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      Considering Risk and Resiliency Among 
Children of Incarcerated Parents                     

     Kristin     Turney      and     Britni     L.     Adams   

                  Velma McBride Murry, Erin Block, and Na Liu (Chap.   2    ) draw attention to an 
important puzzle: How do  African American boys  , many of whom have a high risk 
of experiencing adversity, survive and thrive in  childhood   and  adolescence  ? 
Drawing on  Bronfenbrenner’s   ( 1994 ) ecological systems theory and Lerner’s 
( 2002 ) relational  developmental   systems model, Murry and collaborators discuss 
different domains—including  academic outcomes  ,  behavioral outcomes  , and  men-
tal health   outcomes—in which  African American boys   experience comparatively 
deleterious outcomes. The authors also use these frameworks to discuss how—
despite adversities such as  poverty  ,  exposure to violence  , and  neighborhood    disad-
vantage  —African American boys often develop normatively. The focus is on 
contextual characteristics of  African American families   and communities to high-
light how they prepare young boys to successfully face adversity. In particular, 
Murry and colleagues highlight the role of the family, especially parents, and other 
adults who can monitor, communicate, and connect with these boys to facilitate the 
transference of positive values related to school, future-oriented behavior, and emo-
tional control, as well as how family members can minimize adverse reactions to 
hardship. The authors conclude by suggesting that current developmental theories 
should be revised to highlight the strategies that African American families utilize 
to facilitate resiliency. 

 We use the conceptual framework put forth by Murry and colleagues (Chap.   2    ) 
to discuss one type of adversity disproportionately experienced, not just by  African 
American boys  , but by African American children more generally:  parental incar-
ceration  . Parental incarceration is an important type of adversity to consider because 
it is unequally distributed across the population and because existing research sug-
gests that it can have deleterious consequences for children’s  academic outcomes  , 
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 behavioral outcomes  , and  health outcomes   (for reviews, see Eddy & Poehlmann, 
 2010 ; Foster & Hagan,  2015 ; Johnson & Easterling,  2012 ; Murray, Farrington, & 
Sekol,  2012 ; Travis, Western, & Redburn,  2014 ; Wildeman, Wakefi eld, & Turney, 
 2013 ; Wildeman & Western,  2010 ). We suggest that, despite the fact that African 
American children are more likely than children of other race/ethnic groups to expe-
rience  parental incarceration  , African American children are not a monolithic group 
and, instead, children in this group have differential risks of being exposed to  paren-
tal incarceration  . We also suggest that these differential risks of being exposed to 
parental incarceration might shape African American children’s responses to paren-
tal incarceration. In focusing on both differential risks and differential responses, 
we highlight how risk and resiliency, particularly among  African American boys  , 
can work in concert to produce benefi cial or deleterious outcomes. 

 This chapter proceeds as follows: First, we describe trends in  incarceration   in the 
United States, focusing on trends in  parental incarceration   and on race/ethnic 
inequalities in these trends. Second, through an examination of population-based 
data from the 2011–2012 National Survey  of   Children’s Health (NSCH) (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention National Center for Health Statistics,  2013 ), we 
describe the demographic, socioeconomic, and behavioral characteristics that shape 
 African American boys  ’ risks of being exposed to parental incarceration. We do this 
by grouping children into the following categories: children with a relatively low 
risk of  experiencing   parental incarceration, children with a relatively moderate risk 
of experiencing  parental incarceration  , and children with a relatively high risk of 
experiencing parental incarceration. Third, we discuss what might make African 
American boys resilient to parental incarceration. Finally, we discuss how risk and 
resiliency may jointly matter for children’s  well-being   and conclude with sugges-
tions for researchers, policymakers, and  practitioners   to help youth successfully 
face adversity. 

    Trends in Exposure to  Parental Incarceration   

  Incarceration   rates in the United States, though recently stabilized, have increased 
dramatically throughout the past 4 decades (Wakefi eld & Uggen,  2010 ). In 1970, 
about 100 per 100,000 individuals in the population were incarcerated in  state or 
federal prisons . Today, that number stands at 478 per 100,000 individuals in the 
population. The number stands at 623 per 100,000 individuals ages 18 and older; 
904 per 100,000 men; 2805 per 100,000  African American men  ; and 6746 per 
100,000 African American men ages 30–34 years old (Carson,  2014 ). These num-
bers, striking as they are, tell us nothing about individuals incarcerated in local jails, 
who comprise a substantial proportion of the incarcerated population, or individuals 
who have been recently released back to their families and  communities  . 

 Additionally, as the majority of inmates have children, the past 4 decades have 
witnessed increasing numbers of children—especially  minority   children and poor 
children—who are exposed to parental incarceration (and, in particular,  paternal 
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incarceration  ). Currently, about 2.6 million children nationwide have a parent 
in local jails, state prisons, or federal prisons (Pettit,  2012 ). Exposure to parental 
incarceration is not equally distributed across the population and is instead concen-
trated among minority and poor children. For example, even among the most disad-
vantaged  White children  , those whose parents dropped out of high school, parental 
incarceration is far from commonplace. About 7 % of these children experience 
 paternal incarceration   and 1 % experience  maternal incarceration   by age 14. This is 
in stark contrast to African American children’s exposure to parental incarceration. 
Among African American children with parents who dropped out of high school, 
50 % experience paternal incarceration, and 5 % experience maternal incarceration 
by age 14 (Wildeman,  2009 ). Taken together, these numbers suggest that, in the 
United States, there are children and adolescents who are especially vulnerable to 
 parental incarceration  .  

    Considering Variation in Risk to Parental Incarceration 
Among  African American Boys      

 It is well known that African American children, compared to their counterparts of 
other race/ethnic groups, are at greater risk of exposure to parental incarceration. 
However, it is important to understand heterogeneity within African American chil-
dren. African American children (as well as children of other race/ethnic groups) 
have different risks of experiencing parental incarceration. Some children—based 
on the demographic, socioeconomic, and behavioral characteristics of their par-
ents—have relatively low risks of experiencing parental incarceration. Other chil-
dren, though, have relatively high risks of experiencing parental incarceration. We 
explore this heterogeneity in risk to inform resiliency among youth. We focus on 
African American boys, in particular, as they are the focus of this volume. This is 
an especially important group to study the consequences of parental incarceration, 
as African American children experience  incarceration   at much higher rates than 
other children (e.g., Wildeman,  2009 ) and there’s evidence that boys experience 
more negative consequences of parental incarceration than do girls. Some research 
fi nds that  sons   of incarcerated fathers are especially vulnerable to behavioral prob-
lems,  high school dropout  , delinquency and criminal activity,  depressive symp-
toms  , and  mortality   (e.g., Haskins,  2015 ; Wildeman,  2010 ; for a review, see Foster 
& Hagan,  2015 )      .  

    Data 

 To understand the differential risks of experiencing  parental incarceration   
among  African American boys  , we use data from the 2011–2012 National 
Survey  of   Children’s Health (NSCH) (Centers for Disease Control and 
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Prevention National Center for Health Statistics,  2013 ). The NSCH is a cross-
sectional probability sample of 95,677 non-institutionalized children ages 
0–17 in the United States. The survey was conducted via telephone between 
February 2011 and June 2012. The sample was selected with list-assisted ran-
dom-digit dialing, which was used to identify households with children ages 
0–17, and was stratifi ed by state and telephone type (landline or cell phone). 
Sampling weights adjust for the sampling design and survey non-response. 
Additional details about data collection have been described elsewhere (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention National Center for Health Statistics,  2013 ). 
The large sample size of the 2011–2012 NSCH allows for an examination of a 
typically diffi cult-to-reach population, children of incarcerated parents. The 
sample is large enough that it allows us to consider characteristics of  African 
American boys  , specifi cally (N = 4559).  

    Measures 

 Our key measure,  parental incarceration  , indicates the focal child ever lived 
with a parent or guardian who served time in jail or prison after the child was 
born. This measure necessarily only captures the  incarceration   of a  residential 
parent  , which almost certainly underestimates parental incarceration. However, 
examining residential parent incarceration is especially important because prior 
research suggests these children suffer more deleterious consequences than 
their counterparts who experience the incarceration of a  non-residential parent   
(e.g., Geller, Cooper, Garfi nkel, Schwartz-Soicher, & Mincy,  2012 ). About 12 % 
of children in the analytic sample (i.e.,  African American boys  ) were exposed to 
the  incarceration   of a  residential parent  . 

 The analyses also rely on a number of demographic, socioeconomic, and 
behavioral characteristics. Demographically, a binary variable indicates the 
child’s biological parents are married. Socioeconomic characteristics include the 
following variables, all reported by the parent respondent: parental educational 
attainment (less than a high school diploma, high school diploma or GED, more 
than high school), parent is employed, family often has diffi culty getting by on its 
income, household member receives welfare, household member receives WIC, 
household income below the  poverty   line, and parent owns home. Behavioral 
characteristics include the following parent-reported variables: parent in fair or 
poor  health  , household member smokes inside the home, and  neighborhood   is 
always safe for the child. Children’s adverse experiences, reported by the parent, 
include the following: parental  divorce   or separation, parental death, witness of 
 parental abuse  , witness or victim of  neighborhood violence  , household member 
has a  mental health   problem, and household member has a drug or  alcohol   prob-
lem. Finally, children’s characteristics include age (ages 0–6, ages 7–12, and ages 
13–17) and low birth weight.  
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    Analyses 

 We use information on demographic, socioeconomic, and behavioral characteristics 
to group  African American boys   into three groups: children with low risks of experi-
encing  parental incarceration  , children with moderate risks of experiencing parental 
incarceration, and children with high risks of experiencing parental incarceration. 
Categorizing children into these groups is a two-step process. First, we use logistic 
regression and all covariates described above to generate a propensity score that nec-
essarily ranges from 0 to 1. Children with propensity scores closest to 0 have the low-
est risks of experiencing parental incarceration, and children with propensity scores 
closest to 1 have the highest risks of experiencing  parental incarceration  . Second, 
based on their propensity scores, we group children into three similarly sized groups. 
Children in the lowest third of the distribution of propensity scores, those with the 
lowest risks of experiencing parental incarceration, have propensity scores between 0 
and 0.05. Essentially, these children have between a 0 and 5 % chance of experiencing 
 parental incarceration  . Children in the middle third of the propensity score distribu-
tion, those with relatively moderate risks of experiencing  parental incarceration  , have 
propensity scores greater than 0.05 and up to and including 0.10 (or, essentially, 
between a 5 and 10 % chance of experiencing parental incarceration). Children in the 
top third of the distribution of propensity scores, those with the highest risks of expe-
riencing parental incarceration, have propensity scores greater than 0.10 and up to and 
including 0.90 (or, essentially, between a 10 and 90 % chance of experiencing parental 
incarceration). These analyses are the fi rst step of the heterogeneous treatment effects 
approach to causal inference described elsewhere (see, especially, Xie, Brand, & Jann, 
 2012 ; for an application to  maternal incarceration  , see Turney & Wildeman,  2015 ).  

    Results 

 In Table  1 , we present demographic, socioeconomic, and behavioral characteristics 
for children in three groups: those with a low risk of  experiencing   parental incar-
ceration (28 of whom did experience parental incarceration and 1317 of whom did 
not experience  parental incarceration  ), those with a moderate risk of experiencing 
parental incarceration (94 of whom did experience parental incarceration and 1632 
of whom did not experience  parental incarceration  ), and those with a high risk of 
experiencing parental incarceration (337 of whom did experience parental incar-
ceration and 1151 of whom did not experience parental incarceration). We see strik-
ing group differences across all covariates. For example, 66.8 % of children in the 
low-risk group have married parents, compared to 27.6 % of children in the 
moderate-risk group and 10.9 % of children in the high-risk group.
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   Children in the low-risk group also experience socioeconomic advantages com-
pared to their counterparts in the other two groups. Among children in the low-risk 
group, 14.5 % have parents with less than a high school diploma; in the other two 
groups, about one-quarter of children have parents with less than a high school 
diploma (23.1 % in the moderate-risk group and 26.6 % in the high-risk group). 
Children in the low-risk group are also more likely to have employed parents 

   Table 1    Descriptive statistics by risk of experiencing parental incarceration, sample restricted to 
African American boys   

 Low risk  Moderate risk  High risk 

 0–5 %  5–10 %  10–90 % 

 Parent married to child’s biological father  66.8 %  27.6 %  10.9 % 
 Parent educational attainment 
   Less than high school  14.5 %  23.1 %  26.6 % 
   High school diploma or GED  28.8 %  39.3 %  41.4 % 
   More than high school  56.7 %  37.7 %  32.0 % 
 Parent employed  92.2 %  83.0 %  66.1 % 
 Family often has diffi culty getting by on its 
income 

 0.1 %  6.4 %  16.3 % 

 Household member receives welfare  0.0 %  5.2 %  34.4 % 
 Household member receives WIC  5.7 %  19.1 %  18.8 % 
 Household income below poverty line  1.5 %  30.6 %  52.1 % 
 Parent owns home  91.5 %  43.7 %  29.0 % 
 Parent in fair or poor health  4.1 %  13.2 %  26.0 % 
 Household member smokes inside home  0.0 %  5.6 %  20.3 % 
 Neighborhood always safe for child  60.0 %  53.4 %  44.5 % 
 Parental divorce or separation  0.0 %  16.0 %  43.8 % 
 Parental death  0.0 %  5.7 %  15.0 % 
 Witness of parental abuse  0.0 %  1.4 %  23.5 % 
 Witness or victim of neighborhood violence  0.0 %  9.6 %  34.0 % 
 Household member mental health problem  1.3 %  4.3 %  19.4 % 
 Household member drug or alcohol problem  0.0 %  0.0 %  30.0 % 
 Child age 
   Ages 0–6  42.4 %  38.3 %  26.3 % 
   Ages 7–12  30.2 %  32.9 %  38.7 % 
   Ages 13–17  27.4 %  28.9 %  35.0 % 
 Child born low birth weight  10.9 %  14.9 %  15.6 % 
 Parental incarceration  28  94  337 
 No parental incarceration  1317  1632  1151 

   Notes : Analyses based on data from the 2011–2012 National Study of Children’s Health (NSCH). 
Sample restricted to non-Hispanic Black boys (N = 4559). Low-risk children have between a 0 and 
5 % chance of experiencing parental incarceration, moderate-risk children have between a 5 and 
10 % chance of experiencing parental incarceration, and high-risk children have between a 10 and 
90 % chance of experiencing parental incarceration.  
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(92.2 %, compared to 83.0 % in the moderate-risk group and 66.1 % in the high-risk 
group). They are less likely to have parents who report diffi culty getting by on their 
income (0.1 %, compared to 6.4 % in the moderate-risk group and 16.3 % in the 
high-risk group) and less likely to live in households with incomes below the  pov-
erty   line (1.5 %, compared to 30.6 % of children in the moderate-risk group and 
52.1 % of children in the high-risk group). 

 There are also vast group differences in the experience of adverse  childhood      events 
aside from  parental incarceration  . Children in the low-risk group, almost across the 
board, have experienced no adverse childhood events. However, children in the high-
risk group often experienced many of these adverse childhood events. Children in this 
group were more likely than their counterparts to experience other forms of father 
absence such as parental  divorce   (43.8 %, compared to 0 % of children in the low-risk 
group and 16.0 % of children in the moderate-risk group) and parental death (15.0 %, 
compared to 0 % of children in the low-risk group and 5.7 % of children in the mod-
erate-risk group). Children in this group were also more likely to witness  parental 
abuse   (23.5 %, compared to 0 % of children in the low-risk group and 1.4 % of chil-
dren in the moderate-risk group) and/or witness or be the victim of  neighborhood 
violence   (34.0 %, compared to 0 % in the low-risk group and 9.6 % in the moderate-
risk group). They are also more likely than their counterparts to live with a household 
member who has a  mental health   problem (19.4 %, compared to 1.3 % in the low-risk 
group and 4.3 % in the moderate-risk group) and/or a  substance abuse   problem 
(30.0 %, compared to 0 % in both the low- and moderate-risk groups). 

 Taken together, these descriptive analyses suggest that  African American boys   
face different risks of exposure to  parental incarceration   based on the demographic, 
socioeconomic, and behavioral characteristics of their parents, with some African 
American boys being relatively unlikely to experience parental incarceration and 
other African American boys being relatively likely to experience parental incar-
ceration. These descriptive analyses also extend prior research, the vast majority of 
which focuses on differences between African American children and other chil-
dren, to consider the variability within African American children.  

    How Variation in Risk May Structure Responses to  Parental 
Incarceration   

 In response to the growing number of children exposed to parental incarceration, as 
well as children’s unequal risks for experiencing parental incarceration, a burgeoning 
literature describes the  intergenerational consequences of incarceration  . By and 
large, using a variety of data and methodological techniques, this research fi nds that 
parental incarceration, especially  paternal incarceration  , is associated with deleterious 
educational, behavioral, and  health outcomes   in children (for reviews, see Eddy & 
Poehlmann,  2010 ; Foster & Hagan,  2015 ; Johnson & Easterling,  2012 ; Murray 
et al.,  2012 ; Travis et al.,  2014 ; Wildeman & Western,  2010 ; Wildeman et al.,  2013 ). 
The vast majority of existing research, though, is focused on the following question: 
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Does parental incarceration affect children? This question is an important starting 
point for understanding the intergenerational  consequences   of incarceration. But 
much less research considers processes of risk and resiliency, despite strong reasons 
to believe that children have different risks for experiencing parental incarceration 
and that children may be differentially affected by  parental incarceration  . 

 This variation in risk of exposure to parental incarceration, as demonstrated above 
with the descriptive data, may structure children’s responses to parental incarceration, 
as children are not equally affected by parental incarceration (Turanovic, Rodriguez, & 
Pratt,  2012 ). Although an empirical examination of how risk is associated with 
children’s responses to parental incarceration is not possible with these cross-
sectional NSCH data, existing work sheds light on this possibility. Recent research 
by Turney ( forthcoming ) uses data from the  Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
study  —a broadly representative sample of children born to mostly unmarried par-
ents in urban areas (of which about three-quarters are race/ethnic  minorities  ) that is 
commonly used to study the intergenerational  consequences   of parental incarcera-
tion—to consider the heterogeneous effects of  paternal incarceration   on 9-year- old 
children’s problem behaviors and cognitive skills. (For research on the heteroge-
neous effects of  maternal incarceration  , see Turney & Wildeman,  2015 .) This 
research fi nds that the variation in children’s risks of experiencing paternal incar-
ceration—with some children very unlikely to experience paternal incarceration and 
other children very likely to experience paternal incarceration—structures children’s 
responses to paternal incarceration. Children with relatively low risks of exposure to 
paternal incarceration experience the most severe consequences stemming from this 
exposure. Alternatively, children with relatively high risks of exposure to paternal 
incarceration experience relatively few  causal  effects from the exposure. These high-
risk children are resilient to the deleterious consequences of paternal incarceration. 
However, this resiliency should be interpreted cautiously because these children 
experience an array of disadvantages that may simply mute the effects of paternal 
incarceration (and not necessarily facilitate resiliency). Although this existing 
research utilizes a mostly  minority   sample to examine how variation in risk struc-
tures resiliency, it does not focus on  African American boys   specifi cally. We suspect 
the fi ndings would hold if we were to consider only African American boys, as there 
is little evidence of race/ethnic differences in the effects of  paternal incarceration   on 
children’s  well-being   (see, for example, Haskins,  2014 ; Turney & Haskins,  2014 ), 
but future research should investigate this  possibility  .  

    Toward a Joint Consideration of Risk and Resiliency 

 Children have different risks of being exposed to  parental incarceration   and these 
risks may shape children’s responses to parental incarceration. Existing research 
about  protective interventions   for youth considers the role of prosocial  mentors  , 
parental monitoring, sibling support, and parental support and warmth (Crosnoe & 
Elder,  2004 ; Li, Stanton, & Feigelman,  2000 ; Rutter,  1987 ; Werner,  1992 ; 
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Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, & Notaro,  2002 ). Additionally, more formally 
 structured programs  —school programs and skills training,  community   centers, 
counseling services, and religious institutions—facilitate  social capital   among 
youth (Werner,  1992 ; for a review, see Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller,  1992 ) and/or 
serve as an extension of family  resources   and monitoring (Murry & Brody,  1999 ). 
These different  interventions   and programs can shield youth from the negative con-
sequences of adversity. However, given research about the  intersectionality   of expe-
riences, researchers, policymakers, and  practitioners   may want to consider how 
children’s resiliency to  parental incarceration  —and the  policies   and practices that 
foster resiliency—might depend on children’s risk factors. For example, effective 
policies and practices geared toward children with a relatively low risk of being 
exposed to parental incarceration may be very different than effective  policies   and 
practices geared toward children with a relatively moderate or relatively high risk of 
being exposed to  parental incarceration  . 

 Children with a low risk of  experiencing   parental incarceration, who may experi-
ence the most deleterious consequences of parental incarceration, may benefi t from 
a reduction in incarceration rates. For these children, it may be helpful to consider 
relying on  criminal justice interventions   other than  incarceration   for low-level 
offenders (e.g., decriminalizing possession of marijuana and other petty offenses). 
These children may also benefi t from family interventions, as evidence suggests 
that parental incarceration may be a critical turning  point   in the life course of these 
youth. This group might benefi t from monetary  resources   that aid in the transition 
to  parental   incarceration or from resources that help family members left behind 
establish new functional routines for youth. For example, affordable childcare may 
become critical for parents who depended on their partner’s income before incar-
ceration. Moreover, parents left behind may need help navigating their new roles as 
both mothers and fathers (in terms of providing both support and discipline to their 
children) and, in the absence of other familial support, their new roles in managing 
all aspects of households (e.g., bill paying, grocery shopping, transportation). 
Finally, these families might benefi t from additional  resources   to navigate the crimi-
nal justice system for visits, phone calls, and court dates, as well as  mental health   
resources to assist in  coping   with the uncertainty with this system. 

 Children with a high risk of  experiencing   parental incarceration may also benefi t 
from reduced  incarceration   rates and the  support services   described above, but these 
children may need additional  resources   that facilitate resiliency. These children have 
already experienced so much adversity and instability that  parental  incarceration   is 
generally not destabilizing; therefore, protective strategies might be more centered on 
their daily lives rather than parental incarceration itself. For example,  interventions   
might include fi nding these children a stable home with economic  resources   and emo-
tional support.  Interventions   could also consider integrating children into  kinship care   
with supplemental income and encouraging prosocial infl uences (e.g.,  parental warmth   
and monitoring). These children might also benefi t from  exile strategies  , through pro-
social placements (rather than through the  juvenile justice system  ) that remove them 
from their environments and place them with caregivers who can provide the intensive 
parenting and love needed to connect with them (Howes & Spieker,  2008 ).  
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    Conclusions 

 Although African Americans are disproportionately exposed to  incarceration   in the 
United States, and African American youth are disproportionately exposed to 
 parental incarceration  , this group is diverse in demographic, socioeconomic, and 
behavioral characteristics that shape their exposure to parental incarceration. Using 
data from the 2011–2012 National Survey  of   Children’s Health (NSCH), we show 
that  African American boys   with a high risk of  experiencing   parental incarceration 
are also more likely to experience parental  divorce   and/or death, witness  parental 
abuse  , witness or be the victim of  neighborhood   crime, and be living in  poverty  . 
These same experiences are relatively rare among African American boys with a 
low risk of experiencing  parental incarceration  . We discuss how resiliency may vary 
among a seemingly homogenous group. Therefore, programs and  policies   created to 
help youth successfully engage with adversity should consider their diverse life 
circumstances and environments to provide more appropriate  resources   across the 
variation of risk. Future research on youth resiliency should continue to explore the 
link between differential risks and differential responses to understand variations in 
how youth are resilient despite the formidable challenges they face.        
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