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By the close of 2012, over 2.2 million Americans 
were incarcerated in local, state, and federal 
correctional facilities, and another 4.8 million 
were under some form of criminal justice su-
pervision (Glaze and Herberman 2013), making 
the United States the world leader in incarcer-
ation. The rise of the penal state as a form of 
social exclusion has been likened to other his-
torical configurations of race and social rela-

tions in the United States (Alexander 2010; 
Wacquant 2001). The contemporary incarcera-
tion of entire demographic groups has made 
the risk of imprisonment highly stratified by 
race and class, and incarceration now consti-
tutes a new stage in the life course (Garland 
2001a; Pettit and Western 2004): the lifetime 
risk of imprisonment among young, undered-
ucated African American men hovers around 
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70 percent (Pettit 2012; Pettit, Sykes, and West-
ern 2009; Western and Wildeman 2009).

The social, economic, and familial conse-
quences of criminal justice contact are stag-
gering. Having a criminal record reduces em-
ployment and earnings (Pager 2003; Pager 
and Quillian 2005; Pettit 2012; Western 2006; 
Western and Pettit 2005), lowers marital pros-
pects and heightens the risk of divorce (Edin 
and Kefelas 2005; Lopoo and Western 2005; 
Massoglia, Remster, and King 2011; Sampson, 
Laub, and Wimer 2006; Western, Lopoo, and 
McLanahan 2004), bars civic participation 
and obscures voter turnout (Pettit 2012; Ug-
gen and Manza 2002), increases health dispar-
ities (Freudenberg 2001; Johnson and Raphael 
2009; Wildeman and Muller 2012), worsens 
communities (Clear 2009), and creates new 
forms of nondischargeable legal debt owed to 
correctional and justice systems (Harris, Ev-
ans, and Beckett 2010). Spending time in 
prison or jail also excludes incarcerated men 
and women from national surveys that mea-
sure employment, high school completion 
and health (Ewert, Sykes, and Pettit 2014; Pet-
tit 2012), particularly after the passage of civil 
rights legislation that was aimed at increasing 
the socioeconomic opportunities and civic 
engagement of racial and ethnic minorities 
(Pettit and Sykes 2015).

The prison boom has produced other col-
lateral consequences that extend to the family 
members of current and former inmates (Ha-
gan and Dinovitzer 1999). Over half of all pris-
oners have children under the age of eighteen 
(Pettit 2012; Pettit et al. 2009), and about 45 per-
cent of fathers and two-thirds of mothers were 
living with their children at the time they were 
sent to prison (Glaze and Maruschak 2010; Mu-
mola 2000). In 2012 nearly 2.6 million children 
had at least one parent in prison or jail (Sykes 
and Pettit 2014), and racial inequality in the 
risk of ever having a parent incarcerated is pro-
nounced: 3.6 percent of white youth experi-
enced parental incarceration by age fourteen 
in 2009, compared to 24.5 percent of blacks 
(Wildeman 2009). The consequences of paren-
tal incarceration exacerbate existing childhood 
disadvantage; children of incarcerated parents 
have increased behavioral challenges (Geller et 
al. 2012; Johnson 2009; Murray, Loeber, and 
Pardini 2012; Wakefield and Wildeman 2011; 

Wildeman 2010), and the learning difficulties 
and grade retention associated with parental 
incarceration place children at risk of early ed-
ucational inequality (Cho 2009a, 2009b, 2010, 
2011; Eddy and Poehlmann 2010; Foster and 
Hagan 2009; Hagan and Foster 2012; Turney 
2014; Turney and Haskins 2014).

The social and economic consequences of 
criminal justice contact among adults raise im-
portant questions about the impact of parental 
incarceration on child well-being. Despite the 
burgeoning literature on the effects of incar-
ceration on communities, families, and society 
as a whole, no empirical research exists on 
how the Great Recession may have placed chil-
dren with an incarcerated parent at greater 
risk of government assistance. Past work on 
material hardship and paternal incarceration 
leverages data prior to the economic downturn 
(Schwartz-Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011; 
Sugie 2012); the fact that these studies are based 
on a cohort of American children in large U.S. 
cities may mask the relative needs of youth at 
different ages in the life course and in non-
urban areas. This article fills a gap in the liter-
ature by examining the association between 
parental incarceration and severe deprivation—
material hardship, unmet health needs, and 
residential instability—as well as enlistment in 
social programs after the Great Recession. We 
situate our study in the existing literature on 
poverty, material hardship, and childhood dis-
advantage.

Povert y, Material Hardship,  and  
Childhood Disadvantage
Poverty remains deeply entrenched in Ameri-
can culture. Rising income inequality since the 
1970s has increased the overall poverty rate, 
concentrating economic hardship and depri-
vation in urban, metropolitan areas (Massey 
1996). In 2012, 21.8 percent of children were 
poor, and because of high unemployment 
rates, economic growth has been less effective 
in reducing poverty than during previous his-
torical periods (Danziger and Wimer 2014). 
The spatial concentration of poverty and resi-
dential segregation creates a permanent un-
derclass by isolating inner-city residents from 
mainstream social institutions known to have 
an impact on their economic well-being 
(Massey, Condran, and Denton 1987; Massey 
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and Denton 1993; Wilson 1987). Increasing 
family and household complexity among chil-
dren is, in part, a response to growing social 
inequality since the latter half of the twentieth 
century (Furstenberg 2014; Guzzo 2014; Man-
ning, Brown, and Stykes 2014).

Growth in the penal system has accentu-
ated the material deprivation of minors. Chil-
dren of incarcerated parents now face social 
exclusion and many hardships, including 
homelessness (Foster and Hagan 2007; Wilde-
man 2014), food insecurity (Cox and Wallace 
2013), and political disengagement (Foster and 
Hagan 2007). Critically, for our purposes, Holly 
Foster and John Hagan (2007, 411) find that 
youth classified as “socially excluded” owing to 
paternal incarceration have a 77 percent 
chance of lacking health insurance, and 
Amanda Geller and her colleagues (2009) show 
that children of incarcerated parents experi-
ence more economic and residential instabil-
ity than their counterparts. The economic 
hardship of children exposed to parental incar-
ceration is in part due to the low remittances, 
if any, from formerly incarcerated fathers, and 
the loss of additional contributions is princi-
pally driven by fathers residing outside the 
household (Geller, Garfinkel, and Western 
2011). Other scholarship shows that incarcera-
tion places children at significant risk of ma-
terial hardship using a variety of indicators 
that include residential instability, having util-
ities disconnected, having unmet medical 
needs, and receiving free food (Schwartz-
Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011).

Official measures of the poverty rate do not 
account for many government benefits that 
the poor receive (Danziger and Wimer 2014). 
Although researchers have called for in-
creased social service participation to amelio-
rate the growing poverty and inequality asso-
ciated with parental incarceration (Foster and 
Hagan 2007; Geller et al. 2009; Schwartz-
Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011), and past 
work documents that childhood poverty 
would have been significantly higher during 
economic downturns if not for social service 
programs (Fox et al. 2015), we know of no ex-
isting research that quantifies how parental 
incarceration affects program participation 
among children after a severe economic re-

cession. This article examines severe depriva-
tion through four measures of hardship and 
how enrollment in five different needs-based 
programs may attenuate levels of disadvan-
tage.

Theoretical Fr amework
Parental incarceration—as a stressful life 
event—is one of many factors that contribute 
to the social exclusion of children. Having a 
parent in prison or jail deprives household 
members of much-needed resources (Geller, 
Garfinkel, and Western 2011), producing strain 
and opportunities for youth to engage in crime 
and delinquency (Cloward and Ohlin 1960; 
Merton 1938). The adverse socioemotional con-
ditions that children experience during their 
formative years accumulate across the life 
course to reinforce and extend individual and 
familial disadvantage (Sampson and Laub 
1997), with delinquency serving as a transi-
tional state that results from repeated stressful 
life conditions (Hagan and Foster 2003). Stress-
ful events like parental incarceration are 
known to produce a host of childhood behav-
ioral challenges (Wakefield and Wildeman 
2011, 2013; Wildeman 2010), health limitations 
(Turney 2014), and residential instabilities, 
such as homelessness and foster care place-
ment (Andersen and Wildeman 2014; Wilde-
man 2014).

Despite these hardships, one-half to two-
thirds of fathers expect to live with their chil-
dren and families when they reenter society 
(Foster and Hagan 2009), requiring a particular 
public policy intervention aimed at increasing 
both child well-being and familial connected-
ness during periods of parental absence and 
reunification. The positive or protective factors 
that may increase well-being among children 
of incarcerated parents have not been studied 
in great detail. Caroline Lanskey and her col-
leagues (2014) argue that much of the research 
around the well-being of prisoners’ children 
does not account for the intersectionality of 
time, space, and agency, and they contend 
that external manifestations of well-being 
(wealth, environmental conditions, and so on) 
are neither accounts of nor substitutes for the 
subjective experiences (happiness or life satis-
faction) of youth. However, because the mate-

RSF-JSS-VI_no2.indb   110 10/16/2015   10:11:16 AM

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d at i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s



s y s t e m  i n c l u s i o n  a m o n g  c h i l d r e n 111

rial deprivation and insecure attachments that 
children experience are likely to affect their 
cognitive development and emotional states 
(Eddy and Poehlmann 2010), governmental in-
tervention is needed to ensure minimal levels 
of subsistence.

Yet recent scholarship shows that the mark 
of a criminal record facilitates a behavioral 
change among prospective, current, and for-
mer inmates. Alice Goffman’s (2014) ethno-
graphic work details how men on the run 
avoid institutions that may increase their like-
lihood of arrest and incarceration. Hospitals, 
for instance, are surveilled in ways that make 
health care utilization problematic for the 
families and friends of men who are and have 
been criminally involved. Sarah Brayne (2014) 
shows that such surveilling institutions (hos-
pitals, banks, formal employment, and 
schools) produce a form of “system avoidance” 
by former inmates because they expose men 
with criminal records to increased risk of for-
mal monitoring. Both of these works draw on 
data that were collected before the recent eco-
nomic recession, and this body of research 
largely focuses on the avoidance by the person 
incarcerated. Thus, it is unknown whether sys-
tem avoidance extends to children with a par-
ent currently or previously incarcerated.

There are several theoretical reasons why 
parental incarceration should be associated 
with increased governmental assistance, espe-
cially after the Great Recession. First, Wilson 
(1987) originally posited that the underclass in 
urban areas endure heightened levels of pov-
erty, imprisonment, and unemployment that 
place them at risk of increased welfare and so-
cial services. He showed that the United States 
relies on public assistance to aid poor families, 
contrary to social policy in some European na-
tions, which supplement income through “in-
centives to work” programs that allow for “al-
ternative income transfers” in the forms of 
family, housing, and un(der)employment al-
lowances (Wilson 1987, 156–57). The poverty 
and joblessness of young, undereducated men 
who experience criminal justice contact trickle 
down into their families and communities 
(Western and Wildeman 2009). Thus, one 
should expect levels of government assistance 
and program participation to have been higher 

among children of incarcerated parents after 
the Great Recession.

Second, historical understandings of crime 
control implicate social workers in uncovering 
a host of poverty-related social ills within 
households. Garland (2001b) argues that the 
economic and social progress that the welfare 
state ushered in during the 1980s ultimately 
undermined the effectiveness and legitimacy 
of welfarist reforms. Institutions created to 
meet the housing, health care, educational, 
and social service needs of the poor found that 
the most-disadvantaged members of our soci-
ety have a constellation of needs and not a sin-
gular problem (Garland 2001b). Thus, the tat-
tered fabric of American life for residents in 
the urban core revealed severe deprivation re-
quiring immediate government assistance, 
which increased budgets and made problems 
appear larger than previously imagined. Nearly 
thirty years later, the economic recession of 
the early twenty-first century would again 
usher in a moment of extreme need.

Although the Great Recession ended in 
June 2009, the poverty associated with it con-
tinues. The national poverty rate remained at 
14.5 percent for 2013, with black and Hispanic 
poverty rates two to three times higher than 
rates for whites (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 
2014, 13). With the rise of punitive justice and 
increased social control in America, having a 
criminal record now threatens the ability of 
poor families to enroll in, or continue the ben-
efits of, various public assistance programs 
(Sugie 2012; Uggen and McElrath 2014). Such 
barriers to government assistance for needy 
families compromise the general welfare of 
children and accentuate the existing hardships 
of disadvantaged families.

We posit three different hypotheses about 
inequality in deprivation and program partici-
pation. First, we anticipate that children of an 
incarcerated parent will be more likely to live in 
poverty and reside in a working poor house-
hold. Second, we hypothesize that differences 
in levels of poverty during the Great Recession 
exposed children with an incarcerated parent to 
greater levels of deprivation than children un-
exposed to parental incarceration, net of social 
background effects. Finally, we expect higher 
levels of program participation among children 
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who have experienced parental incarceration 
because their households and communities are 
more likely to be visited by social workers (Gar-
land 2001b) and to receive assistance (Wilson 
1987) to buffer or attenuate these forms of depri-
vation. Such findings would support a “system 
inclusion” perspective for children of the prison 
boom during the economic downturn. 

Data
We use data from the 2011–2012 National Sur-
vey of Children’s Health (NSCH) to investigate 
race and class differences in markers of depri-
vation and program participation by parental 
incarceration status. NSCH data are collected 
by the National Opinion Research Center 
(NORC) at the University of Chicago on behalf 
of the Centers for Disease Control (CDC). The 
NSCH randomly sampled (both cell-phone and 
landline) telephone numbers to locate house-
holds with children ages zero to seventeen, 
and within each household one child was ran-
domly selected to be the subject of the inter-
view. The landline and cell-phone samples 
have national response rates of 38.2 and 15.5 
percent, respectively, and the combined du-
al-frame sample has a response rate of 23.0 
percent. Differences between landline and cell-
phone samples do not present nonresponse 
bias between sampling methods because the 
assumed rates of eligibility as well as the defi-
nitions to determine eligibility differed for the 
landline and cell-phone samples. The NSCH 
interview completion rate, defined as the pro-
portion of households known to include chil-
dren that completed all sections, was 54.1 per-
cent for the landline sample and 41.2 percent 
for the cell-phone sample.

Despite the low response rate, these data 
are appropriate for several reasons. First, while 
longitudinal data sources, like the Fragile 
Families and Child Well-Being (FFCW) study, 
follow a cohort of children, such data do not 
describe the current condition of material 
hardship or program participation for all chil-
dren outside particular age groups for any cal-
endar year. Cross-sectional data are necessary 
to investigate how parental incarceration is re-
lated to hardship and the social service needs 
for all minors. Second, the NSCH data are the 
only data available, to our knowledge, that al-

low for post–Great Recession analyses. The low 
response rates may mean that the estimates 
reported here are quite conservative. Thus, 
while the response rates are not ideal, there 
are very few alternative data sources that de-
scribe levels of deprivation and program par-
ticipation for all children after the recent eco-
nomic recession.

The NSCH asked the same demographic 
and health questions of all children; however, 
because children experience the social world at 
different stages of development, specific ques-
tions were asked about early childhood (under 
age five) and later childhood (ages six to seven-
teen). Parents were asked about family func-
tioning, parental health, neighborhood and 
community characteristics, health coverage, 
and other demographic information. Children 
over age six were asked about self-control and 
educational attachment. Each interview lasted, 
on average, about twenty-seven minutes, and 
data were collected between February 28, 2011, 
and June 25, 2012. Over 95,600 child-level inter-
views were completed, with the number of in-
terviews ranging from 1,800 to 2,200 per state. 
When weighted, NSCH results represent the so-
cial experiences and familial conditions of 
non-institutionalized minors.

There are several reasons why these data 
are appropriate for studying severe depriva-
tion and participation in needs-based social 
programs for children who have a parent cur-
rently or formerly incarcerated. First, the data 
contain many measures of program participa-
tion and several markers of social disadvan-
tage (such as parental stress, economic hard-
ship, and parental incarceration). Second, the 
data are nationally representative of all youth 
and their socioeconomic experiences, al-
though recent research shows that survey 
measures of parental incarceration in the 
NSCH are lower than estimates derived from 
population data (Sykes and Pettit 2014). These 
differences may matter for estimating the rel-
ative magnitude of the impact of parental im-
prisonment on childhood deprivation and 
program participation—that is, we may un-
derestimate within- and between-group dif-
ferences—but the effects of having a parent 
in prison or jail on measures of social disad-
vantage are in the anticipated direction. Our 
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estimates of racial and educational inequality 
are likely to be statistically conservative be-
cause the number of children with a parent 
in prison or jail is underreported. Lastly, the 
NSCH data provide a rich set of parental in-
dicators that are known to affect enrollment 
in needs-based programs.

Concep tual Me asures
Table 1 displays the operationalization and 
coding of measures in our study. The central 
variables in our study are measures of depriva-
tion and program participation among chil-
dren of incarcerated parents. The NSCH data 
contain several markers of deprivation: mate-
rial hardship, unmet health needs, and resi-
dential instability. Material hardship is mea-
sured as the parent often finding it hard to 
cover the basics like food or housing; over 
one-quarter of U.S. children resided in such a 
household in 2011–2012. Similarly, approxi-
mately 7 percent of children had an unmet or 
delayed health care need, with minors utilizing 
an average of two services in the previous year. 
Residential instability is defined as the num-
ber of times the child has ever moved; parents 
reported that their children had made, on av-
erage, two relocations.

The NSCH data also contain measures of 
enrollment in social services programs. The 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), 
benefits from the Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren (WIC) program, cash assistance from a 
state or county welfare program (Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families [TANF]), Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) benefits, and programs for free or re-
duced-price lunches at school are our mea-
sures of government assistance that consti-
tute program participation. Table 1 shows 
that the percentage of American children en-
listed for these benefits varies substantially 
by program. Roughly 40 percent of all chil-
dren are enrolled in CHIP; 17 percent are on 

WIC; 7 percent are in households that receive 
welfare; one in four minors is a SNAP partic-
ipant; and over one-third of all children re-
ceive a free or reduced-price lunch.1 These 
programs respond to primary forms of eco-
nomic need and are necessary to attenuate 
material hardship and deprivation.

We construct two composite measures that 
summarize the overall system inclusion of 
children based on their economic need. Pro-
gram participation is the sum of all programs 
for which the child or household has been en-
rolled. Using these variables, we create a scale 
of system inclusion that ranges from low (0) to 
high (5) based on the total number of pro-
grams (alpha = 0.73). Additionally, we create a 
measure of whether a child has enrolled in any 
program. On average, children are enrolled in 
1.25 programs, with 51 percent of all youth ex-
posed to at least one program. 

According to NSCH data, roughly 7.1 per-
cent of children have experienced the incarcer-
ation of a parent, almost double the percent-
age observed in other studies (Pettit, Sykes, 
and Western 2009; Wildeman 2009). Rapid 
changes in family life, data, methods, and so-
cial policy may partially explain discrepant es-
timates of parental incarceration in popula-
tion and survey data (Sykes and Pettit 2014). At 
the same time, racial-ethnic and class-based 
inequality in parental incarceration is similar 
to that found in other surveys (Sykes and Pettit 
2014; Wildeman 2009).

Race is measured as non-Hispanic white, 
non-Hispanic black, Hispanic, and non-His-
panic other. The racial distribution of children 
in our sample is broadly representative of 
American minors; roughly 53 percent of white, 
14 percent of black, and 23 percent of Hispanic 
children are included in these data.

Educational attainment is operationalized 
as whether the mother has less than a high 
school education, has received a high school 
diploma, or has received some college educa-

1. Unfortunately, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) reports program 
data in aggregate counts of children who receive WIC and SNAP benefits (see USDA, FNS, “Overview,” at: 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/overview). However, the USDA does report the percentage of children who receive 
reduced-price or free lunches—8.6 percent and 59.6 percent, respectively, in 2012. Our estimate of 33 percent 
is between these figures, suggesting that the NSCH question on food limitation, as an aggregate of these two 
programs, is reasonable given the unknown distribution of children receiving free or reduced-price lunches.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Their Operationalization for Deprivation and Program Participation 
Among Children in the United States, 2011–2012

Variables Operationalization Coding Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Parental incarceration Child lives with a parent or 
guardian who served time in 
jail or prison

Y = 1, N = 0 0.07 0.26

Material hardship Parent often finds it hard to  
cover the basics like food or 
housing

Y = 1, N = 0 0.26 0.44

Unmet health needs Child has any unmet or delayed 
health needs (medical, dental, 
vision, mental health, or other)

Y = 1, N = 0 0.07 0.25

Health service utilization Number of health care services 
utilized

Number of 
services

1.97 0.86

Residential instability Number of times the child has  
ever moved to a new address

Number of 
moves

2.04 2.37

Social service visit Was visited by a social service 
worker (nurse, social worker, 
health professional) if child is 
age three or younger 

Y = 1, N = 0 0.14 0.34

Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP)

Child has been enrolled in 
Medicaid or CHIP

Y = 1, N = 0 0.40 0.49

Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC) 

Someone receives benefits from 
the WIC program

Y = 1, N = 0 0.17 0.37

Welfare Received cash assistance from 
a welfare program in the last 
twelve months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.07 0.26

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 
(SNAP)

Received food stamps or SNAP 
benefits in the last twelve 
months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.25 0.44

Reduced-price lunch Received free or reduced-price 
breakfasts or lunches at school 
in the last twelve months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.33 0.47

Poverty Household is below the poverty 
line for its size

Y = 1, N = 0 0.22 0.41

Social programs (a = 0.73) Number of programs (CHIP, WIC, 
welfare, SNAP, reduced-price 
lunch): 0 = low, 5 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 1.23 1.45

Any social program Child has received any needs-
based assistance (CHIP, WIC, 
welfare, SNAP, or reduced-
price lunch)

Y = 1, N = 0 0.51 0.50

Non-Hispanic white Child is non-Hispanic white 
(baseline)

Y = 1, N = 0 0.53 0.50

Non-Hispanic black Child is non-Hispanic black Y = 1, N = 0 0.14 0.34
Hispanic Child is Hispanic Y = 1, N = 0 0.23 0.42

Non-Hispanic other Child is non-Hispanic other Y = 1, N = 0 0.10 0.30
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tion. The fraction of mothers with some col-
lege education is more than twice the per-
centage of women with a four-year degree or 
more (U.S. Census Bureau 2012). These differ-
ences may reflect either delays in the timing of 
motherhood due to college enrollment or the 

growth in two-year and nontraditional educa-
tional programs for returning students.

Additional measures of social background 
reflect, to varying degrees, the social inequality 
in contemporary America. Past research shows 
that social institutions, neighborhood disorder, 

Table 1. (continued)

Variables Operationalization Coding Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Less than high school 
education

Mother has less than a high 
school education (baseline) 

Y = 1, N = 0 0.14 0.35

High school diploma Mother has a high school diploma Y = 1, N = 0 0.23 0.42

Some college or more Mother has some college 
education or more

Y = 1, N = 0 0.63 0.48

Age Age of child Number of years 8.59 5.19

Male Child is male Y = 1, N = 0 0.51 0.50

Employed full-time At least one adult in the 
household was employed fifty 
out of fifty-two weeks in the 
past twelve months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.84 0.36

Working poor Household is below the poverty 
line even though someone is 
employed full-time

Y = 1,  N = 0 0.13 0.33

Social institutions  
(a = 0.64)

Sum of community institutions 
(sidewalks, playgrounds, 
recreation centers, libraries):  
0 = low, 4 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 3.19 1.10

Residential disorder  
(a = 0.59)

Count of neighborhood disorders 
(litter, dilapidated housing, 
broken windows):  0 = low,  
3 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 0.44 0.79

Social cohesion (a = 0.82) Count of social cohesion (people 
help each other out, residents 
watch each other’s kids, adults 
trust each other, people count on 
one another): 0 = low, 4 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 3.42 1.14

Concentrated disadvantage 
(a = 0.52)

Count of adverse childhood 
experiences (witness  
domestic violence, living in 
a single-parent household, 
renting, is a bother to parents, 
is difficult to care for, angers 
parents): 0 = low, 6 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 1.47 1.36

Source: Authors’ calculations from National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) data, 2011–2012.
Note: Weighted N = 73,716,871 for all variables except social service visit (N = 15,660,308).
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and social cohesion are relevant to understand-
ing inequality in residential stability and crime 
reduction, particularly within communities ex-
posed to high levels of incarceration (Patillo 
1998; Peterson, Krivo, and Harris 2000; Samp-
son, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Wilson 1987; 
Wilson and Kelling 1982). Therefore, we con-
struct four distinct measures of social and 
neighborhood background to include as con-
trols. “Social institutions” include scaled mea-
sures of whether the neighborhood has side-
walks, playgrounds, recreational centers, and 
libraries (alpha = 0.64); “neighborhood disor-
der” is the count of whether litter, dilapidated 
housing, and broken windows are present in 
the neighborhood (alpha = 0.59); “social cohe-
sion” measures the connectedness of residents 
through their ability to help each other, watch 
each other’s kids, trust one another, and count 
on each other (alpha = 0.82); and “concentrated 
disadvantage” contains six measures of adverse 
childhood experiences and parental stress re-
lated to caring for the child (alpha = 0.52).2

We include an indicator of full-time em-
ployment that represents whether a parent or 
guardian was employed fifty out of fifty-two 
weeks in the past year. Approximately 84 per-
cent of children live in households that had at 
least one adult employed for the full year, and 
nearly one in four minors live in poverty. The 
survey also includes a measure of the working 
poor, which is defined as a parent or guardian 
who is employed full-time but lives below the 
poverty line. According to these data, over one 
in eight children in America live in a working 
poor household.

Methods
We employ two different methods to investi-
gate the relationship between parental incar-
ceration and our measures of severe depriva-
tion and program participation. First, we fit 
two incarceration-specific probit models to es-
timate racial differences in the likelihood that 
nonwhite children will experience program 
participation. We report marginal effects, 
which express the rate of change in the depen-

dent variable (the predicted probability) rela-
tive to a unit change in an independent vari-
able (Long 1997; Powers and Xie 2000). All 
models are evaluated at their mean values.

Second, because the likelihood of experienc-
ing parental incarceration is not randomly dis-
tributed across the population, we use propen-
sity score matching methods to reduce the bias 
associated with observable social background 
characteristics. The propensity score is the con-
ditional probability of having a parent incarcer-
ated given a set of demographic, social back-
ground, and labor market covariates that 
predict severe deprivation and program partic-
ipation and are also potential confounders in 
the association between parental incarceration 
and material hardship. The method balances 
the background characteristics of children ex-
posed to parental incarceration with the char-
acteristics of children unexposed to parental 
incarceration to ensure that any differences in 
severe deprivation and enlistment in social pro-
grams are not due to significant variation in the 
likelihood of having a parent in prison or jail 
(that is, to ensure that there are no “pretreat-
ment” differences, in the language of Paul 
Rosenbaum and Donald Rubin 1983, 1984).

Severe Deprivation Among  
American Children
Figure 1 plots racial and educational inequality 
in the percentage of minor children living in 
poverty and working poor households by paren-
tal incarceration status. This two-by-two figure 
displays the measure of hardship (poverty and 
working poor) against the parental incarcera-
tion status by levels of educational attainment 
for each racial or ethnic group. The top half of 
the graph measures poverty, while the bottom 
half measures the percentage of children in 
households designated as the working poor. 
The left side of the figure is for children who 
have never had a parent incarcerated, while the 
right side of the graph depicts the proportion 
of children who had a parent incarcerated. 

Overall, children who have had a parent in-
carcerated are twice as likely to live in poverty 

2. Alpha is a lower bound of reliability (Carmines and Zeller 1979); past research has created indices from survey 
questions with alpha values between 0.48 and 0.69 (King and Wheelock 2007, 1262; Turney and Wildeman 
2013, 973–75).
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as children who have not experienced parental 
incarceration. Roughly one in five children 
who have not experienced parental incarcera-
tion live in poverty, compared to 40 percent of 
minors who have experienced parental incar-
ceration. Pooled estimates conceal extraordi-
nary racial and educational inequality in the 
experience of parental incarceration. Among 
children who have not had a parent behind 
bars, black children at every educational level 
have the highest likelihood of living in poverty, 
followed by Hispanic and white children.

Race and educational gradients in poverty 
are so profound that the overall percentage of 

children living in poverty with a parent incar-
cerated (40 percent) is on par with the percent-
age of white children living in poverty with a 
parent who has not been incarcerated but has 
less than a high school diploma or the percent-
age of black or Hispanic children living in pov-
erty with a parent who has not been incarcer-
ated but has a high school degree.

The bottom half of figure 1 displays the rel-
ative percentage of children who have a parent 
designated as working poor. One in eight chil-
dren who have not had a parent incarcerated 
live in working poor homes, compared to al-
most one in four minors who have had a parent 

Figure 1. Racial and Educational Differences in the Percentage of Minor Children Living in Poverty and 
in Working Poor Households, by Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Note: All estimates are nationally weighted.

RSF-JSS-VI_no2.indb   117 10/16/2015   10:11:16 AM

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d at i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s



s e v e r e  d e p r i va t i o n  i n  a m e r i c a11 8

behind bars. Interestingly, for African Ameri-
can children with mothers who have low levels 
of education (a high school diploma or less), 
there is no difference in living in a working 
poor household between children exposed and 
unexposed to parental incarceration; roughly 
39 percent of black children with a mother who 
dropped out of high school live in working 
poor homes. This is the highest percentage ob-
served for any of the race-education groupings. 
Higher levels of maternal education are asso-
ciated with a lower fraction of children living 
in working poor households in both panels. 
However, there appears to be racial inequality 
among children classified as working poor 
who live with parents with some college edu-
cation if those parents spent time behind bars. 
The wage and employment inequality associ-
ated with having a criminal record (Pager 2007; 

Pettit 2012; Western 2006; Western and Pettit 
2005) suggests that children of incarcerated 
parents face heightened risks of severe hard-
ships that may require increased social service 
resources.

Figure 2 displays the racial differences in 
material hardship of minor children by paren-
tal incarceration status. Consistent with Sara 
Wakefield and Christopher Wildeman’s (2013, 
51) findings, having a parent incarcerated is as-
sociated with greater economic hardship. Ap-
proximately one in four children without an 
incarcerated parent encounter material hard-
ship, compared to 46 percent of children who 
have experienced parental incarceration. 
White children of current and former inmates 
are 27.2 percentage points more likely to live 
in households experiencing material hardship 
than similarly situated youth whose parents 

Figure 2. Percentage of Children Experiencing Material Hardship, by Race and Parental Incarceration 
Status, 2011–2012
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have not come into contact with the criminal 
justice system. For black and Hispanic chil-
dren, percentage-point differences in material 
hardship between children with and without 
parents behind bars (15.3 and 12.5, respec-
tively) are much lower, largely owing to the 
greater levels of hardship among children of 
never-incarcerated parents. Parental incarcer-
ation appears to worsen material hardship 
above and beyond the levels experienced by 
nonwhite minors.

Figure 3 displays estimates of the percent-
age of minor children with unmet and delayed 
health needs. Overall, children with an incar-
cerated parent are almost twice as likely (12.3 
versus 6.3 percent) to have an unmet or delayed 
health need than children without a parent in 
prison or jail. Racial differences abound. Al-
most one in eight black children with an incar-

cerated parent have an unmet or delayed health 
need, compared to one in eleven African Amer-
ican children without a parent behind bars. Yet 
white children have the largest absolute differ-
ence in unmet health needs due to parental in-
carceration (5.9 percentage points).

Goffman’s (2014) and Brayne’s (2014) find-
ing that hospitals are surveillance sites for 
criminal justice agents indicates that health 
care services will be underutilized by men who 
have been or are likely to be incarcerated. Yet 
no scholarship has examined whether health 
care service deprivation extends to the lives of 
children exposed to parental incarceration. 
Figure 4 shows that the average number of 
health services utilized by children with an in-
carcerated parent is slightly greater than and 
significantly different from the average for 
youth without a parent entangled in the crim-

Figure 3. Percentage of Children with Unmet and Delayed Health Needs, by Race and Parental 
Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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inal justice system (b = 0.14, p < 0.001). This 
finding suggests that surveillance within 
health care institutions is limited to parents 
with a criminal or arrest record and does not 
extend to their children.

Residential stability is important for foster-
ing increased attachments to neighborhoods, 
peers, and institutions, in addition to greater 
physical and mental health. Sarah Burgard, 
Kristin Seefeldt, and Sarah Zelner (2012) show 
that housing instability increases levels of de-
pression and anxiety among renters, the home-
less, and mortgage holders who are behind on 
payments. Wakefield and Wildeman (2013) 
show that paternal incarceration increases the 
risk of homelessness. However, there is no re-
search that documents how increased foreclo-
sures and greater unemployment during and 
after the Great Recession have affected the res-
idential stability of children with an incarcer-

ated parent. Figure 5 highlights the variation 
in residential instability among American chil-
dren. Children who have experienced parental 
incarceration make twice as many moves, com-
pared to children of parents never incarcerated. 
White youth who have a parent with a criminal 
record moved the most—4.26 times, on aver-
age—followed by Hispanics (3.75 moves) and 
blacks (3.53 relocations).

We assess whether these patterns of severe 
deprivation hold after addressing selection 
into families at risk of parental incarceration. 
Table 2 displays matched estimates of the ef-
fect of parental incarceration on measures of 
deprivation. Even after balancing our analysis 
for social background differences, we con-
tinue to find disparities in markers of need. 
Material hardship—that is, often finding it 
difficult to cover the basics like food or 
housing—is 17.9 percentage points higher 

Figure 4. Average Number of Health Services Utilized, by Race and Parental Incarceration Status, 
2011–2012
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Figure 5. Average Number of Residential Moves Among American Children, by Race and Parental 
Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Note: All estimates are nationally weighted. 

Table 2. Matched Estimates of Parental Incarceration in the United States on Measures of Deprivation, 
2011–2012

Material Hardship
Unmet Health 

Needs
Health Services 

Utilized
Residential 
Instability

Incarcerated 0.430 0.119 2.178 3.520
Non-incarcerated 0.251 0.071 2.055 1.785

Difference 0.179*** 0.048*** 0.122*** 1.735***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a propensity score matching model that estimates the effect of 
parental incarceration on the likelihood of a child experiencing any deprivation.
Notes: All models control for race, maternal education, employment, age, sex, community institutions, 
neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, concentrated disadvantage, and other social background 
characteristics listed in table 1. Given that the distributional form for experiencing deprivation  among 
former inmates is unknown, the standard errors of these estimates have been bootstrapped five 
hundred times to obtain a more precise measure of the finite sampling approximations associated with 
any and total deprivation for children of incarcerated parents.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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among children who have had a parent incar-
cerated. Similarly, children exposed to paren-
tal incarceration are 4.8 percentage points 
more likely to have an unmet or delayed 
health need despite their slightly greater uti-
lization of health services. Yet they experience 
pronounced residential instability. After ad-
justing for social background bias between 
minors exposed and unexposed to parental 
incarceration, children of the prison boom 
are associated with 1.7 more moves (or twice 
as many relocations), on average, than chil-
dren who never had a parent under correc-
tional supervision.

System Inclusion Among the  
Disadvantaged
The foregoing analyses illustrate severe depri-
vation across a variety of measures. Yet policy 
findings are thin on how children with an in-

carcerated parent may have been included in 
social programs during the Great Recession or 
excluded from them. Although some research 
indicates that prospective and former inmates 
may avoid system involvement to circumvent 
additional surveillance, there is no evidence to 
suggest the same is true for their children, par-
ticularly if the other biological parent or resi-
dential guardian has no criminal record and 
requires program assistance to attenuate 
household material hardship.

Figure 6 presents estimates of the percent-
age of minor children who participate in social 
services programs on at least one measure. 
About half of all children who have not expe-
rienced parental incarceration are enrolled in 
at least one social program. Among whites, 
nearly one-third participate in a program, 
compared to 70 percent of black children and 
75 percent of Hispanic children.

Figure 6. Percentage of Minor Children Enrolled in At Least One Public Assistance Program, by Race 
and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Having an incarcerated parent is associ-
ated with a higher likelihood of experiencing 
at least one measure of program participa-
tion. Overall, roughly 85 percent of all chil-
dren who have experienced parental incarcer-
ation receive at least one form of social 
support. Roughly eight out of ten white chil-
dren are enrolled in at least one program, and 
that figure rises to around 91 percent for His-
panic and black children.

Figure 7 displays the average number of so-
cial programs that minor children are enrolled 
in by race and parental incarceration status. 
Children who have not had a parent in jail or 
prison participate in 1.1 programs on average. 
White children are enrolled in less than one 
program, while black and Hispanic children 
are enrolled in an average of 1.8 and 1.9 ser-
vices, respectively.

Children with an incarcerated parent par-
ticipate in more social programs than youth 
who have not had a parent in prison or jail. 
Overall, minors who have had a parent behind 
bars have program enrollment levels twice 
those of children with never-incarcerated par-
ents. Again, there is striking racial inequality 
in government assistance programs. White mi-
nors participate in 2.0 social programs, on av-
erage, while black and Hispanic youth partici-
pate in 2.6 and 2.5 programs, respectively.

Racial differences in system inclusion may 
be explained by factors beyond parental incar-
ceration. Thus, we estimate incarceration-spe-
cific probit models to examine racial differ-
ences in participation rates. Table 3 presents 
the marginal change in the probability of a 
child being enrolled in any governmental pro-
gram, net of social background characteristics. 

Figure 7. The Average Number of Public Assistance Programs with Minor Children Enrolled, by Race 
and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Model 1 includes a limited set of controls (race, 
maternal education, age of child, sex of child, 
and parental employment status), and model 
2 further adjusts for community institutions, 
neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, con-
centrated disadvantage, and other social back-
ground characteristics. In all models, white 
children are the reference group.

Among children who have not experienced 
parental incarceration, nonwhite children are 
significantly more likely to participate in social 
programs than white youth. Blacks and His-
panics are 36.9 and 21.7 percentage points 
more likely, respectively, to have received gov-
ernment aid. Including the additional set of 
controls (model 2) reduces these point esti-
mates by 21.7 percent for blacks and by 18.9 
percent for Hispanic children, but the differ-
ences remain statistically significant in com-
parison to white minors.

Racial differences between youth with an 
incarcerated parent are smaller, in part be-
cause the overall baseline level of participation 
is much higher than that for children who have 
not experienced parental incarceration. Black 
children with an incarcerated parent are 9.1 
percentage points more likely than whites to 
experience any form of deprivation; Hispanic 
youth are at a slightly greater risk, with a 10.2 
percentage-point difference. Again, the ecolog-
ical contexts in which children reside (model 2) 

explain roughly two-fifths (39.2 percent) to over 
one-half (50.5 percent) of the point estimates 
in model 1 for Hispanics and blacks, respec-
tively.

Percentage differences in point-estimate re-
ductions between models 1 and 2 for children 
who did and did not experience parental incar-
ceration suggest that strong selection effects 
may be operating. Table 4 investigates this line 
of inquiry and its implications for understand-
ing how the exposure and extent of program 
participation is associated with parental incar-
ceration. We estimate the effect of parental in-
carceration on social program involvement af-
ter balancing pretreatment differences in 
background characteristics among children. 
Unmatched estimates provide a relative base-
line for understanding how selection matters 
in differences between children with and with-
out an incarcerated parent.

Children who experience parental incarcer-
ation are significantly more likely to experi-
ence at least one measure of assistance. Un-
matched estimates indicate that minors of 
incarcerated parents are 44.1 percentage points 
more likely to enroll in one program, relative 
to children who do not have a parent in the 
correctional system. Matching on observable 
characteristics reveals that children who have 
had a parent behind bars are 35.6 percentage 
points more likely to report participation in at 

Table 3. The Marginal Change in the Probability of a Child in the United States Experiencing Any 
Program Participation, by Race and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012 

Model 1: Limited Controls Model 2: Extended Controls

Non-incarcerated Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Incarcerated

Black 0.369*** 0.091*** 0.289*** 0.045*** 
Hispanic 0.317*** 0.102*** 0.257**  0.062***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a (probit) probability model that estimates the likelihood of a child 
ever experiencing any of the seven measures of deprivation.
Notes: Limited controls for model 1 include race, maternal education, age, sex, and parental employ-
ment status.  Extended controls in model 2 contain measures from model 1 and account for material 
hardship, unmet or delayed health needs, number of health services utilized, residential instability, 
poverty, community institutions, neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, concentrated disadvantage, 
and other social background characteristics listed in table 1. Whites are the reference group. All 
estimates are marginal effects, and measures are evaluated at their mean values. Estimates are also 
adjusted for unobserved differences between states using state fixed effects, and the standard errors 
are clustered on states to account for correlated responses within the same geographic space.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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least one program. Social background differ-
ences between these groups account for 19.3 
percent of the difference between matched 
and unmatched estimates. Using information 
contained in table 4, we estimate that of the 
2.6 million minors who experienced parental 
incarceration in 2012 (Sykes and Pettit 2014), at 
least 2.10 million (2.6*0.808) of them are en-
rolled in at least one social program.

The severe deprivation experienced by chil-
dren of incarcerated parents is profound. On 
average, these children participate in 2.04 so-
cial programs, whereas children who do not 
experience parental incarceration participate 
in 1.06 needs-based programs. The overall dif-
ference is that children of incarcerated parents 
have significantly higher program needs—they 
are enrolled in almost 1.24 more programs on 
average. Matching on observed characteristics 
reduces this difference to almost one program, 
indicating that balancing social background ef-
fects reduces bias in parental incarceration dif-
ferences by 20.9 percent.

We also investigate program involvement 
among children of parents who work but re-
main in poverty. Table 5 presents matched es-
timates of government assistance enrollment 
by parental incarceration status among house-
holds designated as the working poor. Among 
non–working poor households, children of in-
carcerated parents participate in 0.31 more so-

cial programs, on average, than children with-
out an incarcerated parent. Minors from 
working poor families have much lower pro-
gram participation rates; however, the abso-
lute difference between the children exposed 
and unexposed to parental incarceration is 
larger (0.39 programs) among the working 
poor because the non-incarcerated group has 
much lower program enrollment. Neverthe-
less, parental incarceration remains signifi-
cantly associated with participation in more 
needs-based programs.

Perhaps the most important finding comes 
from our measure of any program participa-
tion. Among the non–working poor and work-
ing poor households, between 94 and 99 per-
cent of children participate in at least one 
social program. In both types of households, 
having an incarcerated parent increases pro-
gram participation by two to four percent-
age-points. This finding suggests that for the 
most economically disadvantaged children in 
America, program participation continues to 
depend on parental incarceration, although to 
a lesser extent. In fact, parental incarceration 
may have drawn children from the margins 
and into government assistance to alleviate the 
deprivation and material hardship associated 
with the Great Recession.

Finally, we examine whether social service 
outreach increases program enrollment 

Table 4. Unmatched and Matched Estimates of Children’s Social Program Involvement in the United 
States, by Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012

Total Social Programs Any Social Program

Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference

Unmatched 2.039 0.802 1.237*** 0.808 0.367 0.441***
Matched 2.039 1.061 0.978*** 0.808 0.452 0.356***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a propensity score matching model that estimates the effect of 
parental incarceration on the likelihood of a child being enrolled in any or multiple needs-based programs.
Notes: Total social programs represents the sum of all measures of program participation, and any social 
program is if the child was enrolled in at least one means-tested benefit. All models control for race, 
maternal education, employment, age, sex, community institutions, neighborhood disorder, social 
cohesion, concentrated disadvantage, and other social background characteristics listed in table 1. Given 
that the distributional form for experiencing deprivation among former inmates is unknown, the standard 
errors of these estimates have been bootstrapped five hundred times to obtain a more precise measure of 
the finite sampling approximations associated with any and total deprivation for children of incarcerated 
parents.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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among children who are impoverished or have 
experienced parental incarceration, as posited 
by Wilson (1987) and Garland (2001b). Table 6 
tests this proposition by examining the per-
centage of children under age three who have 
been visited by social service workers. Overall, 
children of incarcerated parents receive more 
social service visits than children who have not 
experienced parental incarceration. Almost 
two-fifths of black youth (38.4 percent), nearly 
one-quarter of Hispanic youth (24.7 percent), 

and over one-fifth (22.6 percent) of white youth 
with a parent under correctional supervision 
have had a nurse, social worker, or health pro-
fessional visit their home, compared to 16.3, 
12.1, and 12.9 percent of black, Hispanic, and 
white children unexposed to parental incarcer-
ation, respectively.

Maternal educational attainment reveals 
stark differences in social service visitation. 
Among children without a parent exposed to 
criminal justice contact, the educational pat-

Table 5. Matched Estimates of Children’s Social Program Involvement in the United States, 
by Incarceration and Working Poor Status, 2011–2012

Total Social Programs Any Social Program
Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference

Non-working 
poor

3.24 2.93 0.31*** 0.99 0.97 0.02***

Working poor 3.03 2.64 0.39*** 0.98 0.94 0.04***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a propensity score matching model that estimates the effect of 
parental incarceration on the likelihood of a child being enrolled in any or multiple needs-based programs. 
Notes: The working poor are people who were employed full-time (fifty out of fifty-two weeks) in the year 
prior to being surveyed but remain in poverty, whereas the non-working poor may have been employed 
up to fifty weeks the previous year, if at all, and live below the poverty line. Total social programs 
represents the sum of all measures of program participation, and any social program is if the child was 
enrolled in at least one means-tested benefit. All models control for race, maternal education, employ-
ment, age, sex, community institutions, neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, concentrated disadvan-
tage, and other social background characteristics listed in table 1. Given that the distributional form for 
experiencing deprivation  among former inmates is unknown, the standard errors of these estimates have 
been bootstrapped five hundred times to obtain a more precise measure of the finite sampling approxi-
mations associated with any and total deprivation for children of incarcerated parents.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

Table 6. Children in the United States Under Age Three Who Were Visited by Social Service Workers, 
by Race, Maternal Education, and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012

Non-incarcerated Incarcerated

Non-
Hispanic 

White

Non-
Hispanic 

Black Hispanic

Non-
Hispanic 

White

Non-
Hispanic 

Black Hispanic

Less than high 
school

18.0% 21.6% 14.2% 28.4% 53.3% 6.4%

High school 14.5 18.4 12.9 28.5 34.5 44.2
College 11.9 13.3 8.9 13.4 40.2 41.1

Total 12.9 16.3 12.1 22.6 38.4 24.7

Source: Authors’ calculations from National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) data, 2011–2012.
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terns are consistent with theoretical expecta-
tions: minors in households with lower levels 
of maternal education are more likely to have 
home visitations. Yet, among youth who have 
a parent under correctional supervision, the 
educational patterns vary by race. For in-
stance, there is little difference between white 
children with a mother who has a high school 
diploma and those whose mother failed to 
complete high school. At the other extreme, 
Hispanic children with mothers who com-
pleted high school have the highest visitation 
rates relative to those whose mother has no 
high school degree or those whose mother has 
some college education. It is unclear, however, 
why Hispanic children in households where 
the mother has no high school degree have 
the lowest levels of visitation (6.4 percent). 
One possibility is that these families are avoid-
ing the double jeopardy associated with both 
immigration and criminal justice surveil-
lance. Lastly, there are large educational 
gradients for black children: children of moth-
ers who dropped out of high school have the 
highest rates of visitation (53.3 percent), fol-
lowed by those whose mother is college-edu-
cated (40.2 percent) or a high school graduate 
(34.5 percent).

Conclusions and Implications
Michel Foucault (1977, 268) famously wrote that 
the prison system creates delinquents “by 
throwing the inmate’s family into destitution,” 
in part, through child abandonment, vagabond-
age, and familial begging. Although some schol-
arship indicates that there is system avoidance 
among prospective and former inmates (Brayne 
2014; Goffman 2014), our findings are broadly 
consistent with the theories and historical ac-
counts of Wilson (1987) and Garland (2001b): 
severe deprivation and economic disadvantage 
are triggers for system inclusion through gov-
ernment programs that mollify the harsh eco-
nomic conditions of the poor and marginalized. 
Children of current and former inmates greatly 
participate in these social programs, particu-
larly in the wake of the Great Recession. Our 
findings indicate that the criminal justice sur-
veillance of former inmates does not upend the 
inclusive nature of program participation 
among children of incarcerated parents. In fact, 

the enrollment of children in government pro-
grams may expose and extend services to for-
mer inmates depending on their state of resi-
dence. A recent Pew report finds that states are 
beginning to lift bans on the receipt of food 
stamps and welfare for drug felons, with a ma-
jority of states having partial or no bans for for-
mer felons (Beitsch 2015).

Racial and educational differences in incar-
ceration among adults have significant impli-
cations for understanding the persistence of 
poverty and intergenerational inequality. A sig-
nificant body of work now highlights growing 
race and class disparities in the likelihood of 
incarceration (Pettit 2012; Pettit and Western 
2004; Tonry 1995; Western 2006), and recent 
scholarship has linked the expansion of the 
criminal justice system to growing inequality 
in the risk of having a parent incarcerated (Pet-
tit, Sykes, and Western 2009; Wildeman 2009). 
Yet researchers are only beginning to under-
stand how these inequalities cascade across 
generations and structure particular forms of 
disadvantage for children later in life (Wake-
field and Wildeman 2011, 2013). 

In this article, we investigated how paren-
tal incarceration has affected exposure to and 
levels of deprivation and program participa-
tion among children in America since the 
Great Recession. Using data from the NSCH, 
we show that children who have experienced 
parental incarceration exhibit elevated rates 
of deprivation and greater involvement in a 
range of needs-based programs. Clear major-
ities of children who have had a parent incar-
cerated are involved in at least one needs-
based social program (such as CHIP, TANF, 
free or reduced-price lunch, WIC, and SNAP), 
and many experience material hardship, un-
met health needs, and increased residential 
instability. Black and Hispanic children who 
experience parental incarceration are the 
most likely to enroll in government assistance 
programs, but it is white children with a par-
ent in prison or jail who encounter slightly 
greater material deprivation and residential 
instability.

Although our findings reveal systematic dif-
ferences in children’s social program inclu-
sion based on whether they had a parent in-
carcerated, our results cannot speak to the 

RSF-JSS-VI_no2.indb   127 10/16/2015   10:11:18 AM

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d at i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s



s e v e r e  d e p r i va t i o n  i n  a m e r i c a1 2 8

practical effects of such inclusion on the pov-
erty status of disadvantaged children or the 
material conditions of their lives. Nor can our 
findings address the questions raised by Goff-
man (2014) and Brayne (2014) about whether 
increased contact with welfare and social pro-
grams in fact leads to increased criminal jus-
tice surveillance and ultimately to an in-
creased risk that children, like their parents, 
will become incarcerated. These limitations 
render the normative implications of our 
findings unclear and somewhat unsettling. 
Although increased system inclusion of the 
nation’s most-disadvantaged children seems 
promising for the larger goal of alleviating 
child poverty, the specter of mass incarcera-
tion looms large: it may be that the very so-
cial programs offering a path out of poverty 
simultaneously set a path leading to more 
formal surveillance into adulthood. Research 
shows that the coexistence between welfare 
and penal states is fundamentally orthogo-
nal within modern industrialized societies 
(Beckett and Western 2001; Garland 1985; 
Wacquant 2010), raising the possibility that 
the most-disadvantaged families in America 
face a tragic dilemma: the price they must 
pay for inclusion in the social safety net may 
further their risk of getting caught in the wid-
ening carceral net. To this point, Kaaryn Gus-
tafson (2011) illustrates the intersectional na-
ture of welfare and penal institutions when 
poverty becomes criminalized because some 
social welfare recipients employ devious 
methods to cheat the system. Other impover-
ished families, however, pay the price of pu-
nitive social welfare policies meant to curtail 
the fraudulent behavior of some program 
participants.

This article joins a chorus of recent re-
search drawing attention to the collateral con-
sequences of mass incarceration for families 
and their children. Incarceration levies signif-
icant penalties against those who spend time 
behind bars. Yet the costs of incarceration ex-
tend to the children of current and former in-
mates, who are at heightened risk of severe 
deprivation. Although many of the children 
who experience parental incarceration may 
have already been at risk of severe deprivation, 
our research indicates that incarceration inde-
pendently and significantly contributes to chil-

dren’s need for social support to meet basic 
living standards.

Our findings are important and timely for 
several reasons. First, the American public is 
deeply concerned that government policies 
since the beginning of the Great Recession 
have done little to help the poor and the mid-
dle class. A recent Pew report shows that 71 
percent of Americans believe that govern-
ment economic policies since the recession 
have helped large banks and financial institu-
tions a fair amount or a great deal, and 
roughly two-thirds of individuals polled said 
the same about laws and programs that have 
enabled large corporations to navigate diffi-
cult financial times. By comparison, 72 per-
cent say that economic policies since the re-
cession have done little or nothing to help the 
middle class, and slightly fewer (65 percent) 
feel the same when asked about the poor (Pew 
Research Center 2015). In light of childhood 
poverty associated with having an incarcer-
ated parent, social policies must be expanded 
to aid the children of poor families, including 
those who are considered the working poor.

Second, our findings highlight the impor-
tance of continued government spending on 
social programs aimed at attenuating poverty 
and deprivation. Yet recent debates in Con-
gress have focused on the need to reduce 
spending on Medicare and the food stamps 
programs that were expanded during the Great 
Recession (CBS 2015; Tracy 2015). The pro-
posed cuts are in addition to the $8.7 billion 
food stamp reduction contained in the 2014 
farm bill, which resulted in the loss of about 
$90 per month in food stamp benefits for 
850,000 households (Resnikoff 2014). These 
cuts risk deepening and entrenching poverty 
among the children of ex-prisoners currently 
being served by such programs.

Children’s deprivation and program in-
volvement are largely driven by both parental 
incarceration and growing economic inequal-
ity: children of the working poor who have not 
had a parent in prison or jail are suffering fates 
similar to those of their counterparts with a 
parent in prison or jail. Inmates are drawn 
from the most-disadvantaged segments of so-
ciety and are often banished from particular 
domains of social life (Beckett and Herbert 
2009). Thus, it should come as no surprise that 
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children of inmates also experience agony and 
distress. But parental incarceration is more 
than a symbol of disadvantage. Parental incar-
ceration serves to crystallize social inequality 
by exposing children to additional risks, hard-
ships, and severe deprivation that may further 
fuel the intergenerational transmission of dis-
advantage.
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