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Fathers who are in prisons and jails are not just convicts.
They are parents too.
—Dr. Creasie Finney Hairston,
Dean, Jane Addams College of Social Work,
University of Illinois-Chicago

By 2000, theincreasein divorce and childrearing out of wedlock resulted in lessthan
half of children growing up with two parents in the household (Ventura 1995; West-
ern 2000; Edin 2000). Today athird of all birthsinthe U.S. areto unmarried parents,
and many of these children will never live with their fathers (Ventura 1995; Western
2000). Eighty percent of African American children will spend at |east a portion of
their childhood without aresidential father (United States Department of Health and
Human Services 1999). However, there is another contributor to this growing phe-
nomenon of absent fathers: incarceration. Thethree strikes laws, truth in sentencing
provisions, and the abandonment of parole boards have all increased the duration of
prison sentences, raising incarceration rates by as much as 36% between 1980 and
1996 (Blumstein & Beck 1999, 43; Mumola 2000). This expansion of the penal
system does not appear to be strongly related to crime rates but is instead rooted in
policy shifts closely connected with federal and state governments' “war on crime”
and “war ondrugs.” The Justice Policy Institute found that the imprisonment of drug
offenders has grown at an alarming rate over the past two decades, even when com-
pared to the generally explosive growth of incarceration in the U.S. during that time.
Although the rates of drug consumption are roughly equal among white American
and African American populations, blacks are imprisoned for drug offenses at 14
times the rate of whites (Mauer 1999; Sampson & Lauritsen 1997); consequently
African American children are disproportionately morelikely to beleft fatherless due
to incarceration than their Caucasian counterparts.

The impact of male incarceration on parental relationships and child well-being has
received little systematic empirical study (Hagan & Dinovitzer 1999). The lack of
research on incarcerated fathers and their families is not surprising because inmates
are marginalized in American society and are often viewed as non-supportive der-
elicts, not fathers. Furthermore, there has not been substantial research conducted on
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the influence fathers have on a child’'s devel opment. Past research studies primarily
focused on mothers’ influence on child well-being; the reason for this gendered
research approach may be linked to mothers’ perceived role as “biological connec-
tion rather than a socia construct” (Amenus 1995). It is common in father-absent
literature that the position of the father is subordinated to a secondary caregiver role,
usualy in terms of financial support or nonsupport, or in terms of the problem they
present rather than the resources (i.e. emotional) they provide (Hairston 1996; Hairston
1998). During the late 1980's and 1990's when much of this literature evolved into
abroader, moreinclusive paradigm of specific parenting roles, relations and involve-
ment, the father-child relationship emerged as important and a father’s absence was
seen as having negative impacts on child devel opment.

The number of incarcerated fathers of dependent children, for whom the father had
some responsibility prior to admission, is growing. Parenta responsibility must be
understood broadly. While traditional measures of paternal involvement assessed
father’s presence and activity residing within the home, when paternal responsibility
and more specifically, paternal involvement is so narrowly defined, paternal involve-
ment is largely unmeasured and under-measured (Johnson 1998). Success in the
provider role and sustaining residence with their children throughout their minor
statuses has become increasingly difficult for fathers in every socioeconomic strata
to sustain. Poor, marginally-educated fathers are especially vulnerable to failure as
sustaining providers and co-residentsin their children’shomes. They are also highly
likely to beincarcerated fathers. The African American community is disproportion-
ately impacted by this trend. In 1990, the nonprofit Washington, D.C.-based Sen-
tencing Project found that on an average day, onein every four African American men
ages 20-29 was either in prison, in jail, or on probation/parole (Mauer 1990). Ten
years later, the ratio had grown to one in three. Consequently, in the present prison
population, African Americans constitute almost half and are the majority in prisons
in most states. Black children (7%) are nearly 9 timesmorelikely to have aparent in
prison than white children (.8%); however, the dearth of knowledge on the psycho-
logical, social and behavioral impactsincarceration has on fathers, their children and
their families of origin aswell asprocreationisparticularly striking. To better under-
stand the aforementioned effects, one must explore the barriers that incarcerated
fathers face in establishing or maintaining positive relationships with their families.
Before embarking on the examination of six factors that serve as barriers to paternal
involvement among the incarcerated: legal, correctional facility security, proximity,
relationship with the mother of child, communication and psychological, we must
first present the context of the discussion.

In 1997, an estimated 1,699,312 men were incarcerated in federal and state prisons

andinjails. These men tend to be poor, undereducated, and unemployed; had family
histories of substance involvement, crime, and violence; themselves had histories of
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substance abuse, violence and repeat offenses; were apt to be unmarried; and were
overrepresented with racial/ethnic minorities. They are also likely to be fathers of
minor children. For the most part, these men continue to be viewed by their families
and to view themselves as parents. Some were active parents before incarceration,
whether or not they were married to or living with the mothers of their children
(Wright & Seymour 2000). This paper focuses on these fathers. 1n 1990, there were
936,500 children with parents in prison, which dramatically increased to 1,498,800
children at the end of 1999. A majority of state (55%) and federal (63%) prisoners
reported having a child under the age of 18. As a result, there were an estimated
336,000 U.S households with minor children affected by the imprisonment of a
residential parent. Most incarcerated fathers have never been married to the mother
of one or more of their children or are not currently married (Hairston 1989, 1995;
Lanier 1987; Hairston 1998). The mean number of children per father isalittle more
than two. The percentage of imprisoned men with two or more children ranges from
40% to 69%.

The exponential increase in the number of black men in prison coupled with histori-
cal and media representation of parental irresponsibility among African American
men, positive images and roles among black fathers are suspect. Under much resis-
tance, theimage of a black father within the African American home was only intro-
duced to the American public during the 1970’s through the popular sitcom, Good
Times. Consequently, it can be said that public attitudes of black fathers, especially
those that are unmarried, contain depictions of non-contributors to the emotional or
financial well-being of their children prior to their admission to a correctional insti-
tution. However, research studies of unmarried African American fathershave shown
that a substantial number spend time with their children and in their physical care
and have strong emotiona attachments even when they do not, or are not able to,
provideregular financial support (Freeman 1989; Cortez 1979; Johnson 2000, 1998).
Furthermore unmarried African American men are more involved with their children
than their counterparts among other racial and ethnic groups (Johnson 2001; Lerman
1993; Seltzer 1991; Stier & Tienda 1993; Coley 2000).

Barriersto Paternal I nvolvement

Legal Barriers. Children are not always permitted to visit their incarcerated parents.
Many correctional facilities have regulations that do not permit children to enter
them. In African American and other ethnic minority cultures, the extended family
and fictive kin play significant roles in childrearing and family support (Martin &
Martin 1978; Stack 1974). Within the African American community, it is equally
likely for amale partner to share a household with awoman and assume the paternal
responsibilities for children for whom heis not biologically or legally recognized as
father. This creates a potential legal barrier for non-biological and/or non-legal
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parents to see their children while incarcerated “fictive” or non-biological fathers
must be granted legal permission to see their children (Davis 2000). Given that
caregivers are not necessarily biological parents or relatives, fictive kin and ex-
tended family members can be denied visitation from their children unless accompa-
nied by a parent or legal guardian.

Correctional Facility Security. Correctional facility security is both intimidating
and frightening. If the child is permitted to visit, visiting hours are often limited and
most institutions do not have adequate facilities for parents to interact with their
children. Visiting an inmate is along process; visitors are usually frisked and their
packages and personal effectsare opened and searched. They may berequired to wait
for alarge portion of the alotted visiting period while correctional personnel “find”
the incarcerated parent. Moreover, depending on the facility, inmates are prohibited
from having physical contact with family members, especialy their children. They
cannot hold their kids on their arms or sit them on their laps. Often, inmates and
visitors can only speak to one another through a thick plate of glass. If children are
noncompliant or unruly, the visitisoften curtailed. Asawhole, visitorsaretreated as
unwel come gueststo be barely tolerated and more often asintrudersto be keptinline
through humiliation and intimidation (Hairston 1995a; Hairston 1996; Hairston 1998).
The children of incarcerated parents rely on caregivers to facilitate visitation; how-
ever, they are oftentimes deterred by the hostile conditions of the correctional facili-
ties.

Proximity. The most obvious consequence of incarceration is its incapacitative
effect (Western & McLanahan 2000). Incarcerated fathers are sequestered from soci-
ety, thusalienated from their children and families. Incarcerated fathersarelimited as
active participantsin the lives of their children. Unableto participate in care of their
children, incarceration hinders these fathers' ahbility to maintain and build positive
father-child relationships (Davis 2000). Sixty-three percent of incarcerated male
parents had families within 400 miles of the parent’s prison, which is approximately
atwo-day round trip (McPeek & Tse 1988). Asa corollary, many families choose to
visit once aweek or less. Furthermore, over sixty percent of state prisons are located
inrural areas, making them difficult to reach by public transportation and potentially
limiting custodial parents’ or primary caregivers aternativesfor bringing achild for
prison visits.

Even fathersincarcerated in city jails and detention centers are often out of reach for
their minor children. Because these facilities are usually regarded as “ holding facili-
ties,” they often are not equipped to accommodate minor children. Dueto delaysin
court dates, transferring to state or federal prisons and overcrowding of jails, these
“holding facilities’ become long-term (Hairston 1998).
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Relationshipswith the Mother of Child and Family of Origin. Over 90% of incarcer-
ated fathers reported that at least one of their children lived with their mothers.
Incarcerated fathers are morelikely to be single or never married (Wright & Seymour
2000). Separate rooms where romantic partners can congregate are extremely rare
and even when available provide limited or no privacy. Over time, the lack of
emotional and physical connection between inmates and their partners may sever
their romantic relationships. Mothers who do not sustain resilient relationships with
theincarcerated fathers of their children arelesslikely to missaday of work, and pay
expensive transportation costs for ashort, one-day visit to the correctional facility for
themselves or children. Resentment among mothers may develop because all of the
parental and household responsihilities, once shared, are now placed on their shoul-
ders. However, if the mother has found a new mate, her likelihood to visit also
drastically diminishes. Incarcerationislikely to be asignificant detriment to sustain-
ing family relationships, contributing to marital strain (Western & McLanahan 2000;
Edin 2000).

Recent studies also suggest that single mothers are reluctant to marry or live with
fathers of their children, if thefather hasahistory of incarceration (Edin 2000; Waller
1997). Thus, the stigma of incarceration significantly reduces the socia status of a
young man and signals his undesirability to possible marriage partners. Therefore,
incarceration is likely to deter family formation both directly, by making it more
difficult for fathers to live with their children, and indirectly, by reducing fathers
employment prospects and earnings capacity (Western & McLanahan 2000).

Communication. It is assumed that incarcerated fathers can contact their children
and families as needed. However, most families from which theincarcerated fathers
originate are poor and collect callsfrom correctional facilitiesare expensive. Collect
callsfrom jails and prisons cost the receiving household as much as three times more
than a collect call placed from a pay phone by a person not incarcerated, and five to
six times more had the call been made from aresidential phone (Davis 2000; Hairston
1998). Hairston (1998) reported that many families resent what they perceived as a
price gouging by telephone companies and the correctional institutions that share
the profits from prisoner collect calls. In addition to the limited timeframe in which
collect calls can be made, inmates usually cannot receive incoming calls. Because
there are usually a limited number of accessible phones for outgoing calls for an
increasing population of incarcerated parents, the telephone may not be available for
use for each inmate desiring to call during the allotted timeframe. When calls are
made, the inmates are not permitted to leave messages.

Letters and written correspondences are often discouraged because many correc-

tional institutions carry an external label on mail warning outsiders of its origins that
is embarrassing for the receiving families. Furthermore, if the inmate has literacy
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problems, written correspondence via mail is futile.

Psychological. Incarcerated fathers* cannot engagein their children’sdaily care nor
can they be present to assure their children’s safety. They have no control over their
own jobs or income and are not likely to have much to contribute to their family’s
financial support” (Hairston 1998). Many inmates express afeeling of being cut off
or buried, when they areinjail. Thethreat that a stepfather or boyfriend will eventu-
ally replace them is awell-founded one. The feeling of isolation and dispensability
of which there are drastic changes to hisidentity, a negative self-image emergesor is
further exaggerated. Asacorollary, anincarcerated father islikely to withdraw emo-
tionally from the life/lives of his children, replicating the physical removal from his
family (Davis2000). Furthermore, if anincarcerated father has adistant relationship
with his children, heislikely to experience depression (Hairston 1998). The stigma
of incarceration can produce strong feelings of shame and anger, for both inmates and
their families (Hagan & Dinovitzer 1999).

Although these men arein prison, they are still fathers, and the hopes and dreams for
their families and children, although limited by the realities of confinement, are still
the same as traditional fathers. Prisoners that have strong family ties have a greater
chance of success once released. For fathers who have not established relationships
with their children, knowing how to start a relationship can be difficult, particularly
if the relationship with their current or former partner is strained due to their incar-
ceration (Hairston 1998). However, since most of fathers are nonviolent offenders
(i.e. drug related felonies) (Mumola 2000) that carry lengthy sentences, waiting until
one “gets out” to establish arelationship with their children is not a viable option.

Impact on theWell-being of the Child

In general, children without active and involved fathers are more likely to drop out of
schooal, join gangs, become sexually active, use drugs and alcohol, commit crimes
and have lower earnings as adults. Children who interact with their incarcerated
parents only once a month or less develop substantial emotional needs (McPeek &
Tse 1988). Studies show that positive paternal involvement, for boys and girls, is
closely associated with a lower incidence of disruptive behavior, more responsible
behavior, and thus more pro-social, positive moral behavior overall (Pruett 2000;
Jeffries et al. 2001; Davis 2000; Simmons 2000; U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services 2000; Gadsden & Rethemeyer 2001). A mgority of these fathers
grew up without their fathers, witnessed parental substance abuse and more than one-
third experience the incarceration of an immediate family member (Seymour 1998)
and want a better life for their children.

It should be noted that not all incarcerated fathers want to maintain or establish
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relationships with their families during their imprisonment and after their release.
Moreover, not all fathers should be in contact with their children because not all
children benefit from a relationship with an incarcerated parent. However, most
inmates want relationships with their children and most children want relationships
with their fathers. Therefore, policymakers have to make provisions that would help
maintain and foster positive father-child connections conducive to that end for the
forgotten parent: fathers behind bars.
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