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People convicted of crime are often treated as atomistic individuals by the criminal justice system, ignoring
the fact that they are largely embedded in social networks. Research shows that family members are often
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however, has focused on incarceration. We extend this research by describing how monetary sanctions harm
the families of adults with legal debt. Our data come from semi-structured interviews with 140 people with
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often coerced into paying their relatives’ fines and fees and that monetary sanctions increase the financial
strain, emotional distress, and interpersonal conflict that relatives experience.
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mon eta ry sa nct ions a n d sy mbio t ic h a r ms

People convicted of crime are often treated as
atomistic individuals by the criminal justice
system, ignoring the fact that they are largely
embedded in social networks (Comfort 2007).
They are mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, friends and partners.
Research has shown that the pains of punishment endured by justice-involved individuals
are not theirs alone but radiate to and have a
negative impact on their social ties. Through
indirect and direct interaction with the criminal justice system, such as witnessing arrests
and visiting loved ones in prisons and jails,
family and friends “who have no warrant out
for their own arrest, face no criminal charges,
and receive no sentence for confinement . . .
undergo conditions very similar to those of
people charged with or convicted of a criminal
offense” (Comfort 2007, 275). Rachel Condry
and Shona Minson (2020) refer to the negative
effects of punishment on family as symbiotic
harms. Most research on symbiotic harms has
focused on incarceration (Comfort 2016, 64).
We extend this research by describing how
monetary sanctions—criminal justice fines and
fees—harm the families of adults with legal
debt. We use family to describe the kin relationships of justice-involved individuals; this includes their parents, siblings, children,
spouses, grandparents, and other extended
family. This conceptualization of family is an
ideal type, however. Thus, in practice, family
may also extend to close friends and nonmarried partners (Condry and Minson 2020, 2).
Extending research on the negative effects
of punishment on family to consider the impact of monetary sanctions—also known as legal financial obligations (LFOs)—is essential
for two reasons. First, monetary sanctions are
vast in scope. Fines and fees are one of the most
common forms of punishment, assessed for a
variety of offenses at both the misdemeanor
and the felony level (Harris, Evans, and Beckett
2010; Martin et al. 2018). Second, the costs of
monetary sanctions easily spread through social networks. Fines and fees, “alone among
modern punishments, effectively dispense with
the requirement that the offender bear the burden of the penalty” (Quilter and Hogg 2018, 15).
People cannot be put on electric home monitoring, perform community service or attend

99

driving school, or serve a jail or probation sentence on behalf of a family member. However,
people can and frequently do pay their relatives’
legal debt, often shifting this burden to poor
families (Katzenstein and Waller 2015). In
short, the vast scope and transferable nature of
contemporary monetary sanctions function to
stretch the costs of fines and fees far and wide,
making it necessary to investigate how LFOs
harm family and friends. These impacts are especially consequential for families with fewer
economic means. Data for our analysis were derived from semi-structured interviews conducted in multiple sites across Georgia and
Missouri between 2016 and 2018. We find evidence that family members are often coerced
into paying their relatives’ fines and fees and
that monetary sanctions increase the financial
strain, emotional distress, and interpersonal
conflict that relatives experience.
Sy m b i o t i c H a rm s o f P u n i s h m e n t

Symbiotic harms refer to the unintended negative effects of punishment on the intimate associations of justice-involved individuals, specifically family (Condry and Minson 2020).
“Harms are symbiotic when they are enmeshed
and entwined within connections to others and
are more than vicarious—the experience of the
harms is altered by the symbiosis” (9). Because
of the interdependence that characterizes the
relationships between people convicted of
crime and their kin, punishment harms felt by
justice-involved individuals can have an impact
on family and vice versa. Symbiotic harms are
characterized by “their relational, mutual, non-
linear, agentic, and heterogeneous properties”
(2). Relationality refers to the fact that justice-
involved individuals have relationships with
kin and state punishment, but also that family
has a relationship with the criminal justice system. Mutuality refers to the ongoing process by
which harms caused to people convicted of
crime influence family and vice versa. Nonlinearity refers to the multiplicity of ways that
harms are experienced in their character and
intensity over time. Agency refers to purposeful
action by families as they negotiate punishment harms and relationships. Last, heterogeneity refers to how harms can be differently experienced. As currently conceptualized, the

r sf: t he russell sage f ou n dat ion jou r na l of t he so ci a l sciences

100

state mon eta ry sa nctions a n d the costs of the cr imina l lega l system

logic of symbiotic harms can subsume much
of the literature on the negative effects of punishment on family.
Most of the research on symbiotic harms focuses on incarceration, and most of the research on incarceration focuses on relatives’
indirect interaction with the criminal justice
system. For example, incarceration has been
shown to heighten the risk of divorce or separation (Lopoo and Western 2005). The intimate
partners of incarcerated men also experience
significant economic hardship (Carlson and
Cervera 1992). Sheri Walker (2011) finds that
women who have incarcerated partners are
more likely to receive welfare and food stamps
than those who do not. This hardship is likely
to persist on reentry given the negative effect
of a criminal record on obtaining employment
(Pager 2003). The incarceration of parents can
negatively affect children as well, resulting in
an intergenerational transmission of prison
disparities. For example, research has connected parental incarceration to detrimental
outcomes in children such as lower educational
achievement (Hagan and Foster 2012), heightened physical aggression (Wakefield and Wildeman 2011), and a greater risk of ending up in
foster care (Swann and Sylvester 2006). The
family of those incarcerated also confront
unique health risks. For example, incarceration
has been shown to worsen maternal mental
health (Wildeman, Schnittker, and Turney
2012). Research also demonstrates that young
women who have experienced parental incarceration report a higher body mass index than
their counterparts whose parents have not been
incarcerated (Roettger and Boardman 2012).
The negative consequences families confront
due to punishment are not isolated to indirect
interaction with the criminal justice system,
but also occur through direct contact.
Research demonstrates that partners and
children are often subjected to uncomfortable
experiences when visiting loved ones in prisons
and jails (Aiello and McCorkel 2018; Christian
2005; Comfort 2007, 2008). They experience
physical searches, long periods of waiting, and
the prohibition of certain personal belongings
(see Comfort 2007, 278). Inside prisons, family
and friends are compelled to engage in regimented behavior like those who are incarcer-

ated. They are “subjected to the same scrutiny,
general withholding of information, required
obedience of institutional rules, and periodic
reminders of their subordinate status” (Comfort 2007, 278). On release, partners may also
experience invasions of privacy, including having their cars and homes searched by police
and parole officers (Comfort 2008, 190). Alice
Goffman (2014) finds evidence of partners and
mothers of young men “on the run” in Philadelphia having their homes broken into, belongings damaged, and bodies shoved to the
ground by law enforcement. These women were
directly threatened with arrest, eviction, and
having their children taken away by police if
they did not provide information that could
lead to the whereabouts of the legally precarious men in their lives. In short, family and
friends are frequently harmed by punishment
through indirect and direct interaction with the
criminal justice system. However, most of this
research has focused on incarceration, investigating the most extreme effects of deprivation
of liberty on family (Comfort 2016, 64).
E x t e n d i n g Sy m b i o t i c H a rm s
to M o n e ta ry S a n c t i o n s

By focusing on the effects of incarceration on
family, most other forms of punishment, such
as monetary sanctions, have largely been ignored. However, monetary sanctions are vast
in scope. In the modern U.S. criminal justice
system, monetary sanctions are one of the most
common forms of punishment, assessed for a
variety of offenses at both the misdemeanor
and the felony level (Harris, Evans, and Beckett
2010; Martin et al. 2018). Further, LFOs are
unique among modern state sanctions in that
the direct costs of fines and fees can be endured
by people other than the convicted person
(O’Malley 2013). For example, a family member
cannot serve time in jail on behalf of a relative
but can pay their fines and fees. Julia Quilter
and Russell Hogg explicitly draw a distinction
between LFOs and other state punishments
when they write that “The law requires payment
[of monetary sanctions], but is indifferent to
who makes it. Unlike other penal sanctions,
which are personal in nature, the costs imposed by money sanctions are transferable”
(2018, 15). The vast scope and transferable na-
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ture of contemporary monetary sanctions function to stretch the costs of fines and fees far and
wide, beyond those convicted of crime. As a result, it is essential to study how LFOs harm the
relatives of justice-involved individuals.
People often pay the legal debt of their relatives (Katzenstein and Waller 2015). This includes a variety of costs, such as commissary
and telephone fees accrued while incarcerated;
court, probation, and jail fees; ankle monitor
and drug treatment fees; and restitution. Lily
Gleicher and Caitlin DeLong (2018) find that
more than half of respondents in a survey of
269 people with legal debt borrowed money
from family or friends to pay their LFOs. Likewise, Foster Cook (2014) examines survey data
across thirteen counties in Alabama and finds
that 55 percent of the 920 respondents relied
on family and friends to help pay their legal
debt.
Although disparate studies provide examples of parents, grandparents, children, siblings, and partners paying monetary sanctions,
research also shows that women relatives—especially mothers—are most likely to pay someone else’s LFOs (deVuono-powell et al. 2015).
For example, a recent study of commercial bail
finds that “Poor women of color . . . stand at the
center of predatory bail targeting” (Page, Piehowski, and Soss 2019, 159). Defendants rarely
have enough resources to enter bail contracts
by themselves. As a result, the women in their
lives, often mothers, become cosigners, which
exposes them to considerable financial liability.
Leslie Paik and Chiara Packard (2019) draw on
interviews with young people convicted of
crime and their parents, focusing on juvenile
justice fines and fees, not adult defendants.
They find that LFOs harm relatives by increasing negative emotions, financial strain, and
family conflict. In short, monetary sanctions
tether both justice-involved individuals and
their legally innocent relatives to the criminal
justice system (Harris 2016, 72; see also Fernandes, Friedman, and Kirk 2022, this volume;
Huebner and Giuffre 2022, this volume; O’Neill,
Smith, and Kennedy 2022, this volume; Sanchez
et al. 2022, this volume), placing them at risk of
being surveilled and harmed by agents of the
state.
We contribute to the literatures on symbi-
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otic harms and monetary sanctions by seeking
to answer the question of how monetary sanctions harm the families of adults with legal
debt. Specifically, we focus on the methods
families use to pay, the ways that court actors
leverage social networks to extract LFO payments, how these dynamics contribute to conflict within families and between family members and agents of the state, as well as what
happens when individuals do not have family
support to draw on.
Research Design

The data for this study were derived from semi-
structured interviews with 140 people with legal
debt and ninety-six court actors—judges, attorneys, clerks, and probation officers—in Georgia
and Missouri. As part of the larger Multi-State
Study of Monetary Sanctions, all interviews
were conducted between 2016 and 2018 (for
more information on the research design of the
larger project, see Harris, Pattillo, and Sykes
2022, this volume).
Interviews with people assessed fines and
fees and court actors were conducted across
thirteen field sites. In Georgia, research was
conducted in three counties—a large urban
county, a moderate-sized county, and a small
rural county—and three cities within those
counties. Each of the three counties has a superior court (felonies), a magistrate court (arraignments), and a probate court (traffic and
some misdemeanors). The large urban county
also has a state court that handles traffic and
misdemeanor offenses (instead of the probate
court, which handles only civil matters). Each
of the three cities has a municipal court that
handles traffic offenses, misdemeanor offenses, and city ordinance violations. In Missouri, interviews were conducted in seven field
sites: a large urban city and two rural counties,
each with a circuit court, and four areas each
with a municipal court. Missouri has forty-five
circuit courts, which are the primary trial
courts and typically operate from the county
seat. Circuit courts adjudicate misdemeanor,
felony, and civil cases with divisions for general,
juvenile, drug, and traffic courts. Within the circuit courts, municipal courts operate as special
divisions and hear traffic and city ordinance
violations.
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Data from both Georgia and Missouri were
included in this analysis because they have several key similarities, including court structures,
the criminalization of traffic violations, and the
use of private probation companies to supervise people convicted for misdemeanor offenses (Huebner and Shannon 2022, this volume). That said, in Missouri, some parking and
traffic offenses are classified as noncriminal
infractions but are still processed by the courts
and engender many of the same surcharges as
criminal offenses. In terms of monitoring and
collecting LFOs, probation officers in Georgia
are largely responsible for both tasks; in Missouri, the courts (through clerks and online
payments) and private collection agencies collect LFOs and probation officers track how
much people owe and evaluate their ability to
pay. Given the nonrandom nature of our interview data, we do not seek to make comparisons
between states or any other groups. Instead, we
aggregate our data, seeking a general understanding of how people describe how LFOs
harm families.
Our sample of people with legal debt is diverse along several demographic characteristics (see table 1). Participants range in age from
eighteen to seventy, the median being thirty-
six. Two-thirds of our sample are men (66 percent) and one-third are women (34 percent).
The split is almost even between participants
who identify as White (43 percent) and those
who identify as Black (47 percent), far fewer
identifying in other racial categories (10 percent). At the time of the interview, 42 percent
of the sample was employed. Exactly half of the
sample had both a misdemeanor and felony
level conviction. Regarding monetary sanctions, the median amount of LFOs assessed
among respondents falls between $2,001 and
$3,000. For comparison, the median monthly
household income for interviewees with LFOs
ranges between $1,001 and $1,250.1
The sample of court actors also varies by de-

mographic characteristics (see table 1). More
than half of the court actors we interviewed
were judges and probation officers, 31 percent
and 24 percent of our sample, respectively. The
remainder of our court actor sample comprises
defense attorneys (19 percent), prosecutors (10
percent), and clerks (16 percent). An overwhelming majority identify as White (84 percent). Racial diversity in our sample of court
actors from Georgia was slightly higher than
that in Missouri, however. Men and women
comprise 47 percent and 42 percent of our court
actor sample, respectively. Finally, the median
age for our sample of court actors is fifty.
All interviews were conducted in person.
These interviews were audio recorded and subsequently transcribed.2 Once transcribed, they
were imported into the qualitative software program NVivo. The coding process occurred in
two major phases. The first round used a closed
coding approach based on an established coding scheme created by the team of researchers
on the Multi-State Study of Monetary Sanctions
and implemented in all eight states. These
closed codes included broad categories such as
employment and personal networks. Researchers from each state read each interview line by
line, sorting relevant aspects of the interview
transcripts into their respective nodes, first for
the interviews with people who were assessed
LFOs then for those with court actors.
After the initial round of coding, we continued the coding process with the interview
transcripts. To capture instances and perceptions of familial harm as it relates to LFOs, we
ran a matrix coding query in NVivo, delimiting
our Georgia interview data with people who
owe legal debt to examine where text was
coded in both the personal networks node and
(one or more of) the six LFO nodes. The personal networks node includes, among other
things, general or specific conversations about
a respondent’s personal network or lack of
personal network such as their family mem-

1. The median amount of LFOs assessed and median monthly household income were computed after excluding
missing data and “I don’t know” responses.
2. This was true for all 140 interviews with people assessed fines and fees and ninety-four (of the ninety-six)
interviews with court actors. Two judges in Georgia did not consent to being audio recorded. In these two cases,
the interviewer took handwritten notes during the interview and subsequently typed their notes in narrative form
for later analysis.
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Table 1. Interview Sample of People with Debt and Court Actors in Georgia and Missouri, by
Demographic Characteristics
Demographic
Characteristics

People with Debt
(N = 140)

Percentage of
People with Debt

Court Actors
(N = 96)

Percentage of
Court Actors

State
Georgia
Missouri

60
80

42.86
57.14

50
46

52.08
47.92

Age
18–29
30–39
40–49
50–59
60–69
70–79
No response

46
40
29
23
1
1
0

32.86
28.57
20.71
16.43
0.71
0.71
0.00

3
22
11
28
9
3
20

3.13
22.92
11.46
29.17
9.38
3.13
20.83

Race
White
Black
Bi- or multiracial
Other
No response

60
66
5
9
0

42.86
47.14
3.57
6.43
0.00

81
11
1
2
1

84.38
11.46
1.04
2.08
1.04

Gender
Man
Woman
Transgender
No response

92
47
1
0

65.71
33.57
0.71
0.00

45
40
0
11

46.88
41.67
0.00
11.46

Marital status
Never married
Living with partner
Married
Separated-divorced
Widowed

74
17
22
23
4

52.86
12.14
15.71
16.43
2.86

—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—

Employment status
Employed
Unemployed

59
81

42.14
57.86

—
—

—
—

Conviction type
Felony
Misdemeanor
Both
No response

40
22
70
8

28.57
15.71
50.00
5.71

—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—

Job title
Judge
Prosecutor
Defense attorney
Court clerk
Probation officer

—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—

30
10
18
15
23

31.25
10.42
18.75
15.63
23.96

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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bers. The LFO nodes capture all conversations
about the payment of legal debt, consequences
for nonpayment, alternatives to payment, restitution, legal support, and specific costs associated with criminal justice contact such as
urine analysis tests and bail. We engaged in
open coding, identifying themes relevant to
familial harm and LFOs in the interview transcripts (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011). With
these themes in mind, we then engaged in focused coding and wrote integrative memos
seeking to connect disparate data and establish clear subthemes (Emerson, Fretz, and
Shaw 2011). We used the patterns identified in
our analytic memos to inform the subsequent
coding of the interviews with people who owe
LFOs from Missouri. To ensure that we did not
miss any important themes specific to Missouri, we also inductively coded the Missouri
data. This coding process was repeated for the
court actor interviews, with one exception.
Rather than performing a matrix query in
NVivo, we simply recoded the data located in
the debtor networks node from the first round
of coding. This node includes, among other
things, instances when a respondent talks
about debtor or defendant personal networks
(family, friends).
H ow Fa m i li e s Pay
M o n e ta ry S a n c t i o n s

In the analysis of the interview transcripts with
people who owe LFOs, we counted fifty-seven
unique instances when the interviewees clearly
identify the family member who provided the
financial support, whether direct or indirect.
Direct support refers to money from friends or
relatives for the payment of the fines and fees.
Indirect support refers to support in the form
of housing, childcare, transportation, or money
for monthly bills. It often helps people who owe

legal debt by allowing them to allocate their
money to the payment of their fines and fees.
In these cases, financial support can function
as an indirect payment of LFOs. Of the instances of financial support counted in the
transcripts, most (33 percent) entailed support
from mothers, followed by partners (23 percent), fathers and siblings (12 percent each),
friends and other (7 percent each), and children
(5 percent).3 These findings mirror other research showing that women often bear the
brunt of the impacts of monetary sanctions
(see, for example, O’Neill, Smith, and Kennedy
2022, this volume). Research shows that mothers provide the most support to people with legal debt (deVuono-powell et al. 2015) and
women, specifically mothers, grandmothers,
and sisters, provide the most financial support
to formally incarcerated people upon reentry
(Western et al. 2015).4
The analysis of our interview transcripts
provides insights not only into which family
members pay LFOs, but also into how they pay.
Like their justice-involved relatives, family and
friends often experience difficult financial situations. As Nia, a thirty-seven-year-old Black
woman, told us, “My mom, she tends to help
me some, but she has her own bills.”5 As a result, acquiring the money to pay their relatives’
fines and fees is not easy and functions as a
major social stressor (Harris and Smith 2022,
this volume). We found that families are often
forced to rely on burdensome strategies to help
pay legal debt, including taking out loans, using tax refunds, and pawning valuable assets
(deVuono-powell et al. 2015).
In one case, Josh, a twenty-seven-year-old
White man, relied on his mother’s help on multiple occasions. Eventually she was able pay off
the remainder of his debt from the time he was
convicted for driving with a suspended license.

3. If respondents said their parents provided support, we counted it as support coming from both a mother and
father. The categories mother and father include support from stepmothers and stepfathers, respectively. Partner includes support from married partners, nonmarried partners, former partners, and co-parents. Other included instances of support from an uncle, a grandmother, the parent of a nonmarried partner, and the nonmarried partner of a parent. In three instances, financial support was provided by a nonfamily member: a co-worker,
fellow incarcerated person, and stranger. These cases were excluded.
4. For more on family support, particularly from women, for people who experience low-level criminal justice
involvement, see Comfort 2016.
5. All names in this article are pseudonyms.
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But before she did so, she kept him out of jail,
paying his bail by pawning the title of her car
even though she was only weeks away from paying off her car loan. The original focus of this
study did not include bail as a monetary sanction. However, many respondents, especially
those assessed legal debt, discussed it when
asked open-ended questions about their experiences with LFOs and family assistance. We
therefore decided to include discussions of bail
in the analysis.
Josh: My mom’s actually kept me from going
to jail by pawning her title to her car.
Interviewer: Was that to pay bail or how did
she help you?
Josh: Yeah, well that was to pay my bondsman
because I went to show up for court and he
put me in handcuffs. He said, “You’re not
going to court. You’re going to jail.”
Interviewer: Oh wow.
Josh: Yeah, she talked to him. He took me to
his office. My mom come up there with the
money and paid it off.
Interviewer: Wow. She definitely helped you
out pretty big time then?
Josh: Yeah.
This put significant stress on Josh’s mother,
a symbiotic harm she otherwise would not experience. She needed the money for herself, but
Josh was unable to pay her back. It became a
source of financial and personal strain, as she
asked about the money, according to Josh, almost 24/7. During another interview, this time
with a probation officer, we were told that some
families may be so desperate to pay their relatives’ fines and fees that they are forced to rely
on their retirement savings: “a number of [people with debt] count on their parents still for
some level of support. . . . People cash in their
retirement.” In another case, Marie, a forty-t wo-
year-old Black woman, said that she was relying
on her daughter’s income tax refund to pay her
LFOs.
Marie: And my daughter said once she gets
her taxes this coming year she’s gonna go
ahead and pay it all off.
Interviewer: Oh wow. So, your daughter’s
gonna help you pay it off?

105

Marie: Yeah. Pay it off so when I get ready to
get off probation I won’t have that over my
head.
Interviewer: Nice. And is she gonna want
you to pay her back or is she just gonna . . .
Marie: No, she’s sweet. No. Because I do everything that I can do for my kids.
Although some family members provide financial support without expectation of repayment so their relatives with legal debt do not
have to pay their fines and fees, others function
as a source of credit. In other words, family
members will directly pay a relative’s fines and
fees, but demand to be repaid. For example,
Kevin, a twenty-three-year-old White man, relied on help from his girlfriend’s mother to
make his payments. As a result, he paid her, not
probation. “I mean I don’t have a credit card so
I use my girlfriend’s mom’s credit card. I just
give her the cash and she did it for me.” The
same logic guided part of the payment of Gwen’s debt. In addition to paying probation,
Gwen, a twenty-eight-year-old White trans
woman, also paid back her father by working
for him.
Interviewer: Most of how you were able to
pay it off, it sounds like, it came from you
working jobs. Did you have any other outside help? Family or friends?
Gwen: Yes, my dad.
Interviewer: Okay.
Gwen: Yes, ma’am.
Interviewer: How did he work it out with
you? Did he . . .
Gwen: He said I owed him money. He would
be like, you’re coming to work with me like
I do, Monday through Friday. I’d go . . . with
him and I work for him all week.
Interviewer: In a way working for him you’re
still kind of paying down the debt with
him?
Gwen: Yes.
Interviewer: Just not with the state?
Gwen: I work for free, yes. Yes.
The process of borrowing from others and
relying on credit cards to make LFO payments
effectively “converts the public obligation into
a private contractual one, a private debt” (Quil-
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ter and Hogg 2018, 15). Using credit cards to pay
legal debt also runs the risk of accruing interest, possibly resulting in a larger bill overall.
Furthermore, if this debt goes unpaid, it has
the potential to lower credit scores and foster
housing instability among justice-involved individuals and their relatives (Huebner and
Shannon 2022, this volume; Pattillo et al. 2022,
this volume).
In sum, like people who owe LFOs, family
members often find themselves in financially
precarious situations. As a result, they often
rely on onerous strategies to acquire money to
pay their relatives’ fines and fees. This can take
the form of emptying their retirement accounts, pawning car titles, using tax refunds,
or creating repayment plans. Regardless of how
families pay, monetary sanctions function to
harm the kin of people convicted of crime by
exacerbating financial strain and economic
hardship.
H ow Fa m i li e s Ar e Le v e r ag e d to
C o llec t M o n e ta ry S a n c t i o n s

Although family members do frequently pay
their relatives’ fines and fees, the extent to
which their payment is voluntary varies. For instance, some family members may be entirely
unencumbered in the payment of a relative’s
LFOs; others, like Josh’s mother, may be less
free because they are constrained by economic
circumstances themselves. Others still may
have little to no choice over their payment of a
relative’s fines and fees due to pressure from
court actors (Paik and Packard 2019, 21–22). Interviews with probation officers revealed clear
evidence that families pay legal debt as a result
of such pressure. Probation officers told us how
family was, is, and should be leveraged to collect LFOs. In the process of leveraging family
to collect legal debt, probation officers often
pressure family by threatening and using force
(such as incarceration) against their justice-
involved relatives if fines and fees go unpaid.
In this way, families are harmed, not just by the
financial burden of LFOs, but also by the coercion and strain accompanying contact with probation officers. For example, a White probation
officer with twenty years of experience talked
about how he and his colleagues used to put
pressure on family members in order to collect

monetary sanctions: “Back in the day when you
didn’t have all these programs you have now to
put people through, it pretty much if we want
to jack you up, we just get you a pretty hefty fine
and you had to pay it one way or another. Then
again, when it ends up happening you put pressure on the family ’cuz they’re the ones got to
come up with the money.”
Another White probation officer told of a
similar pattern. In response to a question about
changes to the amounts assessed and the process for recouping legal debt over the past thirteen years, he explained that he used to put
people in jail when they could not pay their
LFOs in order to pressure family members to
pay on their behalf.
I think if anything . . . back when I started,
we were a little more harsh on fee payments
and fine payments and other payments, and
in fact, very quickly to get yourself into some
trouble as an offender would be to get 90 days
or more behind, so I think about $90 at that
time . . . and we’ll occasionally have little
pushes from parole folks, you know, “Let’s
get all these people that are behind on fees,
and lock them up and let the family come
and pay that fee off and that can be their
money to get out of jail.”

By evoking the specter of incarceration, this
probation officer appears to have used state
force to induce people to pay their relatives’
fines and fees. Mary Pattillo and Gabriela Kirk
(2020, 66–70) argue that the use of force, especially threats of incarceration, to collect legal
debt is extortion. However, they discuss only
how court actors extort money directly from
people who are assessed fines and fees. Our
data build on this observation by showing that
state force is also deliberately used to extort
money from legally innocent family members.
We also found that this technique is still
used, corroborating evidence from a recent Human Rights Watch report on probation (Albin-
Lackey 2014) and extending scholarly research
on the strategies that probation officers use to
collect LFOs (Ruhland 2020). For example, a
probation officer told us that he currently leverages relatives to recoup monetary sanctions,
calling them at their homes with the goal of
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convincing them to pay. This probation officer
also told us how he talks to families about the
legal troubles facing their relatives because he
knows sometimes they “ain’t painting the
whole picture.” This tactic may function to sow
distrust between people with debt and their
families.
A lot of times, I’ll tell the defendant to . . .
talk to family members and they won’t do it
. . . So, I’ll get the phone number, I’ll talk to
them. I’ll say we need your help here. If both
parents say I don’t have the money, I’m retired, I’m on Social Security whatever, so on
and so forth. I just say well, I just need to let
you know what we’re dealing with here ’cause
I know sometimes your son or daughter ain’t
painting the whole picture for you. You need
to understand what they’re up against. If you
can help, or somebody else can, then certainly we can do that.

Threats of force for nonpayment are included in these telephone calls. “I will call up
family members . . . I say listen, Jane here is
telling me she can’t make these payments, I’m
very concerned ’cause I’m gone take her back
before the court and she don’t comply, I don’t
know what the court’s gonna do here.” Because
of these threats, family members perceive that
if they do not pay their loved one’s fines and
fees then their relative may be incarcerated.
That was the stated motivation for why Alice’s
daughter, Jasmine, paid her LFOs. Alice, a forty-
six-year-old Black woman, related the following
exchange:
Alice: My daughter paid . . . for me. She came
to court and made an agreement with the
judge that she would pay it off and they let
me out on probation.
Interviewer: So, the payments . . . You said
your daughter was helping you. . . . She paid
the $100 a month?
Alice: She paid it. She paid it . . . She paid it
for her mommy. Yes . . . She didn’t want me
to go to jail and you know, she looked out
for me. She know I didn’t have anything.
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In short, extortion is not a relic of the past
but instead an enduring feature of the monetary sanctions regime.
Besides contacting family directly and
threatening force if LFOs go unpaid, court actors in some cases can simply transfer funds
away from family to be used toward the payment of legal debt. For example, in many states,
including Missouri, money deposited into commissary accounts by family members can be
legally diverted to pay monetary sanctions (Katzenstein and Waller 2015).6 During our fieldwork in Missouri, a White probation officer
with nineteen years of experience told us how
he legally diverts money, provided by family,
away from commissary accounts to be used instead toward the payment of fees. This often
engenders a flurry of letters from people in
prison wondering where their money has gone.
“Especially the first time mom sends in 100
bucks and $3 goes to their canteen, because we
hold the other $97, then they’re pretty ticked.
And also, I’ll start getting calls from mom. . . .
Yeah, she’ll like, ‘I’m sending this money and
y’all are keeping it.’ I can’t discuss the fees with
mom, ‘This is his deal. You need to talk to him
about it.’”
In addition to telling us how he legally diverts money away from families to pay relatives’
fees, this probation officer also told us that
when family members are concerned about
their money being taken and used for purposes
they did not agree to, he is not obligated to talk
to them. As a result, although family members
can be leveraged by the state, often coercively,
to pay someone else’s LFOs, they have no form
of formal recourse for expressing their grievances.
Leveraging family has been used in the past
as well as in the present to collect legal debt,
but it also is perceived as a viable technique
for the future. One probation officer told us
that he wished he had more authority to coerce relatives into paying LFOs. Again, the tactic he describes is extortion. “If we had the
leverage we had years ago it might make it little bit easier, at least we think that in our
minds. It used to work a long time ago. . . . I’d

6. Missouri Code Regulations (Mo. Code Regs.), Title 14 § 80-5.020, “Intervention Fee Procedure,” https://
www.sos.mo.gov/cmsimages/adrules/csr/current/14csr/14c80-5.pdf (accessed August 13, 2021).
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like to see the courts, probably maybe use a
little bit more. Here again, put them in jail two
or three weeks, just to see if that would work.
See if any family members would come up
with some money. I think we could get some
money that way.”
In sum, probation officers frequently leverage relatives to collect legal debt. Family members often lack agency as probation officers
pressure them to pay. If families cannot pay,
their loved ones may be threatened with force
(such as incarceration). This tactic is not isolated to the distant past, but actively used and
considered a viable technique for the future. In
short, families are coerced, often positioned as
targets of extortion by probation officers. We
also found that in some cases court actors may
simply divert familial money away from commissary accounts to be used instead toward the
payment of LFOs. As true of exploiting welfare
clients’ social networks in fraud investigations
(Headworth 2019), appropriating social ties to
enforce payment of LFOs is ubiquitous. The use
of social ties to collect fines and fees results in
many harms against families beyond economic
hardship such as emotional distress and
strained and fractured relationships. In particular, monetary sanctions harm families by
causing interpersonal conflict.
H ow M o n e ta ry S a n c t i o n s
Cau s e C o n fli c t

Interpersonal conflict is often a function of
criminal justice contact. In her fieldwork, Alice Goffman (2014) finds that the partners and
mothers of young men “on the run” are often
threatened by law enforcement, subsequently
sowing fear and strain in the relationships of
these young men. Likewise, being assessed legal debt and relying on support from family
is shown to lead to stress, anxiety, strained
relationships, and conflict within families
(Harris 2016; Kaplan et al. 2016; Paik and Packard 2019; Pleggenkuhle 2018). For example, a
White probation officer explained that defendants often rely on family to pay their legal
debt. However, as we described earlier, family
members rarely have extra money that they
can allocate toward the payment of a relative’s
fines and fees. This dilemma can lead to conflict within the family.

People that are really struggling and they
have to go to their family members, obviously
that’s definitely some tension there because
some of these families don’t have the money
to give them. . . . A lot of these families, court
costs . . . and stuff like that, some of these
families don’t have that money to pay for
their children, their babies, and you can tell
it drives some tension. Especially when I receive calls from mom like, “Why is my baby
incarcerated? How am I going to pay for him
to get out?” Stuff like that. There’s definitely
some friction.

As this respondent recounted, relatives
sometimes experience tension and friction in
their relationships because payments are due,
but they are unable to provide adequate financial support to their loved ones with fines and
fees. As a result, some family members try contacting court actors, emotionally seeking help
regarding the payment of their relatives’ legal
debt. Monetary sanctions can also provoke conflict between people with LFOs and family because money that was previously used for
shared household expenses gets reallocated toward the payment of fines and fees. For example, Rick, a thirty-nine-year-old White man,
told us that he would often get into disagreements with his mother and sister because his
LFOs hindered his ability to pay his share of the
rent and other bills.
I was living with my mother. I was thirty years
old, thirty-five years old . . . I’d go home to
my mother and my sister. They want money
for rent. They want this, that, and the other.
I was a waiter at the time, so I’d go get a new
job . . . I wouldn’t have enough money to give
my mom and them, satisfy them on their
needs. I tried to explain that to them, “Well,
I gotta get this fine back on track.” At the end
of the day, I’d save eight or ten bucks to go
get a fifth of vodka to relieve my stress. I’d
give my mom and my sister . . . a couple hundred dollars, save up a few dollars to go give
[city X] their 50 bucks or $75 or $100, whatever I had given them. Then I’d go sit in the
basement. I’d start to get drunk. My mom
would come down and she’d find me getting
drunk. Then she’d be like, “I don’t want to
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have fucking alcohol on my property. You
should’ve gave me that $10. We got bills to
pay, blah blah blah.” What would she do?
She’d call the cops. “I don’t want him here.”
The cops would come. What would happen?
I’d get arrested. What would happen? I’d get
charged with trespassing. Off to jail I go. I get
another fine. Then it was just problem after
problem.

Rick’s experience reveals the intricate relationship between legal debt and family conflict,
and also how these factors influence people’s
housing situations. In their article on the housing instability and LFO nexus, Mary Pattillo
and her colleagues (2022, this volume) argue
that housing instability can lead to family and
household conflict, which can in turn lead to
criminal justice contact and LFOs. These LFOs
subsequently function to worsen credit and
hinder people’s ability to save resulting in further housing instability. Our data, however,
demonstrated by Rick’s story, show that the
causal arrow can also run in the opposite direction. Specifically, LFOs can lead to housing instability through family conflict. Housing instability in turn results in more LFOs. Rick’s
legal debt made it difficult for him to contribute
to household expenses. This frustrated his family, especially his mother. Combined with Rick’s
drinking, the frustration his mother felt about
their financial situation boiled over into conflict. Rick was kicked out of his house and subsequently arrested, saddled with even more
fines and fees.
A prosecutor told us that his years of experience showed him that “It’s not uncommon for
family members to be involved in the payment
of fines. . . . It wouldn’t surprise me if there’s
some intrafamily conflict that results from a
family member lending . . . money.” This is especially true in the case of posting bond, as we
saw with Josh’s mother. Rather than waiting in
jail for an arraignment, defendants can post
bond. This burden, however, often falls on family members, especially mothers (Page, Piehowski, and Soss 2019). Family and friends will
vouch for their relatives, posting the money
needed to get them out of jail and ensuring that
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they will be present for their arraignment.
Sometimes, however, defendants will take advantage of this support by absconding from
their court appearance after their release. Families are subsequently left on the hook, “bring
them to court or you’re paying their fine for
them” a prosecutor told us. This often leads to
conflict.
I have seen situations where a family member will post a property bond for somebody
and then that somebody takes off. So then
they get this nice, lovely letter from the court
that says, “Hey, just so you know, the person
you assured would be in court and you posted
your property against did not show up for
court. Do you want to come in and pay cash
for that or do you want us to file a lien against
your property?” And then the family has to
deal with that . . . I’ve had the experience of
hearing from those folks that are like, “Yeah,
nephew Johnny, I can’t believe that [son of a
bitch]. I bailed him out of jail and then he
took off with his girlfriend to Seattle and
we’ve never heard from him since,” or
whatever.

Legal debt causes conflict not only between
justice-involved individuals and their family,
but also between legally innocent family and
court actors, extending the reach of the criminal justice system into the household. In Missouri, family is often used to assess whether
justice-involved individuals are able to pay their
monthly probation fee. A probation officer told
us that it is policy across the entire state of Missouri to collect financial documentation reporting the income of every family member who
lives with the individual they are supervising.
This includes any relative by blood or marriage
such as parents, grandparents, spouses, siblings, and children. If a household’s total income is above the federal poverty guidelines,
the individual’s fees cannot be waived.7 The
probation officer said, “our definition based on
the agency’s policy is the household income . . .
so everybody in the house, you gotta get the
check stubs from them to verify the income to
determine if the household is indigent and

7. Mo. Code Regs., Title 14 § 80-5.020.
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can’t pay.” This process can result in conflict
between legally innocent household members
and court actors: “If [people who owe LFOs]
bring in documentation, their household income and it shows they’re indigent, we enter
the waivers . . . Now if they refuse to bring it in,
we can’t waive that because they’re expected to
bring that documentation. We’ve had resistance from quite a few people, because the people in their household think it’s none of [our]
business, ‘None of the state’s business what my
income is,’ so they won’t bring those waivers in.
So we do get quite a bit of resistance from people on that.”
Notice that despite the power probation officers wield, family members still try to exercise
some degree of agency, engaging in informal
“resistance to some of the damaging effects” of
monetary sanctions (Condry and Minson 2020,
12). This is clearly articulated when the respondent describes how probation officers face “resistance” from family in response to the use of
household finances as a method for determining a justice-involved individual’s ability to pay.
In sum, monetary sanctions often cause interpersonal conflict within families. People
with legal debt and their families rarely have
extra money that can be allocated toward the
payment of fines and fees. As a result, tension
and frustration builds as families try to pay
monetary sanctions and other expenses, such
as rent. Legal debt also fosters friction between
family and court actors. In short, interpersonal
conflict is another harm families endure because of fines and fees.
W h e n Fa m i ly I s A b s e n t

When people with LFOs cannot pay their fines
and fees, family often picks up the slack. However, not everyone has social ties they can rely
on to help pay their legal debt. When family
support is unavailable, justice-involved individuals face additional pressure, functioning
to sustain and reproduce inequality. Alexes
Harris (2016) makes this point when discussing
deferred prosecution. Deferred prosecution refers to clearing a defendant’s criminal record
upon successfully completing an entire sentence, including paying all legal debt, within
one year of conviction. This is much easier for
people who have resources and family support

than for those who do not. “Someone who has
a stable income or whose family members have
wealth can afford to fulfill his or her legal and
financial obligations within one year and qualify for a deferred prosecution” (66). Those who
lack family assistance, however, tend to get
trapped in a cycle of perpetual criminal justice
contact.
A fifty-one-year-old White defense attorney
mentioned family support when he told us the
strategies people use to pay their fines and fees.
He specifically mentioned that without help
from family and friends, people who owe LFOs
are often disadvantaged.
Interviewer: So, for defendants in these situations, what do they rely on most, would
you say?
Defense Attorney: Friends and family for
the most part.
Interviewer: Does that seem to work for
them?
Defense Attorney: Well, it does. And if they
have no friends or family, they’re in a bad
predicament.
For example, Michelle, a forty-three-year-old
White woman, talked about how, without a husband who could provide support at the time she
was convicted, she felt pressure to sell drugs so
she could make money and pay her legal debt:
“I think it’s ridiculous that I was [assessed] that
amount of money. They told me they didn’t
want me selling drugs, well how do you think
I’m going to pay this? And me a convicted drug
felon, and come home, and support two kids,
and I have no husband, and you want me to pay
$360,000. I’m just saying.”
In addition to directly paying legal debt, relatives also indirectly facilitate the payment of
fines and fees by providing their loved ones
with, among other things, housing, transportation, childcare, and money for monthly bills.
Not having family that can provide such indirect support frequently puts defendants in a
bind. For example, Jenn is a forty-eight-year-old
widow taking care of her eleven-year-old son
Matthew by herself. For her several misdemeanor traffic offenses, such as driving with a
suspended license, she was sentenced to probation and assessed fines and fees and commu-
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nity service. Her probation was eventually revoked, however, and she was sent to jail for a
subsequent lane violation and for driving without insurance. She lost her house when she
went to jail and is currently homeless, frequently moving from place to place with her
son. During conversations with her probation
officer, Jenn was told that if she did not complete her community service, she would have
to increase the amount she was paying toward
her monetary sanctions.
Interviewer: Okay . . . talk me through a situation where that happened. Like what did
the probation officer say?
Jenn: You haven’t got your hours in yet. You
need to do, give me any more hours this
week or you’re going to have to be doubling
up on your fine to kind of equal it up.
Interviewer: So like one week you didn’t go
ten hours? So they’d have you pay?
Jenn: An extra, like they want you to pay an
extra payment . . . They always said, to kind
of equal it up, to make it, if you can’t work
this much, you need to pay more to kind of
make it look like you’re trying to, I don’t
know what. To make it look good for who,
I don’t know . . .
Interviewer: So, making extra payments
wasn’t necessarily because you were behind
on payments? But behind on community
service hours?
Jenn: Yes, yes.
Coming up with the extra money for fine
payments was difficult for Jenn. She was bringing in only about $1,000 a month, money used
to take care of herself and her boy. Performing
her community service, however, was also not
an option. Jenn lacked the necessary indirect
support for childcare that would have allowed
her to adequately perform her community service.
Because [the probation officer] was like, “do
you want to go back to jail? That’s what’s fixing to happen if you don’t get this community service done like today,” and I tried to
make her understand I don’t mind doing it
at all. I like going to do it. Because a lot of
times working at the Salvation Army I got to
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get my little extra clothes and all kind of
stuff. So I didn’t mind going at all. But with
me, like having went and [her son is] only in
fifth grade, he can’t watch himself. So when
I’m working it’s hard for me to get people to
watch him like, just to do community service
when I’m already having to pay people to
watch him while I’m working and we don’t
really have any family really. So, it’s just hard.

In sum, not all people with legal debt have
family that they can rely on to help pay their
fines and fees. We find that such individuals
seem to be at a greater risk of getting trapped
into a cycle of perpetual criminal justice contact, ultimately functioning to sustain and reproduce class inequality (Harris 2016, 155–56).
Thus, although fines and fees often harm families, the support they provide can also function
to mitigate the pains of punishment felt by people who are assessed legal debt.
D i s c u s s i o n a n d c o n c lu s i o n

How do monetary sanctions harm the families
of adults with legal debt? Nearly 250 semi-
structured interviews in Georgia and Missouri
reveal evidence that family members are often
coerced by probation officers to pay their relatives’ legal debt. If families cannot pay, their
relatives may be threatened with force such as
incarceration. Besides the potential loss of freedom for people assessed fines and fees, being
threatened to pay a relative’s LFOs by agents of
the state engenders emotional distress and fear
among family members. Further, when family
send money to their loved ones while incarcerated, their funds may be legally diverted to paying LFOs. Not surprisingly, being assessed legal
debt and relying on help from relatives can sow
conflict between people who owe LFOs and
their family and between family and court actors. The most obvious harm inflicted on families by monetary sanctions, however, is financial strain. Families rarely have extra money to
lend to their relatives for payment of fines and
fees. As a result, they often resort to burdensome methods of acquiring the money such as
emptying their retirement savings and pawning
the title of their cars. These payment strategies
ultimately exacerbate the economic hardship
that families experience.
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This research contributes to the literature
on the negative effects of punishment on family, or symbiotic harms (Condry and Minson
2020). Most studies on symbiotic harms have
focused on incarceration (Comfort 2016, 64),
and for good reason. During the second half of
the twentieth century, the United States saw an
explosion in the size of its incarcerated population. The effects of this growth permeate to
people beyond those locked behind bars.
Through indirect and direct interaction with
the criminal justice system, families are often
harmed, suffering economic hardship, poor
mental and physical health, and strained intimate relationships. For example, Megan Comfort (2007) describes how family members visiting loved ones in prisons and jails are subjected
to the same types of control, such as being targeted for physical searches, as their justice-
involved relatives. Symbiotic harms, however,
are not isolated to incarceration but can result
from, among other things, “arrest, trial, and
community sanctions” (Condry and Minson
2020, 2). To this list, we add monetary sanctions.
Despite a growing literature on criminal justice fines and fees, research on the relationship
between LFOs and family is underdeveloped.
This lack is unfortunate considering the vast
scope and transferable nature of contemporary
monetary sanctions function to stretch their
costs far and wide (Harris, Evans, and Beckett
2010; Martin et al. 2018; O’Malley 2013; Quilter
and Hogg 2018), making fines and fees especially likely to harm family and friends. One
notable exception to the lack of research is a
recent study by Leslie Paik and Chiara Packard
(2019). They find that LFOs harm relatives by
increasing negative emotions, financial strain,
and family conflict. They rely, however, on interviews with young people convicted of crime
and their parents, ultimately focusing on juvenile justice fines and fees. We built on this research by providing one of the first focused
studies on how fines and fees harm the families
of adults with legal debt.
We find that LFOs function to tether legally
innocent relatives, most of whom are women,
to the criminal justice system (Harris 2016, 72;
see also Fernandes, Friedman, and Kirk 2022,
this volume; Huebner and Giuffre 2022, this vol-

ume; O’Neill, Smith, and Kennedy 2022, this
volume; Sanchez et al. 2022, this volume). In
some cases, relatives, for no reason other than
that they live in the same house as someone
who has been assessed LFOs, can have their
financial information collected and scrutinized
by probation officers. In Missouri, a household’s total income, not just the income of the
person convicted of the crime, can be used to
assess whether someone has the ability to pay
their legal debt. What is more, court actors actively leverage family and friends to collect
LFOs. Probation officers told us that state force
(such as threats to incarcerate people with legal
debt) was, is, and should be used to extract
wealth from relatives. As a result, court actors
purposefully extort money from legally innocent family members (Pattillo and Kirk 2020).
In short, the contemporary monetary sanctions
regime is one that harms families across multiple life domains, hindering the emotional,
economic, and interpersonal well-being of legally innocent people. Although families are
harmed by the current use of fines and fees, we
also find that they tend to mitigate some of the
harm experienced by their justice-involved relatives. In other words, those without family
support tend to suffer more from fines and fees
than their familied counterparts. The former
have a greater chance of getting trapped in a
cycle of perpetual criminal justice contact, ultimately functioning to sustain and reproduce
class inequality.
The findings of this research inspire normative concerns as every legally innocent “person
has a prima facie moral right not to be harmed”
(Condry and Minson 2020, 13). To mitigate the
harm on family caused by legal debt, first, we
suggest eliminating legal penalties for nonpayment. “Individuals who are not able to pay
LFOs should not face subsequent criminal consequences such as incarceration, extended
court supervision, or probation revocation or
unsatisfactory termination” (Shannon et al.
2020, 279). A consequence of this policy would
be to reduce coercive tactics used by court actors against family and the emotional distress
such tactics cause. For example, probation officers would no longer be able to engage in extortion by pressuring family through threats to
incarcerate their loved ones. Second, we also
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suggest decoupling familial and household finances from assessments of indigence and
ability to pay. As a probation officer from Missouri told us, if a household’s total income is
above the poverty line, a person’s fees cannot
be waived. This increases the amount of money
people with legal debt are ultimately responsible for paying. But, given that family frequently provides financial support (Cook 2014;
Gleicher and DeLong 2018), it also indirectly
increases the economic hardship of legally innocent relatives. As a result, familial and household finances should not be used to assess indigence and ability to pay.
A few limitations of this study are significant. First, we did not interview family members of people with LFOs. Instead, we rely on
our interviews with justice-involved individuals
and court actors to marshal evidence of how
family and friends are harmed by monetary
sanctions. Future research should take up the
task of including family members during data
collection efforts. Second, our sample of people
with legal debt was selected to maximize cases
where justice-involved individuals had difficulty paying LFOs. As a result, our sample does
not capture people who rely on family for assistance and in doing so escape further entanglement in the criminal legal system such as
probation supervision. Third, our data on court
actors were limited by the fact that some court
actors (prosecutors) were reluctant to speak
with us. Some of the reasons for this reluctance
include a lack of time, distrust of the researchers, and fear of litigation and public scrutiny
(despite repeated assurances of confidentiality).
To conclude, monetary sanctions are a common form of punishment in the current U.S.
criminal justice system, assessed for a variety
of offenses at the both the misdemeanor and
the felony level. The harms they cause are not
isolated to the people convicted of crimes, however. Instead, they spread through social networks, negatively influencing family and
friends. The current use of fines and fees engenders tension and strain in the interpersonal
relationships of relatives, exacerbates emotional distress and economic hardship, and encourages probation officers to coerce legally innocent family members.
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