posttraumatic stress (e.g., increased reckless behavior, irritability, social
avoidance) may themselves be barriers to effective parenting during and after incarceration.

Although mothers and fathers separation from their children may be nuanced, there
is evidence that parents, regardless of gender identity, experience a level of distress due to
separation from their children during incarceration, and that perceived incompetence in
parenting is a key factor that exacerbates psychological adjustment [115]. Continuing to
promote parenting programs across institutions, then, is important, especially given evi-
dence that parenting programs seem to have positive effects on parents, such as increased
confidence in parenting. However, individuals who are incarcerated often seek practical
parenting advice that can be implemented from behind bars, rather than focusing solely on
hypothetical strategies to be used at a certain point in the future when they are released.
This is particularly true for individuals with lengthy sentences. Accordingly, it has been
argued that for parenting programs to be efficacious, participants must have contact with
their children during incarceration to give them an opportunity to practice learned skills
and receive feedback in a supportive environment [16].

In addition to considering parental stress associated with incarceration, it is important
to gain a better understanding of how a parent–child relationship progresses once the
parent has been released, and how this impacts the parent. It is well known that the period
immediately following release from prison is the highest risk time for those re-entering,
both in terms of health and mental health risks as well as recidivism [116]. The stress
people re-entering the community face is immense and can only be multiplied if they are
returning to a caregiver role. There is evidence that men who were formerly incarcerated
continue to struggle with their identity as a father following their release [117], and that
women who are incarcerated struggle to stay involved in their children’s lives even with
support during incarceration [51]. Outside of the stress associated with acclimating post-
release, there continue to be many obstacles to parenting once released from prison or
jail. Transitional housing and/or extended supervision requirements may limit the extent
to which they have contact with their families. This may be more difficult for children
to understand, and present unique challenges for the parent to navigate. It is important
to gain more knowledge on how re-entry plans and probation/parole officers influence
parenting relationships upon release.

Finally, we will be remiss without commenting on how an already difficult landscape
of parenting in prison has been exponentially more difficult during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Correctional institutions quickly became hot spots of COVID-19 infection, given
close quarters and lack of personal protective equipment. As a result, federal and state-
level institutions restricted access and movement, meaning that family members could
no longer visit [118]. As we pass a year since the start of the pandemic, many institutions
still have restrictions on visiting procedures. Certain facilities have responded to visitation
restrictions by increasing access to phone calls (e.g., reducing the cost of calls) and starting
to utilize video chat platforms to facilitate family connection. Although access to video
chat platforms may present a unique set of security and privacy challenges, the ability for
institutions to adapt (and the broader world to adapt to telehealth and remote working
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options) suggests that increasing use of technology in correctional institutions may be key
to reducing barriers to familial contact, as well as access to mental health treatment. As
COVID-19 restrictions ease, continuing the use of video chat platforms can facilitate more
connected family visits, especially for those who live a significant distance away from the
institution their family member is incarcerated in [119]. Moreover, implementing this type
of technology can increase access to mental health care by utilizing more community-based
resources via telehealth services. It will be important for researchers and clinicians alike to
develop standards of best-practice use of video-based technology within institutions [120].

Although more research needs to be performed to better understand the nuances of
how parents are affected by separation from their children, it is clear that parents who
are incarcerated experience acute distress and long-term stress associated with parenting
from prison. Continuing to provide relevant and evidence-based programming, as well as
considering the mental health implications of family separation during incarceration, is
critical to minimize consequences to both the children and the parents themselves.
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