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Conducting In- Depth Interviews with Jailed 
Fathers and Their Family Members

Kristin Turney

Alongside the rapid rise of incarceration in the United States is a bur-
geoning literature documenting the challenges faced by formerly 
incarcerated individuals reentering the community after a jail or prison 
spell. Indeed, this research shows that formerly incarcerated individuals 
face substantial difficulties upon release. Formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals often confront obstacles to securing a place to live, experience 
barriers to employment, and encounter challenges desisting from sub-
stance abuse (Harding et al. 2014; Leverentz 2014; Western et al. 2015; 
Western 2018). Formerly incarcerated individuals are often placed under 
correctional supervision— such as probation or parole— that necessitates 
an extended and continual surveillance (Phelps 2013).

Though the challenges experienced by individuals reentering the 
community after incarceration are well documented— particularly in 
domains of housing, employment, and health— it is less well understood 
how reentry affects the family life of formerly incarcerated individuals 
and how it affects the family members of formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals. Indeed, currently and formerly incarcerated individuals do not 
exist in isolation; they are connected to families as parents, current and 
former romantic partners, and children. Therefore, the consequences of 
incarceration— and the corresponding processes associated with reentry 
back into the community— extend to the family members connected to 
the incarcerated (Comfort 2008). This, in combination with the con-
centration of incarceration among already socially and economically 
marginalized families, means that incarceration has profound implica-
tions for structuring of social and economic inequality across families 
(Wildeman and Muller 2012).
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Indeed, similar to the growing research on the challenges faced by 
formerly incarcerated individuals, there has been a corresponding in-
crease in research documenting both the prevalence and consequences 
of being connected to a currently or formerly incarcerated individual 
(for reviews, see Comfort 2007; Wakefield and Uggen 2010; Wildeman 
and Muller 2012; Wildeman and Western 2010; also see Braman 2004; 
Christian this volume; Comfort 2008, 2016; Goffman 2009; Nesmith 
and Ruhland 2008; Nurse 2002; Siegel 2011; Turanovic, Rodriguez, and 
Pratt 2012; Turney 2014a, 2014b; Turney and Wildeman 2013; Wakefield 
and Wildeman 2013). For example, women who share children with for-
merly incarcerated men, compared to those who share children with 
men who have not been incarcerated, report employment difficulties 
and economic strain (Bruns 2017; Schwartz- Soicher, Geller, and Garfin-
kel 2011), impaired relationship quality (Turney 2015), poor- quality co- 
parental relationships (Turney and Wildeman 2013), and physical and 
mental health challenges (Wildeman, Schnittker, and Turney 2012). Fur-
thermore, a parallel literature documents inequalities in the educational, 
behavioral, and health outcomes between children who do and do not 
experience paternal incarceration (for reviews, see Eddy and Poehlmann 
2010; Foster and Hagan 2015; Johnson and Easterling 2012; Murray, Far-
rington, and Sekol 2012; Travis, Western, and Redburn 2014; Turney and 
Goodsell 2018; Wakefield and Uggen 2010; Wildeman, Wakefield, and 
Turney 2013; Wildeman and Western 2010).

Despite this growing literature documenting the challenges endured 
by family members of currently and formerly incarcerated men, several 
important gaps remain. For example, little is known about the processes 
through which incarceration leads to deleterious outcomes for parents, 
romantic partners, and children. These processes— though certainly de-
pendent on both the type of connection to the incarcerated individual 
(e.g., parent, romantic partner, child) and the specific outcome variable 
(e.g., health, economic well- being)— likely entail some combination of 
stigma, stress, and strain (Haskins and Turney 2017). Relatedly, little is 
known about heterogeneity in the family- level processes associated with 
incarceration and reentry and, specifically, how these heterogeneous 
processes change during and after incarceration.

Against this backdrop, the Jail and Family Life Study— a longitudinal 
and qualitative data collection effort that comprises 123 families who 
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have experienced paternal incarceration— was designed to understand 
the collateral and potentially countervailing consequences of jail incar-
ceration for incarcerated fathers and their family members. The over-
arching research questions include the following: First, what are the 
processes through which paternal incarceration affects families and 
children? Second, how do these processes change during and after in-
carceration? Third, how do these processes vary across social groups 
(for example, fathers in pretrial detention compared to fathers serving a 
jail sentence, or fathers living with their children prior to incarceration 
compared to fathers not living with their children prior to incarcera-
tion)? The Jail and Family Life Study answers these research questions 
by conducting in- depth interviews with incarcerated fathers; conduct-
ing in- depth interviews with the family members of these incarcerated 
fathers (including but not limited to children, current and former ro-
mantic partners, and mothers of fathers); and by conducting in- depth 
follow- up interviews with fathers and family members after fathers are 
released.

The purpose of this chapter is to document the challenges— and 
 feasibility— of interviewing jailed fathers and their family members. The 
chapter proceeds as follows. First, I review literature that documents the 
prevalence of family member incarceration. Second, I suggest that jail 
incarceration, in particular (and in contrast to prison incarceration), is 
an important and understudied aspect of the criminal justice system 
with unique implications for the well- being of individuals and their 
family members. Third, I describe the Jail and Family Life Study, paying 
particular attention to sampling, recruitment, and interview protocols 
and, more generally, to the feasibility of conducting this type of research. 
Fourth, I describe challenges to navigating access to jailed fathers, an es-
pecially vulnerable population, and their family members, highlighting 
the similarities and differences in challenges across accessing these two 
groups. Finally, and relatedly, I discuss challenges associated with inter-
viewing multiple members of the same family. These challenges include 
the interrelated processes of navigating strained relationships among 
family members, building rapport with interconnected individuals, and 
maintaining between-  and within- family confidentiality of all partici-
pants. Taken together, this chapter provides a road map for accessing 
a difficult- to- reach and vulnerable population and highlights how this 
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road map may be useful for accessing other difficult- to- reach and vul-
nerable populations.

Prevalence of Family Member Incarceration

Incarceration in the United States is a phenomenon characterized by 
its concentration among already marginalized individuals. The rapid 
growth, though recent stabilization, in incarceration means that a histor-
ically unprecedented number of individuals are exposed to incarceration 
and, correspondingly, family member incarceration (Patillo, Weiman, 
and Western 2004; Wakefield and Uggen 2010).

Being connected to an incarcerated family member is not an uncom-
mon event for individuals, particularly women, in the United States. Re-
cent research provides the first nationally representative accounting of 
connectedness to incarcerated individuals in the United States. Using 
data from the 2006 General Social Survey (GSS), researchers document 
the prevalence of connectedness to an incarcerated person, with connect-
edness being defined as (1) knowing someone who is currently impris-
oned, (2) having a family member who is currently imprisoned, (3) having 
someone you trust who is currently imprisoned, or (4) having someone 
from your neighborhood who is currently imprisoned (Lee et al. 2015). 
The findings show that the prevalence of connectedness to an incarcer-
ated person is high for all race/ethnic and gender groups considered, but 
that black women are particularly likely to experience the spillover conse-
quences of incarceration. Nearly half (44%) of black women are connected 
to an incarcerated person (a number that is almost certainly an underesti-
mate because the questions about “imprisonment” exclude jail incarcera-
tion). This stands in sharp contrast to the prevalence among white women 
(12%), black men (32%), or white men (6%). Furthermore, other research 
documents the relatively high prevalence of romantic partner incarcera-
tion among urban women. Recent research using data from the Fragile 
Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a cohort of urban parents who gave 
birth around the turn of the century, show that nearly one- fifth of mothers 
shared a child with a father who had experienced jail or prison incarcera-
tion in the past two years (Turney 2014b).

Children have also experienced the consequences of the prison boom 
in the United States. More than 2.6 million children have a parent, 
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usually a father, currently incarcerated in jail or prison, most of them 
for nonviolent offenses (Pettit 2012), and this number excludes children 
with parents recently released and under other forms of correctional 
supervision such as probation or parole. Importantly, paternal incar-
ceration is especially common among children of minority and poorly 
educated parents. Recent estimates suggest that 4% of white children 
compared to 25% of black children, and more than 50% of black children 
born to high school dropouts, had a father imprisoned by age fourteen 
(Wildeman 2009). Among urban children, about one- third will experi-
ence the (jail or prison) incarceration of their father by age nine (Turney 
2017). Therefore, for children, especially vulnerable children of poorly 
educated minority men living in impoverished neighborhoods, paternal 
incarceration has become a normative and transformative life course 
event (e.g., Western and Pettit 2010).

The Importance of Studying Jail Incarceration

The sheer number of individuals affected by family member incar-
ceration, in conjunction with race/ethnic and social class inequality 
in family member incarceration, provides a good rationale to under-
stand the spillover consequences of incarceration for family life. Though 
much research on the collateral consequences of incarceration focuses 
on prison incarceration (e.g., Comfort 2008), or does not distinguish 
between prison and jail incarceration (e.g., Turney and Wildeman 2013), 
jail incarceration— and the processes of incarceration and release asso-
ciated with jail incarceration— is a particularly understudied aspect of 
the criminal justice system (Turney and Conner 2019; though see Com-
fort 2016). In this section, I first describe the demographics of the jail 
population. I then document why it is strategic to study the individuals 
who cycle through jails and the families connected to these individu-
als, highlighting how this population is important to understanding the 
intersection of the criminal justice system and family life.1

Understanding the consequences of jail incarceration, and reentry 
into families and communities after jail incarceration, is important be-
cause of the sheer number of individuals who cycle through jails each 
year. More than 12 million individuals are admitted to jail annually, often 
but not always for a short amount of time (Wagner and Rabuy 2017). 
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Currently, 229 per 100,000 individuals in the population are incarcer-
ated in local jails. Therefore, though it is commonly stated that the US 
incarceration rate hovers around 450 per 100,000 in the population, in-
cluding jail incarceration raises that figure by nearly 50% (to 679 per 
100,000 in 2017) (Carson 2018; Zeng 2018). Furthermore, three- fifths of 
individuals incarcerated in jails have not been convicted of any crime 
but are instead awaiting trial. In fact, 99% of the growth in jail incar-
ceration throughout the past fifteen years results from the increase in 
pretrial detention (Wagner and Rabuy 2017). Though most quantitative 
data sources that gather information on family member incarceration 
do not distinguish between jail and prison experiences, there is some 
evidence that jail stays are quite commonly experienced by families. 
For example, data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 
show that about half of incarcerated fathers are in jails (Wildeman, Tur-
ney, and Yi 2016).

Examining the collateral consequences of jail incarceration for 
families and children is strategic for three reasons (Turney and Con-
ner 2019). First, jails serve as the initial point of institutionalization via 
the criminal justice system. That is, nearly all individuals sentenced to 
prison spend at least some time in jail (though the length of time these 
individuals spend in jail depends on whether they have the option to 
post bail and, if given the option, whether they use it). Second, because 
individuals generally spend a relatively short amount of time in jail (at 
least compared to the time they spend in prison), understanding jail 
incarceration allows one to capture both the consequences of incapacita-
tion (e.g., during incarceration) and the consequences of reentry (e.g., 
after incarceration) for families and children. Third, the jail population 
is quite heterogeneous— with some individuals in jail serving sentences 
and other individuals awaiting trial or sentencing— and examining jail 
incarceration allows for an examination of how jail incarceration dif-
ferentially affects these different groups. For example, the uncertainty 
surrounding pretrial detention may be especially consequential for the 
mental health of both the incarcerated and their family members. As 
criminal justice practices and policies have shifted away from a reha-
bilitative model, literature suggests that increased certainty around term 
length is associated with less psychological distress among inmates (e.g., 
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Goodstein 1984; Goodstein and Hudack 1982; Parisi 1982), which may 
have implications for how inmates interact with their family members 
and for the family members themselves.

The Jail and Family Life Study

The Jail and Family Life Study relies on data obtained from longitudinal 
in- depth interviews with incarcerated fathers and their family members. 
This qualitative approach is especially appropriate for answering the 
overarching research questions of the study. First, in- depth interviews 
provide rich empirical data lacking from much previous research on 
the intra-  and intergenerational consequences of paternal incarceration 
(though see, for example, Comfort 2008; Nesmith and Ruhland 2008; 
Wakefield and Wildeman 2013; for research on maternal incarceration, 
see Siegel 2011). These data document the complex and dynamic con-
sequences of paternal incarceration for children as they are being lived 
out. Second, these rich data points allow for strong and nuanced asser-
tions about the intra-  and intergenerational consequences of paternal 
incarceration and the heterogeneity in these consequences.

There are both strengths and limitations to focusing on incarcerated 
fathers and their families. Given gender differences in incarceration 
rates, paternal incarceration affects a larger number of children than ma-
ternal incarceration, so a focus on paternal incarceration allows for an 
examination of a commonly experienced childhood stressor (especially 
among children of color and poor children). A focus on paternal incar-
ceration, particularly with in- depth interview data, is also warranted be-
cause it further illuminates patterns of intergenerational consequences 
found in quantitative data (e.g., Geller et al. 2012; Turney 2017; Wilde-
man 2010). That said, the focus on incarcerated fathers (and their fami-
lies) necessarily excludes an examination of incarcerated mothers and 
incarcerated individuals without children. The consequences of incar-
ceration for families may be different when a mother is incarcerated. For 
example, on average, children’s living arrangements differ when mothers 
are incarcerated compared to when fathers are incarcerated (as, with the 
latter, most children continue to live with a biological parent) (Turney 
and Goodsell 2018). The consequences of incarceration for families may 
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also be different when men and women without children are incarcer-
ated, as children tie families together in ways that structure intra-  and 
intergenerational relationships.

Sample and Recruitment

The sample comprises 123 families in Southern California that experi-
enced paternal incarceration. I recruited families, with the cooperation 
of the Oceanside Sheriff ’s Department (OSD),2 through three jails in 
Southern California. Southern California is a strategic site to conduct 
this study. First, as a practical matter, the three jails are in close proximity 
to the University of California, Irvine, facilitating recruitment. Second, 
though Southern California includes notably wealthy cities including 
Newport Beach and Irvine, the county is racially and socioeconomi-
cally diverse. Cities including Anaheim, Fullerton, Garden Grove, and 
Santa Ana are racially diverse communities with poverty rates above the 
national average. Third, the incarceration rate in California is similar to 
the incarceration rate nationally (Walmsley 2013). Fourth, California has 
been undergoing prison realignment that has altered the way the state 
handles offenders.3 Realignment, which began in response to a Supreme 
Court ruling (Brown v. Plata) to reduce the overcrowding in California 
prisons, shifts the responsibility of those convicted of many non- serious 
offenses from the state to counties. Therefore, many individuals who 
would have been sentenced to state prisons, prior to realignment, are 
now sentenced to jails.

Along with a team of trained graduate student interviewers (seven 
in total), I collected longitudinal in- depth interviews from incarcerated 
fathers and their family members [including children (those ages eight 
or older), mothers/caregivers of children, and fathers’ own mothers, as 
well as occasionally siblings, adult children, and other family members]. 
Interviewing incarcerated fathers and their family members provides 
a nuanced picture of the lifeworlds affected by paternal incarceration. 
Fathers and their family members generally provided information with 
some commonalities, facilitating triangulation; but, within families, 
each individual provided unique information. Family members would 
sometimes provide conflicting information, allowing for opportunities 
to further unpack variation in individuals’ perceptions of experiences. 
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Fathers provided critical information about their incapacitation and re-
entry experiences. Children’s mothers and father’s mothers, who were 
often children’s primary caregivers, provided useful information about 
family and child functioning (e.g., Lareau 2003). It was also useful to 
directly incorporate children into the research (Eder and Corsaro 1999; 
also see Avison 2010), as the children often had different perspectives 
than parents (e.g., Thorne 1987) and likely provided the most direct ac-
counts of school and peer experiences (e.g., Calarco 2011).

Recruitment of Fathers
The research team recruited fathers, with the cooperation of the OSD, 
between July 2015 and October 2016.4 First, fathers were recruited 
through various classes (e.g., classes about parenting, substance abuse, 
money management, ESL) held across the three jails.5 In these classes, 
we provided a brief description of the study’s purpose and the inter-
view procedures. Men interested in participating were administered 
a short questionnaire to determine their eligibility. The questionnaire 
asked men to report (1) the length of time they had spent in jail dur-
ing this current stay and/or their sentence length, (2) the number and 
ages of their child(ren), and (3) the last time they had contact with their 
child(ren). Men were eligible for study participation if they met the fol-
lowing inclusion criteria: (1) had been in jail for at least two months (or 
had a sentence length of at least two months), (2) had at least one child 
under age eighteen, and (3) saw at least one child in the month prior 
to incarceration. We limited enrollment to fathers with recent contact 
with a child, as theory and existing research suggests paternal incarcera-
tion would be most consequential for these families, though the sample 
includes substantial variation in father involvement prior to incarcera-
tion. We enrolled and interviewed fathers across two maximum- security 
facilities (40 fathers and 53 fathers, respectively) and a minimum- 
security facility (30 fathers).

Recruitment occurred across three jail facilities in part to explore 
variation in policies and practices across facilities. There is some unique 
variation in both the official and unofficial policies and practices across 
the three facilities. The biggest differences are between the minimum- 
security facility and the two maximum- security facilities (though there 
are also differences across the two maximum- security facilities). For 
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example, inmates in the minimum- security facility had more autonomy 
to move about the facility (both inside and outside), whereas inmates 
in the maximum- security facilities had limited freedom of movement. 
Also, in the minimum- security facility, visitation with friends and 
families is conducted at a table (compared to in the maximum- security 
facilities, where visitation occurred through Plexiglas and over the tele-
phone). Furthermore, the research team’s interactions with employees 
across these facilities suggest substantial informal variation in the imple-
mentation of policies across the jails.

Recruitment of Family Members
The research team recruited family members with the cooperation of 
the fathers. Before we began the father’s interview (though after we had 
secured consent), we asked fathers to provide us the names and contact 
information of their mothers, the mothers of their children, and other 
important adults in their lives or the lives of their children. Therefore, a 
family member was eligible for study participation if the father provided 
contact information for him or her (and permission to contact him or 
her). As soon as possible after the father’s interview, we contacted these 
family members (generally via telephone), described the study purpose 
and procedures to them, and asked them if they were interested in par-
ticipation. We enrolled 38 children, 78 mothers of children, and 122 other 
important adults. The number of family members interviewed varied 
according to each father’s unique family situation (with the number of 
eligible family members ranging from one to seven). We interviewed at 
least one family member for 90% of fathers.

In- Depth Interviews

Fathers and their family members were interviewed twice: (1) during the 
fathers’ incarceration (which was always the case for baseline interviews 
with fathers and usually the case for baseline interviews with family 
members), and (2) ideally within one and two months following the 
fathers’ release. Though many fathers were released from jail relatively 
quickly after their first interview, others spent months or years await-
ing trial or serving their jail sentence, and still others were eventually 
sentenced to state prison. If fathers were not released from jail within 
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one year of their initial interview, we conducted follow- up interviews 
with them and their family members at this time. Similarly, if fathers 
were transferred to state prison within the year, we conducted follow- up 
interviews with them (in prison) and their family members.

The research team was successful in getting fathers and family mem-
bers to complete follow- up interviews. For example, we conducted 
follow- up interviews with 72% of the fathers (89 of the 123). The most 
common reasons for study attrition included a prison sentence that was 
not within driving distance (though we did conduct follow- up interviews 
with fathers sentenced to prison within a four- hour drive driving dis-
tance), deportation, and inability to locate the father. We worked to mini-
mize study attrition in a number of ways: by asking fathers at baseline 
to provide us with contact information for friends and family members 
who would know where they were staying after release; by sending thank 
you notes after the baseline interview; by contacting fathers as soon as 
they were released from jail (to collect up- to- date contact information 
and remind them that we would be contacting them soon to schedule 
a follow- up interview); and by keeping in touch with family members.

The first round of interviews with fathers occurred in the attorney/
bonds rooms (in the jails). In the first round, we began by asking  fathers 
to tell us the story of their life. This open- ended and broad question 
elicited a range of narrative information. We then asked questions that 
centered around the following eight modules: (1) child information, 
(2) incarceration experiences, (3) economic well- being, (4) romantic 
relationships, (5) parenting, (6) health and social support, (7) family 
background, and (8) future. Within each module, we often asked fathers 
to discuss their lives prior to incarceration and their lives during incar-
ceration. For example, we asked questions about their romantic relation-
ship prior to and during their confinement, probing for changes that 
occurred over time. We asked similar, mostly open- ended questions of 
all respondents, but varied the wording and timing of the questions to 
make the interviews flow as much as possible like a conversation.

The initial and follow- up interviews with family members, as well as 
most follow- up interviews with fathers, occurred where the respondents 
were comfortable (ideally their home to provide additional contextual 
data but often a public space such as a park or fast food restaurant). 
The interview protocol for mothers and other adult family members 
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was similar to the interview protocol for fathers, as we asked these re-
spondents to describe their family lives prior to and during incarcera-
tion. We asked children about their experiences related to the father’s 
incarceration and about their families more generally, their schools, and 
their peers (for more details, see Turney et al. 2017). The follow- up in-
terviews were most often conducted by whomever conducted the initial 
interview; for example, 62% of follow- up interviews with fathers were 
conducted by a member of the research team who conducted the base-
line interview. The follow- up interviews followed a protocol similar to 
the baseline interviews but primarily focused on changes since the first 
interview. The interviews were conducted in both English and Spanish 
(depending on the respondent’s preference).

Following each interview, interviewers composed detailed field notes 
(Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011). Field notes included descriptions of 
the interview context (including location, presence of other people, un-
usual distractions or noises, and the respondent’s disposition during 
the interview). Field notes also included summaries of the interview 
modules and, for first- round interviews, detailed tips for the follow- up 
interview (including unanswered questions, information that seemed 
contradictory during the interview, and topics for clarification).

The length of the interviews varied based on the type of respondent 
(i.e., interviews with adults were lengthier than interviews with children) 
and whether it was a baseline or follow- up interview (i.e., baseline inter-
views were most often, though certainly not always, longer than follow- up 
interviews). For example, baseline interviews with fathers lasted, on aver-
age, three hours (ranging from a minimum of thirty minutes to a maxi-
mum of six hours, with only ten interviews lasting fewer than two hours). 
To facilitate cooperation, adults were paid with a $50 Visa gift card per 
interview (for fathers, only after release, as the OSD prohibited paying 
them while incarcerated) and children were paid $10 (cash) per interview.

Challenges to Accessing Jailed Fathers

This section discusses challenges to accessing jailed fathers. In short, 
accessing jailed fathers was initially challenging because it required 
approval from two institutional gatekeepers: the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) at the University of California, Irvine and the OSD.6 
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But, once approved by these institutional gatekeepers, it was relatively 
uncomplicated to recruit, consent, and interview fathers. That is, fathers 
overwhelmingly wanted to participate in the study.

Gaining Access from Institutional Gatekeepers

As described above, institutional gatekeepers included the IRB at the 
University of California, Irvine and the OSD. I focus on OSD access 
here, as IRB access was fairly straightforward and the project received 
approval from the IRB (via a full committee review that included a 
prisoner representative) in June 2015.7 There were two parts to gain-
ing access to the OSD, as the research study first had to receive official 
administrative approval from the sheriff and then had to receive less 
official (but certainly no less important) buy- in from the deputies and 
other employees at the three jails (Fox, Zambrana, and Lane 2011).

Receiving administrative approval from the OSD was time- 
consuming, as it took a long time to develop rapport and trust with the 
entity, but was fairly straightforward. The administration was initially 
supportive of the research project and, for the most part, maintained 
consistency in their support throughout.

The most substantial challenges posed by the OSD administration re-
volved around not whether I could conduct the research project but how 
I could conduct the research project. One initial challenge involved the 
OSD’s reticence with the research team’s interviewing family members 
of the jailed fathers in the study (as I was always transparent with the 
OSD about the scope of the entire research project). The OSD was ini-
tially resistant to this idea (and further, the idea that we would pay these 
family members for their participation in the study), as it is against their 
usual protocol to allow “outsiders” to have contact with both an inmate 
and those connected to an inmate (as, theoretically, an outsider could 
pass information between jailed fathers and their family members). Re-
latedly, the OSD was initially resistant to the research team conducting 
follow- up interviews with fathers, as they do not usually allow outsiders 
to have contact with inmates both during their jail stay and after release. 
The negotiations about the scope of the research project were messy and 
complicated, as is the case in nearly all original data collection efforts, 
but the OSD eventually relented on both fronts.
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Perhaps the biggest compromise the research team made in these 
negotiations with the OSD administration was that the OSD would not 
allow us to record interviews with fathers. This roadblock was unex-
pected, as it occurred after initial access was granted (though prior to 
the beginning of data collection), and the research team had to quickly 
adapt to develop a strategy for collecting high- quality data. This strat-
egy involved two members of the research team conducting each inter-
view, with one researcher doing the interview and the other researcher 
serving as a transcriptionist (capturing, as much as possible, word- 
for- word what the father said). After the interview was completed, the 
interviewers immediately reconstructed the interview by speaking the 
notes into a voice recorder (with the transcriptionist taking the lead 
on this and the interviewer chiming in to clarify whenever necessary). 
The goal was to have the reconstruction of the interview resemble the 
interview as much as possible (including using direct quotations from 
the father whenever possible). This compromise was costly on two 
fronts. First, despite our best efforts to reconstruct the interview word- 
for- word, and our intensive training and practice doing so, it is inevi-
table that some data were lost with this approach. Second, using this 
approach, data collection took at least three times as long as it would 
have otherwise (as each interview required two interviewers, instead 
of one, and both of those interviewers had to do the reconstruction, 
which took, on average, half as much time as the interview). That said, 
having two interviewers at each of the baseline interviews facilitated 
rapport with fathers and likely expanded the amount of information 
collected (as both interviewers had an opportunity to clarify details or 
probe with follow- up questions).

The second stage of access from institutional gatekeepers, getting 
buy- in from the deputies and other employees at each of the three jails, 
proved at least equally as formidable as being granted administrative 
access. That is, once the project was officially approved by the OSD, the 
research team still had to negotiate access with those working in the 
jails directly. We experienced several roadblocks throughout, again not 
about whether we could conduct the research project but how we could 
conduct the research project.

For example, the research team learned early on that the adminis-
trative approval for the project did not necessarily correspond to more 
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informal approval from those working in the jails. This administrative 
approval was not conveyed to those working in the jails, those indi-
viduals who would be vital to our recruitment and interviewing efforts 
(as they were the ones who worked with us to bring the fathers from 
their housing unit to the attorney/bonds rooms for the interviews). This 
meant that the research team had to go to great lengths to explain the 
purpose of the research project, the study protocol, and how the depu-
ties could help us achieve our research goals. I had initially requested 
a memorandum of understanding (MOU) from the administration, in 
an effort to avoid some of this disconnect in communication, but this 
request was denied (as the administration told me it was unnecessary). 
Essentially, our initial attempts at recruitment and interviewing— and 
our subsequent attempts, too, as there was relatively frequent turnover 
in employees who were assisting us— required a lot of explanation. This 
shows that institutional access is not necessarily something that needed 
a one- time approval but, instead, was something that needed to be con-
tinually negotiated.

As another example, our interactions with the deputies at the jail ex-
perienced temporary changes about seven months into data collection, 
when three inmates at one of the jails engaged (and succeeded) in a 
high- profile jail escape. The inmates were not participants in our study, 
and were eventually caught, but this caused the OSD to review their pol-
icies regarding outsider access; accordingly, the research study received 
more scrutiny than it did previously. For example, our usual protocol in-
volved, after completing the interview with the father, handing him our 
consent document and my business card (that included all of the typical 
information as well as a handwritten phone number, which was set up to 
accept collect calls from the jails in the event the fathers needed to get in 
touch with us after the interview). Soon after the jail escape, a graduate 
student interviewer handed the deputy this business card for him to pass 
along to the father, as was common protocol for the prior seven months. 
However, this concerned the deputies, as they thought the student was 
giving the father her personal cell phone number. After multiple phone 
calls to me and additional calls to the project phone to ensure it was 
not the graduate student’s personal cell phone, and a brief hiatus in our 
research, this was resolved (and I purchased new business cards that 
included the project phone number formally printed on them).
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Recruiting and Interviewing Fathers

After receiving access from the institutional gatekeepers— namely, the 
OSD— we had to work to recruit and interview fathers, a stage of data 
collection that proved to be less challenging than gaining institutional 
access. The fathers, by the nature of their confinement, are a captive 
population. By and large, they were eager to participate and were gener-
ally available for participation. Occasionally a father who had signed 
up to participate in the project was released from jail or sent to prison 
before we were able to interview him. However, as we were able to keep 
track of fathers’ release dates (with assistance from the OSD) and their 
upcoming court dates (via online search tools that provide this pub-
licly available information), and we were able to prioritize interviewing 
fathers whom we knew would be released soon, this happened fairly 
infrequently.

Fathers were overwhelmingly eager to participate in the study, both 
in terms of the number of fathers who signed up during recruitment and 
once we showed up to conduct the interview. Throughout the course of 
the study, only one father changed his mind about study participation 
between recruitment and when we arrived to interview him. The inter-
views were quite lengthy (up to six hours, as noted above). We strove to 
conduct every interview in one sitting but occasionally had to conduct 
interviews over two or three different days. In one facility, we were only 
allowed a 180- minute window to conduct interviews each day, which 
usually necessitated conducting the interview over two days. Across all 
facilities, we would occasionally have to end an interview if it ran into 
lunch or dinner times (which we worked to avoid) or if the respondent 
needed a break (for example, to use the bathroom). In instances where 
interviews took place over more than one visit, the lead interviewer re-
mained the same (but sometimes the transcriptionist changed). Con-
ducting interviews over multiple days did not harm rapport (and, if 
anything, increased respondents’ familiarity with the interviewers and 
strengthened rapport). Conducting interviews over multiple days also 
allowed the interviewers to ask targeted clarification questions during 
the second or third day (as the interviewers had a chance to reflect on 
the first part of the interview).
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Challenges to Accessing Family Members of Jailed Fathers

The procedures for accessing jailed fathers is quite different than the pro-
cedures for accessing family members of jailed fathers. Accordingly, the 
challenges to accessing family members of jailed fathers were generally 
quite different than the challenges to accessing the fathers themselves.

Fathers as Gatekeepers

While the OSD served as a gatekeeper for the fathers, one with whom 
we were able to negotiate, the fathers essentially served as gatekeepers 
for their family members. All fathers had choices about whether or not 
to provide us with contact information for their family members and, 
if so, how much information to provide (e.g., names, phone numbers, 
addresses, Facebook accounts).

Fathers were overwhelmingly willing and able to provide contact in-
formation for their family members, including their children’s moth-
ers/caregivers and their own mothers (and, sometimes, other important 
adults in their lives, such as adult children, fathers, or extended family 
members). They overwhelmingly wanted to give us this information, 
regardless of whether they were on good or bad terms with their family 
members. Further, they overwhelmingly could give us this information, 
as they often had it memorized.8

Occasionally fathers did not have all of the contact information that 
they wanted to provide. We had several strategies to retrieve this ad-
ditional information. One method involved coming back in the next 
day or two (and telling the fathers that we would be doing this so that 
they would bring the information when we arrived). We minimized this 
strategy, though, as the OSD wanted us to minimize our repeated vis-
its with study participants. Another strategy, which we employed when 
suggested by fathers, was to contact one family member who could put 
us in touch with another family member that we wanted to interview. 
An example of this was a father who said that he did not have an address 
or phone number for his child’s mother but instead gave us information 
for his sister (and told us the sister would be able to provide us informa-
tion for his child’s mother, which she did).
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Connecting with Family Members

Once we received contact information from fathers, the research 
team had the challenge of connecting with family members. Family 
members— including children’s mothers/caregivers, fathers’ mothers, 
and other adults connected to the father and/or children (e.g., sisters)— 
can be generally placed into two basic groups: (1) those with supportive 
and positive relationships with fathers, and (2) those with tumultuous 
relationships with fathers. Not surprisingly, the nature of the relation-
ship between the father and family member played an important role in 
how easy or difficult it was to recruit the family member into the study. 
For fathers who reported positive relationships with their children’s 
mothers/caregivers and their own mothers, it was generally not difficult 
to track down these individuals, tell them about the research study, and 
set up a time to do an interview. In many of these cases, fathers would 
offer— unprompted by us— to vouch for us to their families, sometimes 
even encouraging us to hold off on contacting their family members 
until they had an opportunity to vouch for the research team.

Alternatively, it was more challenging to contact family members 
when fathers reported tumultuous or negative relationships with their 
children’s mothers/caregivers and their own mothers, although our pro-
cedures for contacting these family members was quite varied. Impor-
tantly, though it was occasionally challenging to gain access to fathers’ 
mothers, it was more often challenging to gain access to their children’s 
mothers/caregivers, as these relationships were generally more conflic-
tual and less stable than fathers’ relationships with their mothers. The 
challenges began with receiving correct contact information. These fa-
thers were more likely to give us incorrect contact information (e.g., giv-
ing us a street address that did not exist, transposing two numbers in a 
phone number). The challenges persisted when we did reach the family 
member, as these family members were less likely than others to want 
to participate in the study. In these cases, having interviewed the father 
could hinder the initial participation of these family members, as they 
would sometimes report not wanting anything to do with the father, not 
wanting to relive painful memories related to him, or having moved on 
to a new partner. These cases of complicated family relationships re-
quired delicate discussions regarding participation in the research study 
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(which included reminding the family members that they could choose 
to not answer any questions in the interview guide and working to make 
the time and location of the interview as convenient as possible for the 
potential respondent). The research team worked to encourage partici-
pation of these individuals, so that the sample of family members was as 
diverse as the family relationships themselves.

Finally, maintaining confidentiality within families— and letting po-
tential participants know that we will maintain such confidentiality— 
sometimes facilitated participation among family members. The 
research team had to maintain confidentiality for each respondent. This 
meant that there was no break in confidentiality across fathers, mothers, 
children, and other adults. For example, when we interviewed family 
members of fathers, we could not share any information with them that 
the father disclosed during his interview. When we interviewed children, 
we could not share any information with them that the father or adult 
family members disclosed during their interviews. When we conducted 
follow- up interviews with fathers and family members, we had to main-
tain the confidentiality of all parties. This often facilitated participation 
but came with its own set of challenges. For example, occasionally family 
members would ask us to disclose information about the father, which 
we could not do (and had to delicately tell the family member in a man-
ner that would not ruin the rapport we had developed).

Conclusions

The consequences of reentry for family members of the incarcerated are 
less well known than the consequences of reentry for formerly incar-
cerated individuals. The Jail and Family Life Study, a longitudinal and 
qualitative data collection effort, provides an interesting lens through 
which to understand the collateral consequences of reentry for fami-
lies. In this chapter, I highlighted the large number of individuals who 
experience the reentry of a family member and specifically suggested 
that reentry from jail, as opposed to reentry from prison, is an under-
studied yet critically important aspect of the criminal justice system 
with unique implications for family life. I also described challenges to 
navigating access to jailed fathers, an especially vulnerable population, 
and their family members. In doing so, I discussed challenges associated 
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with interviewing multiple members of the same family, which include 
the interrelated processes of navigating strained relationships, building 
rapport, and maintaining both between-  and within- family confidenti-
ality of all participants.

These data collection strategies have a number of strengths. I high-
light two of them here. First, interviewing fathers in jail, and again after 
release, provides a unique window into the challenges that these fathers 
and their families face during the incarceration period and during the 
reentry period. This facilitates comparisons over time and allows for an 
understanding of how processes change over time. Second, interviewing 
multiple members of the same family provides opportunities to under-
stand comparable and divergent reports of the collateral consequences 
of incarceration. Fathers’ perceptions of the collateral consequences of 
their incarceration for their families and children are not always in line 
with family members’ perceptions (and, further, different family mem-
bers sometimes also have different experiences). Having multiple re-
porters offers an opportunity to understand the complexities inherent 
in family dynamics. But the data collection strategies employed here also 
have a number of limitations, one of which is the scope of data collec-
tion. For example, the data can only speak to the consequences of in-
carceration for fathers and their family members and therefore exclude 
other populations such as incarcerated mothers and men and women 
without children. The (baseline) data, in particular, can only speak to 
the consequences of jail incarceration (as opposed to prison incarcera-
tion or immigrant detention). Another limitation includes the fact that 
participation of family members in the study may be contingent upon 
their relationship with the father. Though the research team made every 
effort to complete interviews with all nominated family members, some 
family members chose not to participate because of a conflictual or non- 
existent relationship with the father.

Taken together, these data provide an opportunity for researchers to 
understand these consequences from the perspectives of multiple indi-
viduals connected to the incarcerated father and over time. These data 
collection efforts contribute to the growing literature on the collateral 
consequences of incarceration by examining how the cycle of jail incar-
ceration and release affects fathers and their family members (including 
their children, their children’s mothers and caregivers, and their own 
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mothers) and, more broadly, how the criminal justice system increases 
inequality within and between families.
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Notes
 1 I do not mean to suggest that it is unimportant to understand the role of prisons 

in family life. Indeed, prisons— as well as other forms of correctional supervision 
such as probation or parole— play an important role in family life, and there are a 
number of excellent studies that examine this (e.g., Braman 2004; Christian 2005; 
Comfort 2008; Harding et al. 2014; Turanovic et al. 2012; Western et al. 2015).

 2 This is a pseudonym.
 3 For details, see “Bill Number: AB 109,” Committee on Budget, Official California 

Legislative Information, January 10, 2011, www.leginfo.ca.gov.
 4 Interviews with fathers in the two maximum- security facilities took place be-

tween July 2015 and May 2016. Interviews with fathers in the minimum- security 
facility took place between May and October 2016.

 5 We recruited in nine classes in each of the two maximum- security facilities and in 
ten classes in the minimum- security facility.

 6 Follow- up interviews that occurred in prison received institutional approval from 
both the California Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections (CDCR) and 
the Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (CPHS).

 7 The project also received approval for a number of IRB modifications since June 
2015, as occasionally the project developed in ways that required an addition or 
alteration to the initially approved protocol. For example, I was initially told by 
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the OSD that the interviews with fathers could be conducted in classrooms at the 
jail, but I (and the OSD) learned quickly that the jails did not have the classroom 
capacity to allow for these lengthy interviews; therefore, I amended the IRB 
protocol to conduct the interviews in the attorney/bonds rooms. Additionally, 
though the OSD initially told me that interviews could be recorded, they altered 
this policy prior to the beginning of data collection, and I amended the IRB pro-
tocol accordingly.

 8 During recruitment, we told fathers that we would want to collect contact infor-
mation for their children’s mothers/caregivers and their mothers. However, most 
fathers did not remember this when we interviewed them. Furthermore, when 
fathers were called for an interview with the research team, they did not know 
what they were being called for (with most fathers assuming the visit was from 
their lawyer) and it was often weeks or months after recruitment.
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