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New York Initiative for Children of Incarcerated Parents  
a special project of the Osborne Association  
 

Fact Sheet: Parental Incarceration’s Impact on Children’s Health 
More than 2.7 million children across the United States currently have an incarcerated parent, with an 
estimated 105,000 of these children living in New York State.1 The number of children with a father in 
prison grew by 77% from 1991 through mid-2007, and the number with a mother in prison increased 
131% during the same time.2 Parental incarceration has long-range economic, emotional, and social 
consequences that affect children’s wellbeing.3 To ensure children of incarcerated parents reach their full 
potential, it is critical to assess their needs, provide them with support services, and maintain their critical 
relationships, as well as better understand the various other factors which help or hinder their bright 
futures.  

Parental incarceration’s impact on children’s well-being 
Separation due to a parent’s incarceration can be as traumatic as other forms of parental loss and can 
be even more complicated because of the stigma, ambiguity, and lack of social support and compassion 
that accompanies it. There is no single story that describes what it is like for a child to have a parent who 
is incarcerated. Children’s experiences and responses differ depending on many factors including: when 
the separation occurs, the quality of the parent-child relationship before separation, and how the 
separation is handled, including whether contact is supported and maintained (when in the child’s best 
interest).4 The majority of children of incarcerated parents do not enter the criminal justice system, but 
even those who go on to live healthy, happy and productive lives, still experience multiple stressors, which 
also make them susceptible to poor health and mental health outcomes. At the very least, all children of 
incarcerated parents experience the stigma of having a parent in jail or prison, and the loss of the parent 
they would like to have in their daily lives.  

What does the research say? 
Although more research is needed to help us understand the many and diverse ways that parental 
incarceration affects children, researchers agree that these children experience multiple risk factors.  

 Parental incarceration is recognized as an “adverse childhood experience” (ACE), a measure of 
childhood trauma developed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Exposure to multiple 
ACE’s significantly increases the likelihood of long-term negative mental health and health outcomes 
(obesity, heart disease, diabetes, tobacco use, alcohol use, and asthma). Parental incarceration 
differs from other ACE’s by the unique combination of trauma, shame, and stigma.5 Stigma can 
damage children’s self-esteem, cause alienation, and distort children’s sense of social-connectedness.6  

 Children of incarcerated parents may “experience a two-fold increase in risk for mental health 
problems, and higher rates of major depression and attention disorders, than the general population 
of youth.”7 

 Children of incarcerated parents are potentially exposed to many risk factors, which may increase 
their risk for developing anti-social and aggressive behavior.8 

    Traumatic events in childhood, including separation from a parent, may cause long-lasting changes in 
the brain, leading to adverse health and mental health outcomes.9  

    Children’s distress during a period of separation is experienced as anxiety and may lead to “failure-
to-thrive, depression, delinquency, and academic problems.”10 
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Why help children maintain relationships with incarcerated parents? 
Children show resilience if provided with proper supports, and most children benefit from maintaining 
healthy relationships with their incarcerated parents.11 This can be through phone calls, letters, face-to-
face visits, and more recently, through tele-visits. Although in-person visits can support positive outcomes, 
children face numerous barriers to visiting, such as: visiting policies that are neither child-sensitive nor 
child-friendly, lengthy distances between prison and a child's home, and burdensome costs associated 
with visiting.12 Nationally, approximately 21% of parents in prison have no form of contact with their 
children while incarcerated, and relatively few incarcerated parents have at least monthly in-person 
visits.13 Supporting visits with an incarcerated parent is beneficial in the following ways:  

 Visiting and contact can be beneficial to children’s psychological well-being. Benefits may include 
decreased emotional distress and fewer problematic behaviors.14 

 Parents can talk with children during visits in ways that can reduce children’s feelings of guilt, 
responsibility, and concern for their parent’s safety.15 

 For children with strong attachments to their parent prior to incarceration, visiting may provide the 
forum to process the trauma surrounding the separation.  

 Visiting is a positive predictor for a parent’s attachment with a child post-release.16  
 Children want and need to see their incarcerated parents, and most of their families support 

visiting.17  

Assessing need and providing support services  
Each child of an incarcerated parent is unique and requires individualized assessment and support. 
Parental incarceration can be as painful as other forms of parental loss and is more complicated by the 
lack of social support and compassion. Services that provide or strengthen a child’s support system 
(including positive peer networks), and that foster connectedness and family stability, can help promote 
positive outcomes for children:  

 Health, mental health, educational, and psycho-social assessments are useful for identifying areas of 
need, strengths, and mitigating factors. 

 Young children exposed to multiple risk factors may benefit from early intervention services, which 
are identified through an early intervention screening. Enrollment in an early education program can 
be particularly beneficial for children exposed to risk factors and trauma.  

 Services should address the myriad of issues facing children and families, provide support, and work 
towards reducing associated stigma.18  

 Peer support groups help youth process separation, overcome stigma, and develop positive identities.   
 Family stability is a protective factor from trauma, thus family support services are critical. 
 Support services should be extended to all members of a child’s support system, including alternative 

caregivers, who are susceptible to “psychological risk and parenting stress,”19 and the incarcerated 
parent, when in the child’s best interest.   

 Children should be prepared before visits and debriefed afterward.20 Attention should be paid to 
the visit logistics (which can be upsetting to the child) such as who accompanies the child, travel time, 
and the quality of the visit. Children benefit from consistency, and attention should be paid to visit 
frequency and predictability. 
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