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About the Book

There is a rich history of research on the impacts on children of living in a diversity 
of family forms. This includes research on children who, for a variety of reasons, do 
not live with one or both of their parents. The research on parent-child separations 
has been siloed, however, based largely on the reasons or institutional context of 
those separations. The result is that the scholarship on separation due to parental 
incarceration, for example, has rarely if ever been considered alongside the work on 
families impacted by military deployment or forced separation of migrant parents 
from their children. Although the circumstances, including stressors experienced 
and resources available for families, may vary across these contexts, potential simi-
larities in children’s separation experiences and their implications for development 
and adjustment in both the short and long terms have not been a focus of scholarly 
or practical consideration.

The 2020 National Symposium on Family Issues gathered an interdisciplinary 
group of researchers to address how children’s separation from their parents may 
shape their development and adjustment—across childhood and into adulthood. 
These scholars addressed three very different institutional contexts for these separa-
tions: parental migration and deportation, parental incarceration, and parental mili-
tary deployment. Their work combines quantitative analyses and in-depth qualitative 
research to uncover the ways the context of parent-child separation shapes chil-
dren’s well-being and the factors that may engender vulnerability and/or promote 
resilience to separation-based stressors and challenges. What emerges is a complex 
picture of the dimensions and implications of parent-child separation and the need 
for supportive structures and interventions that can bolster youth well-being in 
childhood and beyond.
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The first section focuses on the separation of parents and children due to sequen-
tial migration—when parents migrate without their children who may or may not 
join them later—or deportation—when parents are forced to return to their country 
of origin while leaving some of their children behind. There are long-lasting impacts 
of migration-induced separation, ranging from precarious economic and housing 
security to poor psychological well-being and educational achievement. The chap-
ters in this section paint a portrait of sacrifice within oppressive contexts as families 
work for physical safety and economic security in a new country. Parents make 
these sacrifices despite their own sadness as well as the trauma experienced by chil-
dren, the effects of which may persist after family reunification and extend into 
adulthood. But these scholars also present stories of family resilience and tools for 
practitioners and policy makers seeking to develop culturally responsive interven-
tions and supportive environments for children of migrants.

The second section addresses another type of involuntary parental separation—
parental incarceration. Children of incarcerated parents may experience trauma 
similar to that experienced by children of migrants. The chapters in this section 
provide updates to the research literature, present new findings from a mix of quali-
tative and quantitative data and analyses, and identify directions for research. For 
example, although incarceration is more common among men than women, there 
has been less research on father-child relationships in the context of incarceration. 
The limited research, including new findings described by the authors in this sec-
tion, suggests that children’s contact with incarcerated fathers fosters resilience—
yet the barriers to maintaining contact with incarcerated fathers are considerable. 
The chapters in this section point to ways in which family members and social 
structures can promote continued contact of children and their incarcerated par-
ents—approaches that are vital to reducing the trauma of separation in both parents 
and children, maintaining strong relationships, and fostering resiliency.

Chapters in the third section explore the case of parent-child separation due to 
military deployment. In contrast to the other contexts of parent-child separation that 
may involve stigma, be involuntary or less voluntary, and stem from challenges 
beyond families’ control, military families may see their separation in positive and 
patriotic terms: parents and children may view separation as honorable and as a 
duty. This framing may reduce trauma and help children and their families better 
cope with separation. Yet, the open-ended nature of these separations, risks incurred 
by deployed parents, and stresses on the remaining residential parent or guardians 
mean that children of military families may express similar fears and concerns as 
those with deported or incarcerated parents. Importantly, many military families are 
embedded in institutional contexts that provide social and instrumental supports 
that can promote child and family resilience. Lessons learned from the study of 
institutional supports of children with deployed parents may, thus, inform programs 
and policies for youth experiencing other forms of parent-child separation. Research 
on military families, however, suggests the need for additional supports that reduce 
parental stress and promote parental involvement.

About the Book
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The 2020 National Symposium on Family Issues was a unique opportunity to 
delve deeply into the circumstances and dynamics that give rise to both vulnerabil-
ity and resiliency of parents and children who are facing separation—across a range 
of contexts. The research presented in the chapters that make up this volume high-
lights both family strengths and challenges of parent-child separations posed by 
institutional settings. The authors also offer insights for practitioners and policy 
makers seeking to help families move past separation trauma and challenge—
toward fostering strong parent-child bonds and ultimately child and family 
resilience.

Jennifer E. Glick
Valarie King

Susan M. McHale
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Chapter 1
Safe-Zone Schools and Children 
with Undocumented Parents

Catalina Amuedo-Dorantes, José R. Bucheli, and Ana P. Martinez-Donate

Over 3.6 million immigrants were deported from the United States between 2008 
and 2018 (U.S. ICE, 2015, 2018), and an estimated 272,000 parents of American 
children were removed between 2010 and 2013 alone (American Immigration 
Council, 2012; Cantor, 2014). Children of deported immigrants are the unintended 
victims of these policies. Approximately 5.1 million children under the age of 18 
live in households with at least one unauthorized immigrant parent. Most of these 
children—over four million—are US citizens (Capps et al., 2016).

Parental deportation can have profound and long-lasting consequences for chil-
dren. Qualitative research has described the increased threat of family fragmenta-
tion, economic hardship, food insecurity, and housing instability endured by 
children (Brabeck & Xu, 2010; Chaudry et al., 2010; Dreby, 2012; Wessler, 2011). 
These risk factors likely explain the adverse effects of immigration enforcement on 
the educational outcomes of children left behind (Amuedo-Dorantes & Lopez, 
2015, 2017). To address these disadvantages, many schools and school districts 
across the country are implementing sanctuary or “safe-zone” policies to support 
the well-being and academic progression of children in migrant households. 
Although there is no standard model, safe-zone schools commonly limit their coop-
eration with immigration authorities, restrict agents’ access to campuses, and pro-
vide resources for students and their immigrant families.

We examine how safe-zone policies affect the educational outcomes of high-
school-age adolescents in mixed-status households (i.e., those whose members have 

C. Amuedo-Dorantes () 
University of California, Merced, Merced, CA, USA
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different immigration or citizenship statuses), focusing on their protective role 
among children affected by or at risk of parental deportation. To that end, we use 
preliminary data from a binational survey that collects detailed information on 
children from mixed-status households who have experienced, or are at risk for, 
parental deportation. A sample of 61 deported Mexican parents was recruited from 
deportation stations along the US-Mexican border. We completed phone interviews 
with their US-based citizen children and an adult caregiver. In addition, data was 
gathered from a sample of 51 US-based comparison families with a Mexican parent 
at risk for, but with no history of, deportation. Because the survey has information 
on the schools attended by the children, we merged data on whether the school dis-
trict was in a safe zone during the time period to which the measured academic 
outcomes, including school attendance, grades, and behavior, refer. While there are 
two survey waves, this preliminary analysis uses data from only the first wave.

Using a quasi-natural experimental approach, we exploit the geographic varia-
tion in the distribution of safe-zone policies across the country in order to gauge the 
protective role of safe zones on the academic advancement of children, particularly 
in light of the intensification of interior immigration enforcement in the county 
where they reside. Finally, we discuss future extensions to address endogeneity con-
cerns stemming from unobserved individual-level heterogeneity, as well as con-
cerns regarding the potentially nonrandom residential location of families in specific 
school districts.

To our knowledge, the effectiveness of safe-zone school policies in supporting 
students living in mixed-status families amid intensified immigration enforcement 
has not yet been assessed. With this study, we contribute to an emerging literature 
on policy responses to the unintended consequences of immigration enforcement. 
Evaluating policies that potentially mitigate the adverse impact of immigration 
enforcement measures on different groups, including US citizens, is particularly 
crucial given its continued intensification and the long-term consequences on chil-
dren’s development and transition into adulthood.

�Parental Deportation and Child Educational Outcomes

The intensification of immigration enforcement at the US-Mexico border and in the 
country’s interior, along with the accompanying detention and deportation of 
migrants, has drawn considerable research attention to the impact of these measures 
on child development. An area of great concern has been the effect of intensified 
enforcement on children’s school and educational performance. The literature on 
the topic has consistently documented adverse impacts. Some studies have focused 
on the activation of individual policies, while others take a more comprehensive 
view of different immigration enforcement initiatives. Either way, there is agree-
ment that intensified enforcement affects children’s educational outcomes, includ-
ing among the US-born who reside in mixed-status households.

C. Amuedo-Dorantes et al.
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For instance, one of the outcomes frequently examined is school attendance. A 
recent study used a national county-year panel dataset for the 2000–2011 period to 
explore whether the deputation of US immigration enforcement to local law enforce-
ment agencies had an impact on county-level school enrollment rates (Dee & 
Murphy, 2020). The analysis shows that counties that entered into agreements with 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) under the 287(g) program experi-
enced a 10% reduction in Hispanic student enrollment within 2 years of the activa-
tion of the agreement. This effect is attributed to the displacement of approximately 
300,000 Hispanic students, including US citizens with undocumented parents. 
Similar effects have been documented following the adoption of restrictive immi-
gration legislation by individual states. For example, the enactment of both the 
Legal Arizona Workers Act in 2007 and SB1070 in 2010 increased Hispanic stu-
dents’ school attrition rates, especially among low-performing pupils (Pivovarova 
& Vagi, 2020).

The effect of changes in enforcement on grade repetition and the probability of 
dropping out of school among Hispanic children were estimated using a composite 
index that captures the activation of several immigration enforcement policies 
(Amuedo-Dorantes & Lopez, 2017). The results reveal that even relatively low lev-
els of immigration enforcement can increase children’s likelihood of dropping out 
of school by 12%, with an even stronger effect among adolescents. These findings 
are congruent with results showing that a higher number of deportations is associ-
ated with a higher level of absenteeism and a wider math achievement gap between 
white and Latino students (Kirksey et al., 2020).

Negative educational effects from immigration enforcement policies have also 
been documented in the case of standardized testing performance among Hispanic 
students. Secure Communities is an information-sharing program used in the appre-
hension and deportation of unauthorized immigrants that was started in 2008 and 
progressively rolled out nationwide. Under Secure Communities, local law enforce-
ment agencies submit information from arrests to an integrated database with 
Immigration Customs Enforcement, allowing for the identification of the immigra-
tion status and any criminal activity by the arrestee. Activation of Secure 
Communities between 2008 and 2013 as a policy change was associated with a drop 
in the average achievement of Hispanic students in English language arts. The stron-
gest effects were registered in counties with high levels of cooperation between 
local law enforcement agencies and ICE (Bellows, 2019).

In addition to the abovementioned academic outcomes, related research on the 
mental health effects of immigration enforcement identifies child-parent separation, 
perceived discrimination, household instability, and associated risks as major 
sources of psychological and emotional trauma among children.1 In a study on 

1 Although the focus of our study is the impact of immigration policies on children, extant literature 
documents similar negative mental health effects among adults. See, for example, Bojorquez et al. 
(2015); Cavazos-Rehg et al. (2007); Lopez et al. (2017); and Wang & Kaushal (2019).

1  Safe-Zone Schools and Children with Undocumented Parents
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mixed-status Latino families with US-citizen children, a higher prevalence of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms was found in children of deported par-
ents when compared to children of legal permanent residents (LPRs) or children of 
undocumented parents with no previous contact with immigration authorities 
(Rojas-Flores et al., 2017). Some of these symptoms included anxiety, depression, 
anger/aggression, intrusion, avoidance, arousal, and dissociation—all of which can 
interfere with students’ ability to focus and learn.

In a similar vein, US-citizen and foreign-born children separated from their 
deported parents have exhibited higher levels of internalizing (e.g., anxiety and 
depression) and externalizing problems (e.g., aggression; Allen et  al., 2015). 
Unfortunately, these mental health issues are not only recorded when a child is 
separated from their parents. US-citizen children who joined their deported parents 
in Mexico were also more likely to report emotional problems than children of 
undocumented parents who had no experience with immigration authorities (Zayas 
et al., 2015).

Furthermore, there is evidence of the negative effects of immigration enforce-
ment manifesting under the perceived increased risk of deportation. Data from a 
survey of 132 Latino immigrants demonstrated that increased parental legal vulner-
ability to deportation has a negative effect on the quality of the parent-child relation-
ship, the prevalence of children’s negative emotions, and the ability of parents to 
support their children financially (Brabeck & Xu, 2010). More recently, data from 
Texas—a state that requires police cooperation with ICE—and Rhode Island, which 
prohibits cooperation with immigration authorities, revealed that the fear of immi-
gration enforcement is a strong predictor of physical manifestations of anxiety 
among Latino adolescents, even when controlling for perceived discrimination, 
trauma, economic hardship, and demographic characteristics (Cardoso et al., 2021). 
Overall, the negative impacts on the mental health and stability of immigrant-origin 
families suggest that exposure to higher levels of immigration enforcement may 
affect children’s focus, ability to concentrate and learn, and in turn their educational 
outcomes.

In sum, existing research provides conclusive evidence that immigration enforce-
ment has adverse effects on the educational outcomes of both US-citizen and 
foreign-born children. At the same time, there is suggestive evidence of the impor-
tant role of local policies in either easing or exacerbating those impacts, although 
scant attention has been paid to such policies. In this study, we examine one such 
policy—namely, safe-zone policies—and the role they play in mitigating the impact 
of intensified immigration enforcement on the education of US-born students from 
mixed-status families threatened by or enduring parental deportation.

C. Amuedo-Dorantes et al.
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�Safe-Zone Schools

The first jurisdiction in the United States to be declared a sanctuary city and thereby 
create a safe zone was the city of San Francisco.2 It passed a “City of Refuge” reso-
lution in 1985 and subsequently in 1989 an ordinance, which prohibited using pub-
lic resources to assist immigration authorities and collecting or sharing information 
on individuals’ immigration status (Bauder, 2017). Since then, dozens of cities, 
counties, and states across the country have adopted sanctuary resolutions and poli-
cies aimed at protecting their immigrant residents.

The movement to declare schools and other academic institutions as safe zones 
gained strength in the months leading to the 2016 presidential election, when the 
situation of millions of undocumented immigrants became a central topic in the 
campaign. At the time, candidate Donald Trump’s platform defended the adoption 
of more aggressive immigration enforcement policies, including the termination of 
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) Program and the mass deporta-
tion of undocumented immigrants (Preston & Medina, 2016; Shoichet & Ansari, 
2016). That same year, the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) became 
one of the first public school districts to declare its campuses as “safe zones and 
resource centers for students and families threatened by immigration enforcement” 
(Los Angeles City Board of Education, 2016).

Although the LAUSD safe-zone resolution established resource centers for 
immigrant students and their families, delineated a process to respond to ICE 
requests, and required the superintendent to ensure proper training for staff and 
teachers, there is no safe-zone model that has been adopted uniformly. Some schools 
explicitly prohibit cooperation with immigration authorities and have established 
procedures for situations in which a student’s caregiver is detained or deported. 
Other districts have adopted less specific and protective resolutions, avoiding the 
use of terms like “safe zone” or “sanctuary” to circumvent threats made by the 
Trump administration to withhold federal funds from sanctuary jurisdictions.

In general, safe-zone resolutions are aimed at protecting students regardless of 
their immigration status and usually motivated by the Supreme Court ruling in 
Plyler v. Doe (1982), which established that public schools cannot constitutionally 
deny students access to education based on their immigration status (Brennan & 
Supreme Court of the United States, 1981). In principle, this ruling now protects the 
approximately 3.9 million K-12 students in public and private schools throughout 
the country who are children of unauthorized immigrants (Passel & Cohn, 2016). 
According to the California Department of Education, there were 119 safe-zone 
school districts and county offices of education in the state as of 2019 (California 
Department of Education, 2021). The exact number of students under the protection 
of safe-zone policies throughout the country is, however, unknown due to the lack 
of a national database keeping track of these schools.

2 Sanctuary policies usually refer to measures enacted at the city, local, or state levels and safe zone 
refers to school district policies.
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There are several potential mechanisms through which safe-zone initiatives 
might affect students’ educational outcomes. First, safe zones explicitly prohibit 
discrimination with regard to academic, extracurricular, and free-lunch programs 
based on immigration status or race. These basic assurances support an inclusive 
and welcoming environment for all students. Second, safe-zone policies provide a 
physical space in which students and their families have a lower risk of interacting 
with immigration authorities, regardless of their legal status. This reduces the 
psycho-emotional burden of potentially traumatic events on children, and allows 
them to learn in a safer environment. Third, safe-zone policies often allocate funds 
for the creation of information centers that facilitate students’ access to financial, 
legal, and academic resources. Lastly, sanctuary resolutions may call for the train-
ing of school staff in the implementation of policies that advance students’ aca-
demic opportunities. For example, the San Francisco Unified School District 
directed resources to programs that would allow counselors and teachers “to answer 
undocumented student questions regarding their rights to college access, financial 
assistance for college, working and career” (San Francisco Board of Education, 2017).

Overall, for some students, safe-zone policies might constitute the determining 
factor between being able to attend school and having to stay home to safeguard the 
family. Yet, to the best of our knowledge, no study has examined the effectiveness 
of safe-zone policies in protecting students who are exposed to immigration enforce-
ment. Our aim is to address this void in the literature by investigating how the adop-
tion of safe-zone policies has affected the educational outcomes of students from 
mixed-status families threatened by, or enduring, parental deportation.

�Data

To achieve our aim, we combined three sources of data. The main data comes from 
the Between the Lines (BTL) study—a binational survey that collects detailed quali-
tative and quantitative information on children from mixed-status households who 
have experienced, or are at risk for, parental deportation. We then merged gathered 
data on both interior immigration enforcement policies in place at the county level 
as well as on safe-zone policies to which the children are exposed in their school 
districts. In what follows, we describe the three data sources.

�Between the Lines (BTL) Survey

The BTL study is a 2-year pilot, ambidirectional longitudinal study of families sub-
jected to parental deportation with survey data pertaining to three different time 
points: t0: a year prior to parental deportation (collected retrospectively); t1: the time 
of deportation; and t2: 6 months after deportation. In this preliminary study, we make 
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use of data collected in t1.3 The study also includes an external comparison cohort of 
families at risk for, but never subjected to, parental deportation. The project is a col-
laboration between researchers at Drexel University and the Mexico Section of the 
US-Mexico Border Health Commission, with funding from the National Institute on 
Child Health and Human Development, which is part of the National Institutes of 
Health (Grant R21 HD085157–01, Principal Investigator: Ana P. Martinez-Donate).

Study Design: When forcedly removed from the United States, Mexican immi-
grants are returned through deportation stations run by the Mexican Government in 
the country’s northern border. These stations provide a unique opportunity to sam-
ple this hard-to-reach population and, through them, their families left behind in the 
United States. Based on this idea, BTL recruited a sample of 50 deported Mexican 
parents at three deportation stations located on the Mexican border towns of Tijuana, 
Nogales, and Matamoros. At the time of deportation, index parents (i.e., deported 
parents) served as “recruitment brokers,” facilitating the connection of the research 
team with one of their US-citizen children and a primary adult caregiver in the 
United States (i.e., separated families). (Note that a caregiver may or may not have 
been a parent.) A sample of 50 US-based comparison families who included a 
Mexican parent at risk for, but with no history of, deportation was also recruited 
through referrals from exposed families, community-based organizations, and 
Latina “promotoras” (i.e., well-trusted community members to whom others turn 
for advice or help, often engaged in formal or informal health promotion activities; 
Fig. 1.1). Figure 1.5 in the Appendix shows the geographical distribution of all chil-
dren in our sample.

3 The data collected in t0 refers exclusively to children with a deported parent. At the time this 
analysis was conducted, the second wave of interviews was being finalized.

Fig. 1.1  Recruitment overview
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Deported parents completed two surveys: a face-to-face survey at the time of 
deportation and a 6-month follow-up phone survey. Children and primary caregiv-
ers in separated families were surveyed by phone twice: within 1 month from the 
index parent’s deportation and 6 months after the baseline survey. Non-separated 
comparison families were also surveyed by phone twice, upon recruitment and 
6 months later. A subsample of children (N = 10 from each arm of the study) and 
their caregivers (N = 10 from each arm of the study) was purposely selected to com-
plete a qualitative in-depth interview after the 6-month follow-up. These families 
were selected based on key demographic, community, and geographic factors. All 
participants received a monthly check-in call in the period between the baseline and 
the follow-up survey.

Eligibility Criteria: Eligibility criteria for index (deported) parents included 
being 18 years of age or older, having been born outside of the United States and 
having Mexican citizenship, being fluent in Spanish, living in the United States 
prior to being deported, returning to Mexico from the United States via deportation, 
having spent no more than a year in a detention setting prior to the most recent 
deportation, being the biological or adoptive parent of at least one US-citizen child 
aged 13–17 years still living in the United States, and having legal custody of that 
child at the time of deportation.

Eligible separated children had to be 13–17 years old, US-born or naturalized US 
citizens, fluent in English or Spanish, a biological or adoptive child of an eligible 
deported parent, living in the United States at the time of parental deportation, and 
able to complete a survey by phone. If more than one child in the household met 
these criteria, one was randomly chosen to participate in the study.

Children in comparison families also had to be 13–17  years old, US-born or 
naturalized US citizens, fluent in English or Spanish, living in the United States at 
the time of recruitment into the study, and able to complete a phone survey. 
Importantly, they needed to have a Mexican immigrant parent who was not a natu-
ralized US citizen or green card holder (i.e., a proxy for deportability) and had no 
history of parental deportation at the time of enrollment.

Eligibility criteria for caregivers in separated and comparison families included 
being 18 years or older, being fluent in Spanish or English, being a primary care-
giver for an eligible separated or comparison child, and living with the child at the 
time of enrollment.

Recruitment and Data Collection, Index Parents: Sampling times (i.e., 8-h sur-
vey shifts) were randomly selected for the recruitment period in each of the three 
deportation stations. During each selected shift, deported immigrants cleared for 
departure at the deportation stations were consecutively approached by a trained 
project staff, screened for eligibility, and consented to participate in the study. If two 
parents were traveling together, one was randomly selected to serve as index parent.

First Contact with Separated Families: At the time of recruitment, eligible index 
parents provided contact information for the target child’s primary caregiver in the 
United States, gave permission for the research team to interview the target child, 
and assisted the research team’s first attempt to contact their family by phone. After 
the introduction, the research staff informed the caregiver about the study, 
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confirmed eligibility and contact information for the caregiver and child within the 
household, and obtained best times to contact the family to inform them about and 
discuss possible interest in the study.

Recruitment of Separated Families: Within 5 days of the first contact by phone, 
separated families were emailed a recruitment packet containing a letter with infor-
mation about the study, a consent form, and a $5 e-gift card pre-incentive. A bilin-
gual study team member contacted the caregiver by phone within 2 weeks of the 
index parent recruitment, explained the study, obtained informed verbal consent 
from the caregiver and assent from the child, and completed or scheduled the base-
line phone surveys with the caregiver and child.

Eligibility and Response Rate Among Separated Families: Between February 
2019 and March 2020, a total of 1233 migrants were approached at the three depor-
tation stations in Tijuana, Nogales, and Matamoros, and 81% of them could be 
screened for eligibility. Of those screened, 17% were identified as eligible parents 
of US-citizen children 13–17 years old, and among them, 69% consented to be in 
the study and provided contact information for their families in the United States. 
After following up with their families in the United States, confirming their eligibil-
ity, and inviting them to participate in the survey, 61 families were successfully 
enrolled into the study, yielding a cooperation rate of 52% and an overall response 
rate of 37%. These families included 46 triads (index parent, caregiver, and child), 
2 caregiver/child pairs, 12 index parent/caregiver pairs, and 1 index parent/child pair.

Recruitment of Comparison Families: To recruit comparison families with simi-
lar characteristics, enrolled separated families, 73 Latino-serving community-based 
organizations, and 4 Latina promotoras throughout the United States were asked to 
refer families according to eligibility criteria. Each referring source gave potentially 
eligible families an information sheet (provided by research staff) and asked their 
permission for the research team to contact them. Eligible families could also be 
instructed to contact the research staff directly if they preferred. Referred families 
were screened for eligibility criteria. When an eligible family agreed to participate 
in the study, the referring family or promotora received a $100 e-gift card.

Eligibility Among Comparison Families: Of the 93 referrals for comparison fam-
ilies, 67% could be contacted and were determined to have an eligible caregiver and 
child. Among these, 51 families consented to participate in the survey for a response 
rate of 85%. These included 51 caregiver/child pairs (Fig. 1.2).

Participant Incentives and Retention: Index parents were offered a prepaid cell 
phone with $50 credit and a phone charger as an incentive for completing the face-
to-face baseline survey and assisting with recruitment of their families in the United 
States. Those not interested in the cell phone were offered a $50 incentive via an 
ATM code texted to their cell phones. Index parents received an additional $10 
phone credit or $10 ATM code for each successful monthly “check-in” phone call. 
Index parents collected an additional $50 phone credit (or equivalent ATM code) 
after completing the 6-month follow-up phone survey. Separated and comparison 
families in the United States received $50 e-gift cards for completing the baseline 
phone surveys and $50 for the 6-month follow-up surveys. If applicable, families 
also received $75 for the qualitative interviews. A list of contacts, monthly 
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“check-in” phone calls, and emailed incentives ($10 e-gift cards in months 2, 3, 4, 
and 5 after the first survey) were used to retain families. A $5 e-gift card was emailed 
to families that notified the research team of a change in address or phone number. 
Retention rates at 6-month follow-up were 40% for index parents, 63% for sepa-
rated caregivers, 65% for separated children, and 88% for both caregivers and chil-
dren in comparison families.

Measures: Between the Lines: Surveys were administered in person or by phone 
for index parents and by phone for all other study participants. Trained interviewers 
were assisted by iPads furnished with the Qualtrics® Offline application. Baseline 
surveys collected retrospective data on the children’s health, health behavior, house-
hold, academics, and socio-ecological health determinants from a year before 
enrollment in the study (t0) as well as at the time of the survey (t1). For separated 
families, t1 coincided with the time of parental deportation. The surveys included 
the name of the school to which the participating child was attending a year before 
enrollment in the study and at the time of the survey. Follow-up surveys reassessed 
these factors 6 months after the baseline survey (t2). Administration of the surveys 
took approximately 45  min (Fig.  1.3). The preliminary findings reported in this 
chapter are based on analyses with data from t1 only. In future analyses, we will add 
data from the caregivers’ survey and additional time points.

Baseline and follow-up survey questions were based on previous surveys of 
deported immigrants and instruments used in studies with large samples of Latino 
adults and adolescents. For adults, survey questions were adapted from the 
U.S.  Census American Housing Survey (U.S.  Census Bureau, 2021), USDA 
Household Food Security Survey (USDA, 2020b), Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE) Study (CDC, 2020a), Migrant Project (Martinez-Donate et  al., 2015), 

Fig. 1.2  Recruitment summary
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Collective Efficacy and Informal Social Control Scales (Sampson et  al., 1997), 
Children of Immigrant Longitudinal Study (Portes & Rumbaut, 2012), Strengths 
and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, 2012), and the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health; Harris, 2009). For children, measures 
were adapted from the Add Health Study, the Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE) Study, the Children of Immigrant Longitudinal Study (Portes & Rumbaut, 
2012), the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (CDC, 2020b), the 2016 CPS Food Security 
Supplement (USDA, 2020a), and the Self-Description Questionnaire’s Relationships 
Subscales (Marsh, 1994). For more details on the domains and measures included 
in this study, see Table 1.3 in the Appendix.

�Data on Safe-Zone School Policies

We collected information on safe-zone policies by first identifying the school dis-
tricts in which our survey participants reported to have attended school in the most 
recent academic year. We then examined each school district’s board of education 
resolutions archives to identify whether they had instituted safe-zone policies. For 
this study, we classified a school as a “safe zone” if its governing board of education 
has approved and adopted resolutions that explicitly protect immigrant-origin stu-
dents. These resolutions range from general statements of support to detailed poli-
cies that prohibit ICE activities in school facilities, ban the sharing of information 
with immigration authorities, prevent the collection of students’ information that 

Baseline Surveys:
Assesses health and
wellbeing indicators:
• At time of survey (at

time of deportation)
• 12 months before

(retrospectively)
Completed by:
• Child (phone)
• Caregiver (phone)
• Deported parent

(face to face)

Follow-Up Surveys:
Assesses same health and
wellbeing indicators:
• 6 months after

deportation
Completed by:
• Child (phone)
• Caregiver (phone)
• Deported parent

(phone)
In-depth semi-structured
interviews:

Child (phone)
Caregivers (phone)

6 months

Fig. 1.3  Data collection overview
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may be used to determine their legal status, and/or allocate resources to staff train-
ing initiatives and counseling services. Our final sample included 43 children 
attending school in 21 safe-zone school districts and 52 children attending school in 
a district without a safe-zone policy in place.

�Data on Immigration Enforcement

Since the early 2000s, and in the absence of a comprehensive federal immigration 
reform, individual agencies, states, and local jurisdictions have been implementing 
their own policies aimed at curbing undocumented immigration. Examining the role 
of safe zones on children’s educational outcomes cannot be done in a vacuum. It is 
crucial to consider the interior immigration enforcement environment to which they 
are exposed on a daily basis. To that end, we gathered data on various interior immi-
gration measures in place during the time of the survey—namely, 287(g) agree-
ments between counties/states with the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 
Secure Communities, employment verification (E-Verify) mandates, and omnibus 
immigration laws. Data on jurisdictions with active 287(g) agreements between ICE 
and local law enforcement agencies came from ICE’s website (U.S.  ICE, 2020). 
Data on the activation of Secure Communities came from a memorandum issued by 
Secretary of Homeland Security John Kelly (U.S. DHS, 2017), which ordered the 
restoration of the Secure Communities Program across the country. Finally, data on 
state-level omnibus immigration laws and employment verification mandates was 
gathered from the National Conference of State Legislatures website (Morse, 2019).

To capture the local immigration enforcement climate, we constructed a compos-
ite index of the abovementioned immigration policies at the county level. The index, 
which ranges from 0 (no policies in place) to 4 (all policies), provides a way to 
proxy for an overall tougher anti-immigration climate generated by the enactment 
of multiple interconnected policies. In fact, safe-zone resolutions adopted by school 
districts rarely identify individual measures to motivate the implementation of sanc-
tuary initiatives. Instead, they usually refer to the general climate in which their 
students and families live.

We matched the immigration enforcement index to our individual respondents 
using the county where their schools are located. In the following section, we pres-
ent descriptive statistics for these and other variables included in our model.

�Descriptive Statistics

Table 1.1 provides descriptive statistics for the whole sample at the time of the sur-
vey (t1), by the level of interior immigration enforcement to which families are 
exposed in their county of residence, and by safe-zone status of the schools that 
children in our sample attend. At the top of the table, we have the educational 
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Table 1.1  Descriptive statistics of children in sample

Pooled 
sample

Immigration 
enforcement

School in safe-zone 
district

Low High No Yes

Outcomes
Ever repeated or held back a grade 0.090 0.096 0.063 0.096 0.070

(0.288) (0.297) (0.250) (0.298) (0.258)
Mostly As and Bs in school 0.730 0.735 0.688 0.769 0.674

(0.446) (0.444) (0.479) (0.425) (0.474)
Trouble getting along with 
teachers

0.250 0.253 0.250 0.269 0.256

(0.435) (0.437) (0.447) (0.448) (0.441)
Trouble paying attention in school 0.680 0.663 0.750 0.750 0.628

(0.469) (0.476) (0.447) (0.437) (0.489)
Trouble doing homework 0.640 0.639 0.688 0.654 0.674

(0.482) (0.483) (0.479) (0.480) (0.474)
Caregiver attends parent-teacher 
conference

0.818 0.805 0.875 0.784 0.860

(0.388) (0.399) (0.342) (0.415) (0.351)
Child thinks teaching is good at 
school

0.870 0.867 0.875 0.904 0.814

(0.338) (0.341) (0.342) (0.298) (0.394)
Key regressors
School district with a safe-zone 
policy

0.453 0.532 0.063 0.000 1.000

(0.500) (0.502) (0.250) (0.000) (0.000)
Immigration enforcement score 1.293 1.000 2.813 1.519 1.047

(0.689) (0.000) (0.403) (0.852) (0.305)
Controls
Age 14.910 14.867 15.000 14.885 14.814

(1.505) (1.560) (1.155) (1.437) (1.547)
Female 0.540 0.530 0.625 0.654 0.419

(0.501) (0.502) (0.500) (0.480) (0.499)
Child has at least one older sibling 0.460 0.458 0.500 0.462 0.465

(0.501) (0.501) (0.516) (0.503) (0.505)
Cities child has lived since age 6 1.460 1.530 1.125 1.442 1.419

(0.904) (0.967) (0.342) (0.826) (0.879)
Deported parent 0.490 0.506 0.438 0.538 0.465

(0.502) (0.503) (0.512) (0.503) (0.505)
Caregiver finished high school 0.394 0.366 0.500 0.451 0.326

(0.491) (0.485) (0.516) (0.503) (0.474)
Caregiver currently employed 0.616 0.646 0.500 0.608 0.651

(0.489) (0.481) (0.516) (0.493) (0.482)
Observations 100 83 16 52 43

Note: Sample means, standard deviations in parentheses

1  Safe-Zone Schools and Children with Undocumented Parents



16

outcomes being examined, which are constructed as dichotomous variables. For 
some outcomes, the statistics are intuitive. For instance, the share of children getting 
mostly As and Bs in school is higher in counties with lesser interior immigration 
enforcement, and the share of youth reporting having trouble paying attention in 
school or completing their homework is lower in those localities. However, we also 
observed a slightly lower share of children ever repeating a grade in counties with 
more interior immigration enforcement than in counties with less, and caregivers 
appeared more likely to attend parent-teacher conferences in those locations than in 
counties with less interior immigration enforcement. Other educational outcomes, 
such as the share of children reporting having trouble with the teachers, or the share 
thinking positively about teaching in the school, are not so distinct across high vs. 
low interior immigration enforcement localities.

A similar picture emerges if we distinguish according to whether the children 
attend schools in districts with a safe zone in place or not. Figure 1.4 depicts graphi-
cally mean differences for the various educational outcomes being examined for 
youth attending schools with and without a safe zone. The share of children ever 
repeating a grade, reporting having trouble with teachers, or having trouble paying 

Fig. 1.4  Children’s educational outcomes by exposure to safe-zone policies. Panel a: Ever 
repeated a grade (%). Panel b: Mostly As and Bs in school (%). Panel c: Trouble getting along 
with teachers (%). Panel d: Trouble paying attention in school (%). Panel e: Trouble doing home-
work (%). Panel f: Caregiver attends parent-teacher conferences (%). Panel g: Child thinks teach-
ing is good at school (%)
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attention in school is smaller when youth are exposed to a safe zone than when they 
attend a school not in a safe zone. Sometimes the difference was small, as was the 
case in the share of youth reporting having trouble with teachers. However, in other 
cases, those differences are non-negligible, as in the case of ever repeating a grade 
(7% vs. 10%) or having trouble paying attention at school (63% vs. 75%). 
Furthermore, not only youth, but also their caregivers, seemed to be reacting to the 
presence of a safer environment. A higher share of caregivers reported attending 
parent-teacher conference meetings at schools in a safe-zone area (86% vs. 79%). 
However, there are also some seeming inconsistencies. For instance, the share of 
children receiving mostly As and Bs or thinking that teaching is good at schools 
with safe zones is smaller relative to the shares in districts without a safe zone (67% 
vs. 77%, and 81% vs. 90%); plus, the share of children reporting having trouble 
with homework is slightly larger in schools with a safe zone (67% vs. 65%). 
Nonetheless, some of these contradictions dissipate as we account for other child 
and household traits.

Table 1.1 also displays basic descriptive statistics for our two key regressors—
safe-zone policies and immigration enforcement. Close to half (45%) of the chil-
dren in the sample attend a school in a district with a safe zone in place. Not 
surprisingly, those safe zones appear to be primarily located in counties with a lower 
level of interior immigration enforcement. Correspondingly, children attending 
schools in districts with a safe zone are exposed to a lower level of enforcement. 
Therefore, it is important to account for the exposure to interior immigration 

Fig. 1.4  (continued)
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enforcement when gauging the effectiveness of safe zones in helping children in 
families with a deported parent or at risk of having a deported parent. In addition, 
most of the children in the sample (83 children) reside in counties with one interior 
immigration enforcement initiative in place—namely, Secure Communities. 
Nevertheless, 16% of participants reside in counties with interior immigration 
enforcement indexes equal to 2 or 3—that is, counties with “high” enforcement.

Finally, Table 1.1 reports the descriptive statistics for basic demographic controls 
(i.e., age, gender, and whether the child has an older sibling), the number of cities 
where the child has lived since age 6, and a dummy variable indicative of whether 
the child has been separated from one of their parents due to deportation. In addi-
tion, we include information on whether the main caregiver has finished high school 
and is currently employed. Because of the survey design, the average age of chil-
dren in our sample is close to 15. Focusing on the distinctions between children 
attending schools in safe zones and those attending other schools, we find some 
interesting differences. For example, a larger share of boys is exposed to safe zones 
than is the share of girls, and the prevalence of parental deportation seems some-
what lower in those areas (47% of children with a safe zone have a deported parent, 
vs. 54% of children attending schools without a safe zone). Finally, children attend-
ing schools in safe zones seem to have lesser educated caregivers. In what follows, 
we account for these differences, as well as for the presence of interior immigration 
enforcement, when gauging the impact of safe zones on children’s educational 
outcomes.

�Methods

Our aim is to learn about the impact of safe-zone policies on the educational perfor-
mance of children of mixed-status families who, despite being US born, are inevita-
bly impacted by the economic and psychological pressures imposed by the escalation 
of interior immigration enforcement on their families and households. To this end, 
we estimate the following benchmark model specification:

	 Y SZ IE SZ IE Xidm im idm= + + + ∗ + + + +′α β β β γ δ δ ε1 2 3dm cm dm cm s m 	 (1.1)

where the dependent variable (Yidm) captures various educational performance indi-
cators of child i attending school in district d when interviewed in month m. 
Education performance indicators include whether they ever repeated a grade, are 
getting mostly As and Bs in their courses, are having trouble getting along with their 
teachers, have difficulty paying attention in school, have trouble with homework, 
and think the teaching is good at their school.

Because the impact of school districts’ safe zones on the abovementioned educa-
tional outcomes might significantly differ across counties, we account not only for 
the child’s exposure to a safe zone (SZdm) based on his/her school district, but also 
for his/her household’s exposure to interior immigration enforcement (IEcm) based 
on their county of residence and an interaction term of the two policies. In that 
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manner, we can gauge the effect of safe zones on children depending on the level of 
interior immigration enforcement in their county. In the absence of interior immi-
gration enforcement (i.e., IEcm = 0), the impact of the safe zone would be given by 
β1. Otherwise, in the presence of some interior immigration enforcement (i.e., 
IEcm  >  0), the effectiveness of safe zones would be captured by ( β β µ1 3+ ∗ IE ) , 
where ∝IE  is the average intensity of interior immigration enforcement.

Similarly, we can also compare the impact of a given level of interior immigra-
tion enforcement on children’s education performance based on whether they attend 
a safe-zone school district. In the absence of a safe zone (i.e., SZdm = 0), the impact 
of interior immigration enforcement on the measured educational outcomes would 
be given by β2. In contrast, for children attending schools in districts with a safe 
zone (i.e., SZdm = 1) the impact of interior immigration enforcement would be cap-
tured by (β2 + β3).

In addition, we account for some basic child traits included in the vector Xim, 
such as age, gender, whether they have older siblings who can potentially help with 
school, the number of cities they have resided in since age 6 to address difficulties 
in adjusting to school, and an indicator of whether the child has suffered separation 
from a parent due to deportation. The vector Xim also includes information on the 
household’s caregiver, such as whether they completed high school and are 
employed. To conclude, the model includes month fixed effects (δm) to address any 
variations in immigration policies during the interview months—all of them con-
ducted in 2019. We also include state fixed effects (δs) to control for regional time-
invariant characteristics. We cannot include school district or county fixed effects 
owing to the small size of our sample.

Equation (1.1) is estimated using ordinary least squares, which is a somewhat 
more flexible specification. Sample size issues prevent us from using school dis-
trict- or county-level clusters. Hence, standard errors are clustered at the state level.

�Do Safe Zones Protect the Academic Advancement 
of Children?

Our primary goal is to assess the protective impact of safe zones on the educational 
performance of children from mixed-status households. To that end, we estimate the 
model in Eq. (1.1). Table 1.2 displays our preliminary findings for various school-
related outcomes. Focusing on the impact of safe zones, and given that all children 
reside in counties with some level of interior immigration enforcement in place 
(Secure Communities covered the entire country by the end of 2014), we compute 
and display at the bottom of the table the marginal effect of adopting a safe-zone 
policy at the average level of enforcement in our sample.4 Note that since our 
outcomes are all dichotomous and we are estimating the models by OLS, these 

4 This is given by ∂ ∂ = + ∗Y SZ/ β β µ1 3 IE , where: 
µIE ≈

 1.
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marginal effects are in percentage-point terms. To get a better sense of how large of 
an impact they represent, it is helpful to divide them by the sample mean of the 
respective outcome of interest. For example, the reported incidence of ever repeat-
ing a grade is roughly two times smaller for children in school districts with a safe 
zone when compared to children in school districts without a safe zone. Similarly, 
safe zones are associated with approximately a 17% increase in children receiving 
mostly As and Bs, reduce the probability of having trouble paying attention in 
school by 31%, and raise the perception of teaching being “good” at school by 7%. 
Finally, safe zones also seem to significantly increase caregivers’ attendance at 
parent-teacher conferences by 20%. In sum, safe zones seem to have significant and 
non-negligible impacts on the school performance of children, as well as on the 
engagement of caregivers.

One might, however, ask if safe zones can offset the potential negative impact of 
other ongoing policies, such as interior immigration enforcement. To address this 
question, we can compute and compare the marginal effect of the average level of 
interior immigration enforcement (i.e., µIE ≈  1 in our sample) in the presence of a 
safe zone to its marginal effect when there is no safe zone in place.5 For instance, 
children in school districts without a safe zone and a level of interior immigration 
enforcement of 1—as in the case of having only Secure Communities in place—are 
five times more likely to report ever repeating a grade than children who are not 
exposed to any interior immigration enforcement. However, for children in school 
districts with a safe zone in place, that likelihood drops to 2.3 times. Even though 
the adoption of a safe-zone policy cannot completely reverse or undo the negative 
impact of interior immigration enforcement, it can significantly cut the impact of 
enforcement—in this case, by half.

We repeat the same exercise for the remaining educational outcomes for which 
interior immigration enforcement appears to have a statistically significant impact 
in the absence of safe zones. For example, the average level of interior immigration 
enforcement is associated with a 65% higher probability of having trouble paying 
attention in school and a twofold increase in reporting having trouble with home-
work.6 The average level of interior immigration enforcement is associated with a 
17% lower likelihood of thinking that teaching is “good” at school, and a 60% lower 
probability of caregivers attending parent-teacher conferences. However, when the 
school district has a safe-zone policy in place, these associations change for better, 
not worse. Instead of a 65% higher likelihood of having trouble paying attention at 
school, children are 14% less likely to report having this problem. Similarly, even 
though they still report having trouble with homework, this difficulty rises by a fac-
tor of 1.4 (as opposed to 2). Children also think more positively about their schools. 
Instead of being 17% less likely to think that teaching is “good” at their school, they 
are 10% less likely to report thinking this way. Finally, caregivers’ engagement also 

5 For simplicity, these predicted values ignore the remaining regressors, as well as the constant, 
since they would be common to the two groups of children being compared.
6 Computed as [marginal effect of safe-zone policy at the average level of IE, i.e., (β1 + β3 ∗ 1)/
DV mean].
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Table 1.2  The impact of exposure to safe-zone policies on children’s educational outcomes

Ever 
repeated a 
grade

Mostly As 
and Bs in 
school

Trouble 
getting 
along 
with 
teachers

Trouble 
paying 
attention 
in school

Trouble 
doing 
homework

Caregiver 
attends 
parent-
teacher 
conference

Child 
thinks 
teaching is 
good at 
school

School 
district 
safe-zone 
policy (β1)

−0.279*** 0.607*** 0.367 −0.528*** −0.415 0.157* 0.638***

(0.057) (0.091) (0.308) (0.137) (0.243) (0.077) (0.107)
Immigration 
enforcement 
(β2)

0.447*** −0.503 0.251 0.445** 0.976*** −0.488*** −0.150*

(0.076) (0.306) (0.183) (0.196) (0.233) (0.111) (0.073)
IE × school 
dist. 
safe-zone 
policy (β3)

0.074 −0.481*** −0.335* 0.318*** 0.321* 0.004 −0.575***

(0.043) (0.089) (0.160) (0.077) (0.159) (0.047) (0.056)
Age 0.014 0.039 −0.048 −0.036 −0.014 −0.062* 0.024

(0.018) (0.030) (0.049) (0.030) (0.025) (0.029) (0.015)
Female −0.148** 0.246** 0.017 −0.058 0.166 0.063 −0.162

(0.066) (0.104) (0.138) (0.113) (0.125) (0.100) (0.103)
Older siblings 0.000 −0.105** −0.023 −0.146* −0.217*** −0.099 0.102***

(0.031) (0.045) (0.109) (0.072) (0.051) (0.071) (0.034)
Cities lived in 
since age 6

0.057 0.070 0.071 0.128 −0.039 −0.057 0.014

(0.044) (0.088) (0.065) (0.102) (0.073) (0.083) (0.021)
Deported 
parent

−0.137* −0.313*** 0.010 −0.063 0.178 0.177 −0.034

(0.075) (0.077) (0.208) (0.312) (0.149) (0.110) (0.075)
Caregiver 
completed 
high school

−0.160* −0.020 −0.042 −0.018 −0.142 0.160** 0.065

(0.083) (0.097) (0.093) (0.086) (0.082) (0.073) (0.101)
Caregiver 
employed

0.061 −0.010 −0.141 0.086 −0.015 0.072 0.155*

(0.058) (0.088) (0.084) (0.086) (0.119) (0.084) (0.087)
Survey month 
FE

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

State FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

(continued)
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Table 1.2  (continued)

Ever 
repeated a 
grade

Mostly As 
and Bs in 
school

Trouble 
getting 
along 
with 
teachers

Trouble 
paying 
attention 
in school

Trouble 
doing 
homework

Caregiver 
attends 
parent-
teacher 
conference

Child 
thinks 
teaching is 
good at 
school

Marginal 
effect of 
safe-zone 
policy when ∝IE =1, i.e., 
β1 + β3

−0.205*** 0.126*** 0.032 −0.211*** −0.094 0.161** 0.063***

Dependent 
variable 
means

0.09 0.73 0.25 0.68 0.64 0.82 0.87

Observations 94 94 94 94 94 94 94
R-squared 0.395 0.410 0.305 0.277 0.376 0.461 0.502

Note: All models include a constant term. Standard errors clustered at state level in parentheses. 
*** p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

improves under safe zones, despite the presence of interior immigration enforce-
ment. While they are still reticent to attend parent-teacher conferences, this inci-
dence drops by 40%, as opposed to 60%. Overall, while safe zones cannot fully 
offset the negative impact of interior immigration enforcement, they do help coun-
teract it to a meaningful extent.

To conclude, it is also worth noting that the remaining results in Table 1.2 also 
reveal other interesting findings that largely confirm prior results in the education 
literature. For instance, caregivers are less likely to attend parent-teacher confer-
ences of older children. Girls are less likely to ever repeat a grade and more likely 
to earn mostly As and Bs than are boys. Having older siblings also has some inter-
esting impacts. Youth with older siblings are 14% less likely to report getting mostly 
As and Bs, 21% less likely to have trouble paying attention in school, but 34% less 
likely to report having trouble doing homework. They are also 12% more likely to 
think that teaching is “good” at the school than their counterparts without older 
siblings. Interestingly, children with a deported parent are marginally less likely to 
report ever repeating a grade, but 43% less likely to report earning mostly As and Bs 
at school.

Caregiver traits also matter for some of the outcomes. For instance, children 
whose caregiver has completed high school are almost twice less likely to report 
ever repeating a grade, and caregivers are 20% more likely to attend parent-teacher 
conferences. Finally, children with an employed caregiver seem to have a better 
perception of school. They are 2.5 times more likely to think positively about the 
quality of teaching at school.
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In summary, the preliminary findings in Table 1.2 suggest that safe zones can 
have a statistically significant and non-negligible impact on the school performance 
of US-born children residing in mixed-status households.

�Summary, Future Work, and Preliminary Conclusions

Our main goal with this study is to make use of a new and innovative survey to 
understand the effectiveness of safe-zone school districts in improving the educa-
tional outcomes of children from mixed-status households who have either endured 
the deportation of a parent or are at a similar risk. For the past 20 years, the United 
States has witnessed an unprecedented increase of interior immigration enforce-
ment—an expansion that has been accompanied by a dramatic growth in deporta-
tions and family separations. We seek to understand how the adoption of protective 
policies, such as safe-zone school districts, can help American youth residing in 
mixed-status households exposed to the increased threat of deportation.

To that end, we used preliminary survey data collected on a sample of approxi-
mately 100 US-born children who reside in mixed-status households. Some have 
experienced the deportation of a parent, and others have not. We merged data on 
safe-zone policies in their school district, as well as on interior immigration policies 
to which they are exposed. We then examined the impact of safe zones on the edu-
cational performance of these youth. Preliminary evidence suggests that safe-zone 
policies play a non-negligible role in improving these children’s educational perfor-
mance, even if the policies do not fully offset the very negative impact of interior 
immigration enforcement.

In sum, safe-zone policies appear to be highly beneficial. In future work, we will 
incorporate additional survey data from a second wave, which will enable us to 
address endogeneity concerns stemming from individual unobserved heterogeneity. 
In addition, we will dig further into the mechanisms in order to disentangle the 
extent to which these effects are driven by a somewhat endogenous welcoming 
environment to immigrants and their families, or by the outreach and protection 
offered by schools. If confirmed by future analyses with additional observations 
and more controls on potential endogeneity biases, evidence on the effectiveness of 
safe zones may be instrumental and encourage more widespread adoption of these 
policies throughout the United States, especially if current ramped-up interior 
immigration enforcement efforts continue in the future. For now, we can conclude 
that preliminary findings warrant further consideration of safe-zone policies by 
school districts given the low cost and yet positive impacts on children’s learning 
and educational outcomes. 
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�Appendix

Table 1.3  Children survey: domains, measures, instrument sources, and sample items

Domain Measures
Instrument 
source(s)a Sample questions

Demographics Age
Gender
Race/ethnicity

Add Health
CILS

• How old are you?
• What are you?
• What is your race?
• Do you identify as Latino or 
Hispanic?

Behavioral 
problems

Use of alcohol, 
tobacco, or other 
drugs

YRBSS
Add Health
CILS

• During the past 30 days, on how many 
days did you smoke cigarettes?
• During the past 30 days, on how many 
days did you have at least one drink of 
alcohol?

Academics Academic 
performance

Add Health
YBRSS

• Have you ever repeated a grade or 
been held back a grade?

School behavior • During the most recent academic year, 
how often have you had trouble paying 
attention in school?

School quality Add Health 
CILS

• How much do you agree with each of 
the following statements about your 
school and teachers? The teaching is 
good in your school

Residential history 
and migration

Mobility BTL • In how many different cities or towns 
have you lived?
• Have you moved residences during the 
last 6 months? Please consider any 
moves within the same or to a different 
city

aStudies from which survey questions/scales were adopted or adapted: Add Health: The National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth (Principal 
Investigators: Mullan/Haar, NIA, R01AG042794). CILS: Children of Immigrant Longitudinal 
Study, http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/DSDR/studies/20520#bibcite (Principal 
Investigators: Portes/Rumbaut, Russell Sage Foundation, Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, Spencer 
Foundation, National Science Foundation). BTL: Between the Lines Study: Health & Wellbeing of 
Children of Deported Immigrants. Drexel University, https://entrelineas-drexel.weebly.com 
(Principal Investigator: Martinez-Donate, NICHD, R21 HD085157–01). YBRSS: Youth Risk 
Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS), Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, www.cdc.
gov/HealthyYouth/yrbs/index.htm
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Chapter 2
Trauma, Loss, and Empowerment: 
Impacts of Immigration Enforcement

Joanna Dreby

I remember when my dad went to jail, we went to stay at my mom’s friend’s house … 
And … I remember like, like talking to my older brother like, “How are we gonna tell to our 
younger brothers?” Like … And then I think we just told them something like, “Oh, he’s not 
gonna come back right now, like he has to do something.” But … Uhm … I don’t really 
remember at all, like after that. Cause we never really talked about it.

Penny, 19 years old, told me pieces of her childhood memories such as this one, 
at times nervously, through a FaceTime call. It was early June 2020, about 6 weeks 
into the COVID pandemic lockdown. Penny, like many of us, was home; her sum-
mer plans were on hold. We had never met; I knew nothing of her except what she 
told me during our 2-h call and the little gathered from what I saw in the back-
ground: the drop ceiling in the room she called from and the batik print hanging on 
a faux wood paneled wall. Up until this point, the virtual interview format seemed a 
major drawback to the research study; I hoped to build sufficient trust so that young 
adults (aged 18–30 years raised in the United States by immigrant parents) might 
share with me stories of immigration enforcement, stories many felt were just too 
private to discuss. How does one do this in a virtual interview? Penny changed my 
judgment about the impersonal nature of virtual interviews. She was eager to share. 
The interview felt like a dance with the conversation moving deep and then coming 
up into a light banter, a back and forth of us both trying to keep things comfort-
able—or comfortable enough. It was highly intimate. Penny did not seem to have 
processed much about her father’s arrest before we spoke. I sensed areas of possible 
discomfort or emotional triggers which I actively avoided, this not being a therapeu-
tic intervention. Penny, I realized after we ended the call, would not have agreed to 
meet me in person had I traveled the 2 h to the midsized city in western New York 
where she lived. The video call provided a safe space for her to tell the story of her 
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father’s deportation, the havoc it caused during her childhood, the ways it under-
mined her relationships with her mother and brother, and the silence surrounding 
the deportation that she carried with her.

Penny, like 26 of the 48 US citizens raised in Latin American or Caribbean immi-
grant households who I have interviewed, had a parent targeted for immigration 
violations while a minor. In Penny’s case, the incident resulted in a deportation, but 
for others it might have been an arrest or a detention. For the other 22 young adults 
I spoke with, enforcement affected those outside of the household, targeting 
extended family members or members of their community, broadly defined. 
Literature shows that immigration raids and deportations have direct and indirect 
consequences for young children and that legal status shapes child development 
(see Dreby, 2015a, b; Yoshikawa et al., 2017). Additionally, adverse experiences in 
childhood can leave an imprint on the health and well-being later in life (Van der 
Kolk, 2015). One can easily imagine that immigration enforcement experiences in 
families have long-standing impacts. How do the children of immigrants make 
sense of enforcement over time, years after the event? To what extent does an 
enforcement experience during childhood stick with children of immigrants as they 
age into adulthood? And, if the experiences do stick, what is it about enforcement 
that leads to long-standing impacts?

Using a qualitative approach to data collection and analysis, this chapter focuses 
on how the US-citizen children of immigrants—over time—come to understand 
their experiences with enforcement in three distinct ways: as sources of trauma, as 
a cause of loss, and as a basis for empowerment. After reviewing some of the foun-
dational research on enforcement and childhood trauma, I outline the multilayered 
research approach focusing on young adults raised in the state of New York or the 
New York metropolitan area. I then share details from the stories of those who like 
Penny bravely broke the code of silence in their families and communities to share 
their experiences. I highlight features of enforcement that may lead young adults to 
understand the experience as a cause of hardship, a source of significant loss, or a 
basis for personal development by drawing heavily on young adults’ verbatim 
accounts; they explain their experiences more eloquently with greater reflection, 
grace, and realism than I can in the retelling. The goal is not to prove that outcomes 
later in life are caused by childhood exposure to enforcement. Instead, stories shed 
light on the features of enforcement that create greater hardship over time, as well 
as the types of support that may mitigate negative effects. Accounts also indicate 
that enforcement is a significant social problem that children of immigrants often 
suffer with in silence, even as adults.

�The Children of Immigration Enforcement

Over the past 30 years, two patterns related to immigration in the United States have 
coincided. First, there has been a significant growth in the percent of the population 
of children with foreign-born parents, a population now aging into adulthood. By 
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2014, nearly one in four US children lived in immigrant-origin households, twice as 
many as in 1990; of these children, 88% were US citizens (Woods & Hanson, 2016). 
Second, US immigration policy shifted from having a primary focus on integration 
to a greater emphasis on enforcement. The Immigration Control and Reform Act of 
1986 provided a pathway for legalization for those in the country without legal sta-
tus, but then shifted, increasing penalties for unlawful status and reducing pathways 
for legalization. In 1996, the Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility 
Act, for example, broadened public charge guidelines, tying income requirements to 
immigration eligibility. Similarly, the Act implemented bars to readmission, making 
it more difficult for undocumented individuals to regularize their status, resulting in 
a growth in mixed-status families (Fix & Zimmerman, 2006). Post-9/11, immigra-
tion agencies reorganized; financing of border patrol increased and their reach 
expanded to the interior of the country. Since 2007, the US Government has been 
formally removing or detaining more than 300,000 people every year, more than 
double the number of people in 2001 (U.S.  Department of Homeland Security, 
2016). Taken together, these two patterns mean that enforcement efforts potentially 
affect an ever-growing percentage of the US population: the children of immigrants. 
Estimates suggest, for example, that 500,000 US-citizen children experienced the 
apprehension, detention, and deportation of at least one parent between 2011 and 
2013 (Capps et al., 2015).

At the same time as enforcement actions increased and peaked in 2013, I had 
been interviewing families and children growing up in Mexican immigrant house-
holds in New Jersey and Ohio (Dreby, 2015b). The research was not undertaken to 
explore immigration policy, but in interview after interview, children 5–15 years old 
spoke of fears related to immigration status. One 6-year-old living in New Jersey, 
for example, said that she worried about her parents being immigrants, “because if 
I am here and my mom goes to Mexico, I am going to be sad because I would miss 
her.” A 10-year-old born and raised in Ohio explained that she expected that her 
family might have to move to Mexico because the police “are looking for people 
that don’t have papers to be here” (Dreby, 2015b). The children I interviewed and 
spent time with inside their homes and schools seemed uniquely cognizant of the 
threat of immigration policies to alter their lives, though they had little understand-
ing of immigration law. In fact, of the 110 children interviewed—a sample aiming 
to include children living in families with a range of legal statuses—one-third in 
Ohio and one-quarter in New Jersey had had a parent arrested, detained, or deported.

Given the extent to which enforcement and specifically fears about these policies 
shaped children’s daily lives, I conceptualized the burden of enforcement policies 
on young children with “a deportation pyramid,” likened to the injury pyramid used 
in public health (Dreby, 2012). From this perspective, the most devastating impact 
of enforcement is family dissolution at the top of the pyramid. Yet, impacts that are 
much more frequent, including emotional and economic insecurity, stigma related 
to immigration, and fears about immigration as expressed in the interviews, affect a 
much wider swath of the population including US citizens and legal migrants. In 
essence, the fact of an enforcement action potentially altered children’s lives, but the 
threat of a possible deportation—termed “deportability” (De Genova, 
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2002)—affects a much larger number of the population than we might expect, 
including US citizens and even the children of legal migrants.

Other research also shows the concrete and immediate ways enforcement directly 
and indirectly harms children. Outcomes related to either enforcement or fears of 
enforcement include changes to family composition and living arrangements 
(Amuedo-Durantes & Arenas-Arroyo, 2019; Landale et al., 2011), social service 
utilization (Vargas, 2015; Vargas & Pirog, 2016; Xu & Brabeck, 2012), educational 
attainment (Amuedo-Dorantes & Lopez, 2015; Brabeck & Xu, 2010; Macías & 
Collet, 2016; Mass et  al., 2016), and parent-child relationships (Abrego, 2016; 
Berger Cardoso et al., 2018; Brabeck & Xu, 2010; Castañeda, 2019; Dreby, 2015a; 
Enriquez, 2015; Lopez et al., 2018). As for well-being, enforcement actions sub-
stantially impact young children’s socio-emotional well-being; children of deport-
ees display increases in internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Allen et al., 2015; 
Brabeck & Sibley, 2016; Brabeck & Xu, 2010), anxiety and depression (Gulbas 
et al., 2016; Zayas et al., 2015), and difficulties related to belonging (Dreby, 2015b; 
Zayas & Gulbas, 2017). Sufficient evidence of immigration-related trauma due to 
family separations exists (Allen et  al., 2015; Delva et  al., 2013; Lovato, 2019; 
Rojas-Flores et al., 2017) such that both the American Psychological Association 
and the American Medical Association released statements in 2018 opposing the 
new administration’s policies of separating parents and children at the border.

�Adverse Childhood Experiences: Longitudinal Perspectives

Despite extensive evidence that immigration enforcement has immediate impacts 
on children, their families, and their communities, no studies to date have explored 
the lasting impacts of enforcement on US citizens as they transition into adulthood. 
In the fields of social welfare, psychology, public health, and child development, 
scholars have established a temporal relationship between adverse childhood expe-
riences—or ACEs—and health and well-being later in life (Foege, 1998; Larkin 
et  al., 2012; Poole et  al., 2017; Whitfield, 1998). This framework proposes that 
adverse experiences during childhood may result in heightened levels of toxic stress 
that, when they accumulate, take a toll, leading to a wide range of poor outcomes in 
physical, behavioral, and emotional health in adulthood (Anda et al., 2008; Chapman 
et al., 2004; Felitti, 2009; Franke, 2014; Metzler et al., 2017; Van der Kolk, 2015). 
The prevalence of ACEs among Hispanic children is shown to be lower for those in 
immigrant families than for those in nonimmigrant families (Caballero et al., 2017). 
Yet, questionnaires do not measure stressors related to immigration enforcement 
(Flores & Salazar, 2017). Current scholarship does not include enforcement as an 
adverse experience with potential impacts over the life course.

Indeed, enforcement likely differs from other forms of childhood adverse experi-
ences for which parents and family members are most often viewed as directly or 
indirectly culpable. Of current ACE categories, five relate to parental abuse or 
neglect and five to dysfunctional parents or family contexts. Even when children 
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experience violence indirectly through neglect or parental incarceration, which are 
of course highly correlated with poverty, children may view parents as ultimately 
responsible (Turner et al., 2019). Enforcement is distinctly different; families and 
children most often view parental migration as a sacrifice undertaken on behalf of 
children or future children. Migrating without a legal status, then, is a collateral 
consequence of parents’ efforts to improve their children’s standard of living. Over 
time, children exposed to enforcement may be much less likely to blame parents 
than those experiencing other types of adverse childhood experiences.

Theories of trauma and resiliency provide a useful framework for understanding 
how adult children of immigrants may make sense of enforcement. According to 
these theories, factors related to the frequency and duration of an adverse event will 
influence the likelihood of traumatic outcomes (Agaibi & Wilson, 2005; Masten, 
2001; Ungar, 2013; Van der Kolk, 2015). In addition, exposure to traumatic experi-
ences in childhood can have a long reach. Research looking at refugee populations, 
for example, finds that pre-migratory events such as war, natural disasters, and 
physical violence shape psychological well-being (Goodman et al., 2017; Mollica 
et al., 2001; Porche et al., 2011; Sleijpen et al., 2019; Steel et al., 2002). Among 
Cambodians who had lived in the United States for more than two decades, those 
who experienced severe trauma due to the war continued to suffer from depression 
and PTSD (Marshall et al., 2005). More recently, features of the migratory journey 
of undocumented immigrant women from Central America and Mexico qualified as 
a source of potential trauma prior to arrival (Goodman et  al., 2017). Similar to 
adverse childhood experiences, events external to the family may have lasting 
impacts and be sources of trauma among migrant populations.

Of course, not all individuals react to adverse experiences in the same ways. 
Scholars define resilience as the ability of an individual to face adversity and avoid 
negative outcomes (Masten, 2001). Rather than an intrinsic ability or genetic predis-
position to shield against adversity, resiliency is a response that develops out of an 
individual’s relationships in the social contexts in which they live, primarily within 
their families and in their communities (Masten, 2001; Rutter, 1987; Ungar, 2013). 
As such, social support systems can help individuals develop resiliency (Agaibi & 
Wilson, 2005; Rutter, 1987; Ungar et al., 2013). High levels of peer support may 
moderate the effects of complex early trauma on mental health of at-risk youth 
(Yearwood et al., 2019). Family support can play a critical role in youths’ successful 
adaptation after traumatic events (Kliewer et al., 2006). Additionally, among chil-
dren in immigrant families, mentorship outside of family units may lead to “excep-
tional mobility” (Smith, 2008). Social support can be an important resource for the 
children of immigrants in making sense of adverse childhood experiences, particu-
larly those related to enforcement.

In summary, a preponderance of evidence suggests that immigration policies 
have negative impacts on young children and that adverse childhood experiences 
often have long-standing, traumatic impacts over the life course. However, no 
research to date has explored enforcement as a possible cause of traumatic impacts 
that extend over time and into adulthood. In essence, we need to add a temporal 
component to the deportation pyramid and conceptualize the burden of enforcement 
on children as they age into adulthood.
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�Research Design

This chapter draws on interviews collected from a larger study currently in progress 
on the impact of immigration policy on the children of immigrants. The larger study 
aims to capture how young adults understand the impact of immigration policies on 
their lives; how enforcement specifically affects relationship quality, socio-
emotional well-being, and career and educational trajectories; and how social sup-
port may help young adults avoid lasting impacts related to enforcement-related 
immigration policies. The study uses a narrative interview approach coupled with a 
questionnaire that includes quantitative scales to measure socio-emotional well-
being and social support. Thus far, 58 young adults whose parent(s) emigrated from 
various countries have participated by sharing their stories, but here I analyze the 48 
narratives of young adults whose parents emigrated from Latin America or the 
Caribbean. The project involves a team of researchers at the University at Albany, 
and has thus far included four graduate students and nine undergraduates in recruit-
ment efforts and in preliminary analysis procedures.

In terms of sampling, we sought US-citizen participants in order to explore the 
effects of having experienced enforcement indirectly rather than risks related to 
one’s own legal status (on experiences of unauthorized youth, see Abrego, 2011, 
2018; Gonzales, 2016; Gonzales & Chavez, 2012; Patler, 2018). The aim was to 
include variation in the sample on two axes. First, given research on local variations 
in the policing of immigrants (see Armenta, 2016, 2017; Garcia, 2019; Schmalzbauer, 
2014), the study looks at how local ecological contexts may matter by including 
those who grew up in various communities in the New York City metropolitan area, 
upstate New York, and western New York. Second, the study includes individuals 
with different levels of exposure to enforcement. This includes those whose contact 
with enforcement came vis-à-vis a parent who was deported after incarceration, 
removed, detained, arrested, or directly threatened for immigration violations. In a 
separate paper, we define and conceptualize children’s experiences based on vary-
ing types of immigration enforcement episodes (see Dreby & Macias, 2021). Also 
included were young adults whose parents did not experience enforcement directly, 
but who knew of members of their extended families or members in their communi-
ties, broadly defined, who had been targeted.

As for data collection, I alone conducted all interviews: 17 interviews were con-
ducted in person and 41 were conducted electronically via either Zoom, WhatsApp, 
or FaceTime. Prior to the meetings, I communicated directly with potential partici-
pants via email or text; all received the informed consent form via email in advance 
along with a list of possible topics to cover should they choose to share their stories. 
This process was intended to be generative, allowing participants some time to 
reflect on their experiences; in the interview, I invited participants to begin where 
they wanted and to tell their stories however they felt comfortable. Conversations 
ranged in length from a minimum of 1–5 h; the majority of interviews lasted between 
1 ½ and 2 h. Although conversations were unstructured, I did direct some questions 
so as to cover particular topics including experiences in elementary, middle, and 
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high school; college and work pathways and mentorship; transnational ties; rela-
tionships with parents; own experiences as compared to those of siblings; chores 
and responsibilities at home; dating and peer relationships; and reflections on poli-
tics and current events. Given that most interviews took place during 2020, I asked 
how participants and their families fared under COVID, as well as specific reflec-
tions on race and ethnic identity as brought up by Black Lives Matter protests, and 
about their feelings about the 2020 presidential election. At the end of our conversa-
tions, I invited participants to complete the questionnaire, which included com-
monly used measures of social support, depression, and anxiety as well as questions 
about enforcement episodes and transnational connections.

Analysis here draws solely on the stories of 48 second-generation young adults, 
18–30 years old, who had a parent who had emigrated from Latin America or the 
Caribbean, all of whom were minors at the time of the nationwide increases in 
immigration enforcement measures, during the mid-2000s. The process began with 
open coding methods of transcribed tape-recorded interviews to identify the ways 
young adults made sense of enforcement, as well as how they told their stories about 
enforcement (see Riessman, 1993). I then introduced these themes for group discus-
sion in research team meetings with undergraduate and graduate students, nearly all 
of whom consider themselves members of immigrant or transnational families. This 
approach proved useful for bringing multiple perspectives to bear on the interpreta-
tion of the data. Research team reflections also helped avoid making assumptions 
from the data and to make data collection iterative, as I directed questioning in 
future interviews around issues brought up in team discussions. Additionally, I 
reviewed participants’ questionnaire responses to avoid any obvious misinterpreta-
tion of comments shared in interviews. For example, a participant who described 
themselves as very lonely as a child, but then rated their family as high on support-
ing one another, giving each other plenty of attention, and talking openly and listen-
ing to one another in the questionnaire, was not considered to be lacking social 
support. Due to privacy issues, I do not include information from questionnaires 
here; however, this data brings some confidence to the interpretations of the qualita-
tive narratives discussed below.

Overall, I found that participants exposed to enforcement targeting parents 
(N = 26) ascribed greater significance to these experiences as compared to those 
whose extended family or community members had been targeted (N  =  22). 
Participants whose parents were targeted told their stories of enforcement in remark-
ably different ways. Those who spoke about extended family or community mem-
bers, for example, introduced immigration experiences as an aside or an afterthought, 
something distant or disconnected from other childhood experiences. In contrast, 
for those whose parents had been targeted, either stories began with details of a day 
or event as an entry point to discussion of an emotionally conflicting experience or 
enforcement was the climax of a story, divulged like a secret that the participant 
learned about later in life, or in a moment of discovery. I now turn to these stories, 
focusing on those closest in proximity to enforcement, vis-à-vis parents, and draw 
from those whose extended families or community members were targeted for 
context.
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�Impacts: Trauma, Loss, Empowerment

Themes related to trauma, loss, and empowerment emerged most significantly in 
young adults’ accounts of enforcement. First, some young adults spoke quite spe-
cifically of enforcement as being a source of trauma. They talked about deep impacts 
on their lives, made direct connections between enforcement and other difficulties 
they faced, and defined themselves as having strong emotional responses they 
attributed to enforcement. Notably, they did not always use the word trauma to cat-
egorize the experience, although some did, particularly if they had been in profes-
sional counseling. To give an example, one young woman told me that she felt out 
of control, began smoking marijuana in school, was suspended, and had to change 
schools after her father’s incarceration. Another spoke about pressures at home to be 
intertwined with her parents’ ongoing immigration case.

[In college] I also chose to drink a lot and like smoke weed a lot because it was just, there 
was a lot going on. Um, so I remember one day my dad had to go, they were picking me up 
to go to court and I had like spent the whole night drinking and hanging out with this guy.

The stories provide evidence of profound impact (e.g., smoking pot, school suspen-
sion, heavy drinking) attributed to enforcement (e.g., incarceration, court trip) and 
the resulting emotional responses (e.g., feeling out of control that “there was a lot 
going on”). Of course, the interview is not a clinical assessment; rather, it draws 
inductively from young adults’ subjective sensemaking of their experiences.

Second, some young adults spoke about enforcement as being impactful not 
because they connected it to strong emotional response, but because they attributed 
missing something or someone as a result. In short, they spoke of enforcement as 
prompting loss. One might argue that the experiences of loss as described here may 
signal a traumatic response. However, I consider narratives of loss as distinct 
because this type of sensemaking detaches trauma from the event. In fact, some 
young people ostensibly avoided framing their experiences as traumatic. For exam-
ple, one undergraduate team member who had a family experience with enforce-
ment commented while assessing a transcript, “Some of these things happened to 
me,” but she then added, “But I do not necessarily think about it or define it as 
trauma. It’s just my life.” Of course, narratives of loss frame enforcement as impact-
ful and a possible source of trauma, but they may also function to protect young 
adults from experiencing trauma, helping to develop resiliency, as I will explain.

Third, some young adults spoke of enforcement experiences as being uniquely 
motivating, drawing on narratives of empowerment to describe the ways that they 
have either overcome difficulties or matured due to their families’ experiences. 
Because such narratives most often acknowledge trauma and/or loss alongside per-
severance, unlike narratives of loss, they do not suggest resiliency. Resiliency pro-
poses that certain protective factors buffer children from experiencing trauma from 
an adverse experience. In contrast, the concept of empowerment acknowledges 
negative effects but turns them into a catalyst for personal development. 
Empowerment better captures how young adults talked about enforcement: of 
becoming stronger individuals because of their experiences. Over time, some young 
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adults may come to understand their childhood experiences in a way that acknowl-
edges injustice but avoids victimization and frames the experience as one of growth.

Note that narratives of trauma, loss, and empowerment are not mutually exclu-
sive; a few individuals brought in multiple narratives in recounting their experi-
ences. Exploring each narrative theme separately helps identify characteristics of 
enforcement that result in greater hardship over time as well as types of support 
from family, peers, and formal mentorship that mitigate possible negative impacts 
by supporting resiliency and empowerment.

�On Trauma

Twelve of the 26 young adults who had been exposed to enforcement targeting their 
parents spoke of their experiences as having been traumatic or attributed relation-
ship difficulties with family members or in school as being caused by enforcement. 
What distinguishes an experience of enforcement as traumatic?

First, the parental relationship matters. To explain, consider the 13 participants 
who had a parent whom ICE deported or removed from the United States: Five 
described the event as particularly traumatic, while three did not describe the depor-
tation as traumatic. The remaining five identified other enforcement experiences 
(e.g., arrest or the threat of arrest or deportation) as being more traumatic because 
those either were more disruptive or involved them in their parent’s immigration 
case, as I will explain. For those who did not speak of trauma, their mothers and 
fathers were estranged at the time of their fathers’ deportations. Olivia, for example, 
introduced herself saying that she was someone not really affected by enforcement 
because “It wasn’t until college that I had found that he got deported.” Her parents 
divorced when she was 5 and she stopped seeing her father on weekends in the fifth 
grade. She did not know it was due to his deportation until much later. Krystal intro-
duced herself as being the daughter of a deportee, but explained that in actuality she 
knew little about her biological father because he was deported when she was an 
infant and her parents had never married. Although both Olivia and Krystal explic-
itly stated that they did not feel emotionally impacted by the deportation, they also 
acknowledged that they likely would have had a different type of relationship with 
their father had it not happened, thus indicating the acknowledgment of loss, but not 
hardship, related to enforcement.

In contrast, those who spoke of the traumatic aftermath of enforcement explained 
that the incidents undermined their relationships with their biological parents due to 
a miscarriage of justice. For example, Nancy told the story of her father who had 
received two DUI tickets in the past, one in 1994 before Nancy was born and one in 
2001 when she was just 6 years old. The tickets triggered an early morning raid in 
2013 when Nancy was 17, a date she recalled with extremely vivid detail.

Like I’m half asleep and I’m like, “Can I help you?” And they’re like, “Oh, we’re, we’re 
looking for Roberto Rodriguez.” And then I said, “Like, why? Who? Why are you here? 
Why are you looking for my dad?” They’re like, “Oh, we have, um, we have a warrant for 
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his arrest.” And so, I’m like, “I’m sorry, who are you again?” And then they finally told me 
they were ICE. But there were like six agents at my door. And then we didn’t realize it ‘til 
like after, there were like three SUV vans outside of the, the apartment. .. Like all blacked 
out SUVs and um, outside, there were like another six, I say this like, it was insane. Like it 
was so dramatic and why?

For 5 years following this event, Nancy spearheaded a legal fight against the depor-
tation order with the help of local politicians, successfully at first, and her father was 
released from detention. The case was then relegated to immigration court. Two 
years later and under the duress of health issues and a second period of detention, 
Nancy helped arrange for his flight to Mexico under a voluntary departure so he 
could apply for readmission. Unfortunately, Nancy’s father died of health complica-
tions after moving to a rural area of Puebla where he could not receive proper care 
for his heart condition. Nancy told the story highlighting the injustice of the blacked-
out SUVs arriving to her apartment in an early morning raid that dramatically 
changed her life and all of her family relationships, and ultimately killed her father.

Natalie also spoke about trauma related to her father’s deportation to the 
Dominican Republic, starting with an arrest due to mistaken identity when she was 
6 years old:

I remember us living in a house, and then my mom received a phone call and so my dad 
wasn’t in the house. Like she immediately fell to the floor and she just started crying, and 
my brother, me and my brother, I think he was four at the time, yeah, four at the time and I 
was six, and … Like I was confused but all I remember her saying is, “Oh, wake up Damien” 
which is my brother. “Wake him up, and let’s go to. We need to go to [the] precinct. We need 
to go.” And I’m like, “Okay, whatever.” I mean, I’m like panicking because my mom was 
crying, but I don’t know what’s going on at this specific moment.

After his arrest, incarceration, and deportation, Natalie’s father spiraled downward. 
“I would say he had like psychological issues. Like he was, I don’t know, he would 
have breakdowns.” Natalie’s father had moved to New  York City when he was 
15 years old and graduated from high school in Washington Heights. Therefore, he 
could not figure out how to make a life for himself in Santo Domingo (see Brotherton 
& Barrios, 2011). Although her parents eventually divorced, Natalie remained in 
touch with her father and felt emotionally close to him. She felt that his unjust 
removal from the United States was a source of trauma, one that she could not really 
talk with her mother about, one that caused her to become emotionally cold. “Like 
I was very literally like a cell, not open. I was very … some may say a little like 
heartless. Not heartless, that’s extreme, and I was just … Like I wouldn’t show emo-
tions at all.” Of her relationship with her best friend, she explained, “As a fifteen-
year-old … I would never talk to her about anything, like literally anything.” As in 
Nancy’s case, Natalie’s story ended in tragedy furthering her experience of trauma; 
Natalie’s father had died of a heart attack a year prior when she was 18.

Even in less tragic cases and ones in which separations are short-lived, young 
adults may define their parents’ enforcement experiences as traumatic as they age 
into adulthood and reflect on current challenges. Mariana, for example, told me that 
to this day she still uncontrollably shakes and cries when she sees officers in uni-
form, a reaction she attributes to a ride in a police car to the immigration office after 
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being picked up in a traffic stop with her mother and stepfather when she was in 
third grade:

I saw them like, fingerprinting my mom. I saw them fingerprinting my dad. We were there 
for a really long time. I remember crying because I was just annoyed and bored and like I 
wasn’t sure what was going on. I didn’t know what was happening.

Mariana was not separated from her parents for long after the incident but described 
symptoms of PTSD from the interactions she observed at the Rochester immigra-
tion office and the disrespectful treatment of her parents she witnessed.

Young adults exposed to enforcement that targeted other members of their house-
holds, even if they felt that incidents were unjust, did not define them as traumatic 
to the same extent. Brittany, for example, lived with an uncle, aunt, and three cous-
ins, along with her parents while growing up. Of her uncle’s detention and yearlong 
absence, she explained, “It affected us all,” but went on to describe the impact on 
her cousins and the feeling that they needed support, rather than her own feelings of 
sadness. In fact, she spoke more of trauma related to fears about her husband’s cur-
rent undocumented status, even though he had never been arrested, than to her 
uncle’s absence when she was a teenager. Similarly, 19-year-old Karla spoke of her 
father’s deportation to the Dominican Republic when she was an infant as having a 
deeper impact than that of her uncle’s deportation to Ecuador whom she lived with 
while growing up. As a child, she lived with her mother, an uncle, aunt, and two 
cousins because her mother had to raise her alone after her father’s deportation. 
When she was in elementary school, ICE officials arrested Karla’s uncle while pos-
ing as plainclothes detectives to trick the family into revealing where he worked. 
Karla remarked that her uncle’s removal was difficult but actively talked about the 
impact on her cousin rather than her own feelings about that disruption. About her 
father, though, she spoke deeply of mixed emotions about his efforts to remain 
in touch.

Secondly, for those who experienced enforcement as a source of trauma, enforce-
ment introduced significant changes to their daily lives as children. Katie, for exam-
ple, lost her father to incarceration and deportation when she was less than a year 
old, although she knew her father well from visiting him in the Dominican Republic 
until she was in middle school. For Katie, the removal was highly traumatic because 
her mother experienced a high level of insecurity in the aftermath and was not able 
to get back on her feet, a disruption that lasted well into Katie’s adulthood. Katie’s 
mother moved multiple times, first to Brooklyn and then to Hoboken, in the years 
right after her father’s arrest. “I still remember like us moving around a lot, getting 
evicted from like houses and stuff.” Katie recalled the bright red stamp on an evic-
tion notice taped to one apartment door, the last she lived in with her mother before 
moving in with her grandmother. In subsequent years, her mother had multiple vio-
lent boyfriends and Katie moved in with an aunt and uncle. Yet, she remained in 
touch with her father, and once she turned 18 and began working full time, she 
began supporting him economically with remittances from her job as a day care 
worker. She explained her current feelings about her father saying,
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My dad [and I] have had like three big fights on the phone. Then one day I just exploded. I 
was like, “Oh my goodness. If you hadn’t been deported none of this would’ve happened.” 
Like yeah and obviously, he felt so bad. And then of course, I felt even worse for even 
mentioning or saying stuff like that. And then it had been 11 years since I’ve seen him …

The deportation of Katie’s father spiraled her mother into a situation in which Katie 
seems to have lacked proper care. Although Katie retained a relationship with her 
father, she felt frustrated and confused about her feelings of anger, resentment, 
and love.

Penny, introduced in the opening vignette, had an eerily similar story, although 
she grew up in a small city in the western part of the state instead of New York City. 
She recalled living with her father as a time of witnessing violence against her 
mother. He was arrested when she was 9 years old, subsequently incarcerated, and 
then deported. Although the removal might have improved Penny’s home life, it had 
the opposite effect; her mother struggled economically, moving often. Penny got in 
trouble in school, and she moved in with an aunt and uncle for greater stability. 
Although she later moved back in with her mother and continued to have some 
troubles in high school, Penny earned good grades and a scholarship to a private 
college. Like Katie, she felt conflicted about her father. Although not emotionally 
close, she was close enough to visit him in Mexico where she found him to be dif-
ferent, having learned to “channel his anger” while he was in jail. Penny, also like 
Katie, emphasized that the disruptions to her life arose from the destabilizing effect 
enforcement had on her mother.

A third type of experience common to narratives that attributed trauma to 
enforcement is the extent to which young adults became involved in their parents’ 
immigration cases. Nancy, introduced earlier, advocated for her father on and off for 
5 years after the original early morning raid in the family home. Mariana, described 
earlier as being terrified of men in uniform after being taken to the immigration 
office along with her parents when she was in third grade, became highly involved 
in her parents’ legal case fighting a second deportation order when she was a teen-
ager. “They’re still both going through immigration. Like my dad’s case has been 
dragging on until now. My mom’s case just actually started getting pushed for-
ward.” For her entire childhood, Mariana witnessed interactions with ICE officials, 
translated at meetings with lawyers, attended court hearings with her parents, and 
even advocated for herself in school.

Every year I had to go downstairs to the lunch lady and explained to them, “My parents 
don’t have a social security number. They don’t have money. I don’t know how to do this. I 
need help filling this out.” I had to. Like every single year I had to do that for the school. 
And I was like 7.

By age 25, Mariana knew so much of the detail of her parents’ cases that she evalu-
ated a shift in practice, commenting, “Yeah, so with immigration court, like as I’ve 
been going through it and like as I’ve been talking to the lawyer and everything, that 
he was like, so what happens is immigration isn’t black and white anymore.” From 
her ongoing involvement, Mariana understood the work of immigration attorneys to 
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no longer be about assisting with the filing of paperwork, but rather to be similar to 
the work of a defense attorney making a case for a client.

Raquel, born just outside New York City in 2000, also became involved in her 
mother’s immigration petition. In 2009, she moved to Guatemala with her mother. 
Five years later, when the town where they lived in Guatemala became too danger-
ous due to gang violence, they returned to the United States where her father had 
moved to upstate New York. In 2014, Raquel flew into New York’s JFK airport, but 
her mother was picked up in California and placed in a detention center when she 
tried to cross the border.

[She was there] in San Diego, because she was there for an extra two days because she got 
sick. Y no le daban las pastillas, tenía pastillas. [They didn’t give her pills, she had pills]. 
She has arthritis still, so le daba ese dolor y no le querían dar pastillas. [she had that pain 
and they didn’t want to give her pills]. So, they ended up taking her to the hospital, which 
extended the stay two more days ... I didn’t know anything about her. She was contacting 
my dad, so all my dad told me was that she was in San Diego, and that’s all he knew about 
her. She, like, my dad didn’t even know she went to the hospital.

Fortunately, Raquel’s mother passed the credible fear interview and was deemed 
eligible to apply for political asylum, and they reunited within a week. Despite the 
relatively short period of separation, Raquel felt angry—like others—about the 
injustice of her mother’s detention and about the process of applying for political 
asylum. When we met in 2019, Raquel explained:

Her last court was last August. And they … they basically said she had 30 days to appeal. If 
not she would be deported. I went to that court with her, that last court, and I just walked 
out of there crying. Bawling my eyes out. It was like, ‘this is so unjust’.

For 4 years, Raquel had been to all of her mother’s court dates and accompanied her 
on all the visits to the lawyers’ office, contributing to her growing sense of injustice.

Nina, in contrast, grew up in a small city about an hour from Raquel’s rural 
home. Nina often translated for her parents while working in the family store; how-
ever, she did not feel any impact from her father’s arrest and immigration case pre-
cisely because her parents did not involve her in the case. She knew that immigration 
officials detained her father after a traffic stop when she was 3 years old and that he 
was in a detention center for a few days in Buffalo. This was in 2000, and he was 
released to the family; all she knew about it was that every few years he had to 
appear in court with a lawyer. “So, I don’t know if I’m that affected because I was 
still so young that I don’t think that any of what happened really resonated with me.”

Involvement in immigration cases is not the only way young adults feel drawn 
into the aftermath of enforcement. Three young adults spoke of ongoing domestic 
violence in their families in which they felt they had to both advocate for their moth-
ers and call the police while avoiding a situation of reporting their undocumented 
fathers to Immigration Customs  Enforcement (ICE). The threat of immigration 
involvement in domestic violence situations caused very high levels of stress—situ-
ations young adults felt they could not easily navigate. Family-based violence is 
always complex, but ICE involvement ramped up the stakes to an unbearable level; 
all three had sought mental health services and medication due to these situations. 
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Notably, two of the three reported that their abusive fathers had been deported but 
returned to New York; they described ICE involvement as escalating the cycle of 
family violence. In both cases, their mothers felt guilty about the deportation, 
whereas their fathers felt betrayed by the involvement of law enforcement. Upon 
reunification, the violence grew worse, and they felt drawn into working to protect 
their mothers from ongoing violence. In effect, the deportation further involved 
them and exacerbating the trauma they attributed to enforcement.

�On Loss

Kyle: Like after that I don’t remember.
Joanna: You don’t remember the whole year?
Kyle: Like the whole year, I don’t know what happened –
Joanna: Really?
Kyle: Yeah, I just blacked out.
Kyle was 5 years old at the time ICE arrested his father in the small rural com-

munity where he lived his whole life in upstate New York. As far as he knows, the 
arrest was related to a traffic incident, something that would not have led to any jail 
time or family separation had his father not been undocumented. Kyle related spe-
cific details about his memories of the day—of what the officers looked like who 
came to the door of the house and of sitting and crying on the concrete curb outside 
the house after they took his father away. However, Kyle remembers nothing about 
the year he lived without his father after the event. The loss was not only of his 
father’s physical presence, but also of all his memories of an entire year of his life—
the year he was in first grade—memories that only restarted after his father returned 
from Guatemala.

Kyle’s description of loss of his father and his memories is especially poignant, 
but he is not alone in reporting such voids. Eight of the 26 participants whose par-
ents had been targeted described acute memory losses related to enforcement inci-
dents they witnessed as minors. David, for example, spoke of an incident when he 
was in the sixth grade when ICE came to their house on the farm where his par-
ents worked.

I remember one instance where immigration was really big. One day before I was supposed 
to go to school, um they came and knock on the door, and I didn’t really know who it was. 
I just thought it was my parents’ friends. I didn’t open the door because I was like going to 
take a shower to get ready for school ... Yeah, it was in the morning and I was the first 
one awake.

Similar to Kyle, David recounted a number of details about the incident which 
seemed burned into his memory, but the story ended with him saying, “I didn’t go 
to school that day. Oh wait, yes I did. I just didn’t like do anything in school I was 
just–I don’t remember much of what happened afterwards that day.” Once again, the 
story ends in loss, but in this case, of his memories and not his father; ICE did not 
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arrest David’s father as members of the community came to bear witness, and the 
farm owner arrived and insisted that the officers leave, as they had no warrant.

From a psychological perspective, we might interpret the recollection of acute 
details alongside memory loss as evidence of a traumatic response to enforcement. 
I am cautious of this assumption, as at times the loss of memory may function to 
protect children from trauma. Kyle did not talk of any conflicting emotions or dif-
ficult reactions to his father’s deportation. He simply did not remember anything 
about the year following the event. Similarly, 22-year-old Liliana reflected that she 
had completely forgotten that her father had been separated from the family for 
nearly a year when she was younger. Liliana’s father had returned to Mexico to visit 
her sick grandmother; upon his return to the United States, he was detained and 
could not reunite with the family for an entire year. Liliana explained she had not 
remembered, “It was literally until I was doing a presentation on immigration poli-
cies under Trump administration, sophomore year,  [in college] that it literally all 
came back to me right then and there.” Despite the suppressed memories, Liliana 
did not define the event as traumatic. Quite the opposite. Liliana started our conver-
sation explaining that she did not grow up feeling worried about her parents’ legal 
status. She knew that they were undocumented but never thought much about it. By 
the time she was 15, her mother was legalized and by 18, her father achieved a legal 
permanent residency status. Her father’s yearlong absence affected the family, but 
Liliana did not consider the event to have had any major impact on her childhood 
since she had literally forgotten that it had happened. Memory gaps, then, signal the 
association of loss with enforcement separate from trauma.

In some cases, stories of loss arising from enforcement specifically signal the 
physical loss of a parent or time with a parent due to deportation or detention. These 
can be short-term periods of family separation, which seem to affect young adults, 
such as Raquel, only when they get deeply involved in the aftermath of immigration 
case. Alternatively, there can be more long-term losses when a parent is deported 
and cannot return. As mentioned in the previous section, even those who said that 
their fathers’ deportations had no impact on their lives due to parental divorce—
such as with Olivia and Krystal—alluded to a sense of loss of the possibility of a 
stronger relationship with the noncustodial parent.

In other cases, the loss is of something perhaps more precious than a parent’s 
presence: one’s memories. Notably, all participants reported variations in the degree 
to which they recalled details of their childhoods; some had better memories than 
did others. Yet, no one reported similar acute details followed by sudden black holes 
in memories related to other types of events that led to loss in childhood. As an 
example, Maritza, who grew up in Jamaica Queens, NY, lost her childhood home to 
a fire. Similar to participants who witnessed parents’ interactions with immigration 
officials, she recalled in detail the devastation of the day saying, “I remember going 
back to the apartment and it looking like a war zone.” Maritza, however, said of the 
aftermath, “I remember everything,” of how they moved in with different family 
members for a number of months until her parents bought a house on Long Island. 
In another example, Cynthia “lost” her father after his incarceration. She confirmed 
that she knew all the details of his arrest, although preferred not to talk about them 
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except to say that because he was a naturalized citizen, he did not face immigration 
consequences. When we spoke, she had not talked to her father in the 15 years since 
his arrest, even after he completed a 7-year jail sentence. In both cases, the loss of a 
father or the family home did not result in the unique type of acute memories fol-
lowed by profound gaps in memory reported by young adults whose parents expe-
rienced enforcement.

Significantly, to experience the acute loss of childhood memories as described in 
the interviews necessitates a family culture that does not openly discuss enforce-
ment. Liliana, for example, described her family culture saying, “As I think about it, 
my parents never implicated their fear of deportation on us. They never talked to us 
about [it].” It seems likely that Liliana might have remembered the year she lost her 
father before she studied immigration in a college course if her family talked about 
what happened more openly. In fact, many of the participants shared that their fami-
lies rarely spoke openly about enforcement, such as Penny, quoted in the opening of 
the chapter as saying, “‘Cause we never really talked about it.” Family silence is 
likely intended to reduce trauma and shield children from knowledge of changes in 
their daily lives that are attributable to enforcement. It does not always work as a 
strategy to protect children; in Penny’s case, the family code of silence contributed 
to her sense of confusion and trauma. Yet, for others, silence can result in memory 
losses that protect children from negative outcomes and can possibly be a protective 
mechanism for developing resiliency in light of negative outcomes from enforce-
ment. In either case, a family code of silence about enforcement can exacerbate the 
sense of loss, particularly over time as young adults attempt to make sense of their 
experiences.

�On Empowerment

Over time, young adults feel the long-term impacts of enforcement when they 
understand such experiences to generate loss and trauma in their lives. Yet, as sug-
gested by theories of childhood trauma, not all individuals react to events in the 
same way. The concept of resiliency assumes some sort of baseline to which a 
young adult returns. The narratives of enforcement do not suggest a return to nor-
malcy. Rather, seven young adults told stories of enforcement as being uniquely 
empowering. In other words, they resisted framing enforcement as being wholly 
negative. To explain, I return to the experiences of Nancy and Natalie, previously 
introduced. Both Nancy and Natalie spoke of ways that enforcement experiences 
had, over time, led to a deepening of their interpersonal relationships and been a 
motivating source for the acquisition of skills and their pursuit of college and career 
goals. Their stories suggest that young adults make sense of enforcement in ways 
that highlight the ability to overcome adversity when they have success in leverag-
ing either formal or informal social support.

Prior to the early morning raid that targeted Nancy’s father when she was 17, 
Nancy was often in conflict with her father. Her father owned a pizzeria in the small 
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city where they lived along the Hudson River. She felt that he was too controlling, 
particularly when compared to how he treated her brother who was 4 years older.

I didn’t have the best relationship with my dad, you know when I was younger. Um, very 
controlling, very overprotective, very jealous ... So, I couldn’t even like go to the store 
without them thinking, I was going to meet up with someone.

Nancy started to participate in a youth group when she was 14, which involved 
weekly meetings. “Like right before I would leave for these Friday meetings, I 
would tell him, ‘I don’t care if you get mad, I’m going to go regardless.’ And I 
remember leaving the house crying. He would be mad at me.” Nancy became so 
involved that they did overnight advocacy trips to the capital, Albany. “And my dad 
again was like, ‘You’re going to, you’re going to go again? Like what are you going 
to do over there?’... So, my dad had just had so many dumb ideas.” Nancy attributed 
his objections to his gendered worldview from having grown up in rural Mexico.

Yet, after her father’s arrest, Nancy went into action. She called on her networks 
from the youth advocacy work; she mobilized. With the help of local politicians, she 
arranged for his release. Facing an ongoing legal battle, she called on the media to 
cover the case and get public attention to her father’s plight. Nancy initially negoti-
ated for her father’s release pending a court decision. Then 2 years later, when he 
was again detained and scheduled to be deported, she got him out of the detention 
center. He signed a voluntary departure agreement giving him time to pack and get 
things in order rather than be deported. Nancy ended up flying with her father back 
to Mexico. Although his health deteriorated, she felt that overall, it was a story of 
victory. She recalled his second release saying, “My dad’s crying. And it’s like, he 
was like, ‘I knew you were going to get me out. Like you did it twice.’”

Not only did Nancy feel that she fought the system and won, but also the experi-
ence repaired her relationship with her father. She explained:

Eventually, my dad, he was very apologetic ... He’s like, “I never knew the type of work that 
you were doing and I didn’t bother to ask you. And I’m really sorry. I really do think you 
have the potential to do something great and I just saw it and you know, you’re doing critical 
things, don’t stop.” And he’s like, “One of the reasons why, you know, I came here, it was 
for you guys have a better life and I’m not going to get in the way of that.”

Over time, for Nancy, experiences with enforcement became the catalyst for recon-
ciliation between father and daughter and for a deepening of their relationship. In 
addition, Nancy’s advocacy led her on a path to paid employment and into a series 
of jobs for local politicians. At age 24, she had put college coursework on hold due 
to ongoing political organizing opportunities.

Natalie, too, felt uniquely motivated on a career path due to her father’s deporta-
tion. In his case, he was mistaken for another family member, but took the blame 
and pleaded guilty for a reduced sentence. This left him with a criminal conviction, 
preventing any return to the United States. Natalie began our conversation by 
explaining how her father’s deportation impacted her college trajectory.

I was thinking [of] being like an immigration lawyer or like … I don’t even know how to 
say it. Like my passion grew stronger towards like law enforcement. My drive just went to 
be in law enforcement. And … this is what I’m still kind of interested in, like not as much 
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anymore, but I’m still interested in like immigration and mass incarceration, which I guess 
it derives from like what happened ... And I was like, although I wasn’t involved. ‘cause 
they wouldn’t tell me anything because I was too young. But from an outside perspective, I 
was very like always interested like, “Oh, I could always help my dad. I wanna do this so I 
can help my dad.”

Natalie, however, found that she could not fight the system for her father, which 
ultimately became a problem in their relationship.

When I was talking to him, the only thing that mattered to him was like, “Oh have you 
figured out like, has your mom told you anything about like immigration or a lawyer or 
anybody else she talked to …?” And I’m like, “No, like … Can we just have a conversa-
tion?” Like, you know? And I couldn’t really do anything because I was, like I wasn’t 18, 
or like I wasn’t an adult to find like a lawyer or somebody like for me to be his representa-
tive or something. And, yeah, it was just like … We didn’t really have a relationship, like 
after that, because that was literally all he would speak about, like, “I would like to go there. 
Have you spoken to anybody? Have you done research?”

Not only did the experience lead to a breakdown in Natalie’s relationship with her 
father, but it also caused rifts with other family members. For one, she felt that her 
father’s relatives in the Dominican Republic did not help take care of him as his 
mental health issues escalated in the years following deportation. Natalie felt that 
her older half-sister aggravated the situation, contributing to her father’s obsession 
to return by telling him she was working on bringing him back, feeding him false 
hope. After her father’s deportation and his decline, her parents divorced. Natalie 
believed that her mother’s attitude was, “I’m sorry but that’s not my problem any-
more.” Although Natalie and her mother are not emotionally close, Natalie said that 
her family supports each other, and can laugh together; they do not, however, talk 
about serious matters. Natalie explained:

My mom never spoke to me about it. I literally had nobody. I grew up very angry [laughs]. 
Like I was a very angry child, and I think it has to do ... with this, because I always felt like 
somebody was going to leave. So, I never really understood my dad’s situation for a long 
time … Before I understood what really happened, I thought he just like left, like he did 
something bad to like get rid of us basically. So, I always felt like … I’m not even able to 
like be friends, like I’m not gonna be able to take nobody serious, work on friendships 
because regardless, they’re going to leave. And … I’m not going to get my feelings involved. 
Like I’m not going to be this type of person who gets in her feelings. And I lost a lot of 
friends cause of that.

Natalie explained that, in some ways, she associates her family situation and the 
trauma around enforcement with her personality and struggles to relate to others.

Natalie’s narrative, however, is optimistic and is one of working through these 
difficulties. At the age of 19, when we spoke, her reflections demonstrated a high 
level of maturity. She attributed much of her personal growth to a relationship with 
her best friend.

This is when I decided to tell her, when she told me something about her dad. She told me 
that her dad was going through immigration issues as well ... and that’s when I actually 
ended up opening up myself to her. She was like, “I didn’t know this. Like why didn’t you 
tell me?” I was just like, “I just didn’t think that you’d care.” … Like she basically, like, she 
made me feel comfortable enough for me to just open up and like to this day I don’t regret 
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it because she’s like, been there, like since everything. And she’s actually like the only 
person, not the only person, but one of the few people that I actually, would just … talk to 
her and I wouldn’t feel like she doesn’t care, like she’s judging me in any way. But for a 
long time, I felt like people didn’t care. And that, I never needed, I didn’t need to open up 
about anything ‘cause I would always like resolve the issues myself. Yeah, like, I didn’t 
need anybody to comfort me or to make me feel like they’re there for me … I, even to this 
day, I don’t, like when people feel bad for me … Yeah, she didn’t make feel like … Like she 
didn’t feel pity for me. She was just there! And after that happened, I kind of became more 
open. Or more willing to like, just let my guard down for like a second. You know? Like 
there’s actually people who care; let me chill; let me not believe that like everyone’s … And 
I don’t even know where this came from, ‘cause I never felt like I couldn’t talk to my mom 
or my grandma. I just felt like it was easier not to do it. I didn’t, like I didn’t need to explain 
myself. I didn’t have to get into an emotional session, like … It was none of that. But after 
I expressed myself to her, it was just different. Like I was just like, I became friends with … 
Like, I feel like I really grew from that, because like … I’m able to speak about it now like 
nothing.

While for Nancy, relationship growth came out of the successful leveraging of for-
mal social support systems and skills forged through her youth group activism, rela-
tionship growth for Natalie was more individual and informal. Natalie developed 
skills on her own; she decided to trust the right person and she understood the 
emotional connections between her discomfort with feelings and her relationship 
with her father. Doing this, she was able to move on.

Natalie left home in Washington Heights to attend college at a state school a few 
hours away from New York City, where she became highly involved in two campus-
based organizations, so much so that she decided to run for a leadership role in the 
upcoming academic year. When her father died during the spring of her first year of 
college, a year before we met, Natalie knew what support she wanted from the uni-
versity (getting extensions for courses) and what support she did not want (counsel-
ing). By the end of our conversation, I felt impressed at how much Natalie had 
shared. “You seem kind of open, I mean. I mean … You don’t seem closed off,” I 
commented, to which she explained another mechanism she used to feel empowered.

That’s the thing. I started off like writing about it. So, I used that experience to write my 
personal statement1 … After I told my friend, she was like, “You know what? I think you 
should use this for your personal statement ... [you can] talk to like the college admissions 
and tell them why you grew from this.” And I wrote about it and it was like, I felt better; 
Like I’m writing; I’m telling them my story. … So, they’re not judging me based on my 
story. They’re just getting to know a different part of me. And yeah, I was just able to like 
express myself ‘cause of that.

As Natalie and Nancy’s experiences suggest, there is no one formula for turning 
trauma and loss related to enforcement into empowerment. Nancy drew on formal 
resources and skills developed outside of the family, while Natalie chose a pathway 
of internal growth, reaching out to a peer, writing, and reflecting on her experiences. 
Both formal and informal social support—from within families and from those out-
side of them—may be important resources that young adults leverage in 

1 An essay sometimes required for a college application explaining who the applicant is and why 
they should be admitted.
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overcoming the adversity related to enforcement. Notably, especially given others’ 
descriptions of ongoing involvement, it is likely not a coincidence that for both 
Natalie and Nancy, the story of enforcement had a finite end with the tragic deaths 
of their fathers. Death marked the end of a period of mixed emotions and of their 
involvement in the aftermath of enforcement. Such a conclusion surely matters for 
young adults to be able to define the experience as deepening relationships and 
being a source of motivation. Of course, an end does not need to be one of death; 
success in an immigration case, for example, could provide young adults with a 
similar sense of closure.

�Discussion and Conclusion

Over time, enforcement accrues meaning for young adult children of immigrants in 
three different ways. First, young adults view enforcement as having a traumatic 
impact on their lives when they became involved in the aftermath of enforcement, 
when their daily lives were deeply disrupted by enforcement, and when they define 
enforcement as unjustly targeting a biological parent. Second, enforcement accrues 
meaning over time as being the catalyst of loss of a parent or time with a parent, or 
of childhood memories. Family silence about the enforcement contributes to this 
sense of loss. However at times, silence may protect young people by helping them 
avoid negative outcomes and be resilient to adverse experiences. Third, informal 
and formal social support can help young adults frame their experiences as uniquely 
motivating in career or educational trajectories and come to view their experiences 
as empowering in terms of deepening relationships with others. Young adults who 
feel empowered by their experiences, however, likely have reached a point of clo-
sure. Trauma, loss, and empowerment constitute the long-term burden of enforce-
ment policies over time.

The accounts analyzed here are subjective; analysis focuses on the meaning 
attributed to enforcement over time from young adults’ retrospective accounts. A 
qualitative approach is limited in that a causal relationship between enforcement 
and trauma cannot be established. Yet, young adults’ stories of enforcement reveal 
that the immigration regulatory system has long-term consequences for US citizens 
not targeted by such polices. Most current literature focuses on immediate or short-
term impacts of enforcement on children or examines how undocumented young 
adults transition to adulthood given their own precarious legal statuses. The stories 
here clearly show that, over time, policies emphasizing enforcement are a social 
problem that significantly affects US citizens in long-lasting ways.

In fact, some young adults reported symptoms suggestive of significant psycho-
logical trauma associated with enforcement, such as Mariana’s uncontrollable cry-
ing in any interaction with the police, reminiscent of the long-standing embodied 
health impacts of childhood adverse experiences or childhood trauma (Van der 
Kolk, 2015). They may need mental health counseling or other support that specifi-
cally recognizes the relationship between enforcement and trauma. Nadia, for 
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example, attributed her current stability to well-timed professional interventions. 
Following a domestic violence incident with Nadia’s mother, ICE deported Nadia’s 
father. However, he later returned to harass the family, prompting Nadia’s suicide 
attempt in high school. Nadia successfully received intervention from school-based 
social workers and medication for her anxiety, and by age 20 was on her way to 
earning a college degree. She felt that access to mental health services saved her 
life. Those exposed to enforcement that targeted parents, and whose families are 
further destabilized by enforcement, may be especially in need of formal support 
services. Moreover, adequate support in the form of services related to domestic 
violence, translation, or legal assistance can prevent children from becoming overly 
involved in the aftermath of enforcement.

Yet, trauma is not the only outcome. Feelings of loss are consequential, even if 
they do not rise to the same level of impacts as experiences of trauma. Counseling 
professionals, friends, and family members can understand loss related to enforce-
ment as unique. They can help those affected gain control by sharing the experi-
ences which can feel like a shameful secret, particularly when family culture 
discourages talking openly about enforcement in order to shield children. Although 
a family code of silence may protect children initially, as young adults, acknowledg-
ment of the experience as a loss attributed to immigration policy can be crucial. For 
some, acknowledgment of loss is an essential step in moving from an experience of 
trauma towards one of empowerment. As Natalie explained, initially she did not 
understand the cause of the loss she experienced: “Before I understood what really 
happened, I thought he just like left, like he did something bad to like get rid of us.” 
Natalie advanced to feeling empowered at the time she entered college because she 
linked her reaction of emotional shutdown to deportation, understood her father’s 
inability to reconstruct his life post-deportation as connected to the injustice of the 
situation, and shared her story with a friend and in a journal.

Finally, young adults’ stories suggest the possibility of growth and empower-
ment. They can leverage social support to acknowledge trauma and loss and then 
draw on those experiences as sources of motivation. Critically, enforcement cases 
must resolve before young adults can move on, and the current practice of ongoing 
unresolved cases likely prevents young adults from gaining a sense of control over 
the experience. Indeed, the few focal young adults who spoke of inconsequential 
experiences of enforcement all commented that their parents’ issues had been 
resolved while they were children (e.g., Nina, whose father’s detention occurred in 
the early 2000s). At that time, immigration policies were often less punitive and 
were resolved more quickly than in 2020 if US-citizen children were involved. 
Similarly, Briana explained that ICE detained her mother during a summer when 
she was in elementary school and visiting her maternal grandmother in Venezuela; 
she only heard about it much later. Her mother’s husband, a US citizen, negotiated 
for her release; he also identified an immigration attorney who was able to resolve 
the issue within the year due to her mother’s eligibility for relief through marriage. 
Briana felt unaffected, and the experience is instructive. To avoid negative impacts 
on the family members who are US citizens, policies should be implemented in 
ways such that quick resolutions are possible and that family separation and 
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ongoing disruption to children’s lives are avoided. Short of this, immigration poli-
cies likely will have severe impacts on an increasingly larger percentage of the US 
population.
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Chapter 3
Migrant Mothers’ and Youths’ 
Experiences of Separation 
and Reunification

Jodi Berger Cardoso, Kalina Brabeck, Arlene Bjugstad, 
Jessica Hernandez Ortiz, Natasha Prosperi, Amanda Venta, and Carla Sharp

�Sociopolitical and Sociohistorical Contexts for Migration

From 2017 to 2019, there was a 55% increase in the migration of youth1 from 
Central America to the US-Mexico border (U.S.  Customs & Border Protection, 
2017, 2018, 2019). While the number of unaccompanied minors—children and 
youth who migrate to the USA without a parent—decreased some in 2020, there 
was a 64% increase from January 2020 to January 2021 (U.S. Customs & Border 
Protection, 2021). The recent increases in Central American migration are attributed 
to increasing violence and unrest in the region. Indeed, the years shortly before the 
large wave of migrants in 2015 and 2016 included disturbing milestones in Central 
America including the highest homicide rate globally in Honduras in 2011 and the 
end of a truce between major gang powers in El Salvador in 2013 (Hiskey et al., 
2016). In addition to swift growth in migration from Central America, the south-
western US border continues to also see large numbers of Mexican individual adults, 
families, and unaccompanied minors migrating (U.S. Customs & Border Protection, 
2021). Fleeing from violence is a commonly cited reason for both Central American 
and Mexican migration among families and youth, and traumatic experiences are 
common among migrants (Hiskey et al., 2016; Venta & Mercado, 2019).

1 We use the terms “youth” and “child” interchangeably to refer to the participants in our study. We 
generally use “youth” when referring to the participants and “child” when referring to the mother’s 
relationship to the participants (e.g., “mothers described their child as ...”).
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For decades, migration from Mexico and Central America to the USA has 
resulted in family separations, wherein parents migrate in search of better opportu-
nities by themselves and leave children under the care of a relative. While substitute 
caregivers often have close ties to the children (e.g., mothers in the case of father 
migration; grandparents in the case of both parents migrating), this is not always the 
case. Substitute caregiving as well as communication between children and parents 
who migrated can have significant effects on the parent-child relationship (Venta 
et al., 2021). When children migrate to reunify with a parent in the USA, the reuni-
fication may be tentative and, even if the reunification is stable, the separation may 
be associated with significant mental health symptoms for years thereafter (Suárez-
Orozco et  al., 2011). Indeed, clinically significant symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress are prevalent in both parent and youth migrant samples from Central America 
and Mexico (Mercado et al., 2019). Challenges with reunification happen despite 
families’ attempts to adapt to and manage separation, including explaining the ratio-
nale (e.g., a sacrifice for the well-being of the family), and using technology to 
communicate across borders (Bacigalupe & Parker, 2015).

The consequences of family separation due to migration are complicated by the 
reality that many Mexican and Central American migrants do not have legal status 
in the USA. Regional gang and cartel violence in Central America are not recog-
nized by current immigration policies as representing persecution or warfare, and 
families, adults, and children being targeted for gang recruitment or sexual exploita-
tion are often not granted refugee or asylum relief from deportation in the 
USA. While their subsequent lack of legal documentation status is a general stressor 
(Potochnick & Perreira, 2010), it also uniquely affects families. Specifically, 
Mexican and Central American families are not often able to migrate to the USA as 
a family unit due to the absence of legal and social protections that make migration 
of refugees from other nations possible (Fazel et al., 2012). Furthermore, families 
are affected by the fact that individuals living in the USA without legal status run 
serious risks of apprehension and deportation each time they enter and exit the 
USA, meaning that they are unable to visit family outside of the USA.

�Migration-Related Family Separation, Attachment, 
and Psychological Outcomes

The primacy of parent-child bonds has long been an important variable in psycho-
logical theories of how children develop. Based on interactions with our caregivers, 
we form internal mental representations about the reliability, stability, and reactivity 
of caregivers and more generally of others (Bowlby, 1982). These internal represen-
tations—or working models—influence our behavior throughout our lives, particu-
larly in social situations and times of stress, frustration, or loss. Although established 
early in development, subsequent experiences, such as trauma, loss, and separation, 
can shift these internal working models and can lead to internal representations of 
others as unreliable and uncaring (Bowlby, 1982). Disrupted attachments can affect 
an individual psychologically, including their capacity to enter relationships with 
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others. Empirical research has demonstrated that separation from a parent (due to 
divorce, migration, or incarceration) has detrimental effects on the mental health 
and well-being of children (Amato & Cheadle, 2005; Graham & Jordan, 2011; 
Huurre et  al., 2006; Johnson & Easterling, 2012). In the Mexican and Central 
American contexts specifically, family separation has been identified as a risk factor 
for psychopathology in recently immigrated youth in a small number of qualitative 
and quantitative studies (e.g., Berger Cardoso, 2018; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011).

Recently, research with Mexican and Central American families and youth has 
demonstrated that parent-child bonds predict psychological well-being. Indeed, 
among Central American youth, parent-child attachments that are characterized as 
secure (i.e., higher in communication and trust, lower in alienation) are associated 
with reduced psychopathology and increased resilience—characteristics that allow 
children to cope with adversities through adaptive means (Venta, et  al., 2019a). 
Likewise, in a prospective study of Central American youth, secure parent-child 
attachments facilitated acculturation in the USA post-migration, allowing children 
to better adjust to the post-migration environment and mitigating, to some extent, 
the adjustment difficulties predicted by previous trauma exposure (Venta, 2020). 
Among a small sample of Central American high school students, having previously 
experienced migration-related separation from a primary caregiver was the norm 
(62.1%) and separation from mothers was linked to lower maternal attachment 
security (Venta, et  al., 2019b). Though most respondents (85.2%) indicated that 
their caregiver did the right thing by migrating, were able to find meaning in their 
parents’ sacrifice (e.g., realizing that they were afforded better opportunities due to 
migration), and reported positive emotions such as gratitude, reunification was still 
challenging due to lack of trust in the parent and grief associated with losing the 
parent earlier in life (Venta, et al., 2019b). A second relevant study collected data 
from a large sample of Latin American (primarily Mexican) college students to 
examine how their experiences of being left behind by migrating parents might 
relate to subsequent attachment disruption in young adulthood (Venta et al., 2021). 
That study documented small effects of maternal separation on subsequent attach-
ment security in young adulthood with, surprisingly, larger effects of father separa-
tion on subsequent attachment. The effects of paternal migration were mitigated 
when respondents indicated that they were older at the time of paternal migration 
and when they reported having greater contact with fathers (via phone, video call, 
etc.) post-migration. These two early studies suggest that attachment disruption is 
likely a significant consequence of migration-related family separation and a sig-
nificant risk factor for psychopathology and acculturative difficulties in Mexican 
and Central American youth. This emerging research base also suggests that inter-
ventions must be developed to address the attachment disruption faced by Mexican 
and Central American families residing in the USA, a group that has rapidly grown 
during the last decade.

The ways in which migration separation can affect parent-child attachment, 
which in turn affects parent-child interactions post-reunification, have also been 
demonstrated in qualitative research. The family separation and reunification experi-
ences among 30 unaccompanied immigrant children were examined (Barros Lane 
et  al., in press) by drawing on two conceptual frameworks: attachment theory 
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(Bowlby, 1982) and family systems (Falicov, 2013; Walsh, 2016). Years of separa-
tion eroded trust, attunement, reciprocal communication, and familiarity, all of 
which contributed to strained interactions post-reunification. Parent-child distance 
was reinforced when after reunification parents had to work long hours and were not 
physically present with youth. Additionally, the loss of both attachment figures in the 
country of origin, combined with loss of idealized expectations about the parent and 
life in the USA, contributed to youths’ feelings of loneliness and loss. Separations 
also challenged family norms and processes which were embedded within cultural 
expectations of children as bien educado/a and parents as deserving respeto. These 
tensions were exacerbated in families where youth were adjusting to stepparents and 
siblings they did not know (Barros Lane et al., in press). Thus, one consequence of 
sociohistorical and sociopolitical inequities that force separations among Central 
American families is potential harm to parent-child attachment, which can last even 
after youth are reunified with parents, when many continue to experience attach-
ment-related distress and behavioral disturbances (Barros Lane et al., in press).

�Parent-Child Reunification Study

Stressful reunifications between Mexican and Central American mothers and youth, 
exacerbated by acculturative stress, prior trauma exposure, and marginalization, 
create vulnerability for mental health problems. Parents have the potential to miti-
gate these problems through responsive caregiving during the reunification phase. 
Yet, there are currently no evidence-based interventions that target the parent-child 
relationship during the reunification process for migrant families. To address this 
gap, our team is evaluating the feasibility and acceptability of the Mediational 
Intervention for Sensitizing Caregivers (MISC) with families that have been sepa-
rated by migration and subsequently reunified. MISC is a semi-structured evidence-
based intervention that trains caregivers in the “literacy of interaction” to re-establish 
attachment and relationship quality, which in turn facilitates optimal cognitive and 
socio-emotional development in children (Boivin et al., 2013a, 2013b; Klein, 2001; 
Klein et al., 1987).

The feasibility and acceptability pilot study was guided by Wingood and 
DiClemente’s ADAPT-ITT model (Wingood & Diclemente, 2008). The ADAPT-
ITT model is a framework for cultural adaptation and has been used widely in HIV/
AIDS research. ADAPT-ITT consists of eight phases: assessment, decision, admin-
istration, production, topical experts, integration, training, and testing (Wingood & 
DiClemente, 2008). This chapter presents data collected as part of Phase 1: 
Assessment. As part of the assessment phase, we conducted 16 semi-structured 
qualitative interviews with Central American and Mexican immigrant youth and 
their mothers (n = 16 mothers and 16 adolescents). The goal of these dyadic inter-
views was to better understand the factors that challenge parent-child reunification 
and strategies that families have used to try and resolve these challenges. We next 
describe the methods and data analysis procedures implemented in Phase 1.
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�Methods

�Procedures

We were guided by an interpretive phenomenology perspective (Lopez & Willis, 
2004), with the goal of gaining knowledge about the “lifeworld” or experiences of 
families that undergo migration-related separations (p. 729). In 2019, the research 
team formed a community advisory board (CAB) to oversee the adaptation of MISC 
for mothers and children separated by migration. Seventeen key stakeholders from 
nonprofit mental health agencies, advocacy groups, and school districts that work 
with Latinx immigrants and children were identified and invited to be on the 
CAB. The CAB members assisted with all phases of the adaptation, including iden-
tifying participants for the assessment phase. Mothers and youth were eligible to 
participate if they (a) immigrated to the USA from any Spanish-speaking country in 
Latin America except Puerto Rico, (b) were separated from their child by migration 
for any length of time, and (c) spoke Spanish or English. Recruitment targeted youth 
aged 10–18 years but oversampled youth in middle adolescence. CAB members 
identified research participants, and the research staff followed up with a phone call 
to inquire about interest and eligibility. Once mothers provided consent and parental 
permission, and youth provided assent, interviews were conducted face to face at 
locations convenient to the participant. All but four youth interviews were con-
ducted in Spanish. Interviews lasted, on average, approximately 60 min.

�Semi-structured Interview Guide

Semi-structured interviews (one for mothers and one for youth) were conducted to 
gain knowledge and understanding about the factors that challenge parent-child 
reunification and strategies that families use to resolve these challenges. The inter-
view guide for mothers was organized into the following sections: demographic 
profile (e.g., country of origin, age, year arrived to the USA), mother-child separa-
tion (e.g., how long, how many times, preparation for separation, communication 
after separation), alternative caregivers (e.g., who took care of the youth, who chose 
the caregiver, quality of the caregiver relationship), parent-youth reunification (e.g., 
describe the reunification, challenges, changes in the relationship), changes in fam-
ily structure (e.g., presence of siblings, stepparents), and quality of the mother-child 
interaction post-reunification (e.g., how stressful has the reunification been for you, 
accessed programs and resources). Similar questions were asked of youth, but there 
were also questions that probed about separation from the biological father, the 
youth’s memory of the separation (e.g., were they told, did they get to say goodbye), 
and the challenges with integrating into their US family.
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�Participants

Among the 16 families, 7 were from Honduras, 4 from El Salvador, 2 from 
Guatemala, and 3 from Mexico. Most mothers were currently married either to their 
children’s biological fathers (n  = 5, 33.3%) or to a new partner (n  = 7, 43.8%). 
Mother’s age ranged from 26 to 53 years. Mothers’ ages at the time of migration 
ranged from 20 to 31 years. Most mothers (n = 12, 74%) completed their migration 
journey on their first attempt and had 1–2 children at the time of their migration 
(n = 13, 81.3%). The average years lived in the USA was six. Just over half of youth 
reported living with their maternal grandparents while separated from their mothers 
(n = 9, 56.3%), and most of the youth were separated only one time from their moth-
ers (n = 13, 81.3%). The length of mother-child separations ranged from less than 1 
year to 10 years, with the average length being 5 years. The average age of the youth 
at the time of separation was approximately 4 years old (range: infancy–10 years). 
(See Table  3.1 for more descriptive information about parent-child separations.) 
Just over half of the youth participants were female (n = 9, 56.3%). Youth ranged in 
age from 10 to 18  years. The average age at migration for youth was 8  years. 
Similarly, the average amount of time spent in the USA was just over 4 years.

�Coding and Analyses

Interviews were transcribed in Spanish and later checked by two bilingual research 
assistants. Transcripts were uploaded into the Dedoose software, a cloud-based pro-
gram that facilitates qualitative data analysis. Data coding was conducted in Spanish 
by a team of seven bilingual researchers. We engaged in a collaborative, multiphase, 
and iterative coding process that involved individual coding, team coding, inter-
coder reliability checks, memo writing, and analytic group check-ins (Miles et al., 
2014). In Phase 1, all team members individually read through the transcripts and 
engaged in writing memos and code generation. We then met and shared our pre-
liminary codes and memos. Next, we created one set of codes and assigned each of 
the codes a definition (see Table 3.2 for codes and definitions). Following this step, 
we created a codebook that included the collective definitions of the codes and 
sample quotations. We used this codebook to collectively code one randomly 
selected mother-youth interview dyad, and then met to revise our initial coding 
scheme to more accurately reflect the data.

In Phase 2, we collectively coded a randomly selected portion of one parent and 
one youth interview and then calculated Krippendorff’s alpha to establish inter-
coder reliability. Krippendorff’s alpha for mother participants (α = 0.91) and youth 
participants (α = 0.84) was good. Once we had established acceptable inter-coder 
reliability, in Phase 3 we divided the 16 mother-youth dyadic interviews among the 
seven team members and individually coded the dyadic interviews. Next, we cre-
ated memos reflecting on the convergence and divergence between the mothers’ and 
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youths’ accounts. We resolved questions that emerged during this process through 
analytic check-ins. In Phase 4, we reviewed and summarized the data for each code, 
and identified sub-themes that emerged within each code. Finally, in Phase 5, we 
looked within and across codes to generate the preliminary themes that are pre-
sented below.

In the subsequent presentation of our findings, we review the disruptions and 
complications of separation and reunification among participating mothers and 
youth, and the ways in which mothers and youth demonstrate resiliency and connect 
to internal and external supports and resources to cope with these challenges.

Table 3.1  Separation demographics

Variables N % Mean SD Range

Family who migrated first
 �� Mom 8 50.0
 �� Dad 5 31.3
 �� Both parents 3 18.8
Dad’s presence at the time of migration
 �� Not present 5 31.3
 �� Present 11 68.8
Ability to visit child while separated
 �� No 13 81.3
 �� Yes 3 18.8
Alternative caregivers
 �� Maternal grandparent(s) 9 56.3
 �� Maternal aunt 2 12.5
 �� Biological father 2 12.5
 �� Other 3 18.8
Number of children remained in home country
 �� 1–2 children 14 87.6
 �� 3 or more children 2 12.6
Number of times separated
 �� 1 13 81.3
 �� 2 3 18.3
Length of parent-child separationa 5.06 2.89 10
 �� 0–3 years 5 31.3
4–6 years 7 43.7
7+ years 4 25.0
Youth’s age at separationb 3.94 3.02 10
 �� 0–3 years 8 50
 �� 4–6 years 5 31.4
 �� 7–10 years 3 18.9

aFor mothers and youth with more than one separation, the longest separation was recorded
bFor mothers and youth with more than one separation, the age of the child at the beginning of the 
longest separation was recorded

3  Migrant Mothers’ and Youths’ Experiences of Separation and Reunification



62

Table 3.2  Code definitions

Codea Definition

Preparation for 
separation

Any instance when mom or youth discusses preparing to be separated, 
including but not limited to what was said, reasons, length of separation, 
who would take care of child, what child understood, advanced notice, 
la despedida

Alternative 
caregiving of the 
child during 
separation

Any instance when mom or youth discusses child’s caregiving 
experiences during separation, including but not limited to why was 
caregiver chosen, relationship, how youth was treated, instances of 
maltreatment, number of caregivers, other people in the home, 
conditions in the home, communication with youth about parents who 
migrated

Experiences during 
separation

Any instance where mom or youth discusses experiences of the 
separation including but not limited to psychological effects, coping 
(internal ways of managing stress associated with separations, ecological 
ways of coping), and school and work experiences of youth

Communication 
during separation

Any instance where mom or youth discusses communication with each 
other during the separation, including but not limited to type of 
communication (phone calls, video calls, pictures, letters, travel, 
remittances), when communication occurred (how often, what prompted 
communication, willingness to communicate), psychological reactions 
to communication, ability to communicate, ability to send remittances

Youth’s experiences 
of abuse or trauma

Any instance when mom or youth discusses the child’s experiences of 
abuse or trauma, including but not limited to pre-migration, during 
separation, post-reunification trauma/abuse

Reunification 
preparation

Any instance when mom or youth discusses preparation for reunification 
between mom and child, including but not limited to how did they learn 
about impending reunification, what were the expectations, who made 
the decision, why was decision made to bring the child to the USA, 
reactions to learning about impending reunification, feelings about child 
leaving people and places (familiarity)

Youth’s experiences 
with migration

Any instance when mom or youth discusses child’s migration journey 
and experiences up until they reach the USA

Legal interactions 
with immigration 
enforcement

Any instance when mom or child discusses legal interactions with 
immigration enforcement, including but not limited to asylum cases, 
deportation, ORR shelter, separation at the border

Youth grief and loss 
related to home 
country

Any instance in which mom or youth discusses child missing his/her 
country of origin, including but not limited to friends, family, school, 
language, neighborhood, food, etc.

Mom’s psychological 
state after 
reunification

Any instance when mom or youth discusses mom’s psychological state 
post-reunification, including how past separations affect her now and 
parenting stress

Mother-child 
relationship 
post-reunification

Any instance when mom or youth discusses their relationship after 
reunification, including but not limited to attunement, deference to roles, 
quality of relationship (confianza, respeto), and efforts to rebuild the 
relationship

Integration into new 
family structure

Any instance when mom or youth discusses the integration of the child 
into the new family structure, including but not limited to stepparents, 
new siblings, acculturative differences among family members

(continued)
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�Results: Disruption During Separation

�Maternal Mental Health and Self-Blame

Unsurprisingly, mothers described sadness, grief, and guilt for separating from their 
child. The multiple uncertainties surrounding the separation (e.g., how long they 
would be separated, the child’s well-being in the country of origin, sometimes pre-
carious childcare situations with alternative caregivers, the mother’s legal status 
within the USA) created anxiety and its associated symptoms, including distur-
bances in sleep and appetite. “‘When am I going to see them again?’ ‘What are they 
doing?’ I remember that six months after arriving, I didn’t sleep or eat, day or night. 
It was terrible. I would sleep without realizing that I was asleep” (14A). The actual 
“despedida,” or farewell, was described as the most difficult experience of mother’s 
lives, leading some mothers to depart while children were asleep to avoid having to 
say goodbye:

I didn’t have the courage to see her, to turn around. When I started to walk, I didn’t have the 
courage; I just hugged her. I told her I loved her a lot and promised her that I was going to … 
that she was going to be here someday with me and that I was going to buy her the prettiest 
doll that I could find (11A).

In addition to primary emotions, such as sadness, mothers also internalized 
blame for having left their children which resulted in secondary emotions of guilt 
and self-loathing:

I wouldn’t stop crying, and I would tell her how much I loved her and everything. But it was 
painful for me to live without my daughter and think that I had been partially to blame … 
because to me, it was my fault (6A).

Mothers’ decisions to migrate clearly occurred within contexts of systems of 
oppression and historical and ongoing inequity. Yet, despite these contextual sys-
tems influencing individual decisions, many assumed responsibility for the 

Table 3.2  (continued)

Codea Definition

Integration into the 
community

Any instance when mom or youth discusses integration into the 
community following reunification, including but not limited to school, 
peers, extracurricular activities, work, expectations, realities, and 
acculturative stress experiences

La reunión Any instance when mom or youth discusses the experience of seeing 
each other again after a period of separation

Current feelings 
about decision to 
separate and migrate

Any instance in which mom or youth discusses current feelings or 
thoughts about mom’s past decision to separate in the context of 
migration, including how that has shifted over time

Experiences with or 
opinions about 
psychosocial supports

Any instance in which mom or youth discusses ideas about what would 
be helpful, including but not limited to experiences with programs or 
services, both positive and negative experiences

aFor each code, youth accounts and mother accounts were coded separately
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decision. This reflects one way in which systems of oppression operate: they shift 
responsibility and pathology to individuals rather than revealing the structural and 
political conditions that force individuals into untenable decisions. For one mother, 
the pain of separation, coupled with the guilt and self-recrimination for having 
migrated without her child, led to a debilitating depression and suicidal ideation:

Well, there was a time that I told my partner that I wanted to die too … I’ve felt like that I’ve 
wanted at times to commit suicide. You understand? And well if something happens like 
that, I think it’s my fault and why do I want to live and things like that (6A).

Such self-blame is also reflective of responses to traumatic events, and again 
reveals how the meaning ascribed to these events (e.g., that the individual “caused 
it,” or somehow could have prevented it from happening) leads to secondary emo-
tions of anger, guilt, and shame.

�Youth Mental Health

Youths’ recollections of the period of separation were largely influenced by their 
age at the time of their mother’s migration. Those who were very young had little 
memories of the period of separation. Youth who were old enough to recall what 
happened tended to remember the despedida in detail, suggesting a “flashbulb” 
memory, one that was vividly encoded because of the emotionally intense context 
of the event. Youth with clear memories of the period of separation describe deep 
sadness and grief, as well as anxiety and fear that they would never be reunited. 
They had to navigate the challenges of growing up, for example, first menstruation, 
without their parent’s guidance. They compared themselves with peers who had 
mothers present and felt unimportant and alone: “I feel like I felt bad because I saw 
how my classmates from school would bring their moms and would show them their 
grades and I never brought anyone” (14B). In addition to sadness and anxiety, they 
described symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), for example, intru-
sive thoughts that their mother was unsafe in the USA, frequent nightmares, effort-
ful avoidance of thinking/feeling/remembering the separation, and negative beliefs 
about themselves, others, and the world. “I felt like my world had been destroyed, 
really” (9B). These negative beliefs also reflect how the separation impacted their 
internal working models, or fundamental assumptions about themselves, others, and 
the world.

�Previous Separations from Fathers

Most participating youth had been separated from their biological fathers in the 
context of separation/divorce or paternal migration prior to their mother’s migra-
tion. Responsibility for communication after father’s migration was often placed on 
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the youth, rather than the father taking responsibility for maintaining the relation-
ship, reflecting some erosion of culturally bound parent-child hierarchies: “‘Why 
haven’t you called me?’ And I say something like, ‘You can call me too. You have a 
phone too, Dad. It’s not just me.’ And he’ll be like, ‘Oh! You’re so malcriada’” (6B). 
Additionally, several mothers recounted histories of domestic violence and family 
dysfunction prior to paternal separation: “He insults you. My God− he busted my 
head open. I went to report it but the law doesn’t do anything there” (3A). Youth had 
similar recollections:

Well, I don’t remember much about him but the memories that I do have aren’t very good. 
Because I remember that he would come to the house all drunk, wasted, and he would hit 
my mom. He just came when he felt like it (15B).

Mothers also reported challenges with fathers not providing money for basic 
needs: “Well, sometimes I would tell him, ‘Look, I need this …’ but he would say 
no; that’s it, no. And well, now I am like that, when they tell me ‘no,’ I don’t bother 
with it anymore” (12A). In many cases mothers were left to support their children 
alone which led to the need for migration. While some youth had fond memories of 
their fathers, most participants recalled the lack of paternal presence:

Well, he wasn’t paying attention. He went to work and everything but when I would get 
sick, I mean, he didn’t stay with me ... I would just see him; we’d talk for a little bit but he 
was never that responsible (12B).

Separations from fathers and experiences of maltreatment likely impacted subse-
quent separations from mothers.

�Coping During Separation

�Finding Meaning in Sacrifice

Despite the psychological toll that separation took on mothers, connection to inter-
nal and external resources helped to prevent many mothers from experiencing 
depression and hopelessness. One way in which mothers attempted to mitigate the 
negative consequences of migration-related separation was by preparing the youth 
for the eventual separation. Mothers tried to decrease the unpredictability of the 
event in part by providing a rationale for the separation (e.g., extreme poverty, lack 
of work/educational opportunities, and concerns for safety in the country of origin). 
“Because I told him that I was going to come here and he asked me why. And I said, 
to work to help him with food and to get a small house because we didn’t have one” 
(1A). These explanations were intended to prevent youth from interpreting the 
meaning of the separation as a personal rejection, particularly since younger chil-
dren are especially vulnerable to personalizing external events (e.g., assuming they 
somehow “caused” an event when clearly they did not). Some mothers explained 
their rationale to alternative caregivers, who helped to reinforce this messaging with 
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children during the separation. At the same time, some mothers experienced com-
munication barriers, such as the developmental stage of the child (e.g., belief that 
the child was “too young” to understand) and their own capacity to fully accept the 
impending separation (possibly a form of avoidance), that impeded their ability to 
prepare for the separation.

Similarly, most youth could articulate the reasons that precipitated the mother’s 
migration. “The main reasons were because my grandparents were murdered, both 
of them individually at different dates and we were being chased and stuff” (11B). 
Even if it was an intellectualized response, this was protective in that it gave youth 
a way of externalizing the reason for migration and an internal representation of 
their mother as prioritizing their well-being, and themselves as deserving of 
such care.

�Connecting to Faith and Supportive Others; Distraction 
and Activity

Mothers and youth cited a belief in “God’s plan” as a means of coping with the 
uncertainty of separation. Sensing the limits of their personal power to reunify with 
their children under conditions of safety they asked for God’s help:

I felt like I wasn’t going to see her again. But if I stayed, they would have already killed me. 
So, I said, I asked God, if nothing else that he give me the opportunity to bring her here to 
be together again (11A).

Similarly, youth described church as an escape from painful emotions and mem-
ories: “I had fun times in church. That’s why church was my escape and school, too. 
To take a break from everything and just have fun” (6B).

Some mothers had partners who helped them to recognize when they were in 
“emotion mind” and to approach the situation with a “cool mind” (i.e., a reason-
able mind):

Well, he told me, “Let’s think with cool minds.” He told me, “Right now you are agitated. 
Calm down, relax and we will talk”. He told me, “We will have a conversation. We’ll find a 
way to converse like civilized people.” He told me, “But not how you are right now. Right 
now, you are upset.” (15A).

Supportive others were helpful in suggesting ways to calm mothers’ physiologi-
cal arousal so that they could view the situation realistically. In that way mothers 
would be able to problem-solve, rather than reacting from “survival brain” regions 
(i.e., the limbic system) which circumvent higher order thinking skills. Youth who 
had positive relationships with alternative caregivers were able to create a sense of 
belonging and new attachments to stable caregivers. Siblings also played important 
roles, providing companionship and shared understanding of the experience of 
separation.

Mothers described coping by working, which allowed them to send money and 
gifts, support education, secure housing, and contribute to their children’s future. 
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Again, the ability to translate the pain and trauma of separation into meaning and 
purpose was likely instrumental in their ability to cope with the separation. Work 
and caretaking roles in the USA also provided an important distraction that helped 
them avoid feeling overwhelmed by the pain of being separated from their children. 
For youth, daily activities and routines, such as school, visiting a certain tienda 
(store) each day, and playing soccer, helped them establish a sense of normalcy and 
predictability.

�Coping Through Emotional Avoidance

Youth also described managing their own emotional reactions to protect their 
mothers:

When I said goodbye, one day before she told me, “You don’t have to cry.” She told me, ah, 
she told me, “You do not have to cry because if I’m leaving, it is in search of a better future. 
Here we barely have anything, and I don’t want you to cry because I need to leave to make 
things better for you.” So I promised her that I wasn’t going to cry and the next day, when 
it was time for her to leave and she left, I made her the promise that I wasn’t going to cry 
and I didn’t cry (15B).

While this may have been adaptive in the short term, as it allowed youth and 
mother to compartmentalize and psychologically distance themselves from pain 
and fear, repressing emotions may also have contributed to longer term psychologi-
cal challenges: “They knew what I was going through, but I, like, try not to show too 
much emotion while in front of people because I know that puts them in a good spot. 
So, I always kept it to myself” (6B). Repressing emotions may also have had conse-
quences for emotional attunement and communication between mothers and youth 
following reunification.

�Alternative Caregiving During Separation: Sources 
of Protection and Risk

�Protective Caregivers

Mothers in this study came from small close-knit communities where extended 
families lived in the same or close-by households. This proved to be a protective 
structure for mothers and children separated by borders, as the definition of “fam-
ily” and “caregiver” is broader than in the dominant culture in the US context. In 
many cases, mothers and youth were already living with extended family members. 
For these families, choosing an alternative caregiver during the mother’s absence 
was straightforward, as that individual was already involved in caring for the child. 
Moreover, because of this collective caregiving arrangement, many mothers already 
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had observed and trusted the parenting capacity of their own parents, siblings, or 
other family members:

We are seven siblings. So think of it that my mom, she has almost the same story as I do. I 
left them with her but we are always vigilant of our children. And because of that I knew 
that they weren’t going to live with a better person than with my grandma (9A).

Despite this, and their efforts to remain part of the family through remittances 
and communication, many mothers understood that there is no substitute for one’s 
own mother and felt sadness and guilt for not being able to physically play that role 
daily. Even when mothers were able to leave their children with trusted family 
members, they were distressed by differences in parenting styles. Some mothers felt 
that their children were spoiled by permissive caregivers, while others felt that the 
discipline was far stricter than they would have used. Still the ability to feel confi-
dent that their children were well taken care of by a trusted family member (which 
most often was the mother’s own mother) decreased mothers’ anxiety, guilt, and 
grief. “So, I don’t feel sad at the same time for having left her because I left her in 
good hands” (4A). The cost, however, was the observation that some youth formed 
stronger bonds with the alternative caregiver: “Actually, they call her ‘mom’ too. 
And now that I see them here, with her here, I can see that … that connection 
between them. They have more of a connection with her than with me” (10A).

Most youth recounted that they were well taken care of and described not only 
having their needs met but engaging in fun activities, such as going to a carnival or 
getting ice cream. Some even felt that they were treated better than other children in 
the home:

She took me often to the mall. Whenever we went to the ice cream shop, she instead of … 
she used to buy the other cousins those little baby two cones. Well, I got a whole vanilla 
split on my side (11B).

The youth who reported positive relationships with their caregiver(s) developed 
strong attachments, as evidenced by referring to them as “mom,” and missing them 
when they later migrated to the USA. One youth described how photos given by his 
grandmother are used as soothing and grounding objects when he gets upset in the 
USA; these transitional objects ease the pain of separation from these loved caregiv-
ers and reflect the depth of the attachment bond:

Because before I came, she told me. “When you go there …”, I have photos of her from my 
grandma. She gave them to me and she … gave me a necklace but they took it away and 
they wouldn’t give it back to me in immigration ... I had something and when I … when I 
felt bad, I would just look at that and I would feel better … I had something (9B).

�Alternative Caregivers as Sources of Risk

A smaller number of mothers (N = 4, 25%) did not have a trusted family member to 
care for their children. They reported that due to a variety of circumstances, includ-
ing the death of a parent or trusted caregiver, their children had to live with less 
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known relatives or unrelated individuals. In these cases, mothers were more likely 
to report experiences of maltreatment, abuse, and neglect:

Then my dad passed away. They stayed–I found a young woman to take care of him, do 
their wash, cook for them, and she mistreated him. And then I moved them to another young 
woman … I found another woman and that woman too … she drank. And I would send 
money, but the kids would be all dirty (3A).

Most commonly, mothers described how their children were treated differently 
from the biological children in the household. Some were exploited for labor and 
expected to contribute to the household income. Children were burdened with over-
whelming and taxing chores and denied food if they failed to complete them. In all, 
seven youth (44%) experienced some form of abuse from alternative caregivers; this 
included experiences of emotional abuse in the form of insults, threats, and humili-
ations; physical abuse; and sexual abuse from family members. “My oldest daugh-
ter, my sister’s husband tried to abuse her. And my sister mistreated them too; she 
would keep food away from them; she would make them feel badly in front of 
people” (15A). Situations of maltreatment led some mothers to have to seek new 
caregiving arrangements for their children; one mother moved her children from 
Honduras to Guatemala to live with her new spouse’s mother. When mothers under-
stood the alternative caregiving situations for their children to be unsupportive, 
neglectful, or dangerous, their own anxiety, sadness, self-blame, and guilt intensified.

Some youth described alternative caretakers as gatekeepers for information 
about their mother, and as such held power. A few youths described being given 
misinformation about their mother, which led them to further resent and reject 
their mother:

Well, my stepfather’s mother put a lot of ideas in our heads. She told us that my mom 
does … that my mom had to prostitute herself to pay for our food and she came and she 
made us actually believe those things. They put a lot of ideas into my head (15B).

Several youths described how they were required to financially contribute to the 
household (e.g., by selling in the street) and threatened that if they did not meet their 
quota, they would be denied food or beaten. They also were threatened not to share 
this information with their mother in the USA. A small number of youth reported 
experiences of sexual abuse perpetrated by adult male family members or friends of 
the family. As noted, largely due to maltreatment, many youths had to change homes 
and caregivers. In the absence of stable nurturing adults to take care of them during 
the separation, some youth assumed adultlike roles, for example, caring for or pro-
tecting siblings or working outside the home:

The poverty, every time there was more and more danger and also … I lived with a person−I 
lived with a person that wasn’t stable and she, and my mom would send her money but she 
would take the money and would go. So, she would send me to work (3B).

Despite their resilience, these youth often experienced a worse prognosis because 
they experienced traumatic and stressful events without the presence of a stable, 
nurturing caregiver to buffer the effects of these events.
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�Communication During Separation: Protective 
and Complicated

�Communication to Protect the Relationship

Communication during the period of separation was a way in which mothers and 
youth maintained their relationship. Most mothers reported communicating with 
their children daily, often multiple times per day. The primary mechanism of com-
munication was videoconferencing (e.g., Facebook Messenger, WhatsApp) via a 
phone. In particular, the ability to see each other through video was helpful in main-
taining a connection:

And they didn’t suffer from the absence of love, as one would say, of not hearing from them 
every day. We were always in communication. But that will never be surpassed because I 
am one who believes that the love of mom and dad, for all the love that others might give, 
well no. It is never the same (15A).

Communication gave mothers an opportunity to address youths’ complicated 
questions such as “When will I be with you again?” by reiterating the reasons for 
migration. Mothers did their best to “mother” over the phone or videoconferencing. 
They instructed youth how to behave and how to protect themselves; told them to 
take their medication; tried to monitor whether they were going to school; and gave 
advice passed on from their own mothers:

I told her, “I don’t want you out on the street at night. Don’t run errands for anyone. Please, 
I’m asking you. If men are at the house, don’t go near them. If they go into the living room, 
into the kitchen, you go outside where people can see you.” That was always my headache, 
to have to remind them of that (15A).

Youth and mothers managed difficult conversations about sensitive topics (e.g., 
mother’s new pregnancy, revelations about mother’s abuse history, child’s first men-
struation) over distance. Thus, despite its limitations, communication through vid-
eoconferencing allowed mothers to maintain a daily presence, give advice and 
parent, communicate their love and reiterate the reasons for the separation, provide 
emotional support, and even touch on sensitive topics.

Like their mothers, many youths described the importance of constant communi-
cation with mothers: hearing her voice, knowing that she still loved them, and 
understanding that she intended to see them again. Youth often focused on remit-
tances, gifts, or necessities sent, and viewed these as proof of their mom’s love and 
commitment to care for them. “She always thought about me because she’d send me 
like food and stuff, and like, she always takes care of me” (4B). Again, this rein-
forced internal representation of mothers as caring and of themselves as worthy.
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�Complications to Communication

Attempts to communicate were complicated by several factors. First, some families 
initially lacked the technology required for frequent communication. Families that 
had access to Wi-Fi and smartphones were better able to remain in regular commu-
nication. Second, as noted, alternative caregivers in the country of origin acted as 
gatekeepers. They often had the power to decide when youth could and could not 
communicate with parents. For example, one mother stated, “Now they tell me 
‘Mom, we didn’t tell you anything because they took away our phones’” (15A). 
Sometimes caregivers gave children misinformation about the parent, which 
increased the child’s resentment or anger toward the parent and led them to reject 
the parent. Other caregivers simply refused to provide the devices needed for com-
munication. Sometimes parents did not realize that this was happening until much 
later, meaning that they assumed the child would not speak with them when in fact 
the child was unable. Third, some children refused to speak with mothers out of 
their own volition:

He didn’t, he didn’t want to talk to me. I would talk to all of them. I would say, “Pass the 
phone to (name of the child).” He didn’t want to talk to me. Since he was so young, he 
didn’t want to talk to me, but I would always say, “send me photos of him” (3A).

This may have been an indirect way in which children expressed their anger or 
resentment. It may also have been a way to exert some control and power over a 
situation in which youth had little (i.e., they did not make the decision for mom to 
leave; they could not make her come back; many could not decide to travel to the 
USA to be with her on their own). Lastly, the mother’s work schedule sometimes 
interfered with their time available to communicate with children. Despite these 
barriers, communication between mothers and children was generally protective in 
maintaining the bond across borders.

When mothers and children did communicate, it was sometimes strained. The 
youth were sometimes distant, perhaps an indirect communication of resentment or 
a reflection of feeling distant from their mother. Sometimes youth expressed their 
ambivalence—they both wanted to be with mom and they resented her and felt safer 
with the alternative caregiver:

I didn’t give up. I always told him, “Here I am”. “No, you’re not here!” “Yes, I am far but 
I’m with you.” He would say, “It’s because I want to sleep with you.” He would say, “Not 
with my grandma” and I would ask, “But why?” and he would say that he loved his grandma 
very much, but he wanted his mom, and like that (7A).

Sometimes youth disclosed abuse and maltreatment happening to them in the 
country of origin by alternative caregivers. Mothers were left with this difficult 
knowledge and a sense of powerlessness regarding how to resolve it, perhaps 
thereby reinforcing youths’ understanding that they were without protection:

I always cried because every time I spoke to them, “Let’s go. Take us. Take us on the train, 
Mommy. Take us.” And that broke my heart. I would say, “What’s happening? What is hap-
pening?” They would tell me, “Nothing.” I don’t know if my sister was there. They said, 
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“No, it’s because my aunt hits us. My aunt scolds us. She doesn’t call us by our names. She 
says bad words to us, and I don’t want to be here anymore, Mommy. I don’t want to be here 
anymore” (3A).

Some youth focused their communication on gifts and remittances, which was 
difficult for the mothers who yearned for more personal topics.

Youth participants discounted the importance of communication, stating that 
they stopped viewing their mother as “Mom.” They recognized the vast divide 
between them, not only physical, but also between the material realities of their 
everyday lives in the USA versus the country of origin. These physical and cultural 
divides contributed to emotional distance. “I went so far as to tell her she wasn’t my 
mom; I would say I wasn’t used to her because this is—it’s like a different world 
here” (3B). Some youth actively avoided talking to their mother. For example, they 
lied that they did not have a phone to get out of talking. Others felt ambivalent about 
her, and they themselves seemed confused about their reluctance to talk with her. 
(Again, perhaps this was a way of indirectly expressing their feelings and of trying 
to exert control/power.):

Because we wouldn’t talk before, even though I had a phone and she had a phone, we didn’t 
talk. And it was largely my fault because first I would say I didn’t have a phone as an excuse 
and that’s why I couldn’t talk to them. And then they sent me a phone and I don’t know why. 
I don’t know what happened (15B).

Other youth could articulate how their psychological reactions to the separation 
complicated communication with their mothers:

Also, since I was always so angry and depressed all the time, the calls wouldn’t be the best 
calls. I wish I would’ve been nicer to my mom because I knew it wasn’t her fault ... I always 
kind of took out my anger on her even though I didn’t mean to (6B).

Similar to mothers, youth described how access to technology and alternative 
caregivers acting as gatekeepers hindered communication. “Only when we were 
able to, because since we were with some aunts, they took the phone away from us 
and wouldn’t let us talk to her” (15B). Some youth seemed to be resentful of their 
mother’s efforts to mother them from a distance. The emotional disconnection made 
it hard to take mother’s advice and follow their suggestions, particularly when youth 
did not view them as the primary “mom.” Many youth focused communications on 
wanting to know why they were left and when mothers will return, questions that 
were difficult for mothers to answer. “‘Why did you leave me?’ and then she would 
like explain it over and over again” (11B). At the same time, youth worried about 
their moms and their safety, even at very young ages:

I was five; the very day of my birthday, she called me in Honduras. “Happy birthday”, she 
said, and I asked her, “Where are you? Tell me.” “I’m already here in the U.S.” “Okay, that’s 
good.” I told her, “Be careful.” (9B).

Thus, communication with mothers was on one level essential and on another 
level dismissed by youth, perhaps in a way that was self-protective. It may be that 
youth who had stronger bonds with caretakers in their country of origin became less 
attached to their own mothers, leading to more disconnected communication, 
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whereas youth who had neglectful or abusive caretakers relied more on their moth-
ers to maintain a caretaking role.

�Making Plans to Reunify

Most mothers decided to have their children migrate to the USA because of threats 
to safety and experiences of violence in the country of origin:

So, she was scared that something would happen to him. He was scared of them. Yeah, he 
was scared of them. Then when they realized that we were here [in the USA], they started 
wanting to extort his grandma on his dad’s side. Then she was afraid and said it was better 
for him to come here (7A).

This is unsurprising, as participants in this study come from countries considered 
to be among the most dangerous in the world due to gang and drug-related violence 
and government corruption and neglect that provides little safety for victims but 
immunity for perpetrators (Hiskey et al., 2016). Thus, for many families, reunifica-
tion in the USA was chosen when it was deemed unsafe for the child to stay in the 
country of origin. Children migrated alone or with the help of a family member or a 
paid coyote (a smuggler who brings children to the border). While typically the par-
ent or alternative caregiver made the decision to have the youth migrate to the USA, 
sometimes it was the youth themselves who made the decision. Upon learning that 
they were to migrate to the USA, mothers described youth as having different reac-
tions. For those who were very attached to the alternative caregiver, migration was 
resisted. “We talked to him, but at first, he said no, that he didn’t want to come. 
Yeah, because since he was raised by my parents, he felt like he was going to leave 
them” (7A). The period of the youths’ migration was an incredibly stressful and 
anxiety-provoking time for the mothers, as they anxiously awaited news of their 
children’s safety:

Look, I cried at my job. I got home, I cried. I didn’t sleep. It was 1:00 AM and the pain in 
my head, my neck would start again. And desperation, anguish. My chest hurt so much I felt 
like I couldn’t even breathe. I felt like I was suffocating. “My God, what’s happened with 
my girls? Lord, did they come and drown in the river?” (15A).

Like mothers, youth cited poverty and violence as the primary motivation for 
their migration to the USA. However, unlike the mothers, they also cited abuse per-
petrated by alternative caregivers as a factor motivating migration. Youth empha-
sized the active role that they played in agreeing to migrate for reunification. One 
youth described how she and her sister secretly saved up the remittance money their 
mother sent them and pretended to be going on vacation to another country in 
Central America, when in fact they were paying to be smuggled to the USA to 
reunify with their mother. Youth generally described their anticipation and excite-
ment to reunify with their mothers and come to the USA, and they had illusions of 
what life would be like once they arrived; “I had hopes of getting along with her and 
of doing all the things we’re doing now and getting along” (12B).
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�Separation During Office of Refugee Resettlement 
(ORR) Detention

Once they reached the USA, youth were detained and then placed in ORR deten-
tion, which represented another period of separation and uncertainty regarding 
reunification. Mothers discussed feeling powerless and hopeless knowing their chil-
dren were in the USA, but they were unable to be with them. In some cases, mothers 
were not able to talk with their children while they were in ORR custody. One 
mother described, “Not until the 4th of July did migration call me. They told me that 
they had my daughter. I just gave thanks to God because I didn’t know anything 
about her” (8A). Mothers had no power or understanding about when their children 
might be released from ORR custody. In some cases, children were released after a 
few weeks, while one mother recounted her son being detained for 3 months by 
ORR: “He was detained in a shelter for kids for three months and that was really 
stressful for him” (1A). Youth described horrible conditions at the border including 
cold rooms and harsh treatment. “I behaved well there because I knew it was really 
bad. They would wake us up early. I always liked to wake up early because they 
would throw really ice-cold water on anyone who doesn’t wake up” (9B). After 
several days, most youth were transferred to ORR shelters. Youth described how 
difficult it was to be separated from family after their arduous journey to the 
USA. The separation lasted from a few weeks to a year without knowledge of a 
release date. One youth described her long detention and subsequent inability to live 
with her mother upon her release from ORR custody:

They sent me to an immigration school and I was there for about a year, And then my aunt 
took me in as adopted and then I went to [another city] to live with her for 2 or 3 years. And 
then now the last lawyer told me that I could live with my mom now (8B).

Once children were released, there were legal expectations that children attend 
school, follow up with an immigration attorney, and attend court proceedings. Many 
mothers described the challenges associated with understanding the legal process, 
the lack of resources to pay for a trusted attorney, and general inconsistencies in 
immigration court:

It’s been five years and they are still in the process. They’re still going to court and I didn’t 
have any more money for a lawyer, and I had to be their lawyer myself. I had to go and tell 
the judge, “Well, I represent them” and being constantly in that situation (14A).

The battles with the legal system for many families affected the entire family. 
While some families were fortunate enough to be in the process of obtaining legal 
authorization, they were still required to leave the country. “When I went back to 
Mexico, I had an appointment in Ciudad Juarez. They left me there for two years. It 
was maddening because time would just go by and there was never a response” 
(2A). Families who were unable to get through immigration courts successfully 
were deported, further fracturing the family unit. One mother described the day she 
learned her husband would be deported:
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That day he had an appointment, with [Im]migration. He was doing things the right way 
and he told me, “Be right back.” When I was done, I was waiting, and he called me and said 
that they had given him a deportation order. Yeah, I felt like I was going to die (5A).

Another youth was migrating north to be reunited at the same time his father was 
being deported back to Mexico:

When I was on my way here, immigration caught him and lied to him so that he would sign 
some paperwork to get me out. But my dad doesn’t know how to read. So he just signed 
them, and they put him in jail and sent him to Mexico (8B).

Thus, the U.S. legal system functioned to create actual and threatened separa-
tions that compounded the migration-related separations from mothers.

�Complicated Mother-Child Reunifications

�Parenting Stress

Reunification was described by mothers as una moneda de dos caras (a double-sided 
coin). On the one hand, mothers expressed relief and joy in being able to reunify with 
their child. They no longer had to worry about whether children had food, were safe, 
and attended school. Yet, reunification was also a new source of stress. Some of this 
stress was pragmatic and logistical:

When she came, as a single mother I had to think about her food, the babysitter, her clothes, 
her shoes, school, picking her up, dropping her off. But the sacrifice is that … at the end of 
the day when I see her smile or by just seeing her face, I say it doesn’t matter (11A).

Other stress was related to feeling overwhelmed because mothers did not know 
how to interact with their child. Mothers experienced their children like strangers 
and struggled to manage their adolescents’ resentment about being left behind in the 
country of origin:

Yes, really difficult because I, I would cry. I would kneel and cry and ask God to give me 
strength so that I could know how to talk to him, how to explain things to him. Like, how to 
make him understand because there was that blame of his, like that (7A).

Perceived rejection by the youth contributed to mothers’ anxiety, guilt, and sad-
ness: “Believe me that it was really stressful because I didn’t know what to do. I felt 
frustrated… because I couldn’t … find the way in because I didn’t know how to 
please her” (6A). Mothers questioned their decisions to separate from their children 
and felt guilty for bringing the youth to a new country and turning their world 
upside down. They further took blame for youths’ behavioral and emotional prob-
lems post-reunification:

I thought that once he was with me, everything was going to be okay. Like happier, to live 
the time that was lost; Make up for lost time; But it’s not like that. It’s not like that. We 
didn’t get along well (3A).
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Youth admitted that financial stress and long work schedules often interfered 
with spending time with their mothers: “It’s like, we don’t really see each other. She 
spends her time at work and I’m at school” (10B). Youth also described how they 
and their mothers faced normative developmental conflicts, such as the expectation 
that youth clean their rooms, do their homework, and follow rules about technology 
and time spent with friends: “Well, like sometimes she tells me to put my phone 
away and I don’t put it away” (8B).

�Disrupted Trust

The joy of reunification was tinged with grief that the actual child was different 
from the remembered child, requiring that mothers get to know their children again: 
“But unfortunately, he’s not the boy I left anymore. Because he was a quiet child, 
humble even … and now, I wasn’t expecting his reactions, his behavior … I wish I 
could turn back time but it’s not possible” (9A). Many mothers described rebellious 
behavior from their children and often attributed these behaviors to the separation 
and lack of trust and attachment. This was often communicated via resentment and 
emotional distance from their children:

No, we don’t understand each other … We’re not compatible … He has that separation in 
his mind that … There’s a wall up. Maybe he asks himself, “Why did she leave me?” … I 
think maybe that created … a barrier … for us to be close (3A).

Mothers perceived youths’mistrust and resentment as rebellion. One described 
trying to reach out to her daughter with little reciprocity:

No matter what I do for her, she doesn’t take it into account … I talk to her and I tell her, 
“Daughter, what’s wrong?” … She just … She laughs and sometimes … she gets mad … 
she acts like she’s upset, and she goes to her room, throwing things (10A).

Similarly, because separation occurred during key periods of development, many 
of the youth indicated that developing trust was a major source of stress during 
reunification.

It wasn’t that I didn’t call her Mom, but I just didn’t have that trust between mother and son. 
I felt that my aunt understood me better than my mom, so I wanted to—I wanted to go back 
to Honduras and everything (3B).

Some of these feelings were associated with not having spent time together. One 
youth explained:

Yes, and she doesn’t know much about what I like and I don’t know much about what she 
likes. She also says that … sometimes she’s afraid to ask me things because she doesn’t 
know how I’ll respond. Still, sometimes we can’t speak freely because there’s still that–it’s 
not like distrust, but it’s like I can’t really open up and talk to her that much (14B).

Past separations made it more difficult for youth to see their mothers as having 
authority to influence their decisions. “She doesn’t like for me to go out with my 
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friends and I’m like … yeah, she can control me but … there’s like limits” (3B). 
Thus, culturally bound familial roles were often subverted.

�Prior Trauma Complicates Reunification

Some mothers also reported significant stress in dealing with their children’s prior 
experiences of trauma and abuse:

It has cost us a lot because it’s hard to deal with someone who has been through those 
things. But we’ve carried on with it, and now, thanks to God. It was quite the process to get 
her so she wouldn’t use drugs (14A).

One mother recounted what her daughter said to her about the family violence 
she witnessed between her parents, for which she blamed her mother:

“You all have hurt my feelings. You all have done this to me.” And well that hurts me. I tell 
her, “My love, we didn’t do it intentionally.” Maybe I let him abuse me for a long time, and 
I didn’t do anything … In the end, I made the decision, and I wasn’t aware that it also 
affected my daughter (6A).

Mothers witnessed their children trying to heal from experiences of complex 
trauma, meaning repeated traumatic experiences endured within the context of close 
interpersonal relationships:

“The hard part … is when they begin to remember the bad things they went through. I don’t 
like that. Yesterday she was crying, remembering the bad things my mother-in-law did to 
her and she tells me she feels … that she feels hatred, they [her memories] tear at her heart 
when she remembers those bad things and she begins to cry. That’s very hard for me” (15A).

These experiences led some youth to experience pervasive feelings of anger, 
emptiness, and depression:

She would lock herself up in her room and didn’t want to come out. She wanted to be in her 
own world, locked up, and I didn’t know what to do anymore as much as we tried. I would 
buy her things. She had it all. I would go to the stores. I tried to give her the best, but no, she 
didn’t want it (14A).

Past ways of expressing caring—through money and gifts—no longer sufficed 
after reunification.

�Youths’ Grieving and Loss

Youth experienced grief in two areas: the family left behind and the loss of freedom 
and lifestyle. While these youth regained physical closeness with their mothers, 
they left behind close family relationships and their way of life. There was a sense 
of inner conflict: happiness over the reunification and grief over everything that was 
lost. As one male participant stated, “I … I still say that my heart is destroyed for 

3  Migrant Mothers’ and Youths’ Experiences of Separation and Reunification



78

my brother. My heart will be okay when it’s my brother, me, and my mom” (9B). 
There was a longing for the family members left behind—siblings, grandparents, 
and extended family: “Because I wanted to be here but with all my family. My cous-
ins, my aunts and uncles, everyone, everyone, my daddy; But no, it wasn’t like that” 
(5B). Youth also described missing the freedom and other aspects of life in their 
country of origin. In contrast to their country of origin, the U.S. city they lived in 
restricted their freedoms and they could no longer enjoy things such as the food and 
open spaces that characterized their previous home:

Yeah, but like I told you, in the back of your house you’ve got a garden … you know what 
I’m saying? And everything is natural. Instead, here, like “Oh, I need to go to the store to 
get something” And everything is canned and has chemicals and there it’s not like that (3B).

�Resiliency Post-reunification

�Rebuilding the Relationship

Mothers expressed gratitude, happiness, and a general sense of relief at being able 
to be with their children:

The best thing that could have happened to me was when I saw her get off the plane … I 
hugged her and told her, “Now we’re together, baby.” I will never forget that. It stayed with 
me. She said to me, “Mommy, we’re in the United States now” … But perhaps the most 
beautiful thing about the reunification was to know that we’re in a country that is protecting 
us from death that we experienced over there; from the persecution we lived through (11A).

Some mothers reported that their children had adapted to the USA with ease: 
“He’s reacted well. He’s gotten along well. He’s behaved very well” (1A). Mothers 
discussed ways that they tried to rebuild the relationship with their child, beginning 
with trust: “Yes, well I’ll tell you. I’m beginning to get to know her again and well, 
we’re getting there. She’s starting to trust me, because she basically put all her trust 
in my sister over there” (12A). Mothers made efforts to spend time together (e.g., 
going out shopping, out to eat), show affection to their children, engage them about 
their feelings, and communicate about their day:

So, I get along well with my son. We go out and spend a lot of time together … whether it’s 
shopping, to eat … And when I’m off work, I take him to school or take him out half an hour 
early to spend time with him (9A)

Most youth demonstrated significant interpersonal resiliency and ability to rees-
tablish trust and communication with mothers. Spending time together helped to 
repair attachment ruptures. For example, one youth stated, “I’d say just spending 
time with her, like being close to her ... I really like, take that seriously, you know, 
like that’s the most important thing ... being able to be by the side instead of being 
apart from her” (16B).
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�Integration into New Families and Communities

�Blended Families

In addition to navigating complicated reunifications with their mothers, many 
youths were joining stepparents and new siblings. Mothers communicated with 
children about their new relationships, and some described their new partners as 
taking an active role in communicating with the youth, even from a distance: “Since 
they were in Honduras, I always tell my children what’s going on with me. So, since 
we were over there in Honduras, he talked with them” (9A). Despite these attempts, 
mothers described that their children remained guarded and unsure of how to relate 
with their new stepfather:

Well, I think that she wishes I wasn’t currently married. My current husband travels for 
work, and I feel like their behavior is better when he’s not there. But it’s something that I 
can’t change because my husband, he’s the one who helps me. And I can’t make that choice 
just because they don’t like him. I have to have patience with them and show them how to 
get along (10A).

Mothers also had the responsibility of helping their children form bonds with 
their siblings following reunification. Many mothers had children while attempting 
to bring their older children to the USA from their countries of origin. News of new 
siblings was generally met with excitement and anticipation: “No, he got really 
happy and there’s when he began to say he wanted to come here to be with his 
brother” (7A). At the same time, feelings of resentment about being left behind led 
to jealousy of younger US-born children. One mother reflected on the day-to-day 
challenges she experienced following reunification, which led to a sense of guilt that 
she was unable to be present for her older child when he was the same age as his 
new sibling:

I buy a toy for [name of child born in the U.S.]. He starts, “Only for [name of child born in 
the U.S.]!” And he fights with him. [Name of child born in the U.S.] passes by and he pulls 
him. He hits him. He trips him. But I try. I tell him, “Come here, my love. Come let me rub 
your head.” “Ugh, I’m too old. Don’t touch me.” But I would like to have some time with 
him. I think it’s jealousy. Maybe he says, “My mom gives this one more love, and she didn’t 
give me love.” But I wasn’t there when he was that age (3A).

Some youth expressed mixed feelings about their stepfathers but generally grew 
to respect them and their positions in the family. “I felt good because my dad was a 
bad father, and I love him like a father. He treats us well” (9B). Similar mixed feel-
ings existed in youths’ reports about their new siblings. While youth generally indi-
cated feeling “happy” about having new siblings, their behaviors sometimes 
indicated otherwise: “We [my mom and I] don’t really argue; only when I fight with 
my siblings” (10B). Other youth appeared to have greater insight into their feelings 
about their new siblings and why these feelings had arisen for them. One youth 
expressed sadness that her new siblings had the opportunity to be with her mother 
and father when she did not: “I felt bad because they are having more kids and they 
left us behind. It wasn’t like jealousy, but it was that he could be with them and I 
couldn’t” (14B).
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Separated mothers who lived in the same communities as the biological father of 
the child navigated complicated custody and caregiving arrangements, with conse-
quences for the child: “He wants to go to school where I’m at, where I live. But, well 
since his dad doesn’t let him ... the last time that I tried to, his dad told me ‘no’” 
(7A). Relationships with ex-partners were particularly strained when fathers had 
spoken poorly to the youth about their mother, as in the case of one youth whose 
father told them: “Your mother has another family” (7A). Youth whose fathers 
migrated when they were young, and who were not getting to know them again, 
faced the possibility of another separation because of the father’s and their own 
legal vulnerability. One participant struggled to make sense of her father’s deporta-
tion after she came to the USA:

They deported my dad, but my dad wasn’t doing anything. Just for that they deported him. 
I don’t know anymore. Just that they were some bad police because we wanted to talk to 
him, give him a hug, say goodbye, and they wouldn’t let us (5B).

�Integration into the Community

In addition to family adaptation, mothers focused on their youth’s adaptation into 
the broader community. Most mothers described their youth’s experience as a posi-
tive adaptation to the school environment. However, some mothers described chal-
lenges with youth’s behavior, language acquisition, and homework:

A whole week will go by that they don’t call me. But sometimes from that week to the next 
week, he’ll be suspended for 2–3 days because he misbehaved, that he was talking too much 
or out of his seat. The schools aren’t like in our country. You know, you can talk and the 
teacher doesn’t care (9A).

Other mothers brought up concerns about bullying:

Because they bully her because she doesn’t speak English and because she’s, well she’s 
little … She has a little mustache and even people from my own country will mistreat her. 
A girl treated her badly; she was rude to her. She offered her drugs and since my girl didn’t 
want any, she beat her up (15A).

Youth felt taxed by learning the norms of not only a new family, but also a new 
school system: “School stress. Homework … I have to help my brothers with their 
homework. And sometimes I’m stressed because I’m thinking I have to study for 
my test and when I get home, it’s really late to do that” (4B). Participants who had 
acculturated to the US-based notion that education is the key to future success 
described stress about the future: “Just I worry about the things that I got going on 
in my life. School and studying or then getting ready in the future for college. Just 
these things that, you know, stresses you out. It’s life, you know” (16B). Language 
acquisition created challenges: “Because my grades are dropping and it’s very dif-
ficult for me to pull them up because I don’t know English” (10B).

Another challenge for mothers and youth was feeling encerrado or forced to stay 
inside. Because of violence in U.S. neighborhoods, and fear that youth would get in 
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trouble, many mothers prohibited them from playing outside like they did in their 
country of origin: “Because over there you’re used to freedom and here one has to 
get used to being locked inside” (3B). Like their mothers, youth also described a 
lack of freedom here in the USA:

I feel somewhat normal because every time I go to the park, we run a lot. My whole body 
hurts because there in Honduras we would run a lot. Yeah, we wouldn’t stop running and 
here we can’t go out much (10B).

When they were able to participate, youth described extracurricular activities and 
hobbies as important to their well-being:

And when I got to do track and skateboarding, it’s like a new thing, and it opened me up a 
lot ... Without it, I felt like I would watch a lot of TV, and I was drifting away. I felt like I 
was wasting my life just watching TV and track just gave me that little spark. I was like, 
“Oh! I got something to do!” (6B).

�Preliminary Impressions and Next Steps

Based on our preliminary (and ongoing) analyses of the data summarized here, we 
next discuss five initial impressions. First, while parents’ decisions to migrate with-
out their children are generally motivated by oppressive sociopolitical realities, our 
current and previous work (Barros Lane et  al., in press; Berger Cardoso, 2018; 
Venta, et al., 2019b) and that of other scholars (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011) demon-
strates that there are consequences for attachment bonds between parents and chil-
dren, which in turn impacts individual psychological well-being. In addition to 
considering traumatic events (such as maltreatment), researchers and practitioners 
should consider the relational trauma that can result from multiple separations and 
that leads to internal representations of others as unreliable, the world as unsafe, and 
one’s self as damaged, unworthy, or without personal power. Interventions must go 
beyond treating PTSD symptoms and move toward rebuilding relational attach-
ment, safety, and trust. Second, beyond the migration-related separation, youth in 
our study experienced separations in the context of parents dying, separating, or 
divorcing; detention in ORR; separations from caregivers in the country of origin; 
and deportation or threatened deportation. Beyond these large, obviously impactful 
separations, there were multiple smaller separations such as going to a new school, 
mom leaving for work, and shared custody arrangements. Rather than thinking 
about separations as discrete events, we should theorize the cumulative and inter-
secting nature of these separations (e.g., how threats of a parent’s deportation are 
experienced differently by a youth who has already been separated via migration, or 
how leaving mom to go to school is experienced by a youth whose father left at a 
young age and whose mother migrated thereafter). Third, within oppressive con-
texts, parents and youth demonstrate both coping and adaptation, as well as resis-
tance and agency. We can approach separations and reunifications dialectically—that 
is, explore the ways in which they negatively impact mothers and youth and the 
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mother-youth relationship while also recognizing how mothers and youth individu-
ally and collectively adapt, cope, and enact agency within oppressive contexts. Our 
data demonstrate ways in which parents and youth cope with the stress of migration, 
separation, and reunification. Interventions should be rooted in building coping 
skills and relational resilience within families, as well as in reconnecting, grieving 
losses, and finding meaning in their pain and sacrifice (Herman, 1992).

Fourth, it is well established that relationships exist within cultural contexts, and 
the culturally embedded expectations, roles, and norms become disrupted through 
separations and reunifications. Interventions can help families reestablish culturally 
situated norms, processes, structures, and expectations, and thereby rebuild respect 
(repeto) and trust (confianza). Interventions can also aim to increase empathy 
between family members and provide space for equally valid, if also contradictory, 
narratives (i.e., “When you left me, it hurt. And I understand you chose this out of 
love”). We propose that Mediational Intervention for Sensitizing Caregivers (MISC) 
could provide mothers with the skills needed to sensitize their caregiving to the 
needs of youth which could reduce relational trauma and improve the mother-child 
relationship. The research team has shared the findings from the dyad interviews 
with members of our CAB, and we are exploring how the MISC intervention could 
address relational trauma in the context of migration. Finally, guided by Wingood 
and DiClemente’s (2008) ADAPT-ITT framework, the next steps of adapting MISC 
for the migration context include adapting components of the intervention and 
implementing a “theater testing” which will provide feedback about the interven-
tion from stakeholders. In theater testing (Phase 3), we deliver key components of 
MISC and elicit reactions from mothers and youth about the relevance of the inter-
vention. We also solicit feedback from mental health professionals about the feasi-
bility and acceptability of MISC within their organizational structure. After theater 
testing, we intend to draft a version of MISC (Phase 4), get feedback about the 
production and integration of the adapted MISC from topical experts (Phase 5), 
integrate the feedback into the content of the MISC intervention (Phase 6), train 
mental health providers in MISC (Phase 7), and test the effectiveness of the inter-
vention (Phase 8).

�Conclusion

Historical and ongoing inequity and oppression result in multiple actual and threat-
ened separations between Central American and Mexican immigrant youth and 
mothers, with consequences for individual and relational well-being. In addition to 
the resiliency and agency demonstrated by youth and mothers, attachment-based 
interventions such as MISC may help to repair ruptured attachments by restoring 
culturally situated norms, processes, and expectations; providing space for mourn-
ing and meaning-making; and increasing affective sensitivity and responsivity, 
safety and predictability, communication skills, and empathy and understanding 
between immigrant mothers and children.
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Chapter 4
Parental Incarceration and Young 
Children’s Development: Pathways 
to Resilience

Julie Poehlmann-Tynan

Children in the United States are more likely to experience parental incarceration 
than children in any other country in the world with significant increases occurring 
during the past 30 years because of US policies related to mass incarceration (Sykes 
& Pettit, 2019). Most people incarcerated in the United States are parents of minor 
children, and many of them lived with their children prior to incarceration or sup-
ported them in numerous ways even if they did not share a household (Glaze & 
Maruschak, 2008; Murphey & Cooper, 2015; Shanahan & Agudelo, 2012). The 
majority of affected children have incarcerated fathers, although the number of chil-
dren with incarcerated mothers continues to grow (Kajstura, 2019). Though much 
of the earlier literature focused on children with parents in prison (e.g., Wakefield & 
Wildeman, 2013)—state and federal corrections facilities that hold those convicted 
of felonies with sentences of more than a year—most incarceration in the United 
States occurs in jails. Jails are locally run corrections facilities that hold those 
detained, those awaiting trial or sentencing, and those serving shorter term sen-
tences for misdemeanor crimes (Zeng, 2020). There are more than 10.5 million 
admissions to jails per year, with 15–20% of those in jails being women (Zeng, 
2020). Parental jail and prison incarceration are consequential for children (e.g., 
Turney & Conner, 2019). Moreover, incarceration in jails and prisons is unequally 
distributed in the US population, with disproportionately high representation of 
Black, Latinx, Native American, and economically disadvantaged individuals 
because of systemic discrimination at every level of the criminal justice system in 
the United States (Davis, 2017; Western & Wildeman, 2009).

A growing body of literature has documented risks to the development of chil-
dren with incarcerated parents, with consistent findings regarding the negative 
implications of ever experiencing paternal incarceration on children’s behavioral, 

J. Poehlmann-Tynan (*) 
University of Wisconsin–Madison, Madison, WI, USA
e-mail: julie.poehlmanntynan@wisc.edu

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-87759-0_4&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87759-0_4#DOI
mailto:julie.poehlmanntynan@wisc.edu


88

educational, and health outcomes (for a review see Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 
2021). However, implications of maternal incarceration are more mixed. This 
occurs, in part, because children with incarcerated mothers experience more risk 
factors than children with incarcerated fathers, on average (Dallaire, 2007; Siegel, 
2011), making it difficult to disentangle the effects of incarceration from other 
potent risks. For example, following their mother’s incarceration, children are likely 
to live with non-parental caregivers, including grandparents and foster parents, 
whereas children with incarcerated fathers most often live with their mothers (Glaze 
& Maruschak, 2008). Indeed, children with incarcerated mothers are five times 
more likely to be placed in foster care compared to children with incarcerated 
fathers (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). It should also be noted that there are a minority 
of children with incarcerated parents who experience relief or more positive devel-
opment following a parent’s incarceration, typically when the parent was abusive or 
had severe substance-abuse problems (Wakefield & Powell, 2016).

Several studies have documented age-graded effects, with parental incarceration 
occurring early in children’s lives having more detrimental implications for chil-
dren’s subsequent development than when parental incarceration occurs later in the 
child’s life (e.g., Johnson, 2009; Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011; Young et al., 2020; see 
Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2021, for a review). Studies also show that the nega-
tive consequences of parental incarceration tend to magnify as children grow older, 
suggesting developmental cascades of risk (Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2021). 
Given these findings, it is imperative to study very young children affected by 
parental incarceration and follow them throughout their childhood and adolescence, 
including examination of possible mechanisms of effect. In addition, given high 
rates of recidivism, it is important to recognize that parental incarceration is typi-
cally not an event but rather a series of events and processes. Thus, it is critical to 
document how children adjust to an incarcerated parent going in and out of the 
home (Arditti, 2016).

Common co-occurring general risk factors in families affected by parental incar-
ceration include poverty and material hardship, residential instability, adult mental 
illness, substance abuse, accumulation of adverse childhood experiences, relation-
ship dissolution, intergenerational trauma, racism, and child protective involvement 
(Wildeman, 2020). Common incarceration-related risks include witnessing the par-
ent’s crime or arrest, stress and problems related to visits in corrections facilities, 
and others outlined below (Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2021). Risks can occur 
within individuals, families, neighborhoods, communities, and society in general, 
as can protective factors (Poehlmann-Tynan & Eddy, 2019). Despite exposure to 
numerous risks and adverse childhood experiences, on average, there is much het-
erogeneity in children’s development in the context of parental incarceration, which 
is explored in the chapters to follow.

Although mechanisms linking parental incarceration with children’s develop-
ment are understudied, emerging scholarship has identified a range of proximal 
processes (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) as important, including quality of the 
home environment, caregiver stress and mental health, quality of parent-child rela-
tionships, children’s contact with their incarcerated parents, and residential stability 
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or instability (see Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2021, supplementary materials). 
More distal factors appear to become more consequential for children’s develop-
ment in the context of parental incarceration as they grow older, including peer 
relationships, extrafamilial support systems, neighborhood settings, and educational 
opportunities, as well as parental participation in interventions (Eddy & Poehlmann-
Tynan, 2019; Wildeman et al., 2018). Stress processes related to parental incarcera-
tion are also potential mechanisms of effect for children, and they should be studied 
more in the future (Muentner et al., 2021; Turney, 2014).

In this chapter, I discuss findings that provide insight into risk and resilience 
processes for young children with incarcerated parents. The evidence comes from 
four mixed method studies that I have conducted with my colleagues and students 
in the past decade focusing on children with incarcerated parents. The studies use 
within-group designs that highlight heterogeneity in children’s adaptation and well-
being in the context of parental incarceration, as variability seems to be the rule 
rather than the exception in affected families (Turney, 2017; Turney & Wildeman, 
2015). Many children find ways to adapt, grow, and shine despite the hardships that 
typically accompany parental incarceration.

Using a variety of data collection methods, from interviews and surveys, to 
recorded observations at home, to observations at corrections facilities and summer 
camp, my team and I have attempted to document the risk and protective factors that 
young children experience when a parent is in jail or prison. Use of a combination 
of diverse methods and multiple respondents is uncommon in large longitudinal 
surveys of population-based samples, especially regarding experiences that are 
directly related to parental incarceration, and that is why I typically have chosen to 
collect new data instead of only conducting secondary data analysis. The children 
and families with whom I have worked over the past decade have taught me much, 
and I discuss key lessons in this chapter.

First, I present basic methodological information about each of the studies, 
although detailed descriptions can be found in my published papers. Second, I pres-
ent findings regarding the incarceration-related risk of witnessing a parent’s arrest, 
followed by exploration of protective factors for young children during parental 
incarceration. Next, I discuss limitations of the studies and directions for future 
research. Finally, I make recommendations for policy and practice.

�Risk and Resilience in Young Children 
with Incarcerated Parents

In each of the studies I discuss, the samples of incarcerated parents consist of either 
resident or nonresident parents who were involved in their children’s lives prior to 
incarceration and wanted to continue that involvement. The incarcerated parent had 
not committed a crime against the child. I refer to the person caring for the child at 
home as the child’s at-home caregiver or caregiver. The studies are presented in 
chronological order of when they were initiated and funded.
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�Young Children with Jailed Parents Study

The Young Children with Jailed Parents study (Milavetz et  al., 2021; Muentner 
et al., 2019; Muentner et al., 2021; Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2017) was initiated to 
collect data on variables that were missing from other studies focusing on children 
with incarcerated parents but potentially related to risk and resilience processes. 
First, we collected detailed data about the parent’s incarceration and criminal justice 
history. Second, we collected data about numerous incarceration-related events that 
young children experience. Third, we collected rich child development and family 
process data. We chose to focus on children in the 2- to 6-year-old age range for four 
reasons: (1) it is a common age to have an incarcerated parent (Glaze & Maruschak, 
2008; Murphey & Cooper, 2015); (2) parent-child relationships and separation are 
particularly important at this age (Burnson & Weymouth, 2019); (3) parental incar-
ceration that occurs early in a child’s life appears to have more detrimental conse-
quences than incarcerations that occur later (Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2021; 
Young et al., 2020); and (4) young children with incarcerated parents tend to have 
more adverse childhood experiences than older children with incarcerated parents 
(Turney, 2018). We focused on children with jailed parents because, as was dis-
cussed earlier in this volume, most US incarceration occurs in jails (Zeng, 2020) 
with important consequences for children (Turney & Conner, 2019).

Participants in this study included 165 parents incarcerated in jails in three mid-
western counties and 86 caregiver-child dyads. Of the 165 jailed parents who par-
ticipated in the study, 140 (84.8%) identified as men and 25 (15.2%) identified as 
women. Incarcerated parents ranged in age from 18 to 49 years, with a mean of 29 
(SD = 5.83). The most commonly reported level of education for jailed parents was 
high school graduation or the equivalent (n = 60, 36.4%), with some parents (n = 3, 
1.8%) reporting less than a seventh-grade education and others (n = 3, 1.8%) college 
graduation. More than half of the parents (56.4%, n = 93) were employed prior to 
the current incarceration and 44.8% (n = 74) received public assistance, with family 
income averaging just over $15,000 (SD = $18,533). Jailed parents were incarcer-
ated for drug-related charges (15%), probation violations (21%), battery/violence 
(13%), nonpayment of child support (15%), domestic dispute/domestic violence 
(17%), DUI or DWI (11%), and other crimes (e.g., theft, property damage; 8%). 
44.8% of jailed parents identified themselves as Black, 33.3% as White, 7.3% as 
Latino, and 14.6% as multiple or other races. Their children ranged in age from 2 to 
6  years, with a mean of 4  years. For our child-related analyses, 258 individuals 
nested in 86 families participated. For each of the families, we conducted home 
visits that included interviews and observations, conducted interviews with incar-
cerated parents in the jail, and looked up recidivism data 1 year later. For a subset of 
families, we observed at least one of the child’s visits in the corrections facility, and 
we collected children’s hair and analyzed it for cortisol and cortisone 
concentrations.
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�Sesame Street Intervention Study

The Sesame Street Intervention Study involved testing the efficacy of Sesame 
Workshop’s Emmy-nominated Little Children, Big Challenges: Incarceration 
materials using a randomized controlled design (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021a; 
Shlafer et al., 2020). I served as an advisor to Sesame Workshop and helped develop 
the materials along with a small group of advocates and professionals. The materials 
were launched in 2013, including the introduction of Alex the Muppet, the first 
Muppet to have an incarcerated father. The materials were designed to support resil-
ience in children affected by parental incarceration and included recommendations 
for staying in contact and for how to talk with young children about the parent’s 
incarceration.

We enrolled parents incarcerated in four jails in two midwestern states. The full 
sample included 284 jailed parents of 3- to 8-year-old children, with 86 (30%) 
child-caregiver dyads enrolled, including 15 children with jailed mothers and 71 
children with jailed fathers. For our child-related analyses, 258 individuals partici-
pated, nested within 86 triads of children (aged 3–8 years, M = 5.5, SD = 1.8), their 
at-home caregivers, and their jailed parents. Jailed parents were eligible for partici-
pation in the study if they met the following inclusion criteria: (1) were at least 
18 years old; (2) had a child 3–8 years of age who lived with kin near one of the four 
study sites; (3) retained legal rights to the child; (4) had not committed a crime 
against the child; (5) cared for or lived with the child at least part of the time prior 
to incarceration; (6) did not anticipate being released into the community for at least 
1 week; (7) anticipated receiving a visit from the child; and (8) could understand 
and read English. Materials were also available in Spanish, but we could only 
include English-speaking families in this study because of the assessments used. 
Only one child per family participated in the study. We focused on the 3- to 8-year-
old age range because that was the recommended age for the Sesame Workshop 
materials. For each of the families, we conducted a caregiver and jailed parent inter-
view, child-focused assessments in the jail, observation of the child’s visit in the jail, 
and follow-up interviews with the caregivers 2 and 4 weeks later.

�Child-Friendly Visit Program Evaluation

My team was asked to evaluate a unique program in Wisconsin for children with 
imprisoned mothers (Grendziak et al., 2019). Children attended a free week-long 
trauma-informed camp that offered typical child-oriented camp activities and also 
offered two extended child-friendly visits with their incarcerated mothers at the 
state prison. The camp was available for children aged 7–14 years. Four graduate 
students and I served as participant observers at the camp for a week. We partici-
pated in camp activities along with the children, and we accompanied them on the 
visits with their mothers to conduct observations. Thus, embedded in the camp, we 
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took extensive notes and rated children on behavior and emotion checklists each 
day. We also conducted follow-up phone calls to interview children and their care-
givers several months after the camp ended. Children, camp counselors, and care-
givers completed surveys as well. Our nonprofit partner collected survey data on the 
incarcerated mothers and, with IRB approval, shared the data with us. Thirty-seven 
children participated in the camp.

�Enhanced Visits in Jail Study

The Enhanced Visits in Jail study is an ongoing interdisciplinary team effort with 
experts from social work, sociology, psychology, child development, family sci-
ence, design studies, and economics involved in the project (Charles et al., 2021; 
Kerr et al., 2021). The study involves designing and testing a new intervention, first 
in a feasibility study and then in an efficacy study with a quasi-experimental design. 
The goal of the study is to create more equal conditions for positive parent-child 
interactions. Although we began the study prior to the coronavirus pandemic, 
remote video visits are generally the only type of visits allowed during the pan-
demic (CDC, 2020; Dallaire et  al., 2021). Moreover, in-home video visits have 
advantages for young children and are generally more developmentally appropriate 
than phone calls (Skora Horgan & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2020). Yet video visits usu-
ally cost at least $0.25 per minute, making it challenging for economically disad-
vantaged families to afford. In addition, not all families have internet connections or 
smart devices which are necessary for in-home video visiting. We have argued that 
offering in-person or video visits is better when supports are available, either 
through parenting classes or visit coaching, so that incarcerated parents and at-home 
caregivers can focus on the child’s perspective and the potential benefits of positive 
parent-child contact for children, even if parent-caregiver conflict is present.

Given these factors, the study offers free remote video visits, tablets to families, 
internet connections to families as needed, and visit coaching to incarcerated par-
ents and caregivers. As of summer 2020, 136 individuals nested within 41 families 
participated in the project. Each of the families participated in caregiver and jailed 
parent interviews, home visits, observed remote video visits, collection of children’s 
hair samples, and links to administrative data. Follow-up interviews are conducted 
at 3 months and 1 year after the intervention, and parental institutional infractions 
and recidivism are tracked.

Using data from these four studies, I present findings regarding incarceration-
related risk and protective factors that can shape children’s developmental pathways 
when they experience parental incarceration.
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�Incarceration-Related Risk Factors

Many, if not most, children with incarcerated parents experience a host of general 
risk factors, as mentioned earlier in this volume. Although these risks may be pres-
ent prior to the parent’s incarceration, the incarceration may exacerbate such issues 
in vulnerable families or create new problems (Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013). 
Additional risk factors stem directly from the parent’s criminal justice involvement 
and incarceration, such as witnessing parental arrest (Dallaire & Wilson, 2010). 
Children’s experiences of incarceration-related risks are rarely captured in the crim-
inology or sociology literatures because they are usually not assessed in large lon-
gitudinal datasets with population-based samples, which serve as the sources of 
much of what we know about children with incarcerated parents (Poehlmann-Tynan 
& Turney, 2021). Incarceration-related risks include witnessing the parent’s crime 
or arrest, how families talk to children about the parent’s incarceration and family 
secrecy about it, stress and problems associated with visiting in corrections, stigma 
that often accompanies incarceration, incarcerated parent-caregiver conflicts about 
coparenting that occur because of the incarceration, and experiencing one or more 
separations and reunions with the incarcerated parent (often because of parental 
recidivism), which can create instability in the family (Poehlmann-Tynan et  al., 
2018; Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021a). In this chapter, I focus on the incarceration-
related risk of witnessing the parent’s arrest. Witnessing parental arrest is particu-
larly relevant during a time of scrutiny regarding how police use force, especially 
toward Black individuals and other people of color who are disproportionately rep-
resented in the criminal justice system because of institutional racism (Davis, 2017).

Previous studies have documented links between witnessing parental arrest and 
trauma symptoms, behavior problems, and vocabulary development in school-age 
children (Dallaire & Wilson, 2010; Phillips & Zhao, 2010). Prior reports have not 
focused on young children. Other reports indicate that children recall details of 
witnessing their parent’s arrest even years later, including seeing handcuffs put on 
the parents, seeing police threaten the use of firearms, and watching their parents 
leave with no one to support them. Furthermore, these children exhibit long-term 
emotional, social, and physical health consequences, on average (Puddefoot & 
Foster, 2007; Roberts et al., 2014). Although child-sensitive arrest protocols have 
been developed and disseminated by the U.S. Department of Justice, law enforce-
ment agencies have been slow to implement the protocols (International Association 
of Chiefs of Police, 2014). In the two studies reviewed below, we focused on data 
collection in counties that had not implemented such protocols. In addition, to help 
fill gaps in the literature, we focused on potential moderators and mediators of the 
relation between witnessing parental arrest and young children’s developmental, 
behavioral, and physiological outcomes.
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�Witnessing Parental Arrest: Impact on Children’s Development

In the Sesame Street Intervention study, we used pre-randomization data to examine 
associations between witnessing the parent’s arrest and young children’s health and 
development (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021b). We tested a moderated mediation 
model that examined whether the association between witnessing the arrest and 
child outcomes was moderated by their ongoing emotional symptoms or mediated 
by children’s emotional reactions to the parent leaving for jail. The findings indi-
cated that witnessing the parent’s arrest was associated with missed milestones in 
children’s development, especially in the area of early academics (i.e., early literacy 
and numeracy skills), as well as less than optimal health. In addition, when chil-
dren’s ongoing emotional symptoms were higher, there were also associations 
between witnessing the parent’s arrest and more intense emotional reactions to the 
parent leaving for jail, although children’s emotional reactions to the parent leaving 
for jail did not function as a mediator in the study.

The findings did not change even after controlling for witnessing the parent’s 
crime, another incarceration-related event that is associated with less than optimal 
child development (Dallaire & Wilson, 2010). Although we were not able to directly 
assess stress processes in this study, the findings suggest that stress related to wit-
nessing the parent’s arrest prior to parental incarceration—on its own or in combi-
nation with existing emotional vulnerabilities—has negative short-term implications 
for young children’s health and development (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021b) in 
addition to the long-term implications studied in older children. It should be noted 
that most of the young children were described as reacting to witnessing the arrest 
with intense distress, which may be one indication of the level of stress experienced. 
It is also important to document physiological stress, and hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenal (HPA) axis activation in particular, in relation to incarceration-specific 
risks, which we did in another study.

�Witnessing Parental Arrest and Stress

In the Young Children with Jailed Parents study, we measured the stress hormones 
cortisol and cortisone in young children’s hair within a few months following the 
parent’s arrest and incarceration. When the body experiences stress, the neuroendo-
crine system releases the glucocorticoid hormone cortisol and the cortisol metabo-
lite, cortisone. They are indicators of HPA axis activity and play a significant part in 
stress-related health outcomes. Immediate physiological stress reactions reflect nor-
mative adaptation to stressors, long-term physiological stress reactions, and changes 
under conditions of toxic stress, and are linked to increased risk for mental health 
problems and physical health challenges (McEwen, 2012). Toxic stress—strong or 
prolonged activation of the body’s system that regulates stress—can be set in motion 
by chronic, uncontrollable, and unsupported negative life events, such as witnessing 
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the arrest of a parent. It can have adverse impacts on the structure of the developing 
brain, especially when toxic stress occurs during early childhood, subsequently dys-
regulating brain circuits and stress response systems (McEwen, 2012). The HPA 
axis can respond to toxic stress by producing too much cortisol (hypercortisolism) 
or too little cortisol (hypocortisolism or blunting) because of changes in the negative 
feedback system. We collected hair from children because it represents cumulative 
stress hormones across time rather than a point-in-time estimate, which can be 
obtained from saliva, blood, or urine (McEwen, 2012).

We also collected data on children’s behavior problems and behavioral symp-
toms of stress, incarceration-related risks such as witnessing the parent’s arrest or 
crime, and other negative life events such as witnessing domestic violence at home. 
We conducted an analysis examining the relation between witnessing the parent’s 
arrest and children’s hair cortisol and cortisone concentrations, as moderated by 
their behavioral stress symptoms (Muentner et al., 2021). Witnessing the parent’s 
arrest was associated with elevated stress hormones, as was the experience of hav-
ing higher behavioral stress symptoms even before witnessing the arrest.

However, there was a concerning interaction effect: when children experienced 
both risks—existing high behavioral stress symptoms and witnessing the parent’s 
arrest—their cortisol and cortisone concentrations were lower. This pattern sug-
gests a blunting effect, which is associated with trauma exposure and post-traumatic 
stress disorder (Yehuda, 2001) and has also been found in studies when children 
experience both chronic and acute stressors (e.g., Jaffee et  al., 2015). Blunting 
means that children’s HPA axis is so dysregulated that their bodies are no longer 
reacting to stressors in a normal way (Ouellet-Morin et al., 2011). Such processes 
can have long-term effects on the child’s development (Shonkoff et al., 2012), which 
may help explain some of the long-lasting—and even increasing—effects of paren-
tal incarceration as children grow older, as well as age-graded findings showing 
particularly detrimental consequences of parental incarceration experienced early in 
life, as documented in other studies (Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2021). It should 
be noted that our findings remained significant even after controlling for other 
trauma exposures such as witnessing domestic violence in the home and witnessing 
the parent’s crime, so the findings did not result from general trauma exposure. In 
addition, the finding remained significant regardless of reports of the child’s 
expressed distress at the time of witnessing the parent’s arrest (Muentner et  al., 
2021). Even children who did not appear visibly distressed at the time of witnessing 
the parent’s arrest were nevertheless physiologically stressed.

Thus far, this is the only study in the literature to assess physiological stress in 
young children with incarcerated parents, although stress proliferation has been 
theorized as a link between parental incarceration and children’s health (Turney, 
2014), educational outcomes (Haskins, 2016), and other child and family outcomes 
(Arditti, 2016). Despite the stressors associated with having an incarcerated parent, 
protective factors help many children experience pathways to resilience.
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�Incarceration-Related Protective Factors and Pathways 
to Resilience

While there are risks directly associated with the parent’s incarceration, several pro-
tective factors are unique to children with incarcerated parents. In this chapter, I 
focus on attachment to the child’s at-home caregiver (who may or may not be a 
parent) and parent-child visits during the incarceration period as particularly potent 
protective factors.

�Attachment to At-Home Caregivers

Numerous studies have found that family environments and parenting during paren-
tal incarceration moderate or mediate the link between parental incarceration and 
child well-being (e.g., Antle et al., 2020; Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011). For example, 
in the 2013 Minnesota Student Survey, children in grades 8–11 with incarcerated 
parents showed elevated risk for mental health concerns, although strong parent-
child relationships protected them (Davis & Shlafer, 2017). However, few studies 
have assessed young children’s attachments to their caregivers during parental 
incarceration (Poehlmann-Tynan & Dallaire, 2021).

In the Young Children with Jailed Parents study, we assessed children’s attach-
ments to their at-home caregivers using the Attachment Q-sort; we also assessed 
home environments with observational measures and videorecorded caregiver-child 
interactions. Both caregivers and incarcerated parents reported on children’s behav-
iors, and when possible, teachers or childcare providers also completed behavior 
reports. Our findings indicated that more secure child-caregiver attachment related 
to positive parent-child interactions, more supportive and academically stimulating 
home environments, less physiological stress in children, and fewer child behavior 
problems (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2017; Weymouth, 2016). In an analysis of these 
data focusing on resilience, Burnson (2016) identified groups of children with 
incarcerated parents who were doing well despite experiencing multiple risks, 
including showing more social competence and low levels of behavioral issues. 
Children in the resilient group had high effortful control, experienced less negative 
observed caregiving behaviors, and had caregivers who reported low parenting 
stress. Moreover, positive observed caregiving behaviors buffered the relation 
between children’s stressful life events and their internalizing behavior problems. In 
addition, when child-caregiver relationships were secure, children were more likely 
to behave positively during a parent-child visit in a corrections facility (Poehlmann-
Tynan et al., 2017). Such visits, when experienced positively, can facilitate resil-
ience in children affected by parental incarceration.
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�Parent-Child Visits During Incarceration

My team has observed parent-child visits in jails and prisons, including in-person 
contact and child-friendly visits; in-person noncontact visits that occur behind 
plexiglass and through video monitors; and remote (in-home) video visits (Grendziak 
et al., 2019; Kerr et al., 2021; Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2015; Pritzl et al., 2021). All 
four of the studies reviewed in this chapter included observational assessments of 
children’s visits with their incarcerated parents, and three of the studies involved 
interventions designed to improve parent-child visit quality.

Children’s visits in corrections have been controversial, with some scholars argu-
ing that visits can be traumatic and a cause of secondary prisonization experiences 
for children—that is, when visitors are treated as if they are also incarcerated 
(Beckmeyer & Arditti, 2014). Other scholars have characterized children’s visits as 
mostly negative based on caregivers’ reports (Tasca, 2016), which is not surprising 
considering that caregivers report that children’s visits to prison or jail are stressful 
for them. Caregivers bear the brunt of the costs associated with visiting, including 
monetary costs and time, and few of the benefits (Christian et al., 2006). In contrast, 
others have argued that visits are important for the development and maintenance of 
parent-child relationships, which can lead to more positive connections following 
reentry and to less parental recidivism and better reintegration with the family (e.g., 
McKay et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2021; Visher, 2013). These issues are what lead 
to identification of the “visit paradox” (Arditti, 2012), in that children’s visits can be 
opportunities to connect with their incarcerated parents and build relationships but 
they can also be fraught with stress and negative emotions.

Studies have found that visits that occur behind plexiglass, which are the most 
common type of visit offered in jails (prior to the coronavirus pandemic), are par-
ticularly stressful for young children (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2015). Video visits 
are the most common form of parent-child visits in both jails and prisons during the 
coronavirus pandemic (Dallaire et  al., 2021). Child-friendly visits, as described 
below, are considered the most desirable type of visit with positive implications for 
the well-being of children and their incarcerated parents (Poehlmann et al., 2010; 
Poehlmann-Tynan & Pritzl, 2019).

In the Young Children with Jailed Parents study, we found that when children 
visited their parents in facilities that offered a choice between plexiglass and 
video visits, more visits related to fewer behavior problems (Pritzl et al., 2021). In 
contrast, in the facility that offered plexiglass visits almost exclusively, more fre-
quent visits related to more behavior problems. Factors controlled by the correc-
tions facility, including wait time, length of visit, and privacy during visits, related 
to children’s behavior during the visit as well. We also found that more parent-
child contact (including visits and phone calls) during jail incarceration related to 
less recidivism for Black fathers, which is a key factor in reintegration into the 
family and community following release (Thomas et al., 2021). Caregivers often 
functioned as gatekeepers of children’s contact with their incarcerated parents, 
with more positive father-caregiver relationships associated with higher levels of 
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contact. However, other supportive family members such as grandparents some-
times facilitated contact when caregivers could not or would not. For fathers who 
did not want their children to visit, out of a sense of protecting them from contact 
with the criminal justice system, phone calls were initiated instead (Thomas 
et al., 2021).

In the Sesame Street Intervention Study, we provided the Sesame Workshop edu-
cational materials to children and parents who were visiting a jailed parent as part 
of a randomized controlled design (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021a). We found that 
children who received the materials were more likely to have a positive visit with 
their incarcerated father, especially when their fathers and mothers had talked to the 
child about the parent’s incarceration in a simply honest, developmentally appropri-
ate way before arriving at the jail (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021a). In addition, the 
materials helped children’s caregivers facilitate coping in children with incarcerated 
parents, especially regarding how to talk with children about the parent’s 
incarceration.

In our Child-Friendly Visits Evaluation Study, which was part of a summer camp 
for children with incarcerated mothers, we observed and documented best practices 
for children visiting within corrections environments (Grendziak et  al., 2019), 
including having just the children and incarcerated parents present (i.e., no caregiv-
ers present), with trained supportive staff in plain clothes or volunteers supervising; 
ample opportunities for parent-child contact such as hugging, hand-holding, and lap 
sitting; freedom of movement within the space allocated for the visit; activities that 
are engaging and developmentally appropriate for children; having snacks or meals 
together; taking parent-child photos for both the child and parent to keep; downtime 
for chatting or playing games; modified security procedures to decrease stress in 
children such as no pat downs or shoe removal; and supportive routines for welcom-
ing children and saying goodbye. We also examined change in children’s behaviors 
across the two visits and whether or not the visits were associated with children’s 
self-regulation during the camp.

We found that the first child-friendly visit that occurred during the camp was 
associated with a rise in emotional lability when children returned to camp, espe-
cially for girls, but that this decreased to initial levels by the end of the camp 
(Fig. 4.1). At the second child-friendly visit that occurred during the camp, the chil-
dren were rated as showing a decrease in confusion and a decrease in distress when 
saying goodbye to their mothers (Engbretson et al., 2021). The visits were perceived 
by children and their caregivers as the best part of the camp, and mothers were very 
pleased with how the visits went as well.

I am also working with an interdisciplinary team to design and implement a jail-
based intervention involving in-home video visits supported by visit coaching 
(Charles et  al., 2021; Kerr et  al., 2021). Remote video parent-child visiting has 
numerous advantages, especially for young children, and it is the only type of visits 
allowed in corrections facilities during the coronavirus pandemic (Dallaire et al., 
2021; Skora Horgan & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2020). The intervention that we designed 
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involves three primary components: (1) providing technology to families, including 
a tablet and 3 months of internet service if needed so that families have the means 
to implement in-home video visiting; (2) paying for free daily video visits, lasting 
30–45 min, for children aged 3–12 years to connect with their incarcerated parents 
for 1 month; and (3) offering visit coaching with incarcerated parents and caregivers 
(Fig. 4.2).

Fig. 4.1  Positive and negative emotions and behaviors during camp

Fig. 4.2  Enhanced visits model
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Visit coaching involves guiding the parents and caregivers through a relational 
savoring protocol, an attachment-based intervention designed to help adults focus 
on the positive attachment-related memories in their relationships with children and 
to increase parental reflective functioning (Kerr et al., 2021). Our 3-month follow-
up data have shown that most incarcerated parents, caregivers, and children like the 
in-home video visits even more than in-person visits in the jail, especially because 
jail visits are typically conducted behind glass. The adults also appreciate the tan-
gible assistance (i.e., tablets, internet, paying for visits), although the quality of 
some of the video connections is sometimes unstable. The main problem that we 
have encountered regarding implementation of the intervention is that about half of 
children’s caregivers do not want to participate because of conflicted relationships 
with the incarcerated parent (Charles et al., 2021). We now have procedures in place 
to remotely collect data for the project during the pandemic including interviews, 
surveys, and administrative data collection so that we can examine recidivism and 
well-being outcomes over time.

�Limitations and Recommendations

Although this series of studies has generated some useful data, there are limitations 
as well. The samples are not population based, limiting generalizability. The sam-
ples are relatively small, limiting not only generalizability but also power to detect 
small effects. The studies are short-term longitudinal studies with no follow-up past 
1 year thus far. Although the studies are unique because we collect mixed-method 
data from multiple family members, we have not routinely linked with children’s 
school or child protective records. In addition, the coronavirus pandemic interrupted 
the most recent study, although it made the need for video visits more pressing, as 
visits to corrections facilities were suspended across the United States for a signifi-
cant length of time based on CDC recommendations to protect the health of incar-
cerated individuals (CDC, 2020).

Given the findings of these studies, as well as what we have already learned from 
large longitudinal studies with population-based samples, it will be important for 
future research to combine several methodological approaches in the study of chil-
dren with incarcerated parents. Future population-based studies need to collect 
detailed information about the parent’s incarceration and the incarceration risks that 
children experience using multiple informants and methods. Such studies also need 
to collect detailed rich information about children’s home environments, parent-
child relationships, and other protective factors, as well as both positive and nega-
tive child outcome variables across a wide range of developmental domains. Links 
to administrative data to track parental incarceration and recidivism are important as 
well, because there are few studies focusing on children during the parental reen-
try period.
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�Implications for Evidence-Based Policies and Programs

Based on this body of research, we recommend a number of changes to criminal 
justice policies and procedures during parental arrest, visiting in corrections, and 
family-focused programs in corrections facilities and during reentry.

�Criminal Justice Policies for Parental Arrest

There are a number of models promoted by the federal government, the International 
Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP), and social work organizations designed to 
protect children during parental arrest, including Safeguarding Children During 
Parental Arrest and First, Do No Harm. We recommend that law enforcement agen-
cies implement these models and train their law enforcement officers in best prac-
tices for safeguarding children (IACP, 2014; Lang et al., 2013; Thurau, 2015). The 
models can be locally customized, but the key tenet remains the same: protecting 
children from trauma based on seeing their parents being arrested. Research has 
found that when children witness the arrest of a parent, it is traumatic and relates to 
both short-term and long-term problematic outcomes for children. Thus, law 
enforcement agencies must implement a number of safeguarding procedures, 
including (a) assessing whether or not a child is present; (b) adapting the timing and 
methods of the arrest based on the child’s presence; (c) delaying the arrest; (d) 
removing the parent from sight; (e) refraining from the use of force; (f) allowing the 
parent to speak with the child prior to detainment; and (g) including the parent in 
placement decisions in order to reduce children’s traumatic responses (IACP, 2014). 
Recent incidents, such as the 2020 police shooting of Jacob Blake in Kenosha, 
Wisconsin, with his three young sons watching from the car, and the 2016 fatal 
police shooting of Philando Castille while being pulled over for a minor traffic vio-
lation, with his 4-year-old stepdaughter witnessing his murder from the back seat of 
the car, emphasize the importance of such protocols for ensuring child safety and 
trauma prevention.

Prevention scientists and practitioners agree that law enforcement agencies are in 
unique positions to limit stress-induced harm for children, as explicated in the 
Department of Justice’s publication First, Do No Harm (Thurau, 2015) and REACT 
(Lang et al., 2013). Recommendations include modifying arrest procedures, adopt-
ing protocols to account for the care of children after the arrest, collaborating with 
professionals for follow-up services, and using stress reduction techniques with 
children such as offering them a soft animal, blanket, or parental item of clothing to 
comfort the child, and speaking calmly to the child while at their eye level (Lang 
et al., 2013; Thurau, 2015). Using such protocols is particularly important for local 
law enforcement agencies such as county sheriff’s departments and city police 
forces, as most arrests and incarcerations occur locally (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020).
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�Criminal Justice Policy for Parent-Child Visits

A number of modifications can be made to better support children during visits to 
parents in corrections facilities, including offering child-friendly visits whenever 
possible; limiting wait time; offering as much privacy as possible so that children 
are not exposed to other visits; and keeping interactions between corrections staff 
and families positive. It is also important to recognize the stress that occurs for chil-
dren during plexiglass visits and limit this type of visit when possible. Offering free 
or low-cost remote video visits is one way to support families with children, espe-
cially during the coronavirus pandemic (Dallaire et  al., 2021). As one television 
commercial stated during the pandemic: “If you can’t be there, feel there.” Offering 
free or low-cost telephone calls is important for families with older children. 
Corrections facilities can also offer families free access to Sesame Workshop’s 
Little Children, Big Challenges: Incarceration online materials.

�Family-Focused Programs in Corrections Facilities 
and During Reentry

Offering parenting programs that are gender-responsive and trauma-informed 
within corrections facilities can be particularly helpful for parents and families. 
These programs are typically offered as part of a range of services designed to be 
included in the rehabilitation process of incarcerated individuals.

It would be particularly useful to include children’s caregivers in such interven-
tions or even offer caregiver-focused interventions in the community. The impor-
tance of young children’s caregivers and supportive, responsive caregiver-child 
relationships during parental incarceration cannot be overemphasized. Caregivers 
are also the ones who regulate children’s contact with incarcerated parents during 
and even after incarceration (Tasca, 2016; Visher, 2013).

Helping the incarcerated parent to positively engage with their family is also 
essential, as family support is a key factor related to post-release success. Incarcerated 
individuals often rely on close family members, especially their mothers, sisters, 
and other female relatives, to provide housing, connections related to employment, 
and instrumental and emotional support during the reentry period. Children’s grand-
parents and other family members can also help facilitate contact between incarcer-
ated or formerly incarcerated individuals and their children, especially when 
children’s caregivers are not particularly cooperative (Thomas et al., 2021).
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�Conclusion

In sum, incarceration of parents can be stressful for young children, especially when 
children have witnessed their parent’s arrest, but several protective processes can 
facilitate resilience. In particular, at-home caregivers can support children through 
positive interactions and secure attachment relationships, and child-friendly visits 
between children and their incarcerated parents can strengthen family connections. 
In addition, society can help prevent trauma in young children with incarcerated 
parents by requiring law enforcement personnel to use child-sensitive protocols 
when arresting parents, and corrections facilities can foster reentry success and 
resilience through family-based programming. Although young children with incar-
cerated parents typically experience numerous risk factors, there are many paths to 
resilience when adults treat children with sensitivity, compassion, kindness, love, 
and protection—both within the family and outside of the family.
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Chapter 5
Paternal Incarceration: Resilience 
in Father-Child Relationships

Kristin Turney and Estéfani Marín

Incarceration rates in the United States, though recently stabilized, increased rap-
idly over the past half century. Today, more than two million individuals are incar-
cerated in state and federal prisons across the United States (Carson, 2020). This 
number excludes the more than 12 million individuals incarcerated in  local jails 
annually (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). It also excludes individuals recently released 
back to their families and communities, many of whom remain on supervision via 
probation or parole (Kaeble, 2018). Incarceration is a life-course experience con-
centrated among the most vulnerable, including people of color, those living in pov-
erty, and those residing in economically distressed neighborhoods (Wakefield & 
Uggen, 2010).

The rapid increase in incarceration in the United States means that an increasing 
number of children experience parental incarceration, particularly paternal incar-
ceration, given the concentration of incarceration among men. Recent data, based 
on a nationally representative sample of US adults, show that about one-sixth (16%) 
of individuals experience paternal incarceration (Enns et al., 2019). The prevalence 
of paternal incarceration is even higher among vulnerable groups. For example, 
among children born in urban areas to mostly unmarried parents around the turn of 
the twenty-first century, more than one-third (35%) experience paternal incarcera-
tion by age 15 (Turney & Haskins, 2019). Furthermore, even among this relatively 
vulnerable population, paternal incarceration is unequally distributed, being more 
common among Black urban children than among White urban children (Turney & 
Haskins, 2019).

The sizable number of children with fathers confined in jail or prison, in conjunc-
tion with the concentration of this experience among already vulnerable children, 
has generated research on the intergenerational consequences of paternal 
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incarceration. Family systems theory, which highlights the interdependency of fam-
ily members, suggests that paternal incarceration may disrupt the roles and func-
tions of the entire family unit, thereby impairing the well-being of children 
(Minuchin, 1974). Such disruptions may occur directly, via the father’s removal 
from the household, or indirectly via a number of pathways (e.g., changes to the 
parental relationship stemming from incarceration). Indeed, research documents 
mostly deleterious consequences of paternal incarceration for children’s behavioral, 
educational, and health outcomes (for reviews, see Eddy, & Poehlmann-Tynan, 
2019; Foster & Hagan, 2015; Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2020; Turney & 
Goodsell, 2018; Turney & Haskins, 2019; Wildeman et al., 2018).

Despite this growing consensus that paternal incarceration is a family stressor 
with deleterious intergenerational consequences, little is known about how paternal 
incarceration systematically affects relationship quality between fathers and their 
children. Conceptually, the link between paternal incarceration and father-child 
relationships could take several forms. Paternal incarceration may weaken relation-
ships between fathers and children, as the nature of confinement makes maintaining 
relationships difficult and creates new challenges to navigate. Alternatively, given 
that incarcerated fathers may be relatively disconnected from children prior to their 
incarceration (compared to fathers who do not experience incarceration), paternal 
incarceration may be relatively inconsequential for father-child relationships. Yet 
another possibility is that the association between paternal incarceration and father-
child relationships is heterogeneous, with paternal incarceration weakening some 
relationships, strengthening other relationships, and being inconsequential for other 
relationships.

In this chapter, we examine the association between paternal incarceration and 
father-child relationships, as well as variation in this association, with a mixed-
methods approach. First, we use data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
Study, a longitudinal study of children born in urban areas to mostly unmarried 
parents, to examine differences in father-child relationships between children who 
do and do not experience paternal incarceration. We focus on three aspects of father-
child relationships, all ascertained by children at age 15: communication with father, 
time spent with father, and engagement with father. We also examine variation in the 
association between paternal incarceration and father-child relationships (by gen-
der, race/ethnicity, father’s residential status, and father’s prior incarceration). 
Second, to better understand the processes linking paternal incarceration to father-
child relationships, and to elucidate resilience patterns, we analyze in-depth inter-
view data from children aged 8–17 years. These data come from the Jail & Family 
Life Study, a longitudinal qualitative examination of incarcerated fathers and their 
family members (Turney, 2020). This mixed-methods approach documents the 
complicated ways that paternal incarceration structures father-child relationships.
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�Background

�Importance of Father-Child Relationships

Father-child relationship quality is consequential for children’s well-being. Children 
reporting high-quality relationships with their fathers, compared to their counter-
parts, fare better along a number of behavioral, educational, and health outcomes 
(Hawkins et  al., 2007; King, 1994). Relatedly, high-quality father-child relation-
ships may buffer the deleterious consequences of paternal incarceration; that is, 
children who maintain positive relationships with their fathers during and after his 
incarceration may experience resiliency to challenges stemming from incarceration. 
Positive relationships can provide support and security that protect children from 
the trauma, stigma, and strain associated with this form of father absence (Foster & 
Hagan, 2015).

Additionally, father-child relationships are important for parental well-being. 
They have positive consequences for fathers themselves. For example, father 
engagement is associated with higher levels of life satisfaction, more socializing, 
and more community involvement (Eggebeen & Knoester, 2001; Knoester et al., 
2007). Among currently and formerly incarcerated fathers, positive father-child 
relationships can protect against recidivism, as family relationships are critical for 
desistance from criminal activity (Sampson & Laub, 1995). Relationships with chil-
dren can give fathers motivation to leave behind criminal activity (Forrest, 2014). 
Furthermore, high-quality father-child relationships may have spillover conse-
quences for the well-being of children’s mothers, as mothers often report wanting 
connection between children and their fathers and this connection may ease co-
parenting tensions (Jia & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2011; Sobolewski & King, 2005; 
Waller, 2012).

�A Family Systems Perspective on Paternal Incarceration

Family systems theory suggests that paternal incarceration may be associated with 
distinctive patterns of father-child relationships (Minuchin, 1974). Paternal incar-
ceration creates disruptions to the roles and functions in the family system, which 
can affect the father-child relationship. Though little research has examined father-
child relationships stemming from paternal incarceration, there is ample evidence 
that paternal incarceration is a broader family stressor (Arditti, 2018; Turney, 
2014a). The well-being of those incarcerated, their current and former romantic 
partners, and their children is impaired. Children who experience paternal incar-
ceration, compared to those who do not, have more behavioral problems, including 
internalizing problems, externalizing problems, and delinquency (Geller et  al., 
2012; Turney, 2017); more challenges to their educational achievement and 
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attainment (Foster & Hagan, 2007; Haskins, 2014); and more physical health 
impairments such as asthma and migraines (Lee et al., 2013; Turney, 2014b).

�Paternal Incarceration and Bonds Between Fathers 
and Children

Family systems theory, in conjunction with research documenting mostly deleteri-
ous intergenerational consequences of paternal incarceration, suggests that paternal 
incarceration weakens bonds between fathers and their children. Research on other 
forms of family instability—such as divorce, which also involves the removal of a 
father from the home—provides some guidance about how paternal incarceration 
could weaken father-child bonds (Amato et  al., 2016; King et  al., 2015; King 
et al., 2018).

There may be a direct relationship between paternal incarceration and weakened 
father-child relationships. Incarceration necessarily involves the removal of fathers, 
many of whom were living with their children prior to incarceration, from house-
holds. Jail or prison confinement means that fathers have less opportunity for inter-
actions with their children, potentially reducing the quality of the relationship. Jail 
or prison confinement also makes interactions—via phone calls, visits, and other 
forms of communication such as letter writing—more challenging. Phone calls in 
prison are expensive. Visits, especially when fathers are confined in jail facilities, 
are short in duration and often do not involve physical contact (Turney & Conner, 
2019). Taken together, there are a number of constraints that families face in main-
taining relationships when one member is incarcerated.

Additionally, the relationship between paternal incarceration and weakened 
father-child relationships may stem from a number of indirect pathways including 
strained parental relationships (Comfort, 2008; Turney, 2015a, 2015b; Western, 
2006; Widdowson et al., 2020), economic difficulties (Lyons & Pettit, 2011; Pager, 
2003; Western, 2018), and mental health problems stemming from incarceration 
(Schnittker et al., 2012; Turney et al., 2012; Wildeman et al., 2012).

�Alternative Possibilities

Though there are good reasons to expect that paternal incarceration impairs father-
child relationships, at least two alternatives exist. The first is that there is no associa-
tion between paternal incarceration and father-child relationships after accounting 
for factors associated with paternal incarceration. Incarceration is not a random 
event; instead, vulnerable individuals including people of color and the poor are 
most commonly affected. Incarceration is also concentrated among those who use 
substances, engage in criminal activity, and have a history of incarceration (Johnson 
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& Easterling, 2012; Kirk & Wakefield, 2018). Therefore, children experiencing 
paternal incarceration often suffer challenges in relationships with their fathers 
regardless of his confinement.

A second alterative is that responses to paternal incarceration, with respect to 
father-child relationships, are heterogeneous, with some experiencing impairments 
in their relationships and others experiencing null or positive changes. Children 
may experience resilience in the face of paternal incarceration. For one, children 
enduring multiple bouts of paternal incarceration may become accustomed to the 
absence and the corresponding challenges, and therefore may not experience 
strained relationships. Another possibility is that fathers and children have contact 
during the incarceration stint (via visits, phone calls, or other opportunities such as 
letter writing), which allows bonds between children and fathers to flourish. Paternal 
incarceration may strengthen connections between children and other family mem-
bers (such as caregivers and siblings) and, given the interdependency of familial 
relationships, these strengthened relationships may improve the father-child bond.

�Methods

Our mixed-methods approach to understanding the repercussions of paternal incar-
ceration for father-child relationship quality relies on two data sources. Survey data 
from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study was used to document differ-
ences in father-child relationships between children who do and do not experience 
paternal incarceration. After documenting these broad patterns, data from the Jail & 
Family Life Study, which includes in-depth interviews with children of incarcerated 
fathers, was used to understand the processes linking paternal incarceration and 
father-child relationships, focusing on resilience processes.

�Quantitative Analyses

Data: The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is a longitudinal survey of 
children born to mostly unmarried parents in urban areas around the turn of the 
twenty-first century (Reichman et al., 2001). Parents were interviewed shortly after 
their child was born and then an additional five times over a 15-year period (when 
the children were about 1, 3, 5, 9, and 15 years old). Children were also interviewed 
at ages 9 and 15. The data provide a unique opportunity to understand the intergen-
erational consequences of paternal incarceration (e.g., Geller et al., 2012; Haskins, 
2014, 2015, 2016; Turney, 2015c, 2017; Turney & Goldberg, 2019; Wildeman, 
2010). Data were collected during the peak of the prison boom and include informa-
tion about paternal incarceration at each wave. Given that the sample includes 
mostly unmarried parents in urban areas, a relatively large number of children 
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experienced paternal incarceration, making it possible to compare children who do 
and do not experience this stressor.

Key Variables: We measured father-child relationships with three variables, all 
ascertained at the 15-year survey. First, communication with father was measured 
by the child’s response to the question: “How well do you and your dad share ideas 
or talk about things that really matter?” (1 = not very well, 2 = fairly well, 3 = quite 
well, 4 = extremely well). Second, time with father was measured by the child’s 
response to the question: “In the past month, how often has your dad spent one or 
more hours a day with you?” (1 = not at all, 2 = once or twice, 3 = a few times this 
past month, 4 = a few times a week, 5 = every day or nearly every day). Third, 
engagement with father was measured by averaging the child’s responses to the 
frequency of the following activities with the father in the past month: (a) talk with 
you about current events, like things going on in the news; (b) talk with you about 
your day; (c) help you with homework or school assignments; and (d) do activities 
with you such as play sports or video games, or household chores such as doing 
dishes or preparing food (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often; α = 0.95). The rela-
tionship questions were not asked of children who had not seen or communicated 
with their fathers and, accordingly, we coded these observations as 1 (and con-
ducted supplemental analyses that instead removed them from the analytic sample).

The primary explanatory variable, paternal incarceration, is a binary measure 
indicating that the child’s primary caregiver reported that the father was incarcer-
ated in jail or prison between the 9- and 15-year surveys.

The multivariate analyses included characteristics of mothers, fathers, and chil-
dren that are associated with both paternal incarceration and father-child relation-
ships. The demographic variables, such as race/ethnicity and immigrant status, were 
measured at baseline. Other variables that change over time, such as parents’ rela-
tionship status or material hardship, were measured at the 9-year survey (and there-
fore prior to paternal incarceration). See Table 5.1 for descriptive statistics of all 
variables included in the analyses.

Analytic Plan: The analytic plan proceeded in three stages. First, we compared 
means of the three indicators of father-child relationships between children who did 
and did not experience paternal incarceration, testing for statistically significant dif-
ferences across groups. Second, we used ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 
models to estimate the association between paternal incarceration and father-child 
relationships. Supplemental analyses used ordered logistic regression, given that the 
dependent variables are count variables, but we used OLS regression for ease of 
interpretation (as the findings are consistent across both strategies). We present 
three models: one without control variables, one with control variables (all mea-
sured prior to paternal incarceration), and one with control variables that is restricted 
to children who saw their father in the past year. Note that this final model is not 
necessarily the most rigorous model, as contact with fathers at the 15-year survey 
may be endogenous to incarceration. Third, we estimated the association between 
paternal incarceration and father-child relationships for four sets of subgroups: gen-
der, race/ethnicity, father’s residential status (measured at the 9-year survey), and 
father’s prior incarceration (measured at the 9-year survey). We compare differ-
ences across groups (Paternoster et al., 1998).
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Table 5.1  Descriptive statistics: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study

% or mean (S.D.)

Key variables

Communication with father (y15) 2.248 (1.198)
Time with father (y15) 2.700 (1.702)
Engagement with father (y15) 1.408 (1.080)
Father incarcerated (y15) 16.4%
Control variables

Mother race/ethnicity (b)
WhiteWhites (non-Hispanic) 21.8%
Black (non-Hispanic) 50.1%
Hispanic 24.7%
Other race (non-Hispanic) 3.5%

Mother foreign-born (b) 13.3%
Father foreign-born (b) 14.5%
Mother age (y1) 26.371 (6.001)
Father age (y1) 28.922 (7.224)
Mother lived with both parents at age 15 (b) 41.9%
Father lived with both parents at age 15 (b) 44.0%
Mother and father relationship status (y9)

Married 29.6%
Cohabiting 9.0%
Nonresidential romantic 2.1%
Separated 59.3%

Mother repartnered (y9) 34.4%
Father repartnered (y9) 5.6%
Mother relationship quality (y9) 2.767 (1.472)
Father relationship quality (y9) 3.087 (1.426)
Mother number of children (y9) 2.646 (1.329)
Father number of children (y9) 1.058 (0.990)
Mother lives with her mother (y9) 10.1%
Father lives with his mother (y9) 10.4%
Mother parenting stress (y9) 2.033 (0.681)
Father parenting stress (y9) 1.917 (0.688)
Mother engagement (y9) 2.716 (0.595)
Father engagement (y9) 1.511 (1.180)
Mother shared responsibility in parenting (y9) 2.253 (1.195)
Mother cooperation in parenting (y9) 2.848 (1.190)
Father cooperation in parenting (y9) 3.268 (0.890)
Mother education (y9)

Less than high school 22.0%
High school diploma or GED 18.9%
More than high school 59.1%

(continued)
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Table 5.1  (continued)

% or mean (S.D.)

Father education (y9)
Less than high school 25.3%
High school diploma or GED 30.0%
More than high school 44.8%

Mother employed (y9) 61.8%
Father employed (y9) 70.0%
Mother income-to-poverty ratio (y9) 2.025 (2.323)
Father income-to-poverty ratio (y9) 2.556 (2.844)
Mother material hardship (y9) 1.529 (1.870)
Father material hardship (y9) 1.461 (1.964)
Mother neighborhood disadvantage (y9) 0.025 (3.102)
Father neighborhood disadvantage (y9) 0.290 (3.096)
Mother depression (y9) 17.8%
Father depression (y9) 16.1%
Mother overall health (y9) 3.545 (1.043)
Father overall health (y9) 3.690 (1.030)
Mother perceived support (y9) 4.102 (1.783)
Father perceived support (y9) 4.202 (1.817)
Mother drug use (y9) 6.6%
Father drug use (y9) 13.3%
Mother heavy drinking (y9) 8.8%
Father heavy drinking (y9) 26.8%
Mother domestic violence (y1, y3, y5, y9) 15.3%
Father domestic violence (y1, y3, y5, y9) 20.7%
Mother cognitive skills (y3) 6.795 (2.658)
Father cognitive skills (y3) 6.503 (2.720)
Mother impulsivity (y5) 1.525 (0.481)
Father impulsivity (y1) 2.016 (0.668)
Mother previously incarcerated (y1, y3, y5, y9) 9.4%
Father previously incarcerated (y1, y3, y5, y9) 49.8%
Child is boy 51.6%
Child low birth weight 9.1%
Child temperament 3.406 0.768
N 3431

Note: b = measured at baseline survey; y1 = measured at 1-year survey; y3 = measured at 3-year 
survey; y5  =  measured at 5-year survey; y9  =  measured at 9-year survey; y15  =  measured at 
15-year survey. Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
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�Qualitative Analyses

Data: The interview data come from the Jail & Family Life Study, a longitudinal 
qualitative examination of 123 incarcerated fathers and their family members. 
Fathers were recruited for study participation across three Southern California jails 
between 2015 and 2016 (see Turney, 2020, for more information about the study 
design). Fathers were eligible to participate if they were at least 18 years old and had 
at least one child. During the fathers’ interviews, we asked them to provide contact 
information for their children’s caregivers and their own mothers. With permission 
from children and their caregivers, we interviewed children who were aged 8–17 
(Turney et al., 2017).

We conducted 38 baseline interviews with children (most of these conducted 
while fathers were in jail) and 30 follow-up interviews with children (most of these 
conducted when fathers had been released from jail or, less commonly, sentenced to 
prison). Baseline interviews occurred between August 2015 and October 2017, and 
follow-up interviews occurred between January 2016 and August 2017. Given the 
developmental heterogeneity among children, we had different interview protocols 
for children aged 8–12  years and children aged 13–17  years. Interviews with 
younger children, those aged 8–12, were designed to last between 20 and 30 min. 
Interviews with older children, those aged 13–17, were designed to last between 30 
and 60 min. The interview guide comprised the following five modules: (1) warm-
up, (2) family life, (3) peers, (4) school, and (5) future. For example, in the “family 
life” module, we asked the following question: “Sometimes when dads go to jail, 
there are big changes for the rest of the family. Sometimes there aren’t too many 
changes at all. What about for you?” We also asked questions about their feelings 
related to the incarceration and about contact with their father during incarceration 
and after release. We asked similar developmentally appropriate questions to all 
children, though we varied the question wording and timing to make the interview 
flow like a conversation. The average baseline interview lasted 48 min, and the aver-
age follow-up interview lasted 49 min. Children were paid $10 for each interview. 
Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Analyses: The coding occurred in three stages. First, a research team of trained 
graduate students conducted deductive coding of the interviews. These initial codes 
were primarily derived from topics covered in the interview guide. For example, we 
coded for broad themes such as “effects on child,” “effects on focal father,” and 
“effects on mother.” Second, the research team conducted inductive coding within 
some of the larger deductive codes. These codes, instead of being derived from the 
interview guide, were generated inductively as the research team read through the 
transcripts in an iterative fashion. For example, we read through “effects on child” 
and developed codes for emergent themes including “relationship with child” and 
“child stigma.” The research team worked together to ensure reliability during these 
first two stages of coding. Third, we further analyzed emergent patterns from the 
inductively generated themes, again working together to ensure reliability.
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Sample Description: Table 5.2 presents descriptive information for the qualita-
tive sample of children. Girls comprise about two-thirds (66%) of the sample. More 
than three-fourths (78%) of the children identified as Latino/a. Nearly all (92%) 
children were living apart from their father before his incarceration and, at the time 
of the interview, about two-thirds (71%) of children’s primary caregivers were their 
mothers.

�Results: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study

�Father-Child Relationships by Paternal Incarceration

Table 5.3 presents means of the three indicators of father-child relationships—com-
munication with father, time with father, and engagement with father—for two 
groups of children: those who endured paternal incarceration between the 9- and 
15-year surveys and those who did not endure paternal incarceration between the 
9- and 15-year surveys. There are striking differences in father-child relationships 
by paternal incarceration. Children who experienced paternal incarceration, com-
pared to those who did not, reported less communication with fathers (1.995 com-
pared to 2.298, p  <  0.001), less time with fathers (1.993 compared to 2.893, 
p < 0.001), and less engagement with fathers (1.093 compared to 1.470, p < 0.001).

Table 5.2  Descriptive statistics, Jail & Family Life Study

Variable Mean or %

Child gender
 � Girls 66%
 � Boys 34%
Age 12
Child race/ethnicity
 � Latino/a 68%
 � White 13%
 � Asian/Pacific Islander   8%
 � Multiracial 11%
Child primary caregiver
 � Mother 71%
 � Grandparent 18%
 � Father   8%
 � Other   3%
Residential status with father before incarceration
 � Residential   8%
 � Nonresidential 92%
N 38

K. Turney and E. Marín



119

Given the vast differences between families who do and do not experience pater-
nal incarceration, it is important to consider whether these differences render the 
association between paternal incarceration and father-child relationships spurious. 
We examine this in Table 5.4. Model 1 presents the unadjusted association, which 
documents results consistent with the differences in means presented in Table 5.3. 
Paternal incarceration is associated with less communication (b  =  −0.302, 
p < 0.001), less time (b = −0.846, p < 0.001), and less engagement (b = −0.377, 
p < 0.001) with fathers. In Model 2, which adjusts for all control variables, the mag-
nitude of the associations decrease (by 88% for communication, 73% for time, and 
95% for engagement). This model shows that paternal incarceration is negatively 
associated with time (b = −0.227, p < 0.01) but is not associated with communica-
tion (b = 0.035, n.s.) or engagement (b = −0.018, n.s.) with fathers. In Model 3, 
which adjusts for all control variables and restricts the sample to children who have 
seen their father in the past year, paternal incarceration is associated with less com-
munication (b  = −0.147, p  < 0.05), less time (b  = −0.501, p  < 0.001), and less 
engagement (b  = −0.245, p  <  0.001). Therefore, conditional on children having 
some contact with their fathers, incarceration weakens the father-child 
relationship.

Table 5.5 examines heterogeneity in the association between paternal incarcera-
tion and father-child relationships. Four key findings emerge. First, the magnitude 
of the association between paternal incarceration and father-child relationships 
(including communication, time, and engagement) is similar for boys and girls. 
Second, the magnitude of the association between paternal incarceration and father-
child relationships is larger for Whites than for Blacks or Hispanics, but these dif-
ferences are not statistically significant. Third, the deleterious repercussions of 
paternal incarceration for father-child relationships are concentrated among chil-
dren living with their fathers prior to his incarceration (with the groups being sig-
nificantly different for estimates of time). Fourth, the deleterious repercussions of 
paternal incarceration for father-child relationships are concentrated among chil-
dren of fathers not previously incarcerated (with the groups again being signifi-
cantly different for estimates of time).

Table 5.3  Means of father-child relationship by paternal incarceration

Father recently 
incarcerated Father not recently incarcerated

Outcome variable Mean (S.D.) Mean (S.D.)

Communication with father 1.995 (1.146) 2.298 (1.201) ***
Time with father 1.993 (1.452) 2.839 (1.714) ***
Engagement with father 1.093 (0.975) 1.470 (1.089) ***
N 562 2869

Note: Asterisks indicate statistically significant differences between groups. ***p < 0.001. Source: 
Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
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�Results: Jail & Family Life Study

Children interviewed in the Jail & Family Life Study commonly described their 
father’s incarceration as a turning point in their lives that created instability. Children 
overwhelmingly reported being concerned about the well-being of their incarcer-
ated fathers. They also overwhelmingly reported contending with the consequences 
of their father’s absence. With respect to relationship quality, we find that children 
fall into one of the three following groups: fractured relationships (comprising 45% 
of the sample), those relationships that were weakened by paternal incarceration 
and remained that way; unchanged relationships (16%), those relationships that 
were impervious to paternal incarceration, often because they were distant before 
incarceration; and reestablished relationships (39%), those relationships that were 

Table 5.4  Regression models estimating father-child relationships as a function of paternal 
incarceration

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Unadjusted Adjusted
Restricted to those with 
contact in past year

Outcome variable b (S.E.) b (S.E.) b (S.E.)

Communication with 
father

−0.302 (0.055) *** 0.035  (0.055) −0.147 (0.067) *

Time with father −0.846 (0.077) *** −0.227 (0.072) ** −0.501 (0.086) ***
Engagement with 
father

−0.377 (0.049) *** −0.018 (0.047) −0.245 (0.045) ***

N 3431 3431 2364

Note: Each row represents a different dependent variable. Model 1 presents the unadjusted asso-
ciation. Model 2 adjusts for all control variables in Table 5.1. Model 3 adjusts for all control vari-
ables in Table 5.1 and restricts the sample to children who had any contact with their father in the 
past year. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 001. Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study

Table 5.5  Regression models estimating father-child relationships as a function of paternal 
incarceration, considering heterogeneity

Communication Time Engagement
b (S.E.) b (S.E.) b (S.E.)

Boys (n = 1771) 0.076 (0.079) −0.215 (0.102) * −0.026 (0.067)
Girls (n = 1660) −0.003 (0.079) −0.201 (0.104) ^ 0.004 (0.067)
Whites (n = 745) −0.156 (0.140) −0.452 (0.186) * −0.070 (0.116)
Blacks (n = 1714) 0.107 (0.077) −0.123 (0.098) 0.024 (0.066)
Hispanics (n = 844) 0.026 (0.121) −0.268 (0.160) ^ −0.048 (0.104)
Residential (n = 1204) −0.149 (0.122) −0.610 (0.165) *** −0.032 (0.093) **
Nonresidential (n = 1858) 0.059 (0.064) −0.176 (0.080) * 0.003 (0.056)
Prior incarceration (n = 1707) 0.053 (0.062) −0.191 (0.081) 0.002 (0.054)
No prior incarceration (n = 1724) −0.063 (0.150) −0.558 (0.195) ** −0.140 (0.123)

Note: All models adjust for all control variables in Table 5.1. ^ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, 
*** p < 0.001. Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
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fractured by paternal incarceration but were actively being rebuilt. We describe 
characteristics of these three groups.

�Fractured Relationships: “Missing a Part of Us”

Nearly half (45%) of the children reported that the disruption stemming from pater-
nal incarceration generated fractured relationships with their fathers. These children 
identified two primary ways that father-child relationships became fractured. First, 
children reported challenges to contact with their father, with some challenges 
stemming from the nature of confinement and other challenges exacerbated by the 
fathers themselves or by other family members in gatekeeping roles. Second, chil-
dren reported distress in their inability to initiate contact with their fathers, which 
created a power imbalance that made fostering and maintaining relationships 
difficult.

Constraints of Contact with Incarcerated Fathers: First, children described how 
the nature of incarceration creates a challenging context for maintaining relation-
ships. Children reported having contact with their incarcerated fathers in three pri-
mary ways: by visiting their fathers in jail; by talking with their fathers on the 
telephone; and by sending and receiving letters, drawings, and other artwork via the 
mail. All three types of contact were characterized by challenges.

Many children in this group (and in the reestablished relationships group) 
reported visiting their fathers in jail. In two of the three facilities where we recruited 
fathers, this visitation occurred through a plexiglass barrier (with the father on one 
side of the plexiglass and his family on the other side, taking turns communicating 
with the father via one telephone). In the third facility, visits occurred at a cafeteria-
style table, without plexiglass and without a telephone, but strict visitation rules 
ensured that fathers and family members could not initiate physical contact. Visits 
across all three facilities lasted a maximum of 30 min. The constraints of incarcera-
tion contact—including the travel time associated with getting to the jail, the imper-
sonal nature of the visitation space, and the inability for physical contact—hindered 
the development of positive father-child relationships, fracturing father-child rela-
tionships over time.

Children in this group also commonly spoke about challenges associated with 
visiting their fathers in jail. Philip, a 9-year-old Latino, described visiting his father 
as “kinda fun, because I didn’t see him in a long time.” Philip also said, though, “… 
but it was, like, kinda far drive. And then, there was sometimes always traffic so, I 
didn’t really like going there all the time, but sometimes I would go.” Philip 
expressed happiness in seeing his father, after a long period without contact, but 
also noted sadness stemming from his father’s incarceration. These mixed emotions 
were common among children in this group. Many children reported feeling sad 
from being unable to touch or hug fathers during visitation. For example, Bella, a 
White 17-year-old, observed that visitations took a toll on her entire family, includ-
ing herself and her father, and attributed much of this toll to the plexiglass 
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separating them during visits. Similarly, Eduardo, a 16-year-old Latino, described 
his younger brother as feeling sad when he visited his father due to the lack of 
physical contact. Eduardo said, “He knows where he is but not being able to hug 
him and tell like oh, I love you dad or something like that ….”

Children reported challenges associated with maintaining other forms of contact, 
including letters and telephone calls. Some father-child dyads maintained contact 
only through letter writing. The absence of connection through talking and listening 
profoundly shaped the nature of their relationships. Children described the distant 
nature of this form of communication. Melinda, a 16-year-old Latina who kept in 
contact with her jailed father via letters only, described how limiting this was. She 
said, “… last time he was in jail he gave us a card like telling us forgive me. Telling 
us forgive me and hope you come and visit me and we read it and he’s like… Yeah 
and I think I accidently threw the card away.” She continued, after the interviewer 
asked her how receiving the letter made her feel: “Sad and a little weird. Cuz it’s like 
a stranger giving me cards you know like cuz I don’t really know him.” This remark 
illustrates the impersonal nature of letter writing and underscores the importance of 
talking and listening in fostering strong father-child relationships.

Power Imbalance Associated with Contact: The fractured relationships between 
children and fathers were also characterized by a lack of accessibility, as incarcer-
ated fathers were not readily available for contact. Children could not call fathers 
when they had a problem or needed advice; instead, they had to wait for fathers to 
initiate a phone call from jail. Children could not visit their fathers without a parent 
or guardian. And though children could contact fathers via letter writing, this form 
of communication was delayed. Taken together, the lack of accessibility shows the 
little agency children had in maintaining contact with their incarcerated fathers. 
Fathers were responsible for initiating phone calls with their children, and other 
parents or guardians were responsible for initiating visitation. Bella reflected on the 
challenges associated with maintaining contact with her father: “I feel like it was 
harder when he would call because I couldn’t see him. It was just over the phone. 
And I couldn’t call him when I needed something. It was just when he could call … 
It sucked because he couldn’t be there for me like everything that I was going 
through.” This inability of children to initiate contact with fathers further fractured 
father-child relationships.

This power imbalance, particularly how fathers dictated the timing and frequency 
of phone communication with their children, means that fathers wield substantial 
power in determining the strength of father-child relationships. Children who did 
not have frequent phone contact with their fathers talked about how this limited 
their relationships. Nicole, a White 16-year-old, said: “[He] never calls me. He 
sometimes calls my grandma’s house. Just asks for money to put on his books you 
know. But that’s it, he doesn’t call.” Nicole had contact with her father via jail visita-
tion, but also expressed challenges with this form of communication. She described 
a recent visit with her father as being maddening, as her father spent most of the 
visit talking to her aunt and ignoring her. Consequently, Nicole hesitated to initiate 
contact with her father via letter writing when he asked. In this case, the lack of 
effort from Nicole’s father, combined with her inability to initiate contact, resulted 
in a fractured relationship.
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�Unchanged Relationships: “It Didn’t Have an Effect on Me”

A relatively small percentage (16%) of children in the sample reported that relation-
ships with their fathers were impervious to paternal incarceration. Those with 
unchanged relationships generally pointed to two reasons. First, these children com-
monly reported that their father was physically or emotionally absent prior to his 
incarceration. These dyads had weak or nonexistent relationships and, accordingly, 
the father-child relationship did not suffer from incarceration. Second, and relat-
edly, these children commonly reported that they had grown accustomed to their 
father being incarcerated.

Father’s Absence Prior to Incarceration: Many children with unchanged rela-
tionships said that this stemmed from a weak or nonexistent relationship with their 
father prior to his incarceration. The absence of their father was normalized, and 
they were able to weather a bout of incarceration without much difficulty. A preex-
isting weak relationship was the case for Mimi, a 13-year-old Latina, who said the 
following when asked about her father’s incarceration: “I don’t really think about it 
because he’s never really been there.” Similarly, Junior, a 15-year-old who identified 
as Black and Latino, reported that his father’s incarceration was inconsequential. “I 
don’t really like pay much attention to him. It doesn’t bother me,” he said. Junior 
also said that he rarely thought about his father, stating that the incarceration did not 
represent a real or noticeable absence for him. The limited bond between Junior and 
his father prior to incarceration resulted in minimal changes to their relationship. 
For children like Mimi and Junior, paternal incarceration was a continued pattern of 
father-absence to which they had grown accustomed.

Growing Accustomed to Father’s Incarceration: Relatedly, many children with 
unchanged relationships with their fathers reported that this stemmed from growing 
accustomed to their father spending time in jail or prison. Samantha, a 13-year-old 
Latina, offered insight by describing the reconnection with her father after his 
release: “It didn’t have an effect on me since I knew how it feels.” Samantha refer-
enced her father’s habitual incarceration as a reason for this unchanged relationship. 
Sean, a 16-year-old Latino, is another example of a child with an unchanged rela-
tionship with his father due to his churning in and out of jail. When the interviewer 
asked Sean’s feelings about the most recent incarceration, he reported: “I mean, it’s 
still the same story. I never needed him then and I don’t need him now.” These chil-
dren described how they grew familiar with and unbothered by the repercussions of 
having an incarcerated father.

�Reestablishing Relationships: “We’re All Happy Now”

Finally, about two-fifths (39%) of children in the sample reported reestablished rela-
tionships, relationships that were initially characterized by fractures but were being 
rebuilt. First, these children commonly said that father-child relationships were 
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splintered, similar to children in the fractured relationships group, reporting that 
their father’s incarceration caused him to miss important events in their lives. 
Second, these children highlighted how frequent contact with their incarcerated 
fathers ameliorated the deleterious consequences and fostered the reestablishing of 
relationships. Third, and relatedly, frequent contact after release promoted the rees-
tablishing of relationships.

Missing Milestones: Similar to children in the fractured relationships group, 
those in the reestablished relationships group spoke about fractured relationships 
between themselves and their fathers. Their father’s incarceration reduced the quan-
tity and quality of their contact. Incarcerated fathers could no longer be present in 
their everyday activities. Children felt sad that they could no longer spend quality 
time with fathers while he was incarcerated, and this sadness became more promi-
nent during life events such as birthdays, graduations, and holidays. Given that the 
ability to create memories is a powerful tool for forging relationships, the absence 
of fathers during these events impaired the development of strong father-child 
relationships.

Several children provided exemplars of how missed milestones weakened rela-
tionships with their fathers. Cupcake, an 8-year-old Latina, reported feeling sad 
when her incarcerated father missed her last birthday. She described wishing how 
her father were present on this day that was spent celebrating with family. Alexis, a 
16-year-old who identified as Latina and White, reported that the absence of her 
father during incarceration produced an ache in her life:

It was a big impact because we’re not used to my dad being in jail. And, now that we’re 
older I think that it sucks even more because, like, our eighth grade graduation, our promo-
tion. Just, like, school field trips, we’re so used to, like, my dad or mom going. You know. 
And our mom went still, but it’s just we would ask our dad too. So, we felt bad because 
we’re kind of leaving him out. So, that’s just how it had to go, you know. But, I mean, it had 
an impact. But I wasn’t depressed, or, like, eating food. Just, missing a part of us. We got to 
talk to him whenever we wanted. We got to see him whenever we wanted. We didn’t have 
to wait until the weekend, or wait ‘til, like, he got the phone privilege to call us. You know, 
we weren’t used to all of that until now.

The carceral state produced circumstances where father’s participation in life events 
was not a possibility. Hence, simple contact such as phone calls became a privilege 
for children such as Alexis.

Reestablishing Relationships Through Contact: Children in the reestablished 
relationships group, similar to children in the fractured relationships group, experi-
enced challenges in maintaining contact with their incarcerated fathers. Children in 
the reestablished relationships group were different from these other children 
because they described how father-child contact facilitated the reestablishment of 
their relationships with their fathers. Children reported positive feelings when visit-
ing their father, when receiving phone calls from him, or when writing or receiving 
letters. These children often expressed relief that they were able to maintain at least 
some contact with their father during incarceration.

Father-child contact during incarceration buffered some of the negative conse-
quences for the father-child relationship. Maintaining contact with incarcerated 
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fathers was a source of resilience for children in this group, giving them strength to 
weather this difficult event. Nicole, a White 13-year-old, offered insight into this 
resiliency. When asked how she felt when her father contacted her, she said, “It 
made it easier. His life, it wasn’t the same seeing him. And- but to hear that he 
wasn’t getting into trouble and he was trying to get better, and go to all these meet-
ings to help him cuz he’s here.”

Alexis reported that contact with her father during his incarceration helped miti-
gate the negative emotions she experienced resulting from his incarceration, which 
in turn strengthened their relationship. When asked about her feelings stemming 
from her father’s incarceration, she said, “I wouldn’t say disappointed, but I was 
just, like, angry, confused, mad, sad. I think it was just, like, all the above. But, once 
I seen him or if I got his letter, if I talked to him, then I was happy again.” Similarly, 
Catalina, a 14-year-old Latina, expressed that receiving letters from her father made 
her happy: “I did cry at first because I kind of missed him. I was really happy he sent 
like … for … when he was in jail they gave him Christmas or like Valentines. But 
he would send us letters, cards and he would say that hopefully we get back together. 
But I don’t know. I was really happy that he at least sent us these cards.” Though 
Catalina reported missing her father, her reflections underscore the importance of 
father-child contact in reestablishing relationships. Catalina’s happiness when 
receiving letters from her father suggests that contact can strengthen father-child 
relationships.

Reestablishing Relationships upon Release: Finally, among this group of chil-
dren, father-child relationships were further reestablished after release from jail. 
Without the confinements of incarceration, children in this group spent more time 
with their fathers. Children and fathers could now partake in activities that had not 
been allowed during incarceration. Children commonly expressed happiness about 
having their fathers physically back in their lives and excitement about seeing their 
fathers daily. Upon release, father-child relationships were further reestablished as 
contact increased in frequency. Reestablishing relationships via contact offered 
children the opportunity to find comfort in unstable situations.

Nelly, a 14-year-old Latina, provided an illustrative example of how father-child 
relationships were reestablished after release. When asked what it was like to see 
her father upon release, Nelly said the following: “When I seen him walk up, I was 
happy cuz I actually seen him. So it was a relief. We finally−next time we meet we 
could go have fun at the park or something like that. It’s actually better.” She goes 
on to say, “We’re all happy now … Everybody’s happy. There’s no sadness.” Nelly 
maintained some level of contact with her father during incarceration, underscoring 
the significance that incarceration contact has for the improvement of father-child 
relationships upon release. Nelly suggested that her relationship with her father had 
improved because now she could see her father and could enjoy leisure activities 
with him. Given the constraints of father-child contact during incarceration, release 
gives families an opportunity to bolster relationships that were previously 
challenged.
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�Discussion

High incarceration rates in the United States mean that a large number of children 
experience paternal incarceration (Enns et  al., 2019; Turney & Haskins, 2019). 
Despite mounting evidence that paternal incarceration has deleterious consequences 
for children’s well-being (for reviews, see Eddy, & Poehlmann-Tynan, 2019; Foster 
& Hagan, 2015; Poehlmann-Tynan & Turney, 2020; Turney & Goodsell, 2018; 
Turney & Haskins, 2019; Wildeman et  al., 2018), as well as deleterious conse-
quences for the quality of relationships that men have with other family members 
including romantic partners and parents (Turney, 2015a, 2015b; Western, 2018), 
little research systematically considers how paternal incarceration shapes the bonds 
between fathers and their children. In this chapter, we used a mixed-methods 
approach to understanding father-child relationships in the wake of paternal incar-
ceration. Understanding father-child relationships is important, as high-quality rela-
tionships can improve child well-being and reduce recidivism among men (King, 
1994; Sampson & Laub, 1995).

Survey data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a population-
based sample of children born to mostly unmarried parents, was used to document 
the association between paternal incarceration and father-child relationships (mea-
sured by communication, time, and engagement). Paternal incarceration, on aver-
age, has negative repercussions for the time that children spend with their fathers 
but the repercussions for communication and engagement stem from selection fac-
tors. Considering average associations masks considerable heterogeneity, as the 
consequences of paternal incarceration were concentrated among children living 
with their fathers prior to his incarceration and among children whose fathers were 
incarcerated for the first time.

In-depth interview data from the Jail & Family Life Study was used to document 
the processes through which paternal incarceration affects father-child relation-
ships. These data also provided evidence of substantial heterogeneity in the conse-
quences of paternal incarceration, with incarceration fracturing relationships 
between some fathers and children; incarceration neither strengthening nor weaken-
ing relationships between some dyads; and incarceration enabling a rebuilding of 
relationships between some dyads. Contact with fathers, particularly during incar-
ceration, is a critical way to foster resilience between fathers and children. Children 
reporting frequent and affirmative contact with their fathers often describe a 
strengthening of relationships and, alternatively, children reporting challenges to 
contact often describe a weakening of relationships. Contact—via visitation, tele-
phone calls, and letter writing—can facilitate connections between children and 
their fathers.

These findings, particularly those that show how children’s contact with their 
fathers during incarceration can foster resilience in their relationships, have impli-
cations for policies and practices. First, reducing barriers to telephone contact is 
critical. Telephone contact can be made more accessible by reducing the economic 
costs of these calls, as children report awareness of this expense (and many families 
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cannot afford the calls, either at all or as frequently as they would like). Allowing 
children to initiate telephone calls can make contact more accessible. Children 
repeatedly described frustration and sadness in being unable to call their fathers 
when they wanted or needed such contact; enabling two-way communication could 
strengthen father-child relationships. Second, reducing barriers to visitation is criti-
cal. Barriers include logistical aspects such as long wait times and short visit times. 
Lack of physical contact permitted between the incarcerated and their family mem-
bers is an additional barrier. Children repeatedly expressed wanting to touch, hug, 
and kiss their fathers; allowing for physical contact could bolster father-child rela-
tionships. Third, reducing barriers to written communication is critical. Many chil-
dren report enjoying this form of communication, but the time between sending and 
receiving a letter is often lengthy, impeding the maintenance of relationships. 
Streamlining this process—so that fathers and their children can more quickly 
receive letters—could improve relationships. Relatedly, allowing for other types of 
contact—such as email, which can be instantly received—could also improve 
relationships.

These findings also have implications for future research on resilience among 
children of incarcerated fathers. First, future research should examine how paternal 
incarceration shapes children’s relationships with other family members, including 
their mothers, social fathers, and siblings. A family systems perspective suggests 
that paternal incarceration has repercussions for the entire family unit and these 
relationships may foster resilience in a number of ways (Minuchin, 1974). Second, 
future research should consider the extent to which supportive father-child relation-
ships can buffer the deleterious consequences of paternal incarceration for chil-
dren’s well-being. We found that contact with incarcerated fathers—via visitation, 
telephone calls, and letter writing—can foster resilience in the father-child relation-
ship. But supportive and high-quality father-child relationships may also promote 
resiliency, and future research should consider this possibility. Third, future research 
should consider how the timing of paternal incarceration shapes father-child rela-
tionships over the life course. Paternal incarceration in early childhood may be most 
consequential to father-child relationships in adolescence, as early childhood expe-
riences are critical and can set in motion a cascade of stressors. Alternatively, more 
proximal exposure to paternal incarceration, such as during adolescence, might be 
most consequential for father-child relationships. Adjudicating between these pos-
sibilities is another important direction for future research.

Funding and Acknowledgements  Funding for the Fragile Families and Child 
Wellbeing Study was provided by the NICHD through grants R01HD36916, 
R01HD39135, and R01HD40421, as well as a consortium of private foundations 
(see http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/funders.asp for the complete list). 
The Jail & Family Life Study was funded by the National Science Foundation, the 
William T. Grant Foundation, and the School of Social Sciences at the University of 
California, Irvine. The Jail & Family Life Study has benefitted from the excellent 
research assistance of Britni Adams, Nadine Alsaadi, Natalie Averruz, Isha 
Bhallamudi, Belen Barocio, Elisabet Barrios, Jaymesha Carter, Emma Conner, 

5  Paternal Incarceration: Resilience in Father-Child Relationships

http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/funders.asp


128

Adrienne Credo, Patricia Delacruz, Ann Fefferman, Nicholas Freeman, Gabriela 
Gonzalez, Rebecca Goodsell, Jessica Kizer, Jesse Garcia, Arevik Gyurjyan, 
Christopher Hoffman, Payton Huse, Alma Leon-Oseguera, Crysbelle Lopez, 
Setarah Mahmoudi, Katelyn Malae, Estefani Marin, Analicia Mejia Mesinas, 
Carmel Mitchell, Jasmine Morales, Janet Muniz, Katherine Navarro, Hannah 
Neatherlin, Tiffany Park, Elizabeth Partida, Alexandra Russo, Steven Schmidt, 
Archibaldo Silva, Desirae Sotto, Breauna Spencer, Luis Vaca-Corona, Alexis Velez, 
Cara Vermaak, Kanoelani Villanueva, and Jessica Zhu.

References

Amato, P. R., King, V., & Thorsen, M. L. (2016). Parent–child relationships in stepfather families 
and adolescent adjustment: A latent class analysis. Journal of Marriage and Family, 78(2), 
482–497. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12267

Arditti, J. A. (2018). Parental incarceration and family inequality in the United States. In R. Condry 
& P. S. Smith (Eds.), Prison, punishment and the family: Towards a new sociology of punish-
ment (pp. 41–57). Oxford University Press.

Carson, E.  A. (2020, April). Prisoners in 2018 (Report No. NCJ253516). U.S.  Department of 
Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Retrieved from https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/
pdf/p18.pdf

Comfort, M. (2008). Doing time together: Love and family in the shadow of the prison. University 
of Chicago Press.

Eddy, J. M., & Poehlmann-Tynan, J. (Eds.). (2019). Handbook on children with incarcerated par-
ents: Research, policy, and practice. Springer Nature.

Eggebeen, D. J., & Knoester, C. (2001). Does fatherhood matter for men? Journal of Marriage and 
Family, 63(2), 381–393. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00381.x

Enns, P. K., Yi, Y., Comfort, M., Goldman, A. W., Lee, H., Muller, C., Wakefield, S., Wang, E. A., 
& Wildeman, C. (2019). What percentage of Americans have ever had a family member incar-
cerated? Evidence from the Family History of Incarceration Survey (FamHIS). Socius, 5, 1–45. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023119829332

Forrest, W. (2014). Cohabitation, relationship quality, and desistance from crime. Journal of 
Marriage and Family, 76(3), 539–556. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12105

Foster, H., & Hagan, J. (2007). Incarceration and intergenerational social exclusion. Social 
Problems, 54(4), 399–433. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2007.54.4.399

Foster, H., & Hagan, J. (2015). Punishment regimes and the multilevel effects of parental incar-
ceration: Intergenerational, intersectional, and interinstitutional models of social inequality 
and systemic exclusion. Annual Review of Sociology, 41, 135–158. https://doi.org/10.1146/
annurev-soc-073014-112437

Geller, A., Cooper, C. E., Garfinkel, I., Schwartz-Soicher, O., & Mincy, R. B. (2012). Beyond 
absenteeism: Father incarceration and child development. Demography, 49(1), 49–76. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s13524-011-0081-9

Haskins, A. R. (2014). Unintended consequences: Effects of paternal incarceration on child school 
readiness and later special education placement. Sociological Science, 1, 141–158. https://doi.
org/10.15195/v1.a11

Haskins, A. R. (2015). Paternal incarceration and child-reported behavioral functioning at age 9. 
Social Science Research, 52(6), 18–33. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.01.001

Haskins, A. R. (2016). Beyond boys’ bad behavior: Paternal incarceration and cognitive develop-
ment in middle childhood. Social Forces, 95(2), 861–892. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow066

K. Turney and E. Marín

https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12267
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p18.pdf
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p18.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00381.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023119829332
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12105
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2007.54.4.399
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112437
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112437
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-011-0081-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-011-0081-9
https://doi.org/10.15195/v1.a11
https://doi.org/10.15195/v1.a11
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow066


129

Hawkins, D. N., Amato, P. R., & King, V. (2007). Nonresident father involvement and adolescent 
well-being: Father effects or child effects? American Sociological Review, 72(6), 990–1010. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240707200607

Jia, R., & Schoppe-Sullivan, S. J. (2011). Relations between coparenting and father involvement 
in families with preschool-age children. Developmental Psychology, 47(1), 106–118. https://
doi.org/10.1037/a0020802

Johnson, E. I., & Easterling, B. (2012). Understanding unique effects of parental incarceration on 
children: Challenges, progress, and recommendations. Journal of Marriage and Family, 74(2), 
342–356. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.00957.x

Kaeble, D. (2018). Probation and parole in the United States, 2016 (Report No. NCJ 251148). 
U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Retrieved from https://www.bjs.gov/
index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=6188

King, V. (1994). Variation in the consequences of nonresident father involvement for children’s well-
being. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56(4), 963–972. https://doi.org/10.2307/353606

King, V., Amato, P. R., & Lindstrom, R. (2015). Stepfather–adolescent relationship quality dur-
ing the first year of transitioning to a stepfamily. Journal of Marriage and Family, 77(5), 
1179–1189. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12214

King, V., Boyd, L. M., & Pragg, B. (2018). Parent–adolescent closeness, family belonging, and 
adolescent well-being across family structures. Journal of Family Issues, 39(7), 2007–2036. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X17739048

Kirk, D. S., & Wakefield, S. (2018). Collateral consequences of punishment: A critical review 
and path forward. Annual Review of Criminology, 1, 171–194. https://doi.org/10.1146/
annurev-criminol-032317-092045

Knoester, C., Petts, R. J., & Eggebeen, D. J. (2007). Commitments to fathering and the well-being 
and social participation of new, disadvantaged fathers. Journal of Marriage and Family, 69(4), 
991–1004. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00426.x

Lee, R.  D., Fang, X., & Luo, F. (2013). The impact of parental incarceration on the physical 
and mental health of young adults. Pediatrics, 131(4), 1188–1195. https://doi.org/10.1542/
peds.2012-0627

Lyons, C.  J., & Pettit, B. (2011). Compounded disadvantage: Race, incarceration, and wage 
growth. Social Problems, 58(2), 257–280. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2011.58.2.257

Minuchin, S. (1974). Families & family therapy. Harvard University Press.
Pager, D. (2003). The mark of a criminal record. American Journal of Sociology, 108(5), 937–975. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/374403
Paternoster, R., Brame, R., Mazerolle, P., & Piquero, A. (1998). Using the correct statisti-

cal test for the equality of regression coefficients. Criminology, 36(4), 859–866. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.1998.tb01268.x

Poehlmann-Tynan, J., & Turney, K. (2020). A developmental perspective on children with incar-
cerated parents. Child Development Perspectives, 15, 3–11.

Reichman, N. E., Teitler, J. O., Garfinkel, I., & McLanahan, S. S. (2001). Fragile families: Sample 
and design. Children and Youth Services Review, 23(4–5), 303–326.

Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (1995). Crime in the making: Pathways and turning points through 
life. Harvard University Press.

Sawyer, W., & Wagner P. (2020). Mass incarceration: The whole pie 2020. Prison Policy Initiative. 
Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html

Schnittker, J., Massoglia, M., & Uggen, C. (2012). Out and down: Incarceration and psy-
chiatric disorders. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 53(4), 448–464. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0022146512453928

Sobolewski, J. M., & King, V. (2005). The importance of the coparental relationship for nonresi-
dent fathers’ ties to children. Journal of Marriage and Family, 67(5), 1196–1212. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2005.00210.x

5  Paternal Incarceration: Resilience in Father-Child Relationships

https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240707200607
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020802
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020802
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.00957.x
https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=6188
https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=6188
https://doi.org/10.2307/353606
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12214
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X17739048
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-criminol-032317-092045
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-criminol-032317-092045
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00426.x
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-0627
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-0627
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2011.58.2.257
https://doi.org/10.1086/374403
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.1998.tb01268.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.1998.tb01268.x
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146512453928
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146512453928
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2005.00210.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2005.00210.x


130

Turney, K. (2014a). The intergenerational consequences of mass incarceration: Implications for 
children’s co-residence and contact with grandparents. Social Forces, 93(1), 299–327. https://
doi.org/10.1093/sf/sou062

Turney, K. (2014b). Stress proliferation across generations? Examining the relationship between 
parental incarceration and childhood health. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 55(3), 
302–319. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146514544173

Turney, K. (2015a). Liminal men: Incarceration and relationship dissolution. Social Problems, 
62(4), 499–528. https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spv015

Turney, K. (2015b). Hopelessly devoted? Relationship quality during and after incarceration. 
Journal of Marriage and Family, 77(2), 480–495. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12174

Turney, K. (2015c). Paternal incarceration and children’s food insecurity: A consideration of varia-
tion and mechanisms. Social Service Review, 89(2), 335–367. https://doi.org/10.1086/681704

Turney, K. (2017). The unequal consequences of mass incarceration for children. Demography, 
54(1), 361–389. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-016-0543-1

Turney, K. (2020). Conducting in-depth interviews with jailed fathers and their family mem-
bers. In A. Leverentz, E. Chen, & J. Christian (Eds.), Moving beyond recidivism: Expanding 
approaches to research on prisoner reentry and reintegration (pp. 59–80). NYU Press.

Turney, K., Adams, B. L., Conner, E., Goodsell, R., & Muñiz, J. (2017). Challenges and oppor-
tunities for conducting research on children of incarcerated fathers. Sociological Studies of 
Children & Youth, 22, 199–221. https://doi.org/10.1108/S1537-466120180000022010

Turney, K., & Conner, E. (2019). Jail incarceration: A common and consequential form of criminal 
justice contact. Annual Review of Criminology, 2, 265–290.

Turney, K., & Goldberg, R. E. (2019). Paternal incarceration and early sexual onset among ado-
lescents. Population Research and Policy Review, 38(1), 95–123. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11113-018-9502-4

Turney, K., & Goodsell, R. (2018). Parental incarceration and children’s wellbeing. Future of 
Children, 28(1), 147–164. Retrieved from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1179185.pdf

Turney, K., & Haskins, A. (2019). Parental incarceration and children’s wellbeing: Findings from 
the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study. In J. M. Eddy & J. Poehlmann-Tynan (Eds.), 
Children of incarcerated parents: A handbook for researchers and practitioners (2nd ed., pp. 
53–64). Springer.

Turney, K., Wildeman, C., & Schnittker, J. (2012). As fathers and felons: Explaining the effects of 
current and recent incarceration on major depression. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 
53(4), 465–481. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146512462400

Wakefield, S., & Uggen, C. (2010). Incarceration and stratification. Annual Review of Sociology, 
36, 387–406. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.012809.102551

Waller, M.  R. (2012). Cooperation, conflict, or disengagement? Coparenting styles and 
father involvement in fragile families. Family Process, 51(3), 325–342. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2012.01403.x

Western, B. (2006). Punishment and inequality in America. Russell Sage Foundation.
Western, B. (2018). Homeward: Life in the year after prison. Russell Sage Foundation.
Widdowson, A. O., Jacobsen, W. C., Siennick, S. E., & Warren, P. Y. (2020). Together despite 

the odds: Explaining racial and ethnic heterogeneity in union dissolution after incarceration. 
Criminology, 58(1), 129–155. https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12232

Wildeman, C. (2010). Paternal incarceration and children’s physically aggressive behaviors: 
Evidence from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study. Social Forces, 89(1), 285–309. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2010.0055

Wildeman, C., Goldman, A. W., & Turney, K. (2018). Parental incarceration and child health in the 
United States. Epidemiologic Reviews, 40(1), 146–156. https://doi.org/10.1093/epirev/mxx013

Wildeman, C., Schnittker, J., & Turney, K. (2012). Despair by association? The mental health of 
mothers with children by recently incarcerated fathers. American Sociological Review, 77(2), 
216–243. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122411436234

K. Turney and E. Marín

https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sou062
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sou062
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146514544173
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spv015
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12174
https://doi.org/10.1086/681704
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-016-0543-1
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1537-466120180000022010
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-018-9502-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-018-9502-4
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1179185.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146512462400
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.012809.102551
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2012.01403.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2012.01403.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9125.12232
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2010.0055
https://doi.org/10.1093/epirev/mxx013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122411436234


131© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022
J. E. Glick et al. (eds.), Parent-Child Separation, National Symposium on 
Family Issues 1, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87759-0_6

Chapter 6
Parental Incarceration and Other 
Family-Based Risks

Jennifer Copp, Peggy Giordano, Wendy Manning, and Monica Longmore

Children experience parental absence for short or long spells through many ave-
nues, including parental separation or divorce, parental death, military deployment, 
as well as parental incarceration. While there may be some commonalities in chil-
dren’s experiences of parental absence, the circumstances are quite unique and 
likely have distinct implications for child well-being. Importantly, recent empirical 
evidence has indicated that there are a multitude of harmful effects of parental incar-
ceration on the next generation, both among young children and across youths’ 
transition to adulthood (e.g., Dallaire et al., 2010; Foster & Hagan, 2009; Geller 
et al., 2012; Haskins, 2016; Turney & Lanuza, 2017; Wildeman, 2010). At the same 
time, family scholars and criminologists (e.g., Giordano et al., 2019; Arditti, 2012; 
Poehlmann-Tynan & Arditti, 2018; Turney & Goodsell, 2018) have noted that chil-
dren experiencing parental incarceration confront numerous additional adversities, 
including a broad range of family risks (e.g., parent substance use, mental health 
issues, economic strain, residential moves, and familial instability). Thus, a key 
challenge within the incarceration effects tradition has been to disentangle the effect 
of parental incarceration from these other problematic parental behaviors and fam-
ily dynamics. It is important to note that most studies of parental incarceration have 
included controls for several adversities or have employed methodological tech-
niques to isolate the effect of incarceration while accounting for these coexisting 
sources of disadvantage (Copp et al., 2018). An unintended consequence of both of 
these strategies is that the emphasis tends to be nearly exclusively on parental incar-
ceration. As such, these approaches render other important aspects of youths’ social 
orbits somewhat out of focus.
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Our own view is that these out-of-focus elements should be foregrounded, both 
theoretically and empirically, in studies investigating the mechanisms underlying 
observed parental incarceration effects (Giordano et al., 2019). It is nearly impos-
sible to pinpoint the true effect of parental incarceration on children’s well-being 
because it is linked inextricably to family circumstances, including parents’ engage-
ment in problem behaviors (e.g., engaging in criminal activity and using illicit sub-
stances), as well as the marginalizing effects of justice system contact experienced 
by families that often extend long after the period of parental absence (see, e.g., 
Comfort, 2007; Foster & Hagan, 2015; Haskins & Jacobsen, 2017; Uggen & 
McElrath, 2014; Visher et al., 2011). As we have recently elaborated elsewhere, the 
ongoing conditions of family life generally last longer and may be more immersive 
than a particular episode of parental incarceration (Giordano et al., 2019). In addi-
tion, these ongoing family conditions may shape the character of youths’ social 
network affiliations with extended family and others outside the home (i.e., the 
“wider circle”) and eventually channel their own developing relationships with 
peers and romantic partners. Thus, we argue, together, that the family and broader 
social environments that characterize the lives of youths exposed to parental incar-
ceration contribute to patterns of intergenerational continuity in problem behavior 
and other social disadvantages.

We developed this view based largely on structured survey data and in-depth 
qualitative interviews from a large, longitudinal study of adolescents and their par-
ents/guardians, the Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS). At the time, the 
TARS respondents had been interviewed on five separate occasions across a roughly 
10-year period, in addition to a parent interview that was completed at baseline. 
Relative to other surveys that included information on parental incarceration, the 
TARS data included more extensive measures of the family climate and parental 
behaviors. Thus, we were able to assess empirically many of the pathways described 
in our theoretical discussion, including the interrelated nature of parental incarcera-
tion and other family-related risks. A sixth set of interviews was completed recently 
when the respondents averaged 32 years of age and included numerous questions 
about respondents’ parenting attitudes and practices, as the majority are now par-
ents. The TARS survey data now include information from the parent (G1), prospec-
tive reports of the focal respondents’ (G2) behavior beginning from adolescence 
through the transition to adulthood, and most recently, reports of respondents’ par-
enting strategies and child (G3) problem behavior and well-being indicators. We 
leverage the newly available data to accomplish two complementary goals. First, we 
further elaborate some of the theoretical connections forged in our prior work using 
prospective data collected over nearly a 20-year period. Second, we shift our focus 
from family deficits (and their connections to parents’ criminal justice involvement) 
to examine sources of family strengths or resilience in the context of parental incar-
ceration that may contribute to more positive outcomes for children.
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�Parental Incarceration and Other Family-Related Risks

Existing research in the parental incarceration tradition frequently has drawn on 
frameworks that invoke strain and labeling perspectives. These approaches have 
highlighted the economic hardships experienced by families exposed to parental 
incarceration (Geller et al., 2009; Geller & Franklin, 2014; Sugie, 2012), in addition 
to its heavy toll on family relationships (Braman, 2004; Comfort, 2008; Turney & 
Wildeman, 2013; Western & Wildeman, 2009). These studies also have provided 
conceptual linkages between parental incarceration and various forms of system 
avoidance and social withdrawal (i.e., “opting out”) due to stigmatization/fear of 
stigmatization (Haskins & Jacobsen, 2017). Other work has focused more explicitly 
on the feelings of loss experienced by children with incarcerated parents, and impli-
cations of disruptions in parent-child attachment for healthy child development 
(e.g., Arditti, 2015; Bocknek et al., 2009; Shlafer & Poehlmann, 2010). Yet whether 
describing the nature of family relationships, feelings of loss, stigma, or economic 
marginality, there is little in prior research on the mechanisms underlying parental 
incarceration effects that appears distinctive to this particular event. Indeed, these 
basic processes would seem just as well placed in research examining family 
dynamics (e.g., parental substance abuse, parental offending, and other co-occurring 
disadvantages) and intergenerational trends.

From a criminological perspective, the positioning of family effects in the paren-
tal incarceration literature relative to other bodies of research on the causes of crime 
is striking. Criminological theorists have argued that inadequate parenting practices 
fail to provide the attachment bonds between parent and child that discourage delin-
quency (Hirschi, 1969) and that youths raised in problematic home environments 
may fail to develop “definitions” unfavorable to antisociality (Sutherland & Cressey, 
1974). Additionally, they have stressed the importance of direct and indirect trans-
mission processes, as parents serve as both direct behavioral models and indirect 
conduits of attitudes and techniques consistent with delinquent/antisocial behaviors 
(Giordano, 2010). Thus, across multiple lines of criminological theorizing, the fam-
ily features centrally in explanations of children’s well-being outcomes, including 
involvement in delinquent and criminal activity. Yet in the literature focused more 
squarely on parental incarceration, the family is often conceptualized primarily as a 
background characteristic and source of potential confounding, recognizing that 
family factors may be correlated with both the experience of parental incarceration 
and children’s outcomes. However, it is our view that attempts to isolate the effect 
of parental incarceration are often misguided, as the arrest/detention event necessar-
ily occurs in connection with parents’ problem behaviors and related aspects of the 
family climate.1

Our life-course perspective on parental incarceration and the broader family cli-
mate has drawn heavily on social learning theory. As suggested above, the parental 
incarceration literature places most of the weight on the effects of the incarceration 

1 An exception would be in cases of the wrongfully accused.

6  Parental Incarceration and Other Family-Based Risks



134

event, including the attenuation of bonds associated with parental absence. 
Moreover, with few exceptions, traditional criminological research has tended to 
emphasize specific parenting deficiencies in lieu of providing a more nuanced win-
dow on life within families. Thus, whether the focus has been parental support/
control, family disruption, or family socioeconomic considerations, existing work 
has attended to the contours of individual family circumstances rather than the con-
tent of life within families. Social learning processes can help fill in the conceptual 
gaps identified in these disparate literatures by re-centering the family and connect-
ing the experience of parental incarceration to the broader (family) context within 
which it unfolds.

Based on our prior analysis of the TARS data (e.g., Giordano et al., 2019), we 
have outlined five mechanisms through which the broader family climate and related 
exposures to parental incarceration may influence children’s behavioral problems 
and other indicators of well-being, such as school performance (see also Giordano, 
2010). First, children may directly observe their parents’ problem behaviors, includ-
ing substance use, violence, and other forms of criminality. Second, children may 
develop understandings about behaviors (e.g., what is appropriate/inappropriate or 
justifiable under certain conditions, such as when violence may be acceptable) via 
their ongoing patterns of interaction and communication with parents. Third, com-
munications and observations that give shape to children’s own behavioral reper-
toires and worldviews may go beyond the “strictly criminal” to include certain 
noncriminal definitions that nevertheless elevate youth’s risk (see also Giordano, 
2020). Fourth, youths’ broader family climate exposes them to a wider circle of 
family members, parents’ friends, fictive kin, and other affiliations that may increase 
their exposure to criminogenic sources of influence. Fifth, the realities of youths’ 
broader family climate may have a channeling effect on their own developing social 
networks with peers and romantic partners, potentially limiting access to more pro-
social ties. Importantly, our emphasis on the family climate does not preclude the 
potential for reciprocal effects of parental incarceration on the family context, as the 
destabilizing consequences on household considerations (e.g., relationship quality, 
caregiving, parenting, and finances) are well documented (e.g., Geller et al., 2011; 
Schwartz-Soicher et al., 2011; Tasca et al., 2011). In addition to the more localized 
social processes described above, we emphasize here the marginalized long-term 
family contexts inhabited by youth exposed to parental incarceration, recognizing 
that the dynamics revealed within a given household have their own origin story 
(i.e., parents’ problem behaviors connect back to their early family experiences, and 
so on), consistent with an intergenerational approach.

In what follows, we break down several of the pathways outlined above and 
examine them empirically using newly collected data from the Toledo Adolescent 
Relationships Study.

Our objective is to contribute to family scholars’ understanding of the basic 
mechanisms underlying documented associations between parental incarceration 
and child well-being which, to date, is decidedly incomplete. Parental absence dur-
ing the period of incarceration is a key stressor and has the potential to affect chil-
dren in numerous ways. Yet a more comprehensive approach is needed to increase 
knowledge about the pathways linking parental incarceration to deleterious child 
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outcomes. Developing more complex portraits of family circumstances should also 
prove useful to the development of policies and programmatic responses to support 
children of incarcerated parents (and their families) during and after the period of 
incarceration.

Another important line of research is work exploring sources of resilience and 
stability for children: That is, how do some children appear to persevere despite 
their exposure to challenging life circumstances? Thus, the second portion of this 
investigation is focused on surveying family-based strengths and resilience pro-
cesses. Identification of potentially malleable sources of family strengths is impor-
tant for informing policies on how to best promote child well-being in the face of 
parental incarceration and other family circumstances and disadvantages.

�Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study

�Data

The TARS spans nearly 20 years and is a mixed-method longitudinal study that has 
focused on the lives of a large, diverse sample (n  =  1321) of respondents inter-
viewed first as adolescents and five additional times across the transition to adult-
hood. The sampling frame of the TARS encompassed 62 schools across seven 
school districts. The initial sample was drawn from the enrollment records of regis-
tered students in the 7th, 9th, and 11th grades in Lucas County, Ohio; however, 
school attendance was not a requirement for inclusion in the study. The stratified, 
random sample was devised by the National Opinion Research Center, and included 
over-samples of Black and Hispanic adolescents. The TARS data were collected in 
the years 2001, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2011, and 2019. At the time of the first interview 
(2001), the (G1) parents completed a questionnaire that included reports about their 
own alcohol and drug use, partying behavior, and parenting strategies, in addition to 
retrospective reports of their problem behavior as teens. The most recent wave (6; 
collected at about age 32) includes detailed information on (G2’s) parenting strate-
gies and reports of their children’s well-being (G3). The exploratory analyses 
described below draw on all six waves of the TARS data, but tend to focus on the 
newly collected wave 6 data. The analyses we present in this chapter are limited to 
603 parents and the child well-being measures focus on the parental reports related 
to their oldest child.

�Measures

Parental Incarceration and Arrests: Our measure of parental incarceration (G2), 
based on a full retrospective history from the focal respondent, included questions 
to assess the timing, type, and duration of incarceration events. A similar set of 
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detailed questions are asked of other forms of criminal justice contact, including the 
number and type of arrests experienced by respondents as adults. These measures 
enable us to distinguish parents with no criminal justice involvement (no arrest or 
incarceration), only arrest, and parental incarceration.

Child Well-Being: We examined multiple indicators of child well-being based on 
parental reports elicited at the time of the sixth interview. Flourishing is measured 
using a four-item scale assessing respondent’s degree of agreement with character-
izations of their child, including (1) “X is affectionate and tender”; (2) “X bounces 
back quickly when things don’t go his/her way”; (3) “X shows interest and curiosity 
in learning new things”; and (4) “X smiles and laughs a lot” (α = 0.75; Lippman 
et al., 2011). We also included measures of children’s internalizing and externaliz-
ing problem behaviors using standardized condensed scales based on 12 items from 
the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). Our measure 
of internalizing problem behaviors was based on parents’ responses to a roster of 
items following the prompt: “How often has each of these been true for [child] now 
or within the past two months?” Individual items included the following: (1) feels 
worthless or inferior; (2) is too fearful or anxious; (3) is self-conscious or easily 
embarrassed; (4) is unhappy, sad, or depressed; (5) worries; (6) is withdrawn, and 
does not get involved with others; (7) is not liked by other kids; and (8) does not get 
along with other kids (α  =  0.82). Externalizing problem behaviors followed the 
same prompt, and included the following: (1) argues a lot; (2) destroys things 
belonging to family or others; (3) is disobedient at home or school; (4) is stubborn, 
sullen, or irritable; (5) has temper tantrums or a hot temper; and (6) threatens people 
(α = 0.82).

Family Climate: The family climate was examined using indicators of parent 
problem behaviors, parenting, social and material resources, network or wider cir-
cle, and multigenerational behaviors. Parent problem behaviors: Crime was mea-
sured using a seven-item variety score measure based on self-reported involvement 
in theft, property damage, assaultive behaviors, drug sales, burglary, and criminal 
trespassing in the past year (α = 0.75; Elliott & Ageton, 1980). We assessed sub-
stance use using the following single item: “In the past year, how often have you 
used drugs to get high (not because you were sick)?” Intimate partner violence was 
measured using 22 items assessing physical victimization and perpetration of vio-
lence in the context of a current/most recent relationship (“Any” IPV = 1; α = 0.95; 
Straus et al., 1996).

Parenting: We included multiple dimensions of parenting to further contextualize 
the content of life within families. Centrality of parenting is based on the frequency 
with which parents engaged in the following with their children: go on outings (e.g., 
park, library, zoo, family gatherings), read stories, and eat a meal together (α = 0.64). 
We used a four-item version of parental engagement that included questions such as 
how often parents do the following: praise, hug, have an enjoyable time with their 
child, and spend time working on a project together (α = 0.87). We also assessed the 
perceived difficulty of parenting, which included parents’ assessments regarding the 
relative difficulty of caring for their child and whether the parent feels they have 
sacrificed more of their own life to meet the child’s needs than anticipated (α = 0.71). 
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A single-item measure was used to assess parental regrets based on parents’ level 
of concern with the following: “not having any time for yourself because of [child].”

Household Social and Material Resources: We measured multiple aspects of 
household resources, including parental employment (unemployed, full-time, part-
time), parental reports of material hardship, and parents’ subjective perceptions of 
neighborhood disorder. Material hardship is based on six items gauging consump-
tion-based household economic well-being. Parents were asked a roster of ques-
tions, including whether there was a time in the last 2 years that household members 
were unable to pay the full rent/mortgage, were evicted, or ran out of money for 
food. Our measure of subjective neighborhood disorder was taken from eight items 
assessing parents’ perceptions of problems in the neighborhood, including unem-
ployment, litter/trash, rundown buildings and yards, drug use/drug dealing in the 
open, and graffiti. Family structure was based on a question that determined the 
relationship of the oldest child’s parents: married, cohabiting, dating, or not together.

The Network or Wider Circle: At the time of the sixth interview, respondents 
were asked a series of questions about the antisocial involvement of other family 
and friends in the household (“Thinking about your family and friends who live with 
you …”) (α = 0.78), in addition to other affiliates outside of the home (α = 0.87). 
Antisociality and other behaviors of concern include drinking, drug use (including 
misuse of prescription medication), depression, mental illness, suicide, incarcera-
tion, and employment instability.

Multigenerational Crime, Drug Use, and Incarceration: At wave 1, the G1 par-
ents completed a questionnaire that included reports about G1’s alcohol and drug 
use, partying behaviors, and use of coercive discipline with the focal child (G2). The 
G1 respondents also answered questions about their own early problem behaviors, 
including whether they had been arrested as teens. G2 also answered retrospective 
questions about witnessing parents’ IPV and the extent of family conflict in the 
home during their childhood/adolescence. Official records were compiled to track 
incarceration histories for G1 sample members, including incarcerations that 
occurred during the formative years of our (G2) focal respondents (i.e., prior to G2’s 
18th birthday).

�The Family Climate

�Parent Problem Behaviors

Summarizing, our own evaluation of the parental incarceration literature is that 
prior studies had inadequately accounted for the negative dynamics connected to 
parents’ antisociality and problem behaviors. This oversight is due, in part, to data 
limitations. For example, some of the leading surveys used to estimate parental 
incarceration effects include few measures of parents’ problem behaviors beyond 
indicators of domestic violence or substance abuse. Furthermore, the base rates 
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observed for these behaviors are strikingly low, particularly in light of surveys con-
ducted among prisoners (Bronson et al., 2017). Yet researchers generally seem to 
subscribe to the idea that the behavioral differences between individuals with and 
without incarceration histories are relatively muted. For example, Wakefield and 
Powell (2016) note that “the vast majority of fathers … evidenced no glaring red 
[behavioral] flag” during the period directly preceding their incarceration. In their 
cluster analysis, roughly one-quarter of men who were incarcerated fell into the 
groups characterized by domestic violence (17%) and substance abuse (8%), rela-
tive to 29% who were categorized as “low risk.”

We compared levels of parent’s substance use and any involvement with intimate 
partner violence in the TARS data (Fig. 6.1), distinguishing parents without any 
criminal justice system experience (no arrests or incarceration), parents who had 
only been arrested as adults (no incarceration history), and those with incarceration 
experience. Our findings diverged considerably from those of Wakefield and Powell 
(2016). In particular, our analyses revealed that 33% of parents with a history of 
incarceration reported “using drugs to get high” within the past year, which is more 
than double the share who reported drug use among those with no criminal justice 
involvement (p < 0.001). Additionally, we found that roughly two-fifths of parents 
reported any violence in their current/most recent relationship as compared to less 
than one-quarter of those with no criminal justice contact (p < 0.001). We also found 
that roughly one-fifth of those with a history of incarceration reported both sub-
stance use and intimate partner violence (19.15%), suggesting that it may be more 
useful to conceptualize these dynamics in terms of interrelated sources of risk. 
Comparisons between those parents with a history of arrest (but who were not incar-
cerated) and the other two groups revealed that even those parents with relatively 
low-level criminal justice contact (arrest only) report greater involvement in these 
problem behaviors; however, the differences between parents who had experienced 
arrest and parents who had no criminal justice contact were slightly smaller in 
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magnitude than those described above (p < 0.01 and p < 0.10 for substance use and 
IPV, respectively).

Although parents’ substance use and intimate partner violence are critical indica-
tors of the underlying lifestyle often associated with incarceration, offending is of 
even greater import. Consistent with our social learning and life-course perspec-
tives, we contend that parental involvement in crime/offending typically lasts longer 
than a particular episode of incarceration and provides a direct link to the child’s 
own antisocial outcomes. Yet few survey data sets are able to account for this impor-
tant element of the parental incarceration—child well-being link. We used single-
point estimates of parental involvement in crime as the basis for comparisons among 
those with and without criminal justice system experience (no arrest or incarcera-
tion, parents who have experienced an arrest but have not been incarcerated, and 
those who were incarcerated). As expected, we found that nearly four times (33.0%) 
the share of parents with a history of incarceration self-reported criminal involve-
ment at the time of the sixth interview, relative to parents with no criminal justice 
involvement (8.6%). In addition, over one and a half times the share of those with 
an incarceration history reported past year offending as compared to those parents 
with a history of arrest only (20.0%). Indeed, the magnitude of the observed differ-
ences between the incarceration and no-criminal-justice-involvement parent sub-
groups was greatest for crime relative to drugs and intimate partner violence.

Given the longitudinal nature of the TARS data, we were also able to compare 
these groups on their extent of problem behavior involvement over time (Fig. 6.2). 
Across the five waves, parents who would go on to accumulate a history of incar-
ceration self-reported greater involvement in delinquency/crime than those with no 
criminal justice involvement. Although the arrest and incarceration subgroups 
reported similar levels of delinquent/criminal involvement over time, the trend lines 
began to diverge when respondents averaged 20 years of age (wave 4). Thus, as the 
majority of respondents evidenced declining levels of offending behaviors, consis-
tent with observed trends in research on criminal desistance, those with a history of 
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incarceration maintained their relatively high levels of offending well into adult-
hood. This longer lens on parent’s criminal involvement is critical to highlight the 
high-rate, chronic offending of the incarceration subgroup. The chronicity may 
itself be linked to prior criminal justice involvement, including incarceration, given 
the barriers to reentry faced by returning prisoners. Nevertheless, these pre- and 
post-incarceration behavioral patterns require explicit attention, as the attendant 
costs of parental incarceration cannot be neatly separated from the behaviors under-
lying parents’ heavy criminal justice involvement.

Taken together, parents with incarceration experience exhibit lifelong episodes 
of criminal involvement in contrast to parents with no criminal justice experience. 
In addition to heightened criminal behaviors, parents with incarceration experience 
more often have highly conflictual relationships and substance-use issues. While 
parental incarceration is associated with these problematic behavior profiles, crimi-
nal justice contact (arrest) is associated with similar levels of crime, substance use, 
and violent relationships. These findings indicate that it is important to not simply 
isolate incarceration experience but consider the broader repertoire of problematic 
behaviors.

As we have noted above, the lack of attention to parental behaviors in the incar-
ceration effects literature is, in part, a data issue. Few studies have included ade-
quate measures of parent’s criminal activity, and the reported rates of parent’s 
engagement in other problem behaviors are typically quite low. However, the lack 
of attention to parental behaviors goes beyond the purely empirical, as many 
researchers have referenced early criminological claims that parents attempt to 
shield children from their deviant ways (Hirschi, 1969). Our own work (Copp et al., 
2020; Giordano, 2010; Giordano et  al., 2019), and the work of other qualitative 
scholars (e.g., Johnson & Easterling, 2015b; Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008; Siegel, 
2011) has largely refuted these theoretical claims, as children frequently report an 
acute awareness of their parents’ problem behaviors and often forge their own con-
nections between periods of parental substance use/offending and feelings of stress/
instability. Thus, in addition to refining data collection strategies to ensure adequate 
measures of parents’ behaviors, there is a need for further theoretical refinement to 
more fully integrate this behavioral component into the conceptual frameworks of 
research aimed at examining parental incarceration effects.

�Parenting

Our discussion of the family climate began with parental behaviors for two key 
reasons. First, as outlined above, parental behaviors are directly related to youths’ 
outcomes. Parents model negative behaviors that the children may eventually adopt, 
and moreover, exposure to such behaviors may telegraph a certain worldview or a 
set of attitudes about appropriate behavioral responses. Second, other key aspects of 
the family climate—including parenting and children’s overall sense of safety/sta-
bility—vary markedly across periods of parental involvement in crime/substance 
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use relative to periods of desistance/abstinence. This focus on parenting fits well 
with our broader interest in social learning mechanisms, as parenting conveys an 
even wider set of communications and observations than afforded by an exclusive 
focus on parental behaviors.

Few studies have considered parenting differences in families with and without 
exposure to parental incarceration. A handful of studies examine differences in 
parental involvement, often linking the lower levels of involvement observed in 
households to the experience of parental incarceration (Turney & Wildeman, 2013). 
However, among those focused on the more specific parenting behaviors of indi-
viduals with and without a history of incarceration, factors such as parental supervi-
sion/monitoring and global indicators of relationship quality are among those most 
commonly assessed (see, e.g., Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011; Murray & Farrington, 
2005). Much of this work documents few differences in the parenting strategies 
employed within households with and without a history of parental incarceration. 
However, our review of the TARS data suggests important differences in specific 
parenting practices across these groups. For example, we compared respondents’ 
reports of the centrality of parenting and their overall levels of engagement (see 
Fig. 6.3). Although parents with and without a history of incarceration reported tak-
ing their child on outings with similar frequency, these groups differed in their 
reports of reading stories and eating meals together such that those with a history of 
incarceration reported participation in these activities on a less frequent basis. Those 
with a history of incarceration similarly reported lower levels of engagement. In 
particular, they less frequently praised or hugged their child, less often spent an 
enjoyable time with their child, and less routinely spent time working on a project 
with their child.

These questions are similar to indicators of parental monitoring or involvement 
included in other work; however, we find that the greater specificity provided by 
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some of the questions included in our indices helps highlight more nuanced differ-
ences in the day-to-day parenting behaviors of those with and without a history of 
incarceration. Yet in addition to these parenting basics, we were interested in par-
ents’ perceived ability to navigate their role, including the extent to which they 
experienced stress and/or regrets associated with parenting. We found that parents 
with a history of incarceration found their child harder to care for, and also indicated 
that their child more often engaged in behaviors that they found bothersome. These 
differences likely reflect the child’s own developing behavioral problems, which 
connect back to the parents’ problem behaviors and other related elements of the 
broader family climate, and contribute to difficulties encountered in the parental 
role. These dynamics also give shape to parents’ emotional responses, including the 
extent to which they experience parenting regrets. Indeed, we found that parents 
with a history of incarceration expressed feeling that they had given up more of their 
own lives to meet their child’s needs than anticipated. They also expressed greater 
concern about not having time for themselves because of their child. The above 
displays nicely the interrelated nature of the family dynamics, as children exposed 
to parental incarceration may indeed exhibit more behavioral difficulties, which 
may complicate the parental role. However, the role of parenting may also involve 
more sacrifice than anticipated, which likely contributes to the extent of parental 
engagement and the nature of the parent-child relationship.

Thus, differences in parenting and parents’ emotional responses are important 
components of the broader family climate, and key predictors of healthy child 
development. The above discussion suggests that although traditional parenting 
indicators of supervision/monitoring and involvement matter, it is also important to 
consider more detailed measures of specific parenting practices and parental atti-
tudes that begin to give shape to our understanding of family life. In addition, it is 
critical that these family climate factors are considered alongside parental behaviors 
because, as we have argued, the dynamics involved in intergenerational transmis-
sion include the myriad ways in which parents directly and indirectly impart infor-
mation, attitudes/worldviews, and behavioral repertoires about crime and noncrime 
behaviors that elevate the risk for children’s problem behavior development. A 
simple approach to include these key family climate elements moving forward 
would be to model parenting practices/attitudes as mediators of the parental behav-
ior–child outcome link. However, approaches that are able to simultaneously cap-
ture the reciprocally related nature of these effects hold more promise.

�Household Social and Material Resources

Recent research in the incarceration effects tradition has begun to focus on the 
potential for heterogeneity in effects, fixing in on the conditions under which chil-
dren appear to fare better or worse (e.g., Turanovic et al., 2012; Turney & Wildeman, 
2015; Turney, 2017). This often involves assessing variation in children’s environ-
ments. As elaborated above, our own approach would suggest that the primary focus 
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remain on family and social environments inhabited by youth. However, we also 
recognize that the potential for youth to push back against the press of intergenera-
tional continuity is inhibited by often overwhelming structural constraints. Thus, 
attention to the social and economic disadvantages experienced by youth is critical 
to a comprehensive assessment of the full “package” of life within families 
(Giordano & Copp, 2015).

This aspect of our package notion has been more fully incorporated into prior 
incarceration effects research. Most studies have included controls for numerous 
sources of socioeconomic disadvantage, including parent’s education and employ-
ment, in addition to family poverty and material hardship, in recognition of the 
extreme contexts of disadvantage often inhabited by families with a history of incar-
ceration. Analysis of the TARS data similarly reflects the disadvantaged life circum-
stances described by parents who were previously incarcerated (see Table 6.1). For 
example, a smaller share of those with a history of incarceration reported full-time 
employment and a greater share reported being unemployed than their counterparts, 
including those with no prior criminal justice involvement and those who had expe-
rienced arrest (but not incarceration). Previously incarcerated parents also reported 
greater material hardship, and their subjective assessments of their neighborhood 

Table 6.1  Household social and material resources

Variable No CJ involvement Arrest only Incarceration

Employment
 � Unemployed 20.42% 21.67% 34.04%
 � Part-time 14.58% 10.00% 13.83%
 � Full-time 64.35% 66.67% 51.06%
Material hardship 0.95 1.45 1.94
Subjective neighborhood disorder 1.42 2.20 3.23
Education
 � Less than high school 4.40% 6.67% 18.09%
 � High school 23.38% 35.00% 35.11%
 � Some college 36.34% 38.33% 39.36%
 � College or more 35.88% 20.00% 7.45%
Family structure
 � Two biological parents 61.95% 48.33% 25.81%
 � Split custody 8.82% 25.00% 20.43%
 � One biological parent 26.68% 18.33% 45.16%
 � Other family 2.55% 8.33% 8.60%
Relationship status (with other bioparent)
 � Dating 3.55% 6.78% 6.59%
 � Cohabiting 7.35% 16.95% 9.89%
 � Married 54.74% 25.42% 15.38%
 � Not together 34.36% 40.85% 68.13%
Co-reside with focal child 94.21% 83.33% 69.15%

†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
Source: Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study
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environments identified more areas of concern (e.g., high unemployment, litter or 
trash, rundown buildings and yards, drug dealing, graffiti). Further reflecting the 
disadvantaged backgrounds of those with a history of incarceration, a smaller per-
centage of previously incarcerated respondents graduated from college, and a 
greater share reported not completing high school, than their peers.

The household configurations of those with a history of incarceration also dif-
fered from their peers; whereas the majority (54.74%) of parents with no criminal 
justice background were married to the other biological parent of the focal child, 
only 15.38% of parents with incarceration experience were married to their child’s 
other biological parent. The modal relationship category for parents with a history 
of incarceration was “not together” (68.13%) and among parents with no prior crim-
inal justice involvement 34.36% were not together. Parents with a history of incar-
ceration were also less likely to reside with their focal child, as just over two-thirds 
(69.15%) of previously incarcerated parents resided with their child at the time of 
the interview as compared to nearly all (94.21%) parents with no prior criminal 
justice involvement.

Parents who have a history of incarceration confront more material and social 
constraints than parents without criminal justice experience. These constraints have 
implications for the stability and development of their children and are certainly 
part of the package of risk. These features are not only potentially confounding fac-
tors, but also part of the process through which parental incarceration contributes to 
child well-being.

�The Network or Wider Circle

As detailed above, the lack of attention to parental behaviors is a particularly glaring 
omission from the parental incarceration literature. A related feature of family life 
for many youths with a history of parental incarceration is frequent and close con-
tact with multiple family members and other network members who present an 
antisocial influence. A small number of studies have considered the potential for 
additional family members to have backgrounds that include incarceration (e.g., 
Farrington et  al., 2009; Hagan & Palloni, 1990). However, the concentration of 
incarceration within families is often framed in terms of an additional stressor 
(Wildeman & Wakefield, 2014), and not as an additional source of criminogenic 
influence. Our more social view of these influence processes suggests that other 
family members and the parents’ broader network of associates present opportuni-
ties for observations and communications that heighten the risk of children’s prob-
lem behavior development. Analyses relying on the TARS sample are in line with 
these social learning processes and, accordingly, suggest that future work should 
consider behavioral influences that extend beyond the focal parent.

In the TARS, we asked about a series of problem behaviors relating to family and 
friends who do and do not reside in the household (asked separately). Relative to 
those with no criminal justice involvement, parents with a history of parental 
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incarceration more frequently live in households with someone who (1) is a prob-
lem drinker or alcoholic (p < 0.01), (2) uses drugs (p < 0.001), (3) overuses prescrip-
tion medication (p < 0.10), (4) has overdosed (p < 0.001), (5) is depressed or has 
other mental health problems (p < 0.01), (6) has attempted suicide (p < 0.05), (7) 
has been to jail or prison (p < 0.001), and (8) has problems holding down a job 
(p < 0.001; see Fig. 6.4).

Whereas individuals nearly universally reported greater problem behavior 
involvement among friends/family outside the home, the contrasts in the antisocial 
tendencies of these non-household affiliations were less stark. In particular, Fig. 6.5 
shows that parents with a history of incarceration more commonly reported friends 
and family who use drugs (p < 0.01), overuse prescription medicine (p < 0.01), have 
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overdosed (p < 0.001), are depressed or have experienced other mental health prob-
lems (p  <  0.05), have attempted suicide (p  <  0.05), have been to jail or prison 
(p < 0.001), and have problems holding down a job (p < 0.001) than their counter-
parts with no criminal justice involvement. Thus, the most notable differences in the 
social networks of families with and without parental incarceration are among the 
behavioral, alcohol/substance use, and mental health problems of those residing in 
the household, and with whom children likely come into contact on a frequent—if 
not daily—basis.

Our inclusion of an additional comparison group (i.e., parents with a history of 
adult arrest, but who have not been incarcerated) is revealing in that parents who 
have been arrested fall right in the middle in terms of the behavioral profiles of their 
family members and other affiliates. The larger point is that differences between 
these groups of parents are not simply reflective of deeper enmeshment with the 
criminal justice system or greater socioeconomic marginalization. Rather, these 
family climates also vary in their family members’ behavioral repertoires. Thus, 
conceptualizing incarceration as part of a larger package of risk factors that includes 
children’s family experiences potentially provides greater theoretical specificity for 
studies on the mechanisms underlying parental incarceration, and provides more 
explicit guidance for programmatic efforts.

�Multigenerational Family Contexts

Existing research on the effects of parental incarceration on child well-being has 
developed separately, for the most part, from the literature on the intergenerational 
transmission processes linking parents and their offspring’s involvement in criminal 
and antisocial activity. This is largely due to different understandings of the causes 
of the deleterious outcomes exhibited by children of incarcerated parents. However, 
attention to intergenerational perspectives would help contextualize the socioeco-
nomic realities and other related family-based risks that characterize the home lives 
of many households with backgrounds that include incarceration. For example, 
whereas parental incarceration effects researchers typically focus on children’s 
exposure to a parent’s incarceration and the conditions of socioeconomic disadvan-
tage that surround it, the family dynamics themselves are not directly examined. Yet 
as we have demonstrated, families with and without incarceration histories differ 
significantly in their behavioral profiles, affiliations with other criminogenic influ-
ences, specific parenting practices, and levels of economic marginality—all of 
which are potential pathways to child behavioral problems. Thus, whereas our 
approach would connect child well-being to features of the broader family context 
(including parental incarceration), research in the parental incarceration effects tra-
dition would draw a more direct causal link between parental incarceration, particu-
larly separation effects, and children’s outcomes.

One effective way to pit parental incarceration and intergenerational transmis-
sion effects against each other is to examine these family dynamics over a longer 
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period. Drawing on longitudinal data from the TARS, we compared G1 reports of 
incarceration, problem behavior involvement, and broader family climate (see 
Fig. 6.6). As compared to respondents with no prior criminal justice contact, a larger 
share of those with a history of incarceration experienced the incarceration of a par-
ent prior to age 18, based on official records (p < 0.05). In addition, based on G1 
reports, a greater share of the parents of our focal respondents with a history of 
incarceration were arrested as teens (p < 0.001), used drugs to get high (based on 
past year reports, when G2 averaged 16 years old; p < 0.05), and relied on coercive 
parenting practices (e.g., threatened to physically hurt child or push/grab/slap/hit 
child; p < 0.05). Drawing on G2’s retrospective reports, we also found that respon-
dents with a history of incarceration more commonly witnessed their own parent’s 
(G1) IPV (p < 0.01) than their peers who were not involved in the criminal justice 
system. These congruencies over time lend support to notions of intergenerational 
continuity over approaches that rely more narrowly on the effects of a single epi-
sode of incarceration. Although few data sets are able to account empirically for 
these intergenerational trends, the findings elaborated here provide additional sup-
port for a life-course lens on incarceration experiences, and underscore the need for 
a more explicit focus on the broader family context.

�Family-Based Strengths and Resilience

Our perspective and supporting analyses document clearly the ways in which the 
family system is tested by the broader behavioral patterns underlying parents’ jus-
tice system involvement and related family-based risks. Accordingly, in prior work 
on parental incarceration and resilience we have emphasized the importance of 
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directing attention to the child’s experience outside of the family that may be associ-
ated with more favorable outcomes (e.g., school attachment/performance; Copp 
et al., in press). This is noticeably in contrast with the growing body of research on 
resilience in the context of parental incarceration, which is often framed around 
individual strengths exhibited by the child (Dallaire & Zeman, 2013; Johnson & 
Easterling, 2015a). A limitation of this individual focus is that children’s exposure 
to parental incarceration may occur during developmental periods in which they 
have limited capacity to manage the risks associated with this particular form of 
adversity. Moreover, the extent to which children exposed to parental incarceration 
are able to exercise agency may be limited by structural constraints, as many are cut 
off from economic, social, and cultural forms of capital. In addition to the qualities 
of the child, children’s environments feature centrally in the extent to which kids 
can “do well” despite adversity. Thus, consistent with the broader literature on resil-
ience, which focuses heavily on the presence of family strengths (Doty et al., 2017; 
Masten, 2018; Walsh, 2002), we focus here on certain positive parenting dynamics, 
recognizing the potential for heterogeneity in the parenting practices exhibited by 
families with backgrounds that include incarceration.

We focus primarily on the parenting indices evaluated at the outset, including 
centrality of parenting, parental engagement, and perceived difficulty of parenting. 
However, we also assess other aspects of the family climate, including children’s 
exposure to parents’ problem behaviors and household social and material resources. 
Whereas the descriptive analyses reviewed up to this point serve to contextualize the 
home lives of children exposed to parental incarceration, the analyses to follow link 
those family contexts to children’s outcomes.

Based on our descriptive results we move away from treating parental incarcera-
tion experience as a separate indicator and combine parental incarceration and par-
enting practices (Table 6.2). To provide a comprehensive assessment of parenting 

Table 6.2  Parenting practices, parental incarceration, and child well-beinga

Parenting practices and parental
Incarceration (PI), combinations Flourishing

Internalizing problem 
behaviors

Externalizing problem 
behaviors

High positive parenting 
practices, no PI (ref)
High positive parenting 
practices, PI

−0.013 0.004 −0.152

Low positive parenting 
practices, no PI

−0.466*** 0.625*** 0.667***

Low positive parenting 
practices, PI

−0.568*** 0.728* 0.293

Parental incarceration prior to 
focal child’s birth

−0.253* 0.332 0.510

R2 0.26 0.13 0.08
†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
Source: Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study
aModels also include controls for parent’s problem behaviors (crime, substance use, IPV), parent-
child co-residence, household resources (parental employment, material hardship, and subjective 
neighborhood disorder, education), and demographic background characteristics (parental age, 
gender, and race/ethnicity)
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practices, we created an index that included centrality of parenting, parental engage-
ment, and perceived difficulty of parenting (reverse coded; α = 0.77). We distin-
guished parental incarceration before and after the birth of the child. Next, we 
classified respondents who scored above the mean on this index as evidencing 
“high” positive parenting strategies, relative to those who scored at or below the 
mean. Then, based on combinations of high/low positive parenting and parental 
incarceration (PI), we created five mutually exclusive groups: (1) high positive par-
enting practices, no PI; (2) high positive parenting practices, PI; (3) low positive 
parenting practices, no PI; (4) low positive parenting practices, PI; and (5) PI prior 
to the birth of the focal child. Consistent with our package notion, we found that 
parenting dynamics and experience of incarceration tend to be interrelated. Roughly 
two-thirds of parents who experienced incarceration (since the birth of their focal 
child) were classified in the “low positive parenting practices, PI” category, and a 
similar share of parents without a history of incarceration were categorized as “high 
positive parenting practices, no PI.” Still, a sizeable minority (34.2%) of those who 
garnered incarceration experiences during their children’s lifetimes also reported 
engaging in positive parenting practices.

We focus on understanding resiliency among children of incarcerated parents, 
and consider whether the subgroup evidencing positive parenting practices also 
reported greater child well-being. Not surprisingly, parents with incarceration histo-
ries who report positive parenting more often live with their focal child’s biological 
parent (30.8% vs. 12.2%) and more often reside with their child (84.6% vs. 58.8%) 
than their peers in the low positive parenting, parental incarceration subgroup. In 
addition, they report higher levels of education, lower material hardship, and fewer 
neighborhood problems. Of particular note are the lower levels of crime, substance 
use, and IPV among parents with incarceration histories and positive parenting 
practices relative to their counterparts who exhibit less positive parenting practices. 
Thus, we find that a number of other family climate differences appear to coincide 
with the positive parenting practices that we have used to differentiate between 
families with a background that includes incarceration.

Results of multivariate analyses revealed that children of incarcerated parents 
raised in environments where they are exposed to above-average levels of positive 
parenting strategies generally fare better than their peers (those with a similar his-
tory of parental incarceration who were subject to less positive parenting strategies). 
Indeed, the outcomes of youth exposed to positive parenting practices were similar 
regardless of their exposure to parental incarceration. In contrast, those exposed to 
less positive parenting practices generally fared worse across the well-being indica-
tors included in this investigation. These differences persisted net of controls for the 
family climate, suggesting that the range of positive parenting practices included 
here may be characterized as family strengths that help promote child well-being, 
despite exposure to incarceration and other adversities. Supplemental analyses 
compared the outcomes of youth in the low parenting subgroups and found no dif-
ferences among those with and without exposure to parental incarceration. These 
findings suggest that the observed differences may be driven by the parenting and 
other family climate differences, and not the incarceration event.
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�Conclusion

A mounting body of evidence has documented the broad-ranging consequences of 
America’s overreliance on incarceration (Travis et al., 2014). Recent empirical evi-
dence from studies of the effects on children has identified deleterious consequences 
across multiple domains, including behavioral, psychological, and educational defi-
cits. Researchers have commonly drawn on strain or stigma perspectives to explain 
the mechanisms underlying observed parental incarceration effects on youth. These 
approaches tend to narrow in on the incarceration event and the immediate (house-
hold, economic) realities attached to it. However, an unintended consequence of 
such approaches is that other important dynamics—including those that constitute 
the broader context within which incarceration unfolds—remain just out of view.

Our own approach requires taking a step back to bring these other family climate 
considerations into focus, and to situate the experience of parental incarceration 
within this broader context. We placed particular emphasis on the parents’ problem 
behaviors given their intimate connection to incarceration and children’s problem 
development. Additionally, we considered a range of parenting practices, recogniz-
ing that the ways in which parents interact and engage with their children transmit 
certain attitudes and worldviews that may heighten their risk profiles. Our social 
learning approach accords particular weight to parents in the process of acquiring 
definitions favorable or unfavorable to the violation of law; however, it also empha-
sizes that other family members, parents’ associates, and others who constitute the 
wider circle are likely key sources of influence. Thus, we include attention to the 
behavioral repertoires of these wider network members to more fully capture 
youths’ exposure to criminogenic influences. Finally, our longer life-course lens 
also permitted attention to multigenerational family contexts, revealing long-term 
patterns of marginalization, problem behavior involvement, and criminal justice 
contact.

Consistent with prior work, our findings revealed that youth raised in households 
with a history of incarceration often had very limited access to social and material 
resources. Their parents were more often unemployed, and less often engaged in 
full-time work, than their peers. Parents also tended to have lower levels of educa-
tion, and more typically resided in neighborhoods with more physical signs of dis-
order (e.g., graffiti, rundown buildings, drug activity). In addition, they reported 
greater material hardship, including difficulties paying bills/rent, food shortages, 
evictions, and unmet medical needs. However, beyond the distinct socioeconomic 
realities of families with incarceration backgrounds, we noted important differences 
across a wide-ranging set of family experiences, including parental behaviors, spe-
cific parenting practices, and behavioral repertoires of other family members and 
associates with whom youth are likely to have frequent contact (i.e., the wider cir-
cle). We also identified long-term patterns of marginalization and criminal justice 
contact spanning across multiple generations.

The findings presented here build upon our prior theoretical discussion and 
related mixed-methods analyses on intergenerational transmission in the context of 
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parental incarceration (Giordano et al., 2019). Yet they move beyond our prior work 
in four key ways. First, the current analyses included more detailed assessments of 
parents’ problem behaviors and permitted an examination of behavioral trajectories 
over time. Second, we considered a range of specific parenting practices and their 
connection to parental incarceration. Third, we empirically assessed our theorized 
pathway between the wider circle of family and other associates and parental incar-
ceration by comparing the behavioral inventories of network members—including 
those within and outside of the household—across groups who had and had not 
experienced incarceration. Fourth, whereas our prior analyses examined associa-
tions between G1 incarceration and G2 (our focal respondents) outcomes, the cur-
rent analyses focused on the incarceration of G2 sample members and G3 outcomes. 
This not only permitted more precise assessment of our theoretical mechanisms 
given the greater depth of information on the G2 sample members (interviewed on 
six different occasions across a period of nearly two decades), but also allowed for 
a multigenerational lens on transmission processes.

Our findings were in line with previous analyses demonstrating the interrelated-
ness of parental behaviors and incarceration. However, our results showed that par-
ents with a history of incarceration self-reported greater involvement in crime. 
Furthermore, our longitudinal lens revealed that the criminal trajectories of parents 
with a history of incarceration reflected more serious and chronic offending than 
their counterparts across the full study period. Incarceration was also closely linked 
to drug use and violence in the home, as substance use and IPV were both more 
common occurrences in households that included a background of incarceration. 
Beyond the direct transmission processes implicit in these parental behavior–paren-
tal incarceration connections, our prior work theorized that ongoing interaction and 
communication between parents and their children provide opportunities for the 
indirect transmission of attitudes/beliefs/worldviews that further give shape to chil-
dren’s behavioral repertoires. In the current analyses, we examined specific parent-
ing practices and found that parents with and without a history of incarceration 
differ in their approach to parenting and the emotions they attach to their parental 
role. In particular, parents with a history of incarceration less frequently engaged 
with their children, and reported spending an enjoyable time with their children less 
often. They also praised or hugged their children less regularly. At the same time, 
they reported encountering greater difficulties in their parental role and experienced 
greater parental regrets. These emotional responses undoubtedly connect to the 
child’s developing behavioral problems, which itself is attributable in large part to 
features of the broader family context. These interrelated dynamics nicely convey 
the importance of attempting to capture fully the family climate to provide a thor-
ough accounting of the factors associated with the outcomes observed among chil-
dren of incarcerated parents.

Our focus on parents is consistent with the general aim of research on the mecha-
nisms underlying parental incarceration effects on youth, which has focused on dif-
ferences in parental characteristics (substance use, mental health problems) and 
socioeconomic circumstances to account for differences between children of incar-
cerated parents and their counterparts. Yet our more social view of transmission 

6  Parental Incarceration and Other Family-Based Risks



152

processes naturally extended our gaze beyond the parent-child dyad to consider 
other sources of social influence. We developed a new measure in the TARS to 
assess these broader social networks. Focusing first on others within the household 
(not including the focal parent), we found striking differences in alcohol and sub-
stance use, mental health problems, criminal justice involvement, and employment 
instability in households with and without a history of parental incarceration. 
Notably, more than one-third of households comprised by focal respondents with a 
history of incarceration included an additional household member who had also 
been incarcerated. These differences persisted among family and friends outside of 
the home, as parents with a history of incarceration similarly reported greater prob-
lem alcohol and drug use, mental health problems, criminal justice involvement, 
and employment difficulties among their non-coresidential family and associates. 
These findings place in stark relief potential differences in children’s exposure to 
various forms of risk, and suggest the need for future work that further explores the 
importance of this wider circle of influence on child well-being. Future attempts to 
fully realize the extent to which these wider network members comprise part of the 
package of reciprocally related risks that includes parental incarceration and other 
family-related disadvantages will have practical implications, as these are often the 
individuals who step in to provide care during periods of parental absence due to 
incarceration.

In developing our portrait of the broader family climate (Giordano et al., 2019), 
we did not focus solely on parents’ reports of their current drug/alcohol use and 
other indications of behavioral problems. Instead, we looked to their early problem 
behaviors, and identified differences between parents with and without a history of 
incarceration that extended back to their teenage years. Implicit in these distinctive 
behavioral origins were the differing family circumstances within which parents’ 
problem behaviors emerged. Whereas most research in the incarceration effects tra-
dition conceptualizes the experience of parental incarceration—including the (eco-
nomic/relational) strain associated with the incarceration event, the stigma that 
persists long after the incarceration period has ended, and the trauma that reverber-
ates from the loss of a parent—as the impetus for children’s adverse outcomes, our 
intergenerational approach recognizes that the family contexts in which incarcera-
tion unfolds are characterized by long-term patterns of marginalization. In the cur-
rent analyses, we leveraged our multigenerational data to compare the incarceration 
histories and behavior profiles of the G1 parents of our focal respondents. We found 
considerable evidence of intergenerational continuity, as over one-third of sample 
parents who were incarcerated also had a parent who was incarcerated. This means 
that their children (G3) have not only a parent who was incarcerated, but also a 
grandparent who has spent some time in jail or prison. Further evidence of this 
problematic multigenerational family context is that parents with incarceration 
experience more often were exposed to their parents’ substance use and violence in 
the home, including coercive parenting strategies and IPV, than their peers. These 
findings reflect a level of enmeshment in destabilizing environments that may influ-
ence children’s outcomes well beyond the influence of parental incarceration. They 
also point to serious challenges in isolating the effect of parental incarceration, and 
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bolster calls to shift the focus theoretically and empirically from a particular incar-
ceration event to the broader context of disadvantage and family-related risks within 
which incarceration unfolds.

The differences observed across these key areas, including parental behaviors 
and other related aspects of the family climate, suggest that children of incarcerated 
parents, on average, experience greater social and economic disadvantages than 
their peers. This does not preclude the potential for families to exhibit strengths or 
resilience in the context of parental incarceration. We focused particular attention 
on an index of positive parenting strategies as an indicator of family-based strengths, 
and compared youth exposed to high and low positive parenting practices, in addi-
tion to parental incarceration. The descriptive profile that emerged from our created 
categories (high positive parenting, no PI; high positive parenting, PI; low positive 
parenting, no PI; low positive parenting, PI; PI before the birth of focal child) 
reflected the clustering of high positive parenting and other family features gener-
ally associated with greater child well-being, including family structure, parental 
education, socioeconomic standing, and parents’ reported (lack of) behavioral prob-
lems. Furthermore, our comparisons revealed that children exposed to parental 
incarceration fare better than their peers when they are also exposed to more posi-
tive parenting practices. In fact, the differences that we observed across the well-
being indicators were on the basis of parenting practices, and not the experience of 
parental incarceration (e.g., those in the high positive parenting subgroups with and 
without parental incarceration fared similarly, as did those in the low positive par-
enting subgroups with and without parental incarceration).

These findings diverge from other research in the incarceration effects tradition, 
which has found that the negative effects of parental incarceration are more pro-
nounced among those least likely to experience this event (see, e.g., Turney & 
Wildeman, 2015). A key difference between our analyses and this prior published 
work is that we were able to account for a wider range of family climate factors to 
demonstrate that when family circumstances do not include these other disadvan-
tages that typically co-occur with the experience of parental incarceration (e.g., less 
exposure to parents’ problem behaviors, positive parenting strategies, greater house-
hold material resources), children tend to fare better. Thus, attention to the family 
climate may be one potentially useful target for practitioners. Although parenting 
classes are a seemingly obvious programmatic implication from these findings, 
efforts to address individuals’ underlying substance-abuse problems are of more 
immediate concern. Other important considerations include allocating resources to 
promote greater attention to children’s placements (both during and following peri-
ods of parental incarceration) and efforts to curb the marginalizing effects of crimi-
nal justice involvement (e.g., employment and housing support). That these family 
strengths are a potential source of resiliency is an important finding; however, we 
note that most children of incarcerated parents experience less favorable social and 
economic circumstances than their peers, and that efforts to improve the family 
contexts of youth will likely need to include multipronged efforts; poor parenting 
practices are often connected to serious parental behavioral and/or mental health 
problems and very limited material resources. Thus, efforts to improve aspects of 
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parenting alone are almost certain to fail absent other measures to address problems 
with addiction and/or mental health, and access to food, medical care, and safe and 
affordable housing.

While this chapter provides new insights into parental incarceration and family 
functioning, there are a few limitations. The TARS sample is based on residents of 
a county in northwest Ohio and is not nationally representative. Based on Census 
data, the original sample and the current wave 6 sample are representative in terms 
of demographic indicators of their respective age groups at the time of data collec-
tion. Second, we do not present causal effects in our analysis of child well-being 
before and after parental incarceration. Although our analysis is associational, it 
does rely on a rich set of measures representing the lifestyle and problem behavior 
repertoires of respondents. Third, our analysis does not distinguish maternal and 
paternal incarceration experience, nor does it account for the incarceration of the 
non-focal parent. While this is important, these categories (maternal/paternal incar-
ceration) are often not mutually exclusive—particularly in the case of maternal 
incarceration. For example, roughly 36% of the incarcerated parents in our sample 
were women, and the remaining 64% were men. However, nearly two-fifths of the 
incarcerated mothers in our sample also reported the incarceration of the focal 
child’s father. We hope to explore these patterns in more detail in future work. 
Fourth, with little exception, our analyses did not account for the timing of parental 
absence due to incarceration. This is important, but these complex residential pat-
terns are challenging to trace and measure. For example, only 50% of children of 
incarcerated parents were living with both parents at the time of birth. By the time 
of the most recent interview, this share was reduced to one-third. Our future work 
will consider a more careful analysis of parental residence at the time of birth and 
subsequent parental contact and residence. Finally, based on the cohort sample 
design, the samples are relatively young parents (average age 32.6) with young 
children (average age 8.7). Further analysis will include attention to age at parent-
hood and number of children in the household.

Prior research has shown that parental absence due to incarceration has deleteri-
ous effects on child well-being, and a negative impact on family stability and func-
tioning. Yet findings from the most recent wave of the TARS underscore that a 
life-course perspective and attention to additional features of family context are 
important for developing a comprehensive portrait of the circumstances these chil-
dren must navigate. Our focus here has parallels to the progress of research on 
effects of divorce on children, where parental absence is viewed as stressful, but 
features of family life prior to and after this “event” also figure heavily into our 
understanding of consequences for child well-being. As noted in our earlier work in 
this area (Giordano et al., 2019), discrete events have taken center stage in most 
life-course studies. These have the advantage of being concrete and timed, and thus 
relatively straightforward to measure. Nevertheless, it is important to consider these 
events in tandem with parents’ longer term behavioral trajectories, those of others 
in the child’s immediate orbit, as well as parenting practices and levels of engage-
ment that together with specific stresses related to incarceration periods often pose 
a formidable bundle of interrelated risks.
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Chapter 7
Parental Deployment and Military 
Children: A Century of Research

Shelley MacDermid Wadsworth, Shawn Whiteman, Patricia Lester, 
Valerie Stander, and Sharon Christ

Media images of joyful children rushing to greet uniformed mothers and fathers 
returning from wartime deployments are heartwarming, but also raise questions 
about how children’s lives are affected by such separations. Between 2001 and 
2018, over two million children experienced a military parental separation (Wenger 
et al., 2018). This chapter focuses on the consequences of temporary parental sepa-
ration for children in US military families, arguably the most high-profile element 
of military experience. Although beyond our scope, we recognize other important 
aspects of military life affecting children, such as frequent relocations, chronic 
parental work stress, and risk of parental injury or death (NASEM, 2019). 
Furthermore, other children around the world face threat of war-related injury or 
death themselves (MacDermid Wadsworth, 2010).

Among US military personnel, 38.6% have children aged 22 years or younger 
(n = 816,083; U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), 2020). Approximately 700,000 
service member parents are married and 125,000 are divorced, annulled, widowed, 
or never married. Among their 1,650,464 children, the single largest group is age 
birth to 5 years (n = 624,042), followed by 6–11 years (n = 529,560), 12–18 years 
(389,729), and 19–22 years (n = 107,133). Because 25% of military personnel serve 
3 years or less (Marrone, 2020), the number of children affected by deployments 
can grow rapidly. In recent decades, there has been considerable interest in how 
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deployment impacts US military children, and we focus here on summarizing infor-
mation on this topic.

We first place current knowledge into historical context by tracing the relation-
ship between the military and families throughout the US history. We then review 
what was learned about parental separation during conflicts in the twentieth century, 
followed by what has been learned since 2001. Despite the accumulated evidence, 
significant questions remain, which are described in the next section, followed by 
the introduction of a new study designed to address some of these gaps in knowl-
edge. Finally, we consider implications for prevention and intervention.

�History of Military Family Programs and Policies

For much of America’s history, military leaders considered family life irrelevant or 
antithetical to military service, especially in the enlisted ranks, even though many 
members had families who served alongside them. For example, camp followers 
who accompanied soldiers during the American Revolution and to frontier forts in 
the American west were compensated as military cooks, seamstresses, nurses, and 
sometimes soldiers (Albano, 1994).

Until 1942, regulations prohibited men with wives or children from enlisting 
during peacetime, although they could be drafted. Exceptions were made though, 
and greater latitude was given to officers (Albano, 1994). Financial support had 
been provided to widows and children of wounded or killed veterans since the 
1600s (Aaronson, 1942), but financial support for families during military service 
began only in 1898 (Wickham, 1983). World War II was a turning point because 
heads of households were drafted, requiring provision of support for families left at 
home, a practice that then continued beyond the war (Albano, 1994).

Following the Korean War in the 1950s, it became clear that service members’ 
family concerns reduced military retention (Little, 1971). At that time, 70% of ser-
vice members were unmarried, but by 1960 spouses and children outnumbered ser-
vice members in the military population (Albano, 1994). Spurred by this trend, a 
military family support infrastructure began to develop, beginning with Army 
Community Service centers in 1965. The other service branches followed suit 
15 years later. Childcare programs also began to appear, beginning with informal 
preschool and family childcare arrangements but eventually becoming the largest 
employer-provided child development system in the USA (Kamarck, 2020).

US military conscription ended in 1973 during the Vietnam conflict. In the new 
all-volunteer force, personnel served longer and the number of those with families 
rose (Albano, 1994). Echoing general trends, both service members and families 
became more diverse, with increased labor force participation among military wives 
and rising divorce rates contributing to substantial increases in single-parent fami-
lies (Albano, 1994). Regulations preventing service by married women and mothers 
ended in 1975. Subsequently, the proportion of female personnel rose from 2.5% in 
1973 to 11% in 1991 (Norwood & Ursano, 1994), and the number of dual-military 
families increased as well.
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In 1983, the Chief of Staff of the Army announced a philosophy and strategic 
plan regarding families for the first time:

A partnership exists between the Army and Army Families. The Army’s unique missions, 
concept of service and lifestyle of its members—all affect the nature of this partnership. 
Towards the goal of building a strong partnership, the Army remains committed to assuring 
adequate support to families in order to promote wellness; to develop a sense of commu-
nity; and to strengthen the mutually reinforcing bonds between the Army and its families 
(Wickham, 1983, p. 3).

Other significant actions followed: In the 1980s, the Air Force conducted its first 
large-scale Families in Blue survey (Albano, 1994), and the Navy created a Family 
Research Center. The Army launched the annual Army Family Action Plan (Albano, 
1994), and in 1986 the Office of the Secretary of Defense created an office of Family 
Policy (Brown, 1993).

The first Gulf War in 1990–1991, though brief with 100 h of ground combat 
(Figley, 1993), generated new lessons about war and family life. Subsequently, the 
pace of military operations continued its 20-year rise: In addition to significant 
peacekeeping in Bosnia, operations occurred in more than 20 other countries during 
the decade of 1990 (Congressional Research Service, 2020). Base closures and 
downsizing trimmed the force by 30%, expanding the role of the reserve component 
(i.e., the National Guard and the Reserves), and propelling more active-duty fami-
lies to live away from military installations. Department of Defense (DoD) philoso-
phy regarding families continued to evolve. In 2002 a new social compact was 
announced, which shifted family programs from being viewed as entitlements 
earned by service members to investments leading to the accomplishment of mili-
tary missions, as indicated by a key word in the title (boldface added): “The New 
Social Compact: A Reciprocal Partnership between the Department of Defense, 
Service Members and their families” (Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Military Community and Family Policy, 2002).

Over the past 300  years, features of each major conflict and evolving demo-
graphic trends provided a backdrop for changing stances in military policies and 
practices regarding families—from neglect to partnership, from informal to formal, 
and from ad hoc to planned (Albano, 1994). As the next section will show, after 
social scientists entered the scene in the twentieth century, their concerns and 
approaches also evolved with the times, the volume of research surging and then 
receding with each major conflict.

�Parental Separation and Military Children: Research 
Prior to 2000

Studies of parental separation and the impact on children in military families first 
appeared during World War II, investigating paternal deprivation as a function of 
deployments, as well as the impact of exposures to bombings and evacuations in 
Britain. Multiple researchers wanted to understand why children’s reactions were so 
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diverse and investigated psychological disruption among children as a function of 
the occurrence, duration, or frequency of separations from military family mem-
bers. For example, outcomes among 49 adolescents (42 male) with siblings or 
fathers who had joined the military to serve in WWII and had been referred to a 
clinic or adjudicated as delinquent by a court were studied (Gardner & Spencer, 
1944). No children were referred for psychological care in connection with the 
enlistment, but 12 displayed mild short-lived anxiety. Boys in the court-referred 
group, however, were much more likely to display new problems, more than half 
committing their first offense after the enlistment.

Researchers were also concerned about children’s psychosexual development, 
exploring whether paternal deprivation interfered with sex identification processes 
and disrupted children’s later cognitive development (Carlsmith, 1964). For exam-
ple, standardized test scores for several hundred high school seniors and Harvard 
freshmen in 1963–1964 were compared on the basis of exposure to fathers’ deploy-
ments between 1940 and 1945. Boys and girls who experienced earlier and/or lon-
ger separations tended to have lower math scores overall and in relation to verbal 
scores, a feminized pattern of aptitudes that prompted concerns about threats to 
boys’ analytical abilities. Perhaps reflecting the times, Milton (1957) commented, 
“… this type of problem solving is not appropriate to the female sex-role” (p. 211).

In these early studies, research samples were usually small and associated with 
clinics, courts, or other institutions (e.g., Bach, 1946). Two notable exceptions were 
a study of 8000 schoolchildren in Bristol, England, which gathered reports from 
teachers distributed across the city of children’s psychological and behavioral 
symptoms following air raids (Dunsdon, 1941), and a report on the status of 16,000 
British children evacuated from bombing areas (Alcock, 1945). Taken together, 
these studies showed that direct exposure to air raids was associated with more 
severe psychological consequences for children than the parental separations caused 
by the evacuations.

The most widely cited study of this period, in contrast to earlier approaches, 
focused on the adjustment of families rather than children (Hill, 1949). This longi-
tudinal study of 135 randomly selected Iowa families as they reunited following 
wartime deployments focused on stress processes in families as systems. A key 
recognition was that reintegration was challenging, and that diverse patterns of 
adjustment appeared to be linked to family adjustment during the separation. 
Families who closed ranks too much during separation had failed to leave sufficient 
space for fathers to reintegrate into the family (McCubbin & Dahl, 1976).

Although most studies focused on negative outcomes, multiple researchers com-
mented on the resilience of military children. For example, Bodman (1941) com-
mented, “The most striking finding of this survey is the extraordinary toughness of 
the child, and his flexibility in adapting to potentially threatening situations” 
(p. 488). The earlier expectation that deployment would constitute a family crisis 
was not borne out in many families (Hill, 1949).

Research next surged in association with the Vietnam conflict, a key feature of 
which was the large number of service members held as prisoners of war (POW) or 
missing in action (MIA); as of August 2020, more than 81,900 were still classified 
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MIA. Studies of father absences and children’s psychopathology continued; few if 
any mothers were allowed to serve in the military at this time. For example, 1060 
military children referred to a military clinic between 1967 and 1975 were studied 
by Grant (1988). Compared to those who received diagnoses, healthy children had 
fewer separations, although this was only a trend-level difference.

Influenced by rapidly changing roles of women in the larger society, theoretical 
approaches expanded to include social learning theory and role theory (McCubbin 
et al., 1975). Beyond simply paternal deprivation, researchers wondered whether 
the deviance of mothers’ expanded roles in military families during separations 
would disrupt children’s behavior and quantitative abilities, or enhance their emo-
tional adjustment and verbal ability (e.g., Hillenbrand, 1976). For instance, in a 
study of 53 children before and after a deployment, the prediction was that they 
would do best when mothers scored high on androgyny (Nice, 1978). On average, 
children displayed significant improvements in 11 of 14 personality indicators, 
which, unexpectedly, were not related to mothers’ levels of androgyny.

The diversity of children’s reactions to fathers’ deployments prompted more 
attention to the circumstances of separations. Multiple studies found that boys were 
more likely than girls to have difficulty. More specifically, boys with older sisters 
tended to display increased “aggression and dependency” (Hillenbrand, 1976), 
while firstborn boys gained quantitative ability. In addition to birth order and sex, 
separations earlier in life more negatively impacted cognitive, psychological, and 
socioemotional functioning. Another important circumstance was whether deploy-
ments were routine vs. catastrophic, such as those of POW or MIA families (Jensen 
et al., 1986). Many POW families found it very difficult to reintegrate following 
their reunion, and the persistent ambiguity they experienced affected children as 
much as 20 years later (Campbell & Demi, 2000).

Finally, mothers’ responses to deployments emerged as perhaps the single most 
consistent predictor of children’s outcomes. Separation interacted with maternal 
pathology to produce elevated problems in children, but only in families where 
children had experienced prior emotional disturbances (Pedersen, 1966). “As par-
ents go, so go the children” was the prevailing notion during this period (Hunter & 
Hickman, 1981, p. 1).

Soon after the Vietnam War, the notion of a “military family syndrome” was 
proposed, and it launched more than a decade of debate (LaGrone, 1978). Based on 
clinic records for 792 military children, LaGrone concluded that behavior disorders 
were elevated relative to the civilian population, which he attributed to overly 
authoritarian military discipline that compromised service members’ parenting, as 
well as frequent relocations and separations. Military family syndrome was vigor-
ously countered by Jensen, an Army physician and later a leader at NIH, who 
pointed to multiple studies showing that military children fared as well or better 
than children in the civilian community (Jensen et al., 1991). For example, the first 
large-scale study of military youth (Orthner, 1987), which compared adolescent 
children of Air Force members with civilian youth attending the same schools, 
found “no consistent differences that would support the notion that military youth 
have more difficulties than their civilian peers during adolescence” (Leitzel & Zaler, 
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1999, p. 184). Jensen and others highlighted the benefits of military life for children, 
such as steady family income and free medical care (Jensen et al., 1986). In 1992, 
Werkman and Jensen formally debated the resolution, “Military family life is haz-
ardous to the mental health of children” (Werkman & Jensen, 1992, p. 984). Then, 
as now, no consensus was reached. Then, as now, large-scale systematic compari-
sons between military and civilian children were rare, and none matched children 
on characteristics such as employment, income, or parental education which could 
introduce bias favoring military children.

During the 1980s, interest in father absence continued, and studies using com-
munity (vs. clinic-based) samples found that children recently exposed to paternal 
separation displayed higher levels of psychological symptoms and behavior prob-
lems (Hunter & Hickman, 1981; Jensen et al., 1989). Differences narrowed when 
mothers’ own symptoms were controlled, but children’s reports (a methodological 
innovation) of internalizing symptoms such as depression or anxiety remained cor-
related with father absence (Jensen et al., 1989). A theoretical innovation during the 
period was the publication by military clinicians of a model for the Emotional Cycle 
of Deployment based on the experiences of Navy wives (Logan, 1987).

The 1990s featured the first Gulf War (Operation Desert Storm), peacekeeping 
deployments in Bosnia, as well as numerous smaller operations (CRS, 2020). 
Although brief, the Gulf War had extensive impacts on families. A notable differ-
ence from prior conflicts was real-time media coverage that allowed families to 
watch live battles from their living rooms (Figley, 1993). This led to scholarly 
explorations of secondary traumatization of family members who experienced 
events only indirectly via media or accounts or reactions of service members (Figley, 
1993). Family stress perspectives and attachment theory were now applied not just 
to parent-child relationships but also to relationships between adults throughout 
deployment (Cafferty et  al., 1994; Vormbrock, 1993). Outcomes expanded to 
include greater attention to overall family functioning.

Methodologically, most studies were still retrospective and cross-sectional with 
notable exceptions (e.g., Kelley, 1994). Samples tended to be larger, community 
rather than clinic based, and some were selected using probability methods (e.g., 
Jensen et al., 1995). At least a few studies included multiple children per family and 
data about siblings (e.g., Rosen et al., 1993). A few studies used informants beyond 
parents such as teachers and children themselves (e.g., Jensen et al., 1995). This was 
particularly important for problems not easily observed by parents (e.g., internaliz-
ing problems), or problems that parents might unintentionally over- or underreport 
due to their own distress. Studies continued to find elevated levels of distress in 
some children and functional difficulties in some families associated with deploy-
ment, but generally at subclinical levels (Pierce et al., 1998; Rosen et al., 1993). A 
large probability sample of 6000 military adolescents revealed few meaningful dif-
ferences in the prevalence of these problems compared with the general population 
(Leitzel & Zaler, 1999).

Research during this period also reflected changing demographics, giving atten-
tion to single-parent and dual-military families (i.e., both parents serving; Norwood 
& Ursano, 1994). For the first time, the impact of mothers’ deployments was 
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studied, drawing attention to aspects of daily life especially relevant to women such 
as child care (Pierce et  al., 1998). The first comparison of the consequences of 
mothers’ and fathers’ deployments for children’s psychosocial functioning found no 
meaningful differences (Applewhite & Mays, 1996).

Despite the brevity of the Gulf War, post-deployment reunion and reintegration 
were identified as significant challenges for families, spurring refinement of con-
ceptual models and family systems approaches. Mateczun, who was Principal 
Director for Clinical Services in the military health system, described return, read-
justment, and reintegration as the “three Rs of family reunion” (Mateczun & 
Holmes, 1996). Later, a revised and refined version of the Emotional Cycle of 
Deployment model, based on families’ experiences during the Bosnian conflict, 
extended Logan’s earlier focus on wives to entire family systems (Pincus et al., 2001).

By the end of the twentieth century, what had been learned? From the earliest 
studies, it had become clear that children’s and families’ responses to military-
induced separations were diverse. Distress among children was common, but clini-
cally significant disorders much less so. The period of reintegration was unexpectedly 
challenging though. The consequences of separations were conditioned by multiple 
factors, including the nature and context of the deployments. Mothers’ reactions to 
separations were key for children. Boys and younger children appeared to be more 
vulnerable, at least according to parents’ reports. However ultimately, military chil-
dren displayed substantial resilience.

Limitations of studies conducted to this point included heavy reliance on retro-
spective data, parents’ reports (with some exceptions), and mostly convenience or 
clinical samples that lacked well-matched comparison groups. Despite frequent dis-
plays of resilience by children and families, most studies focused on assessing psy-
chopathology and behavior problems. Little was known about the experiences of 
fathers, whether at home or deployed, or the experiences of mothers who served in 
the military, and their implications for children. Although systems approaches had 
become common, relatively few had gathered reports from multiple family mem-
bers on multiple occasions or delved into daily life. Nothing at all was known about 
the experiences of family members beyond the nuclear family. Almost all studies 
focused only on active-duty families. Finally, although it had been recognized that 
separations varied in important ways, nuanced attention to the content of parental 
deployments and the implications for children remained limited (Jensen, 1999).

�Parental Deployment and Military Children: Research 
Since 2000

Although research on the implications of military deployments for the individual 
service members and their families has been the focus of scholarly inquiry for 
decades, the past 20 years have seen an increased emphasis on how service mem-
bers’ deployments are related to the health and functioning of their non-deployed 
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partners/spouses and children (Cunitz et al., 2019). This emphasis is timely as it 
coincides with the longest ongoing military conflict (OIF/OND/OEF) in the history 
of the USA (Torreon & Plagakis, 2020). Given that recent military deployments 
have been more frequent and longer in duration than in the past (Tanielian & Jaycox, 
2008), the need to understand the implications of parental military deployments for 
children is critical.

Though sometimes treated as singular static events, military deployments repre-
sent a series of transitions that military members and their families must traverse. 
For example, the deployment cycle begins with predeployment, a period when mili-
tary members and their families are notified that the military member will deploy. 
Although studies of predeployment are limited, this period is described as a time of 
stress and preparation for families (DeVoe & Ross, 2012; Pincus et al., 2001). The 
deployment phase of the cycle, during which military members are away from their 
families, has been described as a stressful time in which at-home family members 
must adjust to separation from a spouse or parent, cope with their own feelings, and 
navigate changing roles and demands (DeVoe & Ross, 2012; Paley et al., 2013). 
This phase of the deployment cycle has been the focus of most research on military 
families, although most studies are limited to cross-sectional explorations and/or 
retrospective reports. Finally, the deployment cycle ends with reunion and reinte-
gration, when military members return from their tour and reintegrate into their 
normal life. As is the case with predeployment, less research has focused on family 
processes and functioning during reintegration; however, some recent studies high-
light substantial ambivalence for both service members and family members, as 
feelings of joy and relief are often accompanied by the increased stress of renegoti-
ating family roles and routines (Faber et al., 2008; Huebner et al., 2007; O’Neal & 
Mancini, 2021). Because each phase of the deployment cycle has its own challenges 
for military families, it is imperative for both researchers and clinicians to consider 
the implications of discoveries from research on military deployments. Importantly, 
as we describe later, a few recent studies have taken advantage of longitudinal meth-
odologies to explore how family processes evolve across the entire deployment cycle.

The military deployment of a parent offers youths opportunities for growth as 
well as challenges. For example, children may gain chances to take on additional 
household responsibilities that promote autonomy (Huebner et al., 2009). However, 
the impact of these responsibilities may vary based on youth age and readiness 
(Burton, 2007). As in other areas of inquiry, greater scholarly focus has been placed 
on the potential negative consequences of a parent’s deployment for children’s 
adjustment. For example, a cross-sectional study of preschool children from child 
development centers on Marine Corps installations produced evidence of increased 
symptoms of internalizing and externalizing disorders during parents’ deployments, 
even after controlling for at-home parents’ stress and parenting qualities (Chartrand 
et  al., 2008). Similarly, children and adolescents exposed to longer deployments 
displayed elevated emotional difficulties (Chandra et al., 2010).

Studies of large representative samples from military populations further estab-
lish the impact of deployment on children. In the DoD-wide Millennium Cohort 
Family Study (Fairbank et al., 2018), although most children were functioning well 
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(based on parental report), at baseline, parental deployment with combat exposure 
was associated with reports of attention-deficit disorder/attention-deficit hyperac-
tivity disorder and depression as diagnosed by a clinical provider. Also, children’s 
odds of parent-reported depression were significantly higher in deployed groups 
than among families that had not experienced a deployment-related separation. The 
RAND Deployment Life Study followed families of deploying personnel from all 
service branches across the deployment cycle (Meadows et al., 2016). The study 
further confirmed the overall resilience of military families but found some elevated 
psychological symptoms among younger children during deployment and strained 
relationships with the deployed parent among teens after reintegration. Perhaps 
more interesting than these few elevated problems, however, was the protective 
finding that teens appeared to benefit significantly from interaction with other mili-
tary peers during the deployment period. Findings like these have been largely cor-
roborated by the results of two meta-analyses examining studies from the past two 
decades, confirming that parents’ military deployments are linked with increased 
maladjustment among offspring, though the effects are generally small to moderate 
in size (Card et al., 2011; Cunitz et al., 2019).

Large-scale population-based studies of administrative records have generated 
more concerning findings, raising questions about selection effects in smaller stud-
ies. Results from studies investigating military medical records, for example, 
revealed that youth exposed to parents’ deployments were diagnosed with internal-
izing and externalizing disorders at higher rates (Gorman et  al., 2010) and were 
more likely to be treated with psychotropic medications (Larson et al., 2014) than 
those not exposed to parental deployment.

Recent studies utilizing probability and community-based samples, including 
several state-level youth health surveys, present a unique opportunity to study risk 
and resilience of youth experiencing parental separation due to military deployment 
(MacDermid Wadsworth et al., 2017). Several states conducted school-based sur-
veys of large community samples of youth to monitor their health and risk behaviors 
(Reed et al., 2011; Sullivan et al., 2015). These studies were designed primarily to 
monitor the youth population over time using cross-sectional designs at regular 
intervals. The studies asked whether the youth have a parent in the military and/or 
experienced separation from their parent due to military deployment. While impor-
tant details about the qualitative aspects of the separation as well as the timing and 
duration were not measured, the studies overcame several limitations present in 
existing studies of military-related parent separation. First, the samples were large 
and diverse, providing adequate samples of children exposed to separation as well 
as large comparison groups of youth without military parents or separation from 
parents due to deployment. Second, these studies included a rich array of health-
related risk factors, particularly in the area of substance misuse, as well as protective 
factors in the family, peer, school, and community domains. Third, when combined 
over time and area, they provide important epidemiologic information about the 
consequences of parental separation due to both military deployment and, in some 
cases, incarceration, without the key limitations of earlier studies.
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In these studies, parental military service and deployments were each associated 
with incremental behavioral risk factors. Based on comparative data across several 
of these surveys, youth exposed to parents’ deployments were more likely to have 
engaged in substance use, carried a weapon to school, and experienced suicidal 
thoughts as compared to civilian children and military children not exposed to 
deployment (MacDermid Wadsworth et al., 2017). Among military children living 
in California whose parents had been deployed, reports of suicidal thoughts were 
34% higher and reports of having carried a knife or gun to school were about double 
those of children whose parents had not been deployed and about 80% higher than 
civilian children at the same school (De Pedro et al., 2018; Gilreath et al., 2016).

The most recent Indiana Youth Survey (n ≈ 80,000; Gassman et al., 2018) asked 
youth about both deployment and incarceration allowing researchers to compare the 
combined and separate effects of two unique types of parental separation. 
Preliminary evidence indicates that parental separation due to a military deploy-
ment and/or parental incarceration is negatively associated with a host of health and 
health behavior outcomes for children. While youth who experienced separation 
from a parent due to a military deployment (5.5%, n = 4404) had relatively small 
increments in risk relative to youth experiencing neither type of separation (70.7%, 
n  =  56,534), those who were separated due to parental incarceration (20.7%, 
n  =  16,576) had approximately double the risk compared to youth experiencing 
neither type of separation. About 3% of youth (n = 2562) had experienced both 
types of parental separation and these youth had the most elevated risk. For exam-
ple, after controlling for child sex, age, race, ethnicity, and school, the probability of 
considering suicide increased from 0.13 to 0.33 for youth with no parental separa-
tion experience compared to those who experienced separation due to both deploy-
ment and incarceration (see Fig.  7.1a). Similarly, youth with no exposure to 
separation skipped an average of 0.34 school days in the past month, compared to 
0.74 days for youth exposed to both types of separation (see Fig. 7.1b).

Given the established connections between parents’ deployments and youth’s 
mental health and adjustment, scholars in the past 20 years have increased their 
focus on the mechanisms that undergird these associations. Research investigating 
the associations between military deployments and children’s mental health and 
well-being reveals both direct and indirect effects. For example, separation from a 
deployed parent may have direct effects on children’s relationships and adjustment 
through disrupted attachment relationships with the deployed parent (Barker & 
Berry, 2009; Cozza & Lieberman, 2007). Importantly, children’s insecure attach-
ment behaviors are often linked with other problem behaviors including anxiety, 
difficult social relationships, and disrupted emotion regulation (Barker & Berry, 
2009; Sroufe, 2005). Furthermore, following a parent’s deployment, youth may 
experience feelings of uncertainty, confusion, and loss which may impede success-
ful development (Huebner et al., 2007). Given knowledge of the dangers associated 
with a military deployment to active war zones, feelings of ambiguous loss may be 
especially likely among adolescents (Huebner et al., 2007).

Although the separation from a deployed parent may have direct effects on chil-
dren’s well-being and adjustment, systems-oriented work reveals that parents’ 
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military deployments are related to children’s adjustment through the non-deployed 
parent’s mental health and parenting. During deployment, at-home parents cope 
with their own feelings (e.g., worry or distress), navigate increased parenting 
demands and household responsibilities, and help their children adjust to the sepa-
ration from the service member (DeVoe & Ross, 2012; Paley et al., 2013). At-home 
parents may experience increases in depression, anxiety, and sleep difficulties 
(Mansfield et al., 2010). The literature on mental health (in particular, depression) 
and parenting in nonmilitary samples highlights consistent links between depres-
sion and maladaptive parenting behaviors, including increased negative rearing and 
less frequent positive parenting behaviors (for a meta-analysis see Lovejoy 
et al., 2000).

Furthermore, these maladaptive parenting behaviors are often linked to adjust-
ment difficulties in children. Young children of clinically depressed mothers, for 
example, are more likely to develop insecure attachments (Cicchetti et al., 1998) 
and demonstrate behavior problems (Embry & Dawson, 2002). School-aged chil-
dren with depressed parents are more likely to show decreased school (Egeland 
et al., 1990) and social (Gross et al., 2008) competence. Consistent with this litera-
ture on civilian families, research with military families reveals that at-home par-
ents’ mental health during deployment is associated with child adjustment (Allen 
et al., 2010). Similarly, a study of Army spouses with a service member deployed 
discovered that at-home parents were at high risk for high-stress parenting, which in 
turn was related to increased psychosocial morbidity among their school-aged chil-
dren (Flake et al., 2009).
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Fig. 7.1  Youth Outcomes and different types of Parental Separation. (a) Predicted probability of 
considering suicide by parental separation (n = 72,429). (b) Average skipped days past month by 
parental separation (n = 71,243)
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In addition to higher stress, deployment of a spouse is linked to less sensitive 
parenting. During a separation, children look to their at-home parents for comfort, 
reassurance, and support (Paley et al., 2013). Parental responsiveness can dampen 
the adverse effects of an event on children (Rentz et  al., 2007; Riggs & Riggs, 
2011). Yet, results from a recent longitudinal study of National Guard families 
across the entire deployment cycle found that parental responsiveness on the part of 
the at-home parents declined over the course of deployment (O’Grady et al., 2018). 
At-home parents’ responsiveness continued to decline during reintegration and in 
turn was linked with increased externalizing behaviors among children. Importantly, 
these linkages between parental responsiveness and youth’s behaviors were found 
after controlling for changes in at-home parents’ depressive symptoms. Given these 
connections, intervention programs focused on parenting efficacy and quality may 
be especially promising for promoting resilience among children in military fami-
lies. Indeed, recent work with military parents revealed that parenting interventions 
strengthened both maternal and paternal self-efficacy, leading to positive gains in 
youth and parent adjustment (Gewirtz et al., 2016; Piehler et al., 2016).

The influence of deployment on parental stress and parenting style clearly has 
important implications for children’s well-being, and one area of particular concern 
has been the risk for child maltreatment. In fact, deployment has been studied more 
than any other service-specific risk factor for child maltreatment in military popula-
tions (Hisle-Gorman et al., 2015; McCarroll et al., 2008; McCarthy et al., 2015; 
Rabenhorst et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2016; Thomsen et al., 2014). There is some 
evidence that parental deployment increases the risk for child maltreatment. For 
example, in a study of military families from all branches of service living in Texas 
between 2000 and 2003, substantiated cases of child maltreatment increased 30% 
for each 1% increase in active-duty personnel departing for deployment (Rentz 
et al., 2007). Similarly, in a study of Army families with at least one prior substanti-
ated case of child maltreatment, overall rates of maltreatment in families experienc-
ing a deployment were 42% higher compared to periods of non-deployment, and 
rates of abuse specifically by female civilian spouses tripled during deployment 
(Gibbs et al., 2007).

As with many areas of study, however, not all analyses of deployment and child 
maltreatment have produced consistent results, and the influence of deployment on 
this outcome is likely complex. In particular, some evidence suggests that only cer-
tain types of child maltreatment or more severe cases increase during periods of 
war, and there may even be reductions in risk for certain types of maltreatment 
(Gibbs et al., 2007; McCarroll et al., 2008; McCarthy et al., 2015). For instance, a 
study of deploying Air Force personnel found increases in more severe child neglect 
and sexual abuse, but reductions in less severe forms of abuse, such as emotional 
abuse and mild neglect (Thomsen et al., 2014).

Mixed results regarding child maltreatment may be influenced by the fact that 
different subgroups of the military population may respond differently to the stress 
of deployment. For example, parent populations with more preexisting risk factors 
or fewer supports and resources may be more likely to exhibit increased risk for 
more severe perpetration, particularly in response to deployment-related stressors 
(McCarthy et al., 2015; Rabenhorst et al., 2015; Thomsen et al., 2014). Conversely, 
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more resilient subgroups may actually experience stress-related growth in response 
to deployment (Elder et al., 1989), and some have theorized that this may contribute 
to reductions in risk for less severe forms of maltreatment (Milner, 2015; Thomsen 
et al., 2014). Furthermore, the impact of deployment and the timing of greatest risk 
are likely different for the deploying versus at-home parent (Milner, 2015).

Although the military deployment of a spouse/partner is clearly linked to the 
mental health and parenting behaviors of at-home parents and, in turn, children’s 
and youth’s adjustment, parental deployments also shape other family subsystems. 
For example, in a recent study of 238 active-duty military families during the period 
of reintegration, interparental conflict was related to youth mental health and adjust-
ment above and beyond the influence of parent-child relationships and youth’s per-
ception of the family climate (O’Neal & Mancini, 2021). Specifically, interparental 
conflict was positively related to youth’s depressive symptoms and anxiety and 
negatively linked to youth’s self-efficacy and personal well-being. These findings 
are consistent with the larger literature on interparental conflict and child adjust-
ment among nonmilitary samples (for a meta-analysis see Rhoades, 2008).

Extending to other family subsystems, in a longitudinal study that followed 
National Guard families from predeployment through reintegration, youth’s sibling 
relationships became less harmonious during the period when their parent was 
deployed; sibling relationship quality, however, returned to predeployment levels 
during reintegration (Whiteman et al., 2020). Importantly, changes in the sibling 
relationship were positively related to changes in children’s adjustment (i.e., greater 
disharmony was associated with greater maladjustment) over time, above and 
beyond at-home parents’ depressive symptoms and responsiveness. The finding 
suggests that the period in which their service member parent is deployed may be 
especially difficult as multiple family relationships may become strained. Although 
the associations between sibling disharmony and youth’s adjustment difficulties 
point to sibling relationships as additional risk factors for youth’s adjustment during 
these transition periods, the associations also suggest that sibling relationships can 
be leveraged as protective factors that promote resilience. Indeed, more positive 
sibling relationships were linked to fewer adjustment problems among youth. This 
finding, combined with other work suggesting that siblings often turn to each other 
to compensate for low levels of support from parents (Milevsky & Levitt, 2005; 
Noller, 2005), signals that sibling relationships are a logical target for family-based 
intervention efforts aimed at promoting resilience among youth.

In sum, largely consistent with early work on the implications of wartime deploy-
ments for families, research from the past 20 years has revealed that service mem-
bers’ repeated separations from their families are linked to stress and difficulty for 
at-home parents and children. Notably, this work advanced earlier understandings 
by implementing more prospective and longitudinal designs, using larger and some-
times probability-based samples, and attending to effect sizes. With the advantage 
of these advances, the results of two different meta-analyses revealed that associa-
tions between parental military deployments and children’s adjustment are often 
small (Card et al., 2011; Cunitz et al., 2019). Further, recent research on the topic 
reinforces earlier findings of heterogeneity in at-home parents’ and children’s 
responses, suggesting multiple avenues for promoting resilience among this 

7  Parental Deployment and Military Children: A Century of Research



174

population. Perhaps the greatest contribution of work from this period is the focus 
on the many mediating and moderating processes that connect parental deploy-
ments to youth’s well-being. These include individual factors such as the at-home 
parents’ mental health and parental efficacy, and the quality of all family relation-
ships (e.g., interparental, parent-child, and sibling). As we discuss later, research 
and intervention programs focused on these various intervening pathways have the 
opportunity to promote resilience among military-connected youth.

�Addressing Limitations of Existing Research

Despite decades of research on the effects of parent’s recent deployments on chil-
dren, significant limitations in study designs persist. First, there has been a predomi-
nant focus on current or recent deployments, leaving unanswered questions about 
longer term consequences on children’s development and well-being. Related to 
this, uncontrolled heterogeneity in the timing of children’s exposures and follow-up 
assessments makes it impossible to assess prolonged impacts, and limits the ability 
to explain heterogeneity in children’s outcomes. Another constraint is that few stud-
ies to date have included data about military parents’ experiences prior to deploy-
ment. This may lead researchers to blame deployments for parental characteristics 
that not only were preexisting, but may also have conditioned parents’ reactions to 
deployment. A fourth constraint is that samples are predominated by children whose 
parents continue to serve, which, despite offering the advantage of probability sam-
pling, can be biased toward healthy warriors who have repeatedly elected—and 
been medically cleared—to continue to serve and deploy. These samples therefore 
represent a select population of military service members. Although some work on 
moderation and mediation has been undertaken in recent decades, an additional 
limitation is that too little attention has been given to the mechanisms through which 
children’s negative and positive outcomes occur, not to the contexts that potentiate 
them. Without determining the factors that facilitate outcomes or buffer risks, we 
are unable to develop programs to support children and families with respect to 
deployment separations. There continues to be heavy reliance on parent reports 
about children, which can be distorted by parents’ own symptoms. Adolescents, in 
particular, can provide more valid assessments of their own well-being, especially 
when related to internalized problems.

�A New Study: Operation Military Experience

In an effort to address some of the persistent limitations in the body of evidence 
regarding military children and parental deployments, the authors of this chapter 
have initiated the Operation Military Experience (ME) Study. The study will evalu-
ate the long-term, direct and indirect pathways between early-life exposure to 
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parental deployments and later adjustment in adolescence, as well as the parental 
and family factors that influence these pathways.

Study Aims: The ME Study is motivated by the need to better understand the 
diversity in adaptation among military children who experienced parental separation 
due to military deployment early in life, when the foundations for many aspects of 
later functioning are laid and interactions with parents are especially important 
(Anda et al., 2006). These early experiences likely have implications for adjustment 
during adolescence, a critical developmental stage during which young people make 
decisions about substance use, risky behavior, and relationships with peers that are 
highly consequential for future development (Mansfield et al., 2010). The ME Study 
has three primary aims that include (1) evaluating the direct relationships between 
the timing, frequency, duration, and content of children’s early (age <5 years) expo-
sures to parental deployments and later adjustment during adolescence; (2) evaluat-
ing the role of parent’s psychological health and family processes in mediating these 
relationships; and (3) evaluating the role of military parents’ and children’s vulner-
ability and support in moderating these relationships. We expect the specific charac-
teristics of deployment to relate to adolescents’ social, behavioral, and academic 
adjustment and hypothesize that parents’ mental health, parenting efficacy, marital 
quality, and family functioning will mediate the associations between deployment 
and adolescent adjustment. We expect that both the direct and mediated pathways 
will be more negative in the presence of greater vulnerability and less formal and 
informal support. A conceptual model for the study is presented in Fig. 7.2.

Fig. 7.2  Conceptual model for the Operation Military Experience Study
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Parental wartime deployments are likely to have lasting consequences for chil-
dren, particularly when they produce adverse experiences. This can include lengthy 
and repeated separations of young children and their military parents, service mem-
ber’s exposure to traumatic experiences during deployment, elevated mental health 
problems among parents (both service member and spouse), and increases in mal-
treatment of children during deployment. Therefore, it is important to study how 
these adversities relate long-term to adjustment and importantly to understand the 
parental and family factors that engender resilience. This study will expand knowl-
edge about children’s risk and resilience in families, particularly with respect to 
early adversities and their long-term outcomes. Findings from the study therefore 
have potential implications for schools, community organizations, and health-care 
providers.

Study Design: The ME Study will combine new longitudinal data gathered 
directly from parents and children with existing data on deployment and medical 
records from the DoD. The new data will be gathered on two occasions 12 months 
apart from two children and up to two parents in 513 randomly sampled families. 
Focal children will have experienced at least one parental deployment lasting at 
least 30 days prior to age 5. A sibling of the focal child will be included, and both 
the focal child and sibling will be aged 11–16 years at the launch of data collection. 
Data will be gathered via online surveys and telephone interviews.

Outcomes of the study will include indicators of children’s social-emotional 
development, behavior, and academic performance. Social-emotional constructs to 
be measured include competence in several domains, anxiety, depression, peer rela-
tionships, post-traumatic growth, and sibling relationship qualities. Behavioral out-
comes will include positive behavior (flourishing), prosocial and problem behaviors, 
risky behavior, and substance use. Academic engagement and school problems 
comprise the academic outcomes.

The ME study design is innovative and addresses several of the aforementioned 
constraints in research to date. A primary focus of the study is the assessment of 
long-term impacts by selecting participants with focal children aged 11–16 years 
who were first exposed to parental deployment prior to age 5. Another focus is to 
study family processes as mediators, and vulnerability and support as moderators, 
of children’s positive and negative outcomes, formerly understudied aspects impor-
tant for understanding the risk and resilience of children exposed to parental separa-
tion. The ME study will use a probability sample that includes both currently serving 
military members and former military members, thus including participants beyond 
the select sample of those who continue to serve. The ME study will also incorpo-
rate data from prior to deployment, including medical history and parents’ exposure 
to adverse experiences, allowing for the disentanglement of preexisting circum-
stances from deployment effects, and the ability to examine heterogeneity in child 
outcomes related to the characteristics of deployment. The inclusion of a sibling of 
the focal child also helps disentangle effects by enhancing the ability to better 
understand child-specific characteristics and experiences in relation to deployment 
and family effects. Finally, the ME study will gather data directly from adolescents 
rather than relying solely on parent reports to assess adolescent outcomes.
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�Translating Research for Support and Intervention

Despite limitations in existing evidence, support programs and services have worked 
for decades to mitigate negative impacts of deployments for military children. In 
this section, we consider implications of the studies reviewed in this chapter, as well 
as emerging research on military family support programs and interventions 
(NASEM, 2019). Risk and resilience processes identified through this growing 
body of research can be conceptualized at the individual, family, and community 
levels (Saltzman et al., 2011). Accumulated research on family systems shows that 
individual family members mutually impact one another. That is, if one parent is 
navigating mental health problems, the other parent and the children will likely be 
impacted by these difficulties (MacDermid Wadsworth et al., 2013). For example, 
service members who return with combat-related mental health and/or physical 
injuries such as PTSD and/or traumatic brain injury have been found to have 
increased likelihood of physically aggressive responses to stress, reduced affective 
responsiveness related to withdrawal or numbing, as well as impaired judgement 
related to cognitive limitations (Meisnere et al., 2014; NASEM, 2019 for review), 
all of which can disrupt family relationships. Negative interactions in couple rela-
tionships may spill over, creating family-level conflict and disrupting parent-child 
relationships (Cox et al., 2001). Parents distressed by spousal conflicts may be less 
emotionally attuned to their children, may be more withdrawn, or may engage in 
negative discipline practices. Children may perceive interparental conflict as a threat 
to their emotional security, physical safety, or integrity of family life (Davies & 
Cummings, 1998; Paley et al., 2013).

Fortunately, a continuum of evidence-based and tiered health promotion inter-
ventions has been developed in other contexts that can be integrated into a system-
atic approach for reducing risk factors among military children facing parental 
deployment. The fields of applied developmental science and prevention science 
can provide considerable guidance in developing a continuum of programs targeted 
toward the military community. Consistent with a large body of research in nonmili-
tary contexts, intervention evaluation and research findings with military children 
and families indicate that enhancing the individual functioning of parents and chil-
dren, as well as the functioning within and across relationship dyads (e.g., improv-
ing communication within and across parent-child, sibling, and couple relationships 
and increasing positive parenting and co-parenting), has a cascading impact on the 
family as a whole (NASEM 2019). For example, family research in civilian popula-
tions has consistently demonstrated that couples’ relationship quality, parenting, 
parent-child relationship quality, and other family processes (e.g., co-parenting, 
family conflict) influence a range of social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes 
over the life course (NRC & IOM, 2009b; Spoth et al., 2002, Teubert & Pinquart, 
2010). Not surprisingly, family-centered interventions have generalized or so-called 
crossover effects benefiting not simply the intended target (e.g., couple relationship, 
child adjustment) but the entire family system (NRC & IOM, 2009a, 2009b; 
Siegenthaler et al., 2012; Prinz, 2016).
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A range of evidence-based family-centered intervention programs have already 
been adapted for military-connected families facing deployments. Overall, research 
trials and longitudinal program evaluation on family-centered interventions adapted 
for military families have also demonstrated the crossover effect of these interven-
tions not only on the targeted outcome, such as parenting/co-parenting or child 
adjustment, but also on the entire family system through reciprocal and cascading 
positive effects that may occur over time (NASEM, 2019).

Figure 7.3 provides an overview of the mechanisms of impact that military life 
stressors may have at different levels within the family, as well as examples of 
evidence-based programs (EBPs) that have been adapted to target identified indi-
vidual, couple, parenting, and family-level processes. These include strength-based 
approaches that focus on enhancing couple, family, and parent-child relationships 
by fostering family resilience processes (e.g., emotion regulation, communication, 
problem-solving, and positive parenting). Many have been adapted and imple-
mented within the continuum of services that has been identified as the Military 
Family Readiness System (NASEM, 2019).

One seminal example of an evidence-based preventive intervention adapted for 
military-connected families is Families OverComing Under Stress or FOCUS. This 
trauma-informed family-centered preventive intervention has been implemented for 
active-duty military families and veteran families in a range of community contexts 
(Beardslee et  al., 2011; Lester, Klosinski, et  al., 2016a). With a framework that 
emphasizes family strengths and resilience, the FOCUS intervention is designed for 
culturally diverse and single- or dual-parent/caregiver families who may be con-
tending with a variety of transitions and challenges.

Family 
Level

Resilience Processes 
Targeted for 

Prevention/Intervention

EBP Intervention
Examples

Individual stress 
regulation

• Individual treatment to remit 
symptoms and prevent deterioration 
that includes the family

• Evidence-based individual 
treatments

• Trauma-focused Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (TF-CBT)

Parent-child 
relational processes

• Effective parenting practices: 
attachment, reflective capacity, 
warmth, structure, encouragement, 
discipline, problem-solving,
communication, monitoring (middle 
childhood and adolescence)

• Family Advocacy Program
• New Parents Support Program
• Strong Families, Strong Forces
• Strong Military Families
• ADAPT
• FOCUS Families – Early 

Childhood
• Parent-Child Interaction 

Therapy (PCIT)

Couple-relational
processes

• Effective relationships, problem 
solving, co-parenting

• Strong Bonds
• Strength at Home
• FOCUS – Couples
• Cognitive-behavioral couple 

therapy for PTSD

Overall family 
processes

• Family level practices
• Individual and interpersonal skill 

development: communication, 
motional regulation, problem-solving, 
goal setting, management of trauma 
and loss reminders, narrative 
reflection/shared meaning 

• FOCUS – Couples and Families 
Family Focused Therapy for TBI

• Family Bereavement Program

Military Family Stressors

Parental psychopathology: PTSD, 
depression, substance use

Child abuse and neglect 
(maltreatment)

Death of a parent

Physical injury

Intimate partner violence

Child mental health problems

Note:  Compiled by the Committee on the Well-Being of Military Families (NASEM, 2019: used with permission

Fig. 7.3  Effects of Military Family Stressors and EBP Intervention Examples. Note: Adapted and 
reproduced with permission from “Strengthening the Military Family Readiness System for a 
Changing American Society,” by National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2019, National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25380
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FOCUS was adapted from core components of the developers’ evidence-based 
interventions already shown in randomized control trials with longitudinal follow-
up to improve parent and child psychological health and enhance family functioning 
(Family Talk: Beardslee et  al., 2003, 2007; Teens and Adults Learning to 
Communicate: Rotheram-Borus et al., 2004, 2006; Lester, Klosinski, et al., 2016a). 
The core intervention components of FOCUS were defined through expert consen-
sus and customized for military families using community participatory methods. 
These core elements include (1) the FOCUS Family Resilience Check-Up: an 
evidence-based assessment and real-time personalized guidance to assist the pro-
vider and family in tailoring program content to their unique strengths and chal-
lenges; (2) context-specific psychoeducation, such as trauma- and resilience-informed 
education, positive parenting, and developmental guidance; (3) individual- and 
family-level skill development (e.g., emotional regulation, problem-solving, man-
aging separation/trauma/loss reminders); and (4) development and sharing of indi-
vidual- and family-level narrative communication timelines designed to make 
meaning of and increase the understanding of challenging family experiences 
(Lester, Klosinski, et al., 2016a; Beardslee et al., 2013). Delivered either in-person 
or through a home tele-health platform, FOCUS provides education and skills that 
support parenting/co-parenting; parent-child, sibling, and couples’ relationships; 
and a shared understanding of past experiences. Research from longitudinal pro-
gram evaluation indicates that FOCUS has a positive and sustained impact on 
parental depression, anxiety, and PTSD symptoms; on family adjustment (including 
communication, emotional relatedness); and on both parent- and child-reported 
child well-being outcomes, including decreased internalizing and externalizing 
symptoms, improved prosocial behaviors, reduced anxiety, and improved coping 
(Lester et al., 2013; Lester, Liang, et al., 2016b; Saltzman et al., 2016). Between 
2008 and 2020, FOCUS services have been implemented at 34 military installations 
with consistently high levels of engagement, as well as high adherence by families 
within the multisession models.

�Future Directions for Research and Support

Gaps exist in our understanding of the impact of deployment on military children 
and families. Studies that utilize administrative data sets as well as longitudinal data 
collection will assist in addressing some of the specific gaps. These data will help to 
guide the development and adaptation of specific interventions and to inform 
population-level public health approaches that more effectively promote well-being 
and resilience, as well as mitigate the potential negative impact of parental deploy-
ments on development and adjustment in military children.

These types of family-strengthening programs are critical to a public health 
approach to supporting well-being of children and families. Family-centered 
approaches offer an opportunity to promote resilience processes across the family 
system and help individuals and families as a whole. A systems-level approach and 

7  Parental Deployment and Military Children: A Century of Research



180

ecological framework attend not only to the family system, but also to the social 
context where military children and families live, such as primary care and school 
settings. Developing a population-level continuum of support for deploying military 
families requires attention not only to the needs of active-duty families with access 
to installation-specific resources, but also to the needs of reserve component fami-
lies who may be navigating deployment experiences within civilian communities 
that lack culturally responsive resources for military children.

In developing, implementing, and evaluating programs to improve military fam-
ily well-being and prevent behavioral health problems, it is important to acknowl-
edge that many of the challenges faced by military families are similar to those 
found in civilian communities. These challenges are amplified though by the limita-
tions of existing research on military child and family resilience and well-being, as 
well as by a complex and dynamic landscape of military contexts, services, and 
policies. Military service, including during wartime, will always bring unantici-
pated challenges for families, requiring an adaptive approach to supporting child 
and family well-being and resilience. As identified in a recent Institute of Medicine 
report, the population mental health framework can inform the continuum of mili-
tary family readiness services that would be responsive to the complex and emer-
gent needs of military families (Fig. 7.4; NASEM, 2019).

A continuum of coordinated support is needed to build upon local (and heteroge-
neous) capacities, strengths, and resources. This continuum of support will function 
most effectively if designed to be adaptive, incorporating ongoing research findings 
as well as stakeholder expertise (e.g., DoD and local communities) in the selection, 
adaptation, adoption, and implementation of support services. Existing EBPs can be 
adapted using a community participatory approach that includes stakeholders in the 

Fig. 7.4  Population Mental Health Framework. Note: Adapted and reproduced with permission 
from “Strengthening the Military Family Readiness System for a Changing American Society” by 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019. National Academies Press. 
https://doi.org/10.17226/25380
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identification, development, adaptation, and monitoring processes to meet the needs 
of military families for resilience and well-being through the military health care 
and community settings in which they could be delivered. Continuous monitoring 
can provide ongoing information about the impact of programs over time and iden-
tify emerging positive adaptations as well as emerging needs in military children 
and families. This approach to prevention and intervention program monitoring 
includes not only individual- and family-level measurement but feedback from pro-
gram staff as well as military childcare providers and system leaders (Chambers & 
Norton, 2016; NASEM, 2019). A continuous learning infrastructure includes infor-
matics, with real-time access to knowledge and digital capture of the service experi-
ence; partnerships of providers and data scientists with engaged and empowered 
families; and a leadership-instilled culture of continuous learning (Grossman et al., 
2011; Smith et al., 2013; NASEM 2019).

This chapter has traced a long path from the earliest research about military chil-
dren separated from their fathers by military deployments to recent investigations of 
military families. Some findings have consistently emerged as robust, including 
children’s distress and resilience in relation to separation and importance of parents’ 
responses to their children. It is clear that entire family systems are implicated in 
deployment experiences. For every outcome studied, it is more common for families 
and children to display resilience rather than vulnerability. It is also clear though 
that some portion of the population experiences clinically significant problems, 
which are more likely when deployments expose families to traumatic conse-
quences. Recent research has traced specific pathways of influence as the effects of 
deployment travel through families. Despite all the knowledge gained, significant 
questions remain, some of which will be addressed by new research initiated by the 
authors of this chapter. Military systems have evolved from ignoring or excluding 
families to a more systematic and intentional configuration of formal supports. 
Increasingly, prevention and treatment are recognized as part of a full continuum of 
care. Thanks to prevention science, future evolution of the evidence base can be 
incorporated into a public health approach that links community members, evi-
dence, and practice, and continuously learns and improves.
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(Fairbank et al., 2018; Lester et al., 2010; Lincoln et al., 2008). Two recent national 
studies—the Millennium Cohort Family Study (Family Study; Briggs et al., 2020; 
Fairbank et  al., 2018; Steenkamp et  al., 2018) and the RAND Corporation 
Deployment Life Study (Tanielian et al., 2014)—have helped to broaden the focus 
of deployment health research beyond outcomes for SMs to include the mental 
health of military-involved spouses (SPs) and children. For instance, in the Family 
Study, over a third (35.9%) of military SPs screened positive for one or more psy-
chiatric conditions (e.g., depression, 6.7%; post-traumatic stress disorder [PTSD], 
9.2%; anxiety, 6.1%; alcohol misuse, 8.2%; Steenkamp et  al., 2018). In the 
Deployment Life Study, multiple conditions, including anxiety (2.1%) and binge 
drinking (13.8%), were found among military SPs; 16% of SPs and 14% of SMs 
reported the need for mental health counseling services due to recent emotional 
problems (Tanielian et al., 2014).

With respect to children, the Family Study found that older youth in military 
families with combat-deployed parents were more likely to have received a diagno-
sis of attention-deficit disorder/attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADD/
ADHD) than youth in families whose SM parents were not deployed (Fairbank 
et  al., 2018). In addition, any parental military deployment (combat deployed or 
noncombat deployed) was associated with increased rates of depression among 
youth in military families (Fairbank et  al., 2018). The RAND Deployment Life 
Study further documented moderate-to-high levels of emotional difficulties in 28% 
of the children in their sample (Tanielian et al., 2014). Taken together, these findings 
highlight the need to better understand and respond to the mental health needs of 
military SPs and children, particularly as they relate to unique military experiences 
such as deployment.

There is an extensive civilian literature on family systems and dynamics that sug-
gests that children’s mental health and behavior are interconnected with parental 
mental health and family functioning. Notable is the robust literature on maternal 
mental health (e.g., anxiety, depression) and links to child emotional and behavioral 
problems (e.g., Gao et al., 2007; Goelman et al., 2014; Koutra et al., 2013). Family 
Systems Theory describes how the components of a system individually, collec-
tively, and dynamically interact, such that, for example, maternal depression may 
impact children’s behavior by affecting parenting strategies, regulation and expres-
sion, or quality of the marital relationship. Far fewer studies have examined paternal 
mental health and its connection to child functioning, but similar patterns of pater-
nal mental health and emotional and behavioral problems in children have been 
observed (e.g., Kvalevaag et al., 2013; Pettit et al., 2008). Additionally, evidence 
suggests that the risk for child mental health problems is further heightened when 
both parents have a mental health condition (Weitzman et al., 2011).

Similar findings have been documented for military and veteran populations; that 
is, children of parents with a mental illness are often found to be at high risk for 
behavioral and psychological difficulties themselves (e.g., Jordan et  al., 1992; 
Lester et al., 2010). Further, the literature on family functioning suggests that the 
potential protective nature of adaptive family processes (e.g., cohesiveness, com-
munication, support, and satisfaction) tends to be negatively correlated with child 

E. C. Briggs et al.



191

behavioral problems (e.g., Wang & Zhou, 2015). The robustness of the connection 
between family functioning and child outcomes has not been firmly established, 
however, because there has not been consensus on the confluence of risk and protec-
tive factors.

The framework proposed by Palmer (2008) for military families may help 
researchers understand how to integrate findings on parental and family functioning 
from civilian populations while simultaneously considering how the military con-
text may yield different child outcomes. Palmer’s framework suggests that psycho-
social outcomes associated with military life for children are impacted by parental 
stress and psychopathology. Thus, the impact of military-specific stressors, such as 
frequent moves, changes in schools and friends/peer groups, parental SM deploy-
ments, family reunion and reintegration, and other factors that promote and/or 
undermine resilience and well-being among military children, is strongly influenced 
by parental mental health (e.g., anxiety, depression) and functioning. For example, 
each reported family-related military stressor increased the odds of a child being 
diagnosed with depression or anxiety by 23%, while deployment- and injury-related 
stressors were also associated with an increased risk for a range of maladaptive 
child psychosocial outcomes (Briggs et al., 2020).

To date, relatively few studies have gone beyond deployment to explore the influ-
ence of parental and familial factors on child well-being in military families. 
Specifically, there is much to learn about whether parental mental health and family 
functioning convey risk for negative child outcomes in the context of military life 
and key differences between each parent’s link with the child’s adjustment. For 
example, is the heightened risk of child emotional and behavioral problems associ-
ated more with the mental health status of the SM or that of the SP who is often the 
primary caregiver? Is the risk of child mental health problems further amplified 
when both parents have a mental health condition? To what extent does family func-
tioning influence outcomes over and above parental mental health?

To this end, the primary objectives of the analyses conducted for this chapter 
were to address the following three study questions:

	1.	 To what extent do children’s psychosocial functioning and mental health vary at 
the family level when the SM, SP, or both parents have a history of problematic 
mental health?

•	 SP mental health was expected to be more influential than SM mental health 
on children’s outcomes.

•	 More problematic children’s outcomes were expected when both parents 
have mental health difficulties.

	2.	 What are the effects of deployment on children’s outcomes, accounting for 
parental mental health and family functioning?

•	 Type of deployment experienced was expected to have differential effects on 
children’s outcomes.

	3.	 Are there differences in children’s psychosocial and mental health outcomes for 
military households with female SMs and male SPs?
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�Method

The Family Study (Crum-Cianflone et  al., 2014) is a prospective cohort study 
designed to evaluate the interrelated health and well-being effects of military ser-
vice on families, including the SM, SP, and children. The Family Study is a compo-
nent of the Millennium Cohort Study, a longitudinal, prospective examination of 
long-term health outcomes among active-duty and National Guard/Reserve person-
nel and their families across US military branches (Ryan et al., 2007). To be eligible 
for the Family Study, SMs and their SPs had to be married at the time of enrollment 
(2011–2013) and service affiliated for 2–5 years. Female SMs were oversampled in 
the Millennium Cohort study to ensure that male SPs had adequate representation in 
the Family Study. To maximize response rates, the survey methods for the Family 
Study included both online and paper mail survey response options (Dillman et al., 
2009; McMaster et al., 2017).

The study described herein uses survey data collected between 2014 and 2016, 
which were the first follow-up data collected and the most recent data available for 
analysis. Only married couples with at least one child 3–17 years of age were eli-
gible for inclusion in the analyses. The data are structured with children nested 
within families (n = 3849 weighted) as the primary sampling unit for paired SM and 
SP dyads (n  =  2336 weighted). Responses were weighted at the family level to 
account for the probability of original selection of the SM, as well as SM and SP 
nonresponse, using a combination of response propensity modeling and raking-ratio 
estimates to known population totals.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. The Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) of the Naval Health Research Center (NHRC) reviewed and approved 
the research protocol (NHRC.2015.0019) and provided ongoing oversight. 
Exemptions for secondary data analysis were approved by the Duke University 
Health System IRB (Pro00064951). More details about the Millennium Cohort and 
the Family Study methods are described elsewhere (Corry et  al., 2017; Crum-
Cianflone, 2013; Crum-Cianflone et al., 2014; Gray et al., 2002).

�Millennium Cohort and Family Study Surveys

The SM survey assessed a variety of topics, including medical conditions, psycho-
social well-being, substance use, and military-specific and occupational exposures. 
The military SP survey contained questions based on a conceptual model with four 
main domains: (1) SP physical health, (2) SP mental health and adjustment, (3) SP 
reports of their children’s mental/physical health and functioning, and (4) family 
functioning and protective and vulnerability factors (Crum-Cianflone et al., 2014). 
The present study focused on the latter three domains and included the following 
specific variables to address the study aims and hypotheses:

E. C. Briggs et al.
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�Demographic Characteristics

Demographic variables included gender of the SP and SM, age, race/ethnicity, marital 
duration, number of children in the household, as well as age of the oldest child in the 
family. Administrative data were used to assess SM military branch (Army, Air Force, 
Marine Corps, Navy), component (active duty, Reserve/National Guard), pay grade 
(officer, enlisted), and deployment history. Deployment status was determined using 
a computed variable based on administrative records from the Contingency Tracking 
System documenting deployments in support of military operations (e.g., Operations 
Enduring Freedom, Iraqi Freedom, and New Dawn) since September 11, 2001. 
Combat exposure during deployment was further determined based on SM self-
reports on the DoD Post-Deployment Health Assessment (PDHA; Hoge et al., 2006; 
Milliken et al., 2007) screening and 18 items on the Millennium Cohort survey. A 
combat experience designation was assigned if the SM endorsed any of the 3 combat 
exposure items on the PDHA (i.e., encountering dead bodies or seeing people killed 
or wounded; engaging in direct combat and discharging weapon; and feeling in great 
danger of being killed) or any of the 18 items included on the Millennium Cohort 
survey (e.g., being attacked or ambushed; receiving small arms fire; having a member 
of unit be seriously injured or killed; personally witnessing a person’s death due to 
war, disaster, or tragic event; witnessing instances of physical abuse; and seeing dead 
or decomposing bodies, maimed soldiers or civilians, or prisoners of war or refu-
gees). SM deployment history was then categorized as lifetime history of no deploy-
ment, deployment without combat exposure, or deployment with combat exposure.

�Parental Mental Health Indicators

SMs and military SPs responded to the Veterans RAND 36-Item Health Survey 
(VR-36; Kazis et al., 2004), wherein lower scores on the mental component sum-
mary (MCS) reflect worse mental health functioning and more functional impair-
ment. Respondents were also asked to report whether they had ever received a mental 
health diagnosis by a clinical provider (i.e., depression, schizophrenia or psychosis, 
bipolar disorder, and/or PTSD). We combined the two mental health indicators into 
a problematic mental health composite (PMHC) for endorsement of either a history 
of mental health disorder(s) or a low MCS score for SMs (M ≤  33.99) and SPs 
(M ≤ 35.34), which represents one standard deviation below the mean sample MCS 
score for SMs and SPs, respectively (LeardMann et al., 2009). We then categorized 
each family into one of the four mutually exclusive dyad groups to characterize 
parental mental health status: neither parent with a PMHC (NP), SM only with a 
PMHC, military SP only with a PMHC, and both parents with a PMHC (BP).
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�Global Indicator of Parental Social Functioning

Parental social functioning had a numeric range from 0 to 100 based on transformed 
scores of two questions in the VR-36: “During the past 4 weeks, to what extent has 
your physical health or emotional problems interfered with your normal social 
activities with family, friends, neighbors, or groups?” “During the past 4 weeks, 
how much of the time has your physical health or emotional problems interfered 
with your social activities (like visiting with friends, relatives)?” Higher scores rep-
resent better social functioning.

�Family Satisfaction

The Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale IV (FACES IV) assesses the 
cohesion and flexibility dimensions of the Circumplex Model of Marital and Family 
Systems (Olson, 2000). Family satisfaction is a sum score ranging from 10 to 50 based 
on SP ratings of the 10-item FACES-IV. Higher scores reflect greater satisfaction.

�Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire

An adaptation of the parent report version of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ; Goodman, 1997), a brief emotional and behavioral screening measure of chil-
dren and adolescents aged 3 through 17 years, was administered to SPs. The present 
study included four of the five original subscales (conduct problems, emotional symp-
toms, hyperactivity/inattention, and peer problems) with 20 respective items rated 
dichotomously (yes/no). Values were computed for the subscales and a total SDQ score 
per the SDQ developer’s coding protocols (sdqscore.org). For family-level SDQ analy-
ses, we selected the most severe child score for each scale as the outcome of interest.

�Children’s Mental Health Conditions

Military SPs were asked about common mental health conditions and developmen-
tal concerns for their children based on the National Survey of Children’s Health 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2007) survey question: “Has a 
doctor or health professional ever told you that your child has (1) behavioral or 
conduct problems, (2) depression, (3) anxiety problems or other emotional prob-
lems, or (4) ADD/ADHD?” As required by the NHRC IRB to enhance protection of 
the identity and privacy of individual children in the family, SPs indicated if any 
child in the home had received these diagnoses. For analysis, endorsements of 
depression, anxiety, and other emotional problems were collapsed into one con-
struct given the likelihood of co-occurrence.

E. C. Briggs et al.
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�Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics of frequencies and means were calculated for parent demo-
graphics, mental health, and family characteristics. Child SDQ means and diagnosis/
disorder frequencies were compared across the four parental mental health dyads for 
PMHC. Unadjusted regressions for each outcome compared the marginal means of 
the NP, SM only, SP only, and BP dyad groups to determine if there were statistical 
differences. Adjustments for multiple tests were not applied given the hypothesis-
driven study aims and preference to minimize type II errors (false negatives) that 
could result by imposing overly conservative thresholds for significance. Hierarchical 
regression models estimated unstandardized and standardized effects of PMHC 
dyads on child outcomes by introducing groups of variables in four stages: (1) demo-
graphic variables, (2) deployment and other military variables, (3) parental mental 
health dyad groupings, and (4) family dynamic variables. We also tested models with 
deployment after parental mental health to assess suppression effects. Then, modera-
tion tests were run to evaluate interaction effects on PMHC dyads and gender of 
parent. Lastly, we conducted a sensitivity analysis by rerunning unstandardized and 
standardized hierarchical regression models among female SMs (N = 368). Analyses 
were conducted at the family level using SAS software, version 9.3, and Stata soft-
ware, version 15.1 (StataCorp, 2017), survey commands. Statistically significant dif-
ferences were defined a priori at p < 0.05 and relaxed to p < 0.10 for interaction tests.

�Results

�Parental Demographic and Mental Health Characteristics

The analytical sample consisted of 3849 observations comprising 2336 parental 
dyads of paired SMs and SPs. The descriptive statistics in Table 8.1 show sample 
demographics, family characteristics, and indicators of parental mental health. 
Percentages, means, and number of observations (n) are weighted at the family 
level. Military couples mainly consisted of male SMs married to female SPs (87%), 
with both approximately 32 years of age on average. SMs and SPs, respectively, 
were predominately non-Hispanic White, 66% and 69%; non-Hispanic Black, 17% 
and 11%; and Hispanic, 10% and 12%. Social functioning was high—in the top 
25th percentile on a 100-point scale: M  =  76.1 for SMs and M  =  82.2 for SPs. 
Conversely, less than a quarter of SMs (22%) and SPs (21%) endorsed ever having 
had one or more mental health disorders or diagnoses. Overall, the average score for 
the MCS was similar for SMs and SPs at approximately M = 47 on a scale ranging 
from 3.5 to 71.8.
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�Military and Family Characteristics

As shown in Table  8.2, all branches of military service were represented in the 
sample, and slightly over half were affiliated with the Army (56%). Most SMs 
(72%) were previously deployed, with more than half (58%) reporting combat 
exposures while deployed. Nearly three-quarters (74%) of parents had been married 
for more than 5 years, the majority of whom had two or more children (83%). The 
average age of the oldest child in each family was 8.4 years (SE = 0.18). Mean fam-
ily satisfaction was slightly above average (M = 36.80, SE = 0.42), in the top 50th 
percentile for the scale.

�Indicators of Children’s Mental Health

Less than half (48.9%) of the families with data for both SMs and SPs on parental 
mental health indicators had a positive PMHC value for either a history of mental 
health diagnosis/disorder or a low MCS score. The child SDQ mean scores increased 
in rank order when NP had a PMHC, only the SM had a PMHC, only the SP had a 
PMHC, and BP had a PMHC. Figure 8.1 shows that the upward trend across the 
four PMHC dyads was consistent for SDQ conduct problems, emotional problems, 
hyperactivity, peer problems, and SDQ total scores. Likewise, unadjusted regres-
sion models of pairwise comparisons revealed that BP had statistically greater 
effects than NP on SDQ outcomes. However, we found no significant differences in 
effects between SMs and SPs for emotional problems, hyperactivity, and peer 
problems.

Figure 8.2 shows that child diagnosis percentages increased consistently in rank 
order from SM to SP, but not consecutively across all four dyad groups from NP to 

Table 8.1  Parental demographic and mental health characteristics

Characteristic SM SP

Age, M, SE 32.1 0.19 31.8 0.20
Female, %, n 13.3 368 86.7 3481
Race/ethnicity, %, n
 �� White, non-Hispanic 66.4 3130 69.3 3083
 �� Black, non-Hispanic 16.7 208 11.3 182
 �� Hispanic 9.9 254 11.5 333
 �� Other 7.0 257 7.9 234
Social functioning, M, SE 76.1 1.14 82.2 0.90
MCS score, M, SE 47.3 0.58 47.5 0.47
MHdx, %, n 21.9 552 21.1 703
PMHC, %, n 28.6 739 29.3 955

Note: SM service member, SP spouse; MCS, mental composite summary, MHdx mental health 
diagnosis, PMHC problematic mental health composite. To maximize generalizability, the table 
was based on the larger weighted analytic nested sample of 3849
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Table 8.2  Military and family characteristics

SM branch % n
 �� Army 56.2 1903
 �� Navy 12.7 561
 �� Marine Corps 12.4 272
 �� Air Force 16.0 1024
 �� Coast Guard 2.7 88
SM ever deployed % n
 �� Not deployed 27.9 1068
 �� Deployed without combat 14.1 498
 �� Deployed with combat 58.0 2276
Marital duration % n
 �� ≥6 years 73.6 3184
 �� <6 years 26.4 665
Family satisfaction, M, SE 36.8 0.42
Number of children % n
 �� 1 17.2 609
 �� 2 38.2 1513
 �� 3 25.2 971
 �� 4+ 19.4 756
Age of oldest child, M, SE 8.4 0.18

Note: SM service member. To maximize generalizability, the table was based on the larger weighted 
analytic nested sample of 3849

SDQ Conduct
Problems

SDQ Emo�onal
Problems

SDQ
Hyperac�vity

SDQ Peer
Problems SDQ Total

NP 1.61 0.7 4.47 2.67 9.47
SM 1.91 1.23 4.66 2.87 10.53
SP 2.35 1.51 4.93 3.05 11.77
BP 2.34 1.6 5.59 3.22 12.86
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Fig. 8.1  Strengths and difficulties questionnaire mean scores by PMHC dyads. Note: PMHC 
problematic mental health composite dyads, NP neither parent, SM service member only, SP 
spouse only, BP both parents, SDQ strengths and difficulties questionnaire
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BP. Differences in help-seeking behaviors for clinical care may explain why NP was 
higher than expected and BP was lower than expected. Statistically, however, the 
odds of depression/anxiety and behavioral disorders were greater for BP than NP in 
unadjusted regressions with multinominal pairwise comparisons.

Table 8.3 shows significant associations between various factors (SP age, child 
age, years of marital duration, service branch, deployment, PMHC dyad, SM and 
SP social functioning, and family satisfaction) and children’s mental health out-
comes in the four stages of the hierarchical regression models. In Stage 1, oldest 
child age is noteworthy because it is a significant risk factor for all five SDQ sub-
scales and all three disorders. In Stage 2, we observed increased odds for select 
child disorders for Marine Corps (behavioral disorders), Air Force (behavioral dis-
orders and ADD/ADHD), and Coast Guard (depression/anxiety) SMs compared 
with Army SMs. Deployment without combat compared with no deployment his-
tory is also significant (behavioral disorders) when added before or after Stage 3. In 
Stage 3, SP dyads’ PMHC increases SDQ conduct problems, SDQ emotional prob-
lems, SDQ total scores, and odds of depression/anxiety disorders more than NP 
dyads’ PMHC. Also, BP dyads, compared with NP dyads, have a greater effect on 
SDQ emotional problems and SDQ total scores. Among the family dynamics vari-
ables in Stage 4, family satisfaction stands out as a protective factor against most of 
the negative outcomes assessed, including all five SDQ subscales and ADD/
ADHD. In fact, family satisfaction is one of the most influential significant factors 
in the standardized hierarchical models; second only to SP-only PMHC dyads.

Dep/Anx Diagnosis Behavioral Condi�on
Diagnosis ADD/ADHD Diagnosis

NP 3.40% 1.23% 6.16%
SM 2.33% 0.58% 2.22%
SP 4.52% 2.38% 4.34%
BP 3.51% 1.89% 2.97%
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Fig. 8.2  Percentage of families with children with mental health disorders by PMHC dyads. Note: 
Dep/Anx depression/anxiety, ADD/ADHD attention-deficit disorder/attention-deficit hyperactivity 
disorder, PMHC problematic mental health composite dyads, NP neither parent, SM service mem-
ber only, SP spouse only, BP both parents
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The interactions of PMHC dyads by parental gender (Fig. 8.3) suggest that men 
pose an elevated risk for negative child outcomes compared with women, especially 
in their role as the caregiving SP if they are the one parent with the problematic 
mental health composite. Given the small cell sizes for SP-only PMHC dyad*male 
(n = 51) in the three-way interaction, a sensitivity analysis of the hierarchical regres-
sions was run only in the subsample of SMs (n = 368) to ensure sufficient numbers 
to detect signals for gender differences. In support of the moderation test, there was 
a significant association between male SP-only PMHC dyad and SDQ conduct 
problems, SDQ emotional problems, SDQ peer problems, SDQ total score, and 
odds for depression/anxiety and behavioral disorders (See Table 8.4).

�Discussion

Consistent with findings from earlier Family Study analyses (Briggs et al., 2020; 
Fairbank et al., 2018), most children were found to be functioning well, with an 
important but modest subset presenting with emotional and behavioral symptoms or 
a mental health diagnosis. Likewise, a minority of SM and SP parents reported 
mental health problems (~20%). Although different metrics were used, the rates of 
mental health problems endorsed by SMs and SPs in the Family Study cohort were 
comparable, on average, to those found in the RAND Deployment Life Study 
(Tanielian et al., 2014).

Fig. 8.3  Interaction of PMHC dyads and parental gender on child SDQ total score. Note: 
Confidence intervals are at 95%. PMHC problematic mental health composite, SDQ strengths and 
difficulties questionnaire, SM service member, SP spouse

E. C. Briggs et al.
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The finding that children’s SDQ means increased in rank order by PMHC scores 
from NP, SM, and SP to BP groupings for all SDQ factors is consistent with the 
broad scientific literature that delineates heightened risk for children associated 
with a range of parental mental health problems, including parental depression, seri-
ous mental illness, and PTSD (Gao et al., 2007; Goelman et al., 2014; Koutra et al., 
2013; Monson et al., 2012; Van Loon et al., 2014). Interestingly, the strength of the 
association with child SDQ problems was consistently higher for SP than SM men-
tal health and amplified further when BP had a mental health condition. Percentages 
of children’s mental health diagnoses also increased in rank order from SMs to SPs, 
with SPs demonstrating the most consistent association with these outcomes. These 
findings underscore the crucial role of parental mental health on both parenting and 
children’s mental health and psychosocial functioning, as emphasized in family sys-
tems theory and clinical practice (e.g., Swick & Williams, 2006), and they are con-
sistent with literature on military and civilian families that have explored aspects of 
the links between parents’ and children’s mental health.

In our study, we found gender of the SM and SP to be a moderator for children’s 
psychosocial functioning and mental health. Overall, fathers with a problematic men-
tal health composite in the role of an SM or SP posed a higher risk than mothers for 
impacting children’s psychosocial functioning and mental health. The adverse conse-
quences were substantially increased for fathers in the role of SPs compared with 
SMs. A number of factors may contribute to this pattern, including fewer male SPs of 
female SMs in the military, social isolation of male SP parents from their male SP 
peers given their minority status among military-connected families, and assump-
tions and expectations regarding gender roles and challenges associated with percep-
tions of role reversal (e.g., stigma associated with seeking support). Future studies 
should consider examining parenting practices, support systems, and family dynam-
ics, among other factors, that may contribute to female gender being a protective 
factor—and male SP role a potential risk factor—for military children’s psychosocial 
functioning and mental health (see Segal, 1995; Segal & Lane, 2016; Tepe et al., 2016).

Thus, an unanticipated new finding was how the confluence of gender and role 
(SM or SP) as a significant moderator impacted children’s psychosocial and mental 
health outcomes. Our findings suggest that when fathers served as the primary care-
giver (male SP) and had problems with mental health, social, and/or family func-
tioning, their children were more likely to have impairments in emotional and 
behavioral functioning and to have a mental health diagnosis. This finding under-
scores a need to learn more about psychosocial variables that may affect the rela-
tionship between male SP mental health and psychosocial mental health outcomes 
for children in military families. For example, findings from a recent study of male 
SMs (Zhang et  al., 2020) suggest that paternal emotion regulation and coercive 
interactions with children increase the risk for child psychopathology. Similar stud-
ies on the association between male SP mental health and psychosocial functioning 
of children in the family are needed.

Male SPs may also perceive fewer opportunities for services and treatments within 
military mental health-care systems. To improve the psychosocial health of children 
in military families, future studies could attempt to better understand the experiences 
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of male SPs within military and civilian communities and the availability and acces-
sibility of mental health resources, services, and care specifically designed to address 
the needs of male SPs and their children. The construct of resilience, for example, is 
valued and emphasized within military culture and is often viewed as a potential 
protective mechanism. For some male SPs with mental health treatment needs, how-
ever, an emphasis on resilience may also have the unintended consequence of foster-
ing stigma that could act as a barrier to reaching out for support when needed. From 
a policy perspective, male SPs could be targeted as a group for prevention strategies. 
Families OverComing Under Stress (FOCUS) Resilience Training for military fami-
lies (Lester et al., 2013) is one such family-based program that promotes resilience 
training as a prevention strategy (https://focusproject.org/). The program is described 
as a resilience-enhancement program for couples, families, and children that builds 
on strengths and teaches new skills, such as effective emotion regulation, communi-
cation strategies, problem-solving, goal setting, and management of trauma and 
stress reminders (Lester et al., 2011). It would be useful to learn more about male SP 
experiences with FOCUS as well as with other evidence-based programs for military 
parents, such as the After Deployment: Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT) program 
described in this volume (Gewirtz & Simenec, Chap. 9).

A noteworthy finding was that parental mental health was generally not associ-
ated with deployment history in this analysis. Results did not suggest a mediating 
role for the sequential effects of deployment, given a lack of unadjusted association 
and minimal adjusted association. These findings could, in part, be due to how 
deployment was constructed in our analysis. Including a numerical measure of com-
bat exposure (e.g., total months) instead of the lifetime categorical variable could 
have offered greater variability and thereby a more powerful predictor. However, the 
well-known healthy warrior effect may also mitigate some of the potentially nega-
tive implications of deployment. In this conception, SMs who are healthier or func-
tioning better in their military roles are more likely to be deployed, while some of 
the nondeployed may have been ineligible because of a range of health or functional 
concerns. Further research would be warranted to investigate what contributing and 
contextual factors promote deployment as a positive experience for military families.

Both family satisfaction and parental social functioning served as robust protec-
tive factors, buffering children from negative outcomes even when parental mental 
health problems were present. In fact, family satisfaction was the strongest resil-
ience factor associated with better child functioning. The malleability of family 
satisfaction suggests a target for intervention that could improve the function of 
those children experiencing mental health problems. For example, prevention pro-
grams that are geared toward strengthening family resiliency could, in turn, improve 
SM readiness (Lester et al., 2011) and provide the family with the skills necessary 
to act as a conduit to other positive sequelae, such as improved mental health func-
tioning for both children and parents.

These findings highlight the complex array of factors that contribute to the men-
tal health and well-being of children in military families. The observations herein 
raise additional questions about how these vulnerabilities and protective factors lead 
to differential outcomes for military-connected children. For example, does a parent 
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with greater social functioning also parent or interact with their child differently? 
Are caregivers with fewer mental health concerns more consistent in their parent-
ing? Do they exhibit higher levels of parental attachment and warmth, or regulate 
their affect or communicate more effectively? Future studies should examine these 
potential pathways to better understand how we can more effectively support mili-
tary families and mitigate the risks associated with parental mental health problems 
and poor family functioning.

The study presented in this chapter has several methodological limitations. This 
study was cross-sectional in nature and relied on a single respondent (i.e., the SP) to 
report on children’s psychosocial functioning. Consequently, there is potential 
response bias from the SP because we were not able to examine the reliability of 
reports across respondents on child functioning (e.g., SMs, mental health profes-
sionals, teachers, child self-reports). Unlike symptomatology, children’s psychiatric 
diagnoses were based on SP reports of a mental health provider’s diagnosis rather 
than the actual medical records from the diagnosing provider. Psychosocial func-
tioning and diagnoses were assessed on the family level, that is, across all children 
in the home rather than a randomly identified child. Symptom measurement also 
relied on an abbreviated and modified version of the SDQ that used dichotomous 
rather than Likert-type response options, which has not been validated relative to 
response options available in the full measure. Lastly, some cell sizes were rela-
tively small, limiting power to detect differences. Although the findings are consis-
tent with the literature on parental mental health and the heightened risk for child 
mental health diagnoses and difficulties, low base rates of child mental health 
impairments and diagnoses and modest effects restricted our ability to infer clinical 
significance and the extent to which findings may guide the development, selection, 
and application of mental health treatment or relevant services.

Despite these limitations, an important strength of the Family Study that differ-
entiates it from much of the earlier research on the mental health of children in mili-
tary families is that it is composed of a large, DoD-wide cohort that includes female 
and male SMs and SPs. Family Study respondents represent all branches and com-
ponents of the US military. This study also improves on the design and methods of 
earlier military family research by recruiting a probability-based sample of junior 
military personnel SPs; thus, the findings will be applicable to a broad population of 
military families over time. This strategy will also allow researchers to better under-
stand the etiology and progression of risk and protective factors over time. Continued 
exploration of the relationships between parental, family, and child well-being lon-
gitudinally will be an integral part of responding to calls for improving our under-
standing and addressing the needs of military families.

�Conclusion

This study sought to explore how military parents’ mental health and family func-
tioning are associated with children’s mental health conditions and impairments in 
psychosocial functioning. The results highlight the need to understand child 
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functioning in the context of SP functioning, especially when the SP is male because 
SPs are often the primary caregiver. Findings also highlight that SM mental health 
functioning is not inconsequential, given that better mental health and social func-
tioning, especially among female SMs, were found to be associated with fewer child 
mental health problems. Moreover, the results also suggest that there may be added 
risk for children’s mental health associated with having both the SP and the SM 
with one or more mental health conditions, underscoring the need to destigmatize 
and increase access to mental health services and interventions for the entire family, 
including the SM, SP, and children. Further still, programs, interventions, and sup-
port services that foster healthy parental social and family functioning and chil-
dren’s psychological growth and resilience are critical to minimizing the impact of 
mental health difficulties and conditions on all members of the military family.

Future prospective investigations focused on parental and child mental health 
would be beneficial, including an investigation of mechanisms that promote child 
and family well-being. Second, understanding other developmental and contextual 
factors that impact child and family mental health outcomes is key to a full under-
standing of who may be at particular risk. The findings of this study can inform mili-
tary force readiness and strategies for its enhancement by mitigating risk factors and 
potentiating protective factors related to parenting, parental mental health, and child 
mental health, all of which can affect SM effectiveness. As well, the findings of this 
study are relevant to many military family support programs. Relevant information 
can be disseminated through educational materials, webinars, and newsletters, and 
used to support the development of new services, interventions, and policies to 
address some of the unmet needs of military families as reported in this research.
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Chapter 9
Strengthening Parenting in Deployed 
Military Families

Abigail H. Gewirtz and Tori S. Simenec

In the years since 9/11/2001, more than three million service members have 
deployed to the wars in the Middle East. Forty percent of these soldiers, sailors, air-
men, and marines are also parents. Service member health and well-being are inex-
tricably linked to the well-being of the service member’s family. A burgeoning body 
of military family research over the past 15 years rests on the foundations of more 
than 50 years of developmental and developmental psychopathology research dem-
onstrating the importance of the family environment, and parenting in particular, for 
child well-being and resilience. Given that a disproportionate number of new 
recruits to the military are themselves military brats, paying attention to the well-
being of this generation is important for both military families and the nation 
(Gewirtz et al. 2020a).

Unlike in prior wars, approximately 50% of all those deployed are or were mem-
bers of the Military Reserve Component (i.e., National Guard or Reserve [NG/R] 
service members); these personnel are older and more likely to be partnered and 
parenting than typical active-duty service personnel (Defense Manpower Data 
Center 2015). In all, about half of the more than two million US children who have 
experienced the deployment to war of a parent are children of NG/R personnel liv-
ing in civilian communities with few ties to other military families (Clever & Segal 
2013). Community mental health resources often lack specialized military exper-
tise, making it challenging for families to get appropriate help and support follow-
ing deployment or injuries.

What makes wartime deployment uniquely stressful for families is twofold: an 
extended parent-child separation combined with concerns for the deployed parent’s 
safety. Empirical studies on the impact of deployment on families has grown exten-
sively over the past decade (see also Cozza & Lerner 2013; Institute of Medicine 
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2013; NASEM 2019). Findings indicate, for example, that reintegration after 
deployment and the resulting impact on the family last far beyond the immediate 
reunion period to more than a year post-reintegration (Brickell et al., 2018; Creech 
et  al. 2014). When a parent returns from deployment with visible or invisible 
wounds of war, the scars may last a lifetime.

This chapter, then, provides an overview of the extant research on the effects of 
wartime deployment on parenting and family and child well-being. We highlight 
what is known from cross-sectional, longitudinal, and prevention/intervention stud-
ies. Applying a family stress model and social interaction learning theory as concep-
tual bases, we review the evidence on how deployment affects parenting and child 
adjustment. Fortunately, parenting is malleable to intervention. Thus, the bulk of 
this chapter provides an overview and integration of randomized controlled trial/
RCT data from a parenting prevention intervention (After Deployment, Adaptive 
Parenting Tools/ADAPT) targeting improved child adjustment for military families 
with school-aged children. Findings highlight the utility of randomized trials to 
examine mechanisms of change, as well as attributes (behavioral and physiological) 
that may affect or moderate benefits of a military parenting program. We conclude 
by pointing to some significant gaps in the research literature as well as future 
directions.

�Impact of Deployment on Children and Families

Extended separations resulting from deployment have both direct and indirect influ-
ences on the psychosocial well-being of military children (Park 2011). Military 
parents influence their children directly through their parenting practices (Gewirtz 
et al. 2018b). Evidence suggests that there is a negative impact of deployment length 
on fathers’ parenting practices, with longer deployments associated with poorer 
problem-solving, harsh discipline, positive involvement, encouragement and moni-
toring (Davis et al. 2015). Among military families, deployed father’s negative emo-
tion socialization is associated with greater negative emotionality and internalizing 
problems in children (He et  al. 2015). Deployment-related post-traumatic stress 
disorder symptoms are associated with parenting challenges (Gewirtz et al. 2010; 
Giff et al. 2019; Laifer et al. 2019). These parenting challenges lead to problems in 
the child that are best understood through a developmental lens.

Children of parents who have deployed may be vulnerable to problems in child-
hood with attachment, acute stress reactions, adjustment, depression, and behavior, 
as well as problems in adolescence with substance use, behavior, and conduct 
(Barker & Berry 2009; Brickell et al. 2018; Gewirtz & Zamir 2014; Gilreath et al. 
2013; Reed et al. 2011; Tupper et al. 2018). Extended separations can have negative 
effects on children’s academic performance (Jensen et  al. 1989). Some evidence 
suggests that longer deployments are associated with greater risk of these problems 
in children (Gewirtz & Zamir 2014; Mansfield et al. 2011). Research evidence also 
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points to differential effects of deployment on children depending on their age 
(Gewirtz & Zamir 2014).

Despite the risks that extended separations can introduce, military children often 
exhibit resilience (Jeffreys & Leitzel 2000). Having a relationship with a warm and 
effective caregiver is the most important factor in a child’s life for protecting against 
risk and promoting resilience (Masten 2015). Strengthening the quality of parenting 
is of critical importance for improving children’s well-being, and increased atten-
tion to improving resilience in military children and families is greatly needed 
(Park 2011).

Interventions aimed at improving the parent-child relationship in the general/
civilian population demonstrate effects on child well-being as well as secondary 
outcomes of parent psychological well-being and marital quality (e.g., Bullard et al. 
2010; Forgatch & DeGarmo 1999; Forgatch et al. 2009; Wolchik et al. 2002). This 
is important because deployment can also affect family systems by placing a strain 
on couple relationships and reducing relationship quality (e.g., Faber et al. 2008; 
Flake et al. 2009; Gewirtz et al. 2011; Warner et al. 2009).

�Family Stress Models

Nearly 40 years of research on family stress models has demonstrated the impact of 
broad classes of stressful events on the functioning of families (e.g., Barnett 2008; 
Conger et  al. 2002; Elder Jr et  al. 1986). Notable examples include research on 
Midwestern farm families that highlighted the detrimental effects of poverty on 
parenting practices via impaired couple adjustment (e.g., Conger et al. 2002), as 
well as studies of the Great Depression. In the latter, for example, socioeconomic 
stress was associated with impaired parenting practices, increasing the risk for child 
maladjustment (Elder Jr et al. 1985). Research on stressors related to family vio-
lence and marital transitions (e.g., divorce, stepfamilies) has also demonstrated 
similar relationships; for example, observed parenting practices mediated the rela-
tionship between divorce-related sequelae and children’s adjustment (Forgatch & 
DeGarmo 1999; Forgatch et al. 2009), while hostility in couple relationships pre-
dicted later child anger, mediated through coercive parenting (Rhoades et al. 2011). 
By hypothesizing that stressful family transitions (e.g., marital disruptions, poverty, 
violence) indirectly impair children’s adjustment via negative impacts on parental 
distress, parenting impairments, and couple relationships, family stress models are 
mediation models. Family stress studies have, in addition, demonstrated how paren-
tal psychopathology, particularly maternal depression, impairs couple adjustment, 
parenting, and child adjustment (e.g., Downey & Coyne 1990; Gartstein & Fagot 
2003). However, despite approximately 20 years of war in the Middle East, a dearth 
of longitudinal research has examined the impact of parental deployment to war on 
parenting and children’s adjustment (see, e.g., Alfano et al. 2016; Gewirtz & Youssef 
2016b; McFarlane 2009).
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�A Military Family Stress Model

The stress of a parent’s deployment to war on the family, as noted above, likely 
stems from both the separation and the worries about the service member being in 
harm’s way. Family stress is likely exacerbated when parents return with post-
traumatic stress disorder/PTSD, traumatic brain injury, and depression, which 
nearly a fifth of service members suffer from (Tanielian et al. 2008). This is the 
reason so many families talk about life after deployment as a new normal. When 
families include a parent who deploys frequently (i.e., on a high operational tempo) 
such as personnel in Special Operations, or in dual-career military families in which 
both parents are deployed, the deployment cycle may be almost continuous.

Most military family research has examined adult functioning (military service 
member and spouse), and less often child adjustment, during and following deploy-
ment, typically using self-reports (Gewirtz & Youssef 2016a). Large-sample popu-
lation representative family studies, in particular, have provided important 
information about parents (and sometimes children) during the wars of the twenty-
first century (see, e.g., the RAND Deployment Life study, Meadows et al. 2016, and 
the Millennium Family Cohort Study, Crum-Cianflone et al. 2014. But almost no 
studies have provided longitudinal multiple-method and multiple-informant data on 
parenting and parent-child relationships following deployment to elucidate how 
deployment might function as a family stressor. Gathering information from multi-
ple informants (e.g., mother, father, child, teacher) provides different perspectives 
on behavior; using several methods of assessment (e.g., behavioral observations, 
self-reports, physiological and genetic data) allows for a richer, multilevel under-
standing of family and child processes (e.g., Cicchetti & Blender 2004).

We found partial support for a military family stress model using multiple-
informant and multi-method data from 336 families in which at least one parent had 
been deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan (Gewirtz et  al. 2018a. Parenting practices 
(measured by observations) mediated the relationship between PTSD symptoms 
and child adjustment (measured by parent, child, and teacher reports) for mothers 
but not for fathers. Marital quality (measured by a latent factor including both 
observations and self-reports) also served as a mediator from greater PTSD symp-
toms to poorer child adjustment via impaired parenting. Fathers’ greater PTSD 
symptoms—but not length or number of deployments—were directly associated 
with children’s poorer adjustment. A recent replication of that original military fam-
ily stress model study with another sample of 244 military families found full sup-
port for the model, with both mothers’ and fathers’ PTSD symptoms indirectly 
affecting child adjustment via poorer observed and reported couple adjustment and 
observed parenting practices (Cheng et al. 2020).
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�Social Interaction Learning Theory

While family stress models provide a broad conceptualization of the deployment 
context as a stressful environment that may increase the risk for children’s emo-
tional and behavioral problems (via impaired parenting), social interaction learning 
theory provides the details of how parenting and parent-child relationships may go 
awry in these circumstances. Patterson (1982, 2005), together with his colleagues at 
the Oregon Social Learning Center, showed how in stressful family contexts coer-
cive parent-child interactions are associated with subsequent child antisocial (dis-
ruptive) behavior. The more frequent, intense, and longer these interactions (also 
known as conflict bouts) last, the more likely they are to increase the risk of negative 
maladaptive child behaviors including conduct problems, delinquency, substance 
use and abuse, depression, and school problems (Patterson 2016).

A parent training model, Parent Management Training-Oregon Model/
GenerationPMTO, was developed by Patterson and colleagues beginning in the 
1980s (Forgatch & Gewirtz 2017). This family of interventions (also known as the 
Oregon model of behavioral parent training; Dishion et al. 2016) has been rigor-
ously tested in both efficacy and effectiveness trials and has been implemented 
widely in Northern Europe and in some US states (Forgatch & Gewirtz 2017; 
Forgatch et al. 2013). The Oregon group was most interested in preventing external-
izing behaviors in youth. Overall, far less research has focused on preventing anxi-
ety, an internalizing behavior, in youth. However, emerging research suggests that 
parents may play a key role in preventing internalizing problems in children, par-
ticularly anxiety (Morgan et  al. 2017; Ginsburg et  al. 2015). Recent randomized 
control trials have demonstrated success in improving children’s anxiety symptoms 
through prevention and early intervention parenting programs (Morgan et al. 2017; 
Ginsburg et al. 2015).

One of the most salient stressors of the deployment context that children and 
their at-home parent experience is worry about the safety of the deployed parent. 
Research has documented greater than typical levels of anxiety and more referrals 
for mental health services among children and their at-home caregivers (Alfano 
et al. 2016; Mustillo et al. 2016). Moreover, after service members return home, 
post-traumatic stress and related symptoms (e.g., from traumatic brain injury) may 
disrupt parental emotion regulation skills, which may in turn damage effective par-
enting (Snyder et al. 2016; Laifer et al. 2019). Fortunately, evidence-based interven-
tions demonstrate promising potential in strengthening parenting to buffer the 
negative effects of deployment on children and families.

We briefly review one example of an evidence-based intervention with RCT data 
targeting parenting in military families. There is a sizeable amount of prevention 
and intervention research with civilian families but remarkably few rigorously eval-
uated interventions for military children and families with data demonstrating lon-
ger term change, and/or change at multiple levels (e.g., biological, genetic, 
behavioral; NASEM 2019). Of note, among civilian families, far more evidence-
based prevention interventions focus on improving caregiving and parenting 
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processes than those targeting children alone. This is likely due to the fact that pro-
grams aimed at improving children’s resilience by strengthening parenting have 
also demonstrated crossover and cascading effects, improving parental and overall 
family well-being (e.g., Forehand et al. 2014; Gewirtz et al. 2016; Patterson et al. 
2010; Sandler et al. 2011).

An adaptation of GenerationPMTO for military families—After Deployment, 
Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT)—was developed and rigorously evaluated 
using a randomized controlled trial design. This process enabled the examination of 
family stress and social interaction learning (SIL) models as applied to military 
families, as well as a robust test of the PMTO preventive intervention model for this 
population. Conceptualizing deployment as the family stressor, we predicted that 
deployment-related stressors (length and numbers of deployments, combat PTSD 
symptoms) would impair parenting and that the ADAPT intervention would buffer 
parenting. Consistent with a SIL model, we hypothesized that improvements in par-
enting as a function of the intervention would in turn strengthen children’s adjust-
ment as well as parental adjustment. However, we made some key modifications to 
the GenPMTO program, specifically, by adding a new emphasis on effective emo-
tional parenting or emotion socialization skills.

The remainder of this chapter describes first the study designs, processes, and 
implementation of the three large-scale ADAPT trials. Secondly, we describe out-
comes of the initial ADAPT pragmatic randomized effectiveness trial. We highlight 
not only the outcomes of the trial but also data yielded regarding mechanisms 
underlying family and child psychosocial health and adjustment over time in the 
wake of parent(s)’ deployment to war.

�Testing ADAPT

After Deployment, Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT) was originally developed 
and tested with funding from the National Institute of Drug Abuse (DA-030114) 
and the National Institute for Child Health and Human Development (HD-066896); 
funding for two subsequent ongoing studies (a comparative effectiveness study of 
multiple formats of the program and a sequential multiple assignment randomized 
trial/SMART of the ADAPT for active duty program) was provided by the 
Department of Defense (W81XWH-14-1-0143; W81XWH-16-1-0407). While the 
development and testing of the ADAPT program offered a special opportunity to 
test a SIL framework among military families, practically speaking, such a program 
was crucially needed.

Although theory-based military family programs tested with RCTs are available, 
they are few in number and target the couple relationship (Stanley et al. 2014) or 
new parents (e.g., DeVoe et al. 2017). ADAPT is the first empirically based parent-
ing program for deployed military families with school-aged children tested in a 
randomized controlled trial (Gewirtz & Youssef 2016b). Developed and evaluated 
first for National Guard and Reserve (NG/R) families, ADAPT was later adapted for 
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active-duty families and is now available in multiple formats and intensities, includ-
ing as a population-based, tiered program (DeGarmo & Gewirtz 2019; Gewirtz 
et al. 2020b).

The ADAPT studies have evaluated the effectiveness, formats, sequence, and 
dosages of the ADAPT program on parenting practices, and children’s adjustment, 
as well as gathered data to understand parenting in the post-deployment environ-
ment. The original ADAPT effectiveness trial was the first longitudinal study to 
gather comprehensive (multiple method, multiple informant) data on NG/R parents 
and their school-aged children who had experienced deployment. From 2011 to 
2016, 336 NG/R families were recruited into the ADAPT study and followed for 2 
years. All families included at least one parent who had been deployed to the Middle 
East in service of OIF/OEF, or OND (US-led conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq) after 
September 11, 2001, and at least one child (in the parent’s custody) between 4 and 
13 years old at the time of study entry. Assessments were conducted at baseline, 
after which families were randomized to the ADAPT intervention or a services-as-
usual condition, and at 6 months (posttest), 12 months, and 24 months post-baseline. 
Details of the sample and procedures may be found in Gewirtz et al. (2018b). During 
the same period (2012–2014) a small feasibility, acceptability, and efficacy trial of 
the three modules of the ADAPT online (self-directed) program was conducted with 
N = 38 military parents. The second large-scale ADAPT study was a comparative 
effectiveness study of three different formats of the parenting program: online/self-
directed, telehealth, and in-person group. This study, completed in 2020, recruited 
244 military families from Minnesota and Michigan with very similar inclusion 
criteria as the first study (i.e., deployed to the Middle East, with a 5–12-year-old at 
home, mostly NG/R). The third large-scale study, still ongoing, is a sequential 
multiple-assignment randomized trial/SMART conducted with more than 400 
active-duty families living in four military installations across the USA (FT Bragg, 
NC; FT Campbell, KY; FT Belvoir & FT Myer, VA). This SMART examines for 
whom, in what format, and in what sequence the ADAPT program works best. 
Study families (with a prior deployment, and a 5–12-year-old at home; mostly 
Army) are first randomized to either the online format or a workshop-based pro-
gram and then, based on a brief assessment of parenting (examined via a measure of 
parenting efficacy that has been shown to index observed parenting effectiveness), 
either stay the course or are re-randomized to a booster (three sessions of the in-
person group format or three individual sessions).

�Study Implementation: Challenges and Benefits

As with many RCTs, successful implementation of the ADAPT studies has required 
extensive outreach, communication, and collaboration with military leadership, 
families, and active-duty, National Guard, and reserve communities. For each study, 
the first year was spent in planning and outreach activities, learning about the com-
munities from which we were recruiting, conducting focus groups to understand 
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families’ needs, staffing up, and getting regulatory (IRB) approval from both our 
university and the Department of Defense. In outreach, we have used a combined 
top-down and bottom-up approach, reaching out to leadership and commanders, as 
well as to enlisted service members and partners/spouses. We learned early on that 
providing resources and services outside of the study parameters helped our mili-
tary partners see us as a useful resource and not simply a team of researchers look-
ing for subjects to study (and who would then leave the community). In each study, 
our goal has been to establish the program in the community such that ADAPT 
could be sustained far beyond the grant period.

In the first ADAPT study, for example, we were asked to attend all Yellow Ribbon 
mandatory deployment preparation and reintegration events to answer families’ 
questions about how they might help their children navigate the deployment and 
reintegration process. In our ongoing study, ADAPT for Active-Duty, our research 
team is active on social media, posting information about events and general 
resources for families, not simply ADAPT. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
face-to-face interaction had to stop, our sites remained active on social media and 
contacted families regularly to see how they were doing and keep them apprised of 
study developments, and provided newsletters and videos with pandemic parent-
ing tips.

Getting initial buy-in for the program required us to explain in clear and simple 
terms what the study entails and its potential benefits to participants and the mili-
tary. Opposition is often simply a function of research fatigue; leadership and fami-
lies talked of being asked to participate in research studies from which they received 
no benefit and following which they received no information about results. We have 
always committed to providing study data in the form of newsletters as data became 
available and have disseminated regular newsletters communicating research find-
ings to all our families.

Among both leadership and individual service members and families, we have 
rarely received complaints about the randomized nature of the study. In our first 
study, a handful of families reported that they were disappointed not to be random-
ized to the intervention condition; in our second study, some were disappointed not 
to receive their preferred intervention format. Typically, these were families who 
had friends or colleagues who were allocated to a different condition. Overall, and 
to our surprise, study attrition was not significantly different between the interven-
tion and control conditions in the original study. (Subsequent studies have not had a 
control condition; all families have received some form of ADAPT intervention.)

The primary challenge to the conduct of all three large-scale RCTs has been 
recruitment of families, and this appears to be the most common barrier to RCT 
implementation among our peer military family researchers. Ours are complex stud-
ies that require potential participant families to commit to three, 3-h-long, in-home 
assessments over a 2-year period, as well as to consider joining an ADAPT program 
format. Participants joined all studies via our online portal; they completed a brief 
screening tool, and, if eligible, were immediately routed to the online consent form. 
After they consented and completed a baseline survey, families were contacted by 
our interview coordinator to schedule a baseline in-home assessment.
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Across all three of our studies to date, we have found similar trends in recruit-
ment. Early outreach activities—introducing the study and the program, getting 
face time with key stakeholders, and online promotion—have typically resulted in 
strong recruitment in the first few months of early adopters, families highly moti-
vated to engage in our study and/or who are seeking parenting tools. Since then, we 
have seen recruitment dipping and peaking in waves, often related to the military 
and school calendars (e.g., dips over the summer when most Permanent Changes of 
Station/PCS moves take place, or between Thanksgiving and Christmas; and peaks 
around the start of the school year or in early spring).

Our best recruitment tools are in-person meetings (e.g., family picnics, unit gath-
erings, or pre-deployment family briefings), word of mouth, and mass media men-
tions of the program. We have learned over time that families need to hear about 
ADAPT multiple times, from several sources, before they agree to participate. By 
diversifying our outreach efforts—using email, phone calls, letters, texts, social 
media, flyers, and meetings—we are able to share ADAPT with families in multiple 
ways. Once families participate in the program, word spreads that ADAPT is a use-
ful resource. We are fortunate to have received good media attention, and every 
newspaper, radio, and television story about ADAPT has attracted more consenting 
families.

Convincing families to enroll in the study, however, is just the first hurdle to 
jump. As many as 20–30% of enrollees consent to participate, only to balk at the 
scheduling of a baseline in-home interview either by not responding to numerous 
contact attempts or by reporting that they have changed their minds about partici-
pating. Being more explicit about what each aspect of the study entails (e.g., provid-
ing length of time to complete each survey and interview) has, interestingly, not 
reduced the percent of families who fell off between consent and baseline assess-
ment in our later studies.

As our studies grew, so has our study team. The team includes military veterans, 
military spouses/partners, those who grew up in military families, as well as gradu-
ate students and academic professionals. We have attracted many volunteers who 
are interested to serve and learn about military families or who have retired from the 
military and want to assist; they have served as interviewers, coders, childcare pro-
fessionals, and recruitment experts and/or helped connect us with key military 
stakeholders.

Our participant parents have provided us with honest and direct feedback about 
our studies. At times we have sought out their advice regarding to what degree our 
study protocol was burdensome and how to discuss with families the option to pro-
vide genetic material (via saliva samples). We also have benefited greatly from 
strong working relationships with program officers at the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse and at the Department of Defense and with our human subjects protection/
IRB office, all of whom have been very responsive and willing to answer a range of 
questions. Our approach is to preempt concerns whenever possible, e.g., to discuss 
recruitment concerns with our funder as soon as we could see trends.

After recruitment, the major challenge to successful implementation of our RCTs 
has been logistical, as they have been/are conducted in multiple sites and/or large 
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urban areas, and have included a group format for the intervention, which requires 
a number of families in one location. In the original effectiveness trial, when a fam-
ily entered the study and was randomized to the intervention, their location was 
mapped; we would identify the most accessible/central location for a group of fami-
lies and then identify an appropriate community space to deliver the intervention 
(typically a community center, church, school, or college). Families were asked for 
their time and location preferences (how far they were willing to travel to group and 
what nights they were available). Families living on the edge of our catchment zone, 
or unwilling or unable to travel more than 20 min to a group location, or with busy 
schedules, often had to wait several months to a year or more to be placed into a 
group. Given this challenge, we found it quite remarkable that 75% of the families 
assigned to the intervention attended!

Logistical challenges have been more than offset by the benefit families have 
reported from participating in ADAPT. Families’ narratives often are not captured 
in the empirical data collection process. We have been fortunate to have in our study 
articulate families who found the ADAPT program to be beneficial and meaningful 
for their family. Several of our families’ volunteered testimonials have been docu-
mented in news media reports about the program; for example, a front-page article 
about the program in the local newspaper reported interviews with two families who 
completed the program and reported benefits, even several years later.

�Measures

All studies have included multi-method, multi-informant data gathered from par-
ents, children, and children’s teachers to enable us to understand parents’ and chil-
dren’s adaptation over the 2 years of the study at multiple levels of analysis (i.e., 
behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and in the first study only, physiological and 
genetic). At all four time points, parents complete measures of parenting, social sup-
port, psychopathology, children’s adjustment, and emotion socialization. At base-
line, 12  months, and 24  months, parents and children are interviewed at home; 
teacher questionnaires about children’s behavior and peer adjustment are gathered; 
and parents and children are videotaped completing Family Interaction Tasks 
(FITs). These assess multiple domains of parenting practices (i.e., teaching through 
encouragement, positive involvement, discipline, problem-solving, monitoring, and 
emotion socialization) and include teaching tasks, problem-solving tasks, a co-
parenting conflict task for mother-father discussion, and a deployment issues task 
during which parents and children discuss an emotional issue associated with the 
parent’s deployment. Children complete self-report measures of social, emotional, 
and behavioral adjustment, and parents complete measures of executive functioning 
and IQ. In the original effectiveness trial, chest strap monitors worn by family mem-
bers provided heart rate variability data during the FITs to help us understand emo-
tion responding within and across family members. Also, saliva samples were 
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gathered from parents and children for genotyping in order to examine genetic mod-
eration of intervention effects.

Observational data are key to the theoretical model on which ADAPT is based, 
as the theory proposes that interactions are the mechanisms by which children learn 
coercive and aversive behaviors that subsequently generalize beyond the home envi-
ronment. Coding of videotaped FITs thus assessed parenting on key dimensions: 
problem-solving, positive involvement, discipline, monitoring, and teaching through 
encouragement. Extending the model to military families also required coding of 
FITs for family emotion communication (i.e., parental emotion socialization).

Thanks to separate grant funding from NIDA to our colleague James Snyder, 
videos from a subset of the sample (two parent married families, mostly with only 
the husband deployed) were coded specifically to examine how PTSD symptoms 
might manifest in family interactions. This study yielded both global and microso-
cial/moment-by-moment codes of interpersonal interactions among family mem-
bers that provide rich evidence for how couples and families behave following 
deployment. Snyder used an a priori approach to yield multi-item scales reflecting 
positive engagement (20 items), withdrawal (18 items), and reactivity-coercion (17 
items). A fourth factor labeled distress avoidance emerged as a result of factor anal-
yses of items that did not fall within scales as previously expected (Brockman et al. 
2016; Snyder et al. 2016). Sample distress avoidance items included: “Engages in 
soothing in response to others’ distress;” “Is fearful or anxious;” “Is wary and tenta-
tive;” and “walks on eggshells to not upset other family members.” Snyder’s team 
also coded moment-by-moment affect data using the Relationship Affect Coding 
System (RACS; Peterson et al. 2008). Affective codes included anger/disgust, dis-
tress, validation, positive affect, ignore, and no affect.

Cross-Sectional Examinations of Parenting: As noted earlier, we used baseline 
data from our first and second RCTs (the original effectiveness trial and the com-
parative effectiveness trial) to examine a military family stress model. In addition, 
in separate analyses to understand the factors associated with fathers’ parenting 
practices, we examined relationships between specific risk and protective factors 
and observed parenting for the deployed fathers in the sample (Davis et al. 2015). 
Length of deployment (total number of months deployed) and father age were sig-
nificantly negatively associated with effective parenting practices, while income 
was positively associated with effective observed parenting. That is, older fathers, 
and those who had been deployed for longer, showed poorer parenting, while higher 
income appeared to function as a protective factor or buffer for more effective par-
enting. In this model, PTSD symptoms and battle exposure were not significantly 
associated with parenting practices. It appears that the determinants of parenting in 
this sample may differ for mothers and for fathers. This may be due to the extended 
absence of fathers from their children’s lives and the relative lack of active parenting 
among these fathers compared to the mothers. It is of particular interest that income 
was significantly associated with parenting in this sample; prior family stress model 
research has shown poverty to be a powerful family stressor affecting parenting 
(e.g., Masarik & Conger 2017), but no research of which we are aware has 

9  Strengthening Parenting in Deployed Military Families



220

demonstrated income to be a protective factor for parenting in a sample of largely 
middle-class families.

Another cross-sectional baseline study examined emotional parent-child interac-
tions among mothers, fathers, and children (Brockman et al. 2016). Fathers’ highly 
reactive and coercive behaviors appeared to amplify children’s coercive behaviors, 
which elicited both coercion and distress avoidance from mothers. For example, a 
father might respond harshly to a child’s noncompliance, eliciting a highly reactive 
and coercive response from mother (e.g., “Why are you so mean to him? He’s just a 
child”) followed by brief efforts to calm the child using distraction but lacking true 
empathy.

An examination of couple relationships at baseline focused on understanding the 
contributions of experiential avoidance, a key element of PTSD, and observed cou-
ple communication, to perceptions of relationship quality (Zamir et al. 2017). Using 
an actor-partner interdependence model, we found that greater self-reported experi-
ential avoidance was associated with lower perceived relationship quality in both 
mothers and fathers, whereas observed positive couple communication was associ-
ated with greater perceived marital quality in both. In men only, greater experiential 
avoidance was associated with more negative couple communication and lower per-
ceived relationship quality for their female partners. The results suggest that EA 
accounts for significant variance in relationship quality above and beyond observed 
couple communication skills.

In sum, our baseline/cross-sectional data has uncovered patterns in both behav-
ioral and emotional communication in families. Patterns of emotional communica-
tion characterized by avoidance and reactivity appear to be particularly salient 
disrupters of effective family functioning (couple relationship quality and positive 
parent-child interactions) among families affected by a parent’s deployment.

�Outcomes of the ADAPT Program: Findings from the First RCT

Here, we summarize program process and outcome findings from the first effective-
ness trial. The second study (ADAPT4U) has only recently been finished and data 
are currently being prepared for analysis; the third, SMART (ADAPT for Active 
Duty), is still underway.

Following baseline assessment for the effectiveness trial, all families were ran-
domized either to the ADAPT program (60%; 207 families) or to a services-as-usual 
comparison group (40%; 129 families). Families in the comparison group were pro-
vided Web and print military resources for parenting after deployment. Families 
assigned to the ADAPT condition were invited to a 14-week group-based parenting 
program delivered on weekday evenings in community locations convenient to par-
ticipating families. Childcare and dinner were provided, and groups consisted of 
4–10 families (8–20 adults). Sessions were 2 h in length and provided parents with 
effective parenting tools via active teaching, discussion, and role play. Each session 
began with a review of the prior week’s home practice assignment, followed by the 
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introduction of the week’s target parenting skill, and a noticing/mindfulness exer-
cise. The session ended with a summary and the new home practice assignment. The 
curriculum targeted six key parenting skills (the five PMTO/SIL-based skills of 
positive involvement, skill encouragement, problem-solving, discipline, and moni-
toring, plus emotion socialization). Skills were introduced incrementally and later 
sessions built on earlier ones. For example, emotion coaching skills require the 
capacity to identify and respond to one’s own emotions, listen to children, and help 
them to solve problems and manage conflict. These skills were taught in the ses-
sions preceding emotion coaching. Following each session, parents completed de-
identified (numbered) satisfaction forms. Parent resources included a binder 
provided at the first session, parent handouts and summaries, and the ADAPT online 
site which provided videos demonstrating key skills and parents practicing those 
skills, short quizzes, as well as downloadable mindfulness exercises.

Of the families randomized to the ADAPT condition, 75% attended at least one 
group session with an additional 10% accessing the online materials without attend-
ing sessions (Doty et al. 2016). Families attending at least one session participated 
in 70% of available sessions (9.8 of the 14 sessions) on average (Pinna et al. 2017). 
Surprisingly, given the fact that mothers tend to engage in parenting programs more 
than fathers, we found no significant differences between attendance by mothers vs. 
fathers, or deployed vs. non-deployed parents. Participant satisfaction was high, 
overall, with a mean of 3.44 (SD = 0.48) on a 0–4 scale, where 0 = not at all and 
4 = very much (Pinna et al. 2017).

The program’s effects on parenting and child adjustment were examined at 6, 12, 
and 24 months post-baseline; all analyses were intent to treat (i.e., included the full 
experimental and control groups). At posttest (6 months post-baseline), the ADAPT 
program improved parental locus of control (i.e., sense of control and confidence in 
parenting) and reduced parental reports of ineffective discipline. At 1  year, the 
ADAPT program demonstrated salutary main effects on observed parenting, with 
the ADAPT program group showing significantly improved effective couple parent-
ing compared with the services-as-usual group. Improved couple parenting, in turn, 
was concurrently associated with significant improvements in children’s adjustment 
from baseline as reported by parents, teachers, and youth (Gewirtz et al. 2018a).

We examined paths from changes at posttest to improvements at 1 year. Program-
caused improvements in parental locus of control at posttest predicted improve-
ments in children’s positive peer adjustment 6  months later (at 12  months 
post-baseline; Piehler et al. 2016). The program also had a positive impact on par-
ent’s own well-being: improvements in parental locus of control at posttest also 
predicted reductions in mothers’ and fathers’ depression and PTSD symptoms and 
suicidality at 1 year for those assigned to ADAPT, compared to the control group 
(Gewirtz et al. 2018a).

Two-year outcomes analysis for the sample suggests that program effects endure 
beyond 12 months for both children and parents. A key element of the ADAPT pro-
gram, previously not incorporated into PMTO models, is emotion socialization. We 
hypothesized that strengthening parental emotion socialization (i.e., emotion regu-
lation and emotion coaching skills) would improve parents’ abilities to effectively 
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help their children navigate big emotions, and thus reduce children’s internalizing 
symptoms. The ADAPT program (vs. control) reduced parent’s non-supportive 
emotion socialization (e.g., critical, dismissive, or invalidating comments about 
children’s emotions) over a 2-year period which, in turn, was associated with 
decreased child internalizing symptoms (Zhang et al. 2020b).

The ADAPT program reduced mothers’ (but not fathers’) PTSD symptoms over 
a 24-month period (DeGarmo & Gewirtz 2019). Given the main effects on mother’s 
but not father’s adjustment at 2  years, we have studied moderators of treatment 
effects for fathers, in particular. For the subsample of deployed fathers in two parent 
families (those on whom additional emotion coding was conducted by our colleague 
James Snyder) we tested father’s experiential avoidance (i.e., avoidance of emotion-
ally distressing or trauma reminders) as a potential moderator of treatment effects 
over 2 years post-baseline. Fathers in the ADAPT condition who were high in self-
reported experiential avoidance at baseline showed stronger improvements (i.e., 
reductions) in observed distress avoidance with their children 2 years later com-
pared to the control group (Gewirtz et al. 2019).

We have also examined physiological moderators of the ADAPT intervention’s 
effectiveness. For example, higher vagal suppression, a physiological index of 
effective emotion regulation measured via heart rate variability, appears to function 
as a buffer in helping deployed fathers to parent effectively even in the context of 
high experiential avoidance (a core feature of PTSD). That is, among fathers with 
poor vagal suppression, experiential avoidance was inversely associated with effec-
tive observed parenting, but among fathers with higher vagal suppression there was 
no such relationship (Zhang et al. 2020a). Not surprisingly, then, vagal suppression 
was also found to function as a moderator of intervention effectiveness in fathers: 
those with higher vagal suppression showed significant benefit from the ADAPT 
program with stronger observed parenting, compared with those assigned to the 
control group (Zhang et al. 2020a).

In sum, the ADAPT program, theoretically informed by family stress and social 
interaction learning models, appears to change behaviors among both parents and 
children over a 2-year period. However, the studies also provide an opportunity to 
elucidate the natural processes by which mothers and fathers parent and interact 
with their children in the wake of parental deployment to war. These results enable 
us to refine our models as well as to develop, adapt, and rigorously evaluate preven-
tion programs to strengthen and support military families.

�Implications for Research and Practice

While findings from the ADAPT studies to date indicate the potential for RCTs to 
uncover both the impact of programs and the underlying mechanisms of impact, 
RCTs in military populations are few and far between. Not surprisingly then, there 
is much still to learn about both the developmental consequences of parental separa-
tion due to deployment and the impact of deployments on father’s and mother’s 
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parenting. Of note, there is an extreme dearth of research on the impact of separa-
tion due to deployment of mothers and on the corresponding psychological conse-
quences for children. In our ADAPT studies, only a small minority of mothers 
(15–20%) have been deployed themselves, which is fairly typical for military fam-
ily samples in which a majority of the deployed personnel are fathers but which 
presents a sample size problem for examining correlates of maternal deployment. 
By pooling baseline data across ADAPT studies for a larger sample size of deployed 
mothers we are beginning to examine unique stressors (e.g., military sexual assault) 
and family outcomes for this population (Rahl-Brigman et al. 2020). Nonetheless, 
the tiny body of research on the growing population of deployed military mothers 
suggests an urgent need to fund and execute studies on this issue (NASEM 2019).

Despite a growing body of longitudinal research on both the process and sequelae 
of deployments for families, the large preponderance of research on military fami-
lies remains cross-sectional correlational research that relies primarily on a single 
informant (e.g., a parent). Such studies are characteristic of the early stage of a new 
field of research. Yet military family research is coming of age and now requires a 
far greater focus on processes of action and mechanisms underlying relationships 
which requires multi-method, multi-agent, and longitudinal research (NASEM 2019).

Our findings from the ADAPT studies suggest that parenting is malleable, but 
also that strengthening parenting via family-based programming reaps benefits for 
both parents and children. While this is not a surprising finding given the decades of 
research on evidence-based parenting programs for civilians, there is just a small 
evidence base for parenting programs among military families (Bloir 2020; NASEM 
2019). ADAPT represents the integration of classic parent training strategies (i.e., 
GenerationPMTO) with key emotion socialization components (i.e., emotion regu-
lation strategies for parents and emotion coaching skills). Furthermore, findings 
demonstrate benefits specifically to parents’ emotional parenting behaviors that, in 
turn, improve children’s emotional adjustment by reducing internalizing symptoms. 
The addition of these emotion socialization components to a traditional parent train-
ing program may have implications for practice not only with military families, but 
also with other populations exposed to traumatic stressors. Indeed, our research 
team is currently developing and examining the application of this program with 
another highly stressed population: medical providers on the frontlines of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

References

Alfano, C. A., Lau, S., Balderas, J., Bunnell, B. E., & Beidel, D. C. (2016). The impact of military 
deployment on children: Placing developmental risk in context. Clinical Psychology Review, 
43, 17–29. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2015.11.003

Barker, L. H., & Berry, K. D. (2009). Developmental issues impacting military families with young 
children during single and multiple deployments. Military Medicine, 174(10), 1033–1040.

9  Strengthening Parenting in Deployed Military Families

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2015.11.003


224

Barnett, M. A. (2008). Economic disadvantage in complex family systems: Expansion of fam-
ily stress models. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 11(3), 145–161. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10567-008-0034-z

Bloir, K. (2020). Resource review: Clearinghouse for Military Family Readiness. Journal of Youth 
Development, 15(5), 220–230.  https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2020.918 

Brickell, T.  A., French, L.  M., Lippa, S.  M., & Lange, R.  T. (2018). Burden among caregiv-
ers of service members and veterans following traumatic brain injury. Brain Injury, 32(12), 
1541–1548. https://doi.org/10.1080/02699052.2018.1503328

Brockman, C., Snyder, J., Gewirtz, A., Gird, S. R., Quattlebaum, J., Schmidt, N., Pauldine, M. R., 
Elish, K., Schrepferman, L., Hayes, C., Zettle, R., & DeGarmo, D. (2016). Relationship of 
service members’ deployment trauma, PTSD symptoms, and experiential avoidance to post-
deployment family reengagement. Journal of Family Psychology, 30, 52–62. https://doi.
org/10.1037/fam0000152

Bullard, L., Wachlarowicz, M., DeLeeuw, J., Snyder, J., Low, S., Forgatch, M., & DeGarmo, 
D. (2010). Effects of the Oregon model of Parent Management Training (PMTO) on marital 
adjustment in new stepfamilies: A randomized trial. Journal of Family Psychology, 24(4), 
485–496.  https://doi.org/10.1037/0020267 

Cheng, C. H., Ali Saleh Drawsheh, N., DeGarmo, D. S., Brigman, H., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2020). 
Replication and extension of the Military Family Stress Model: The After Deployment Adaptive 
Parenting Tools/ADAPT4U study. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Cicchetti, D., & Blender, J. A. (2004). A multiple-levels-of-analysis approach to the study of devel-
opmental processes in maltreated children. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
101(50), 17325–17326.

Clever, M., & Segal, D. R. (2013). The demographics of military children and families. The Future 
of Children, 23(2), 13–39. https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2013.0018

Creech, S. K., Hadley, W., & Borsari, B. (2014). The impact of military deployment and reintegra-
tion on children and parenting: A systematic review. Professional Psychology Research and 
Practice, 45(6), 452–464. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035055

Conger, R.  D., Wallace, L.  E., Sun, Y., Simons, R.  L., McLoyd, V.  C., & Brody, 
G. H. (2002). Economic pressure in African American families: A replication and exten-
sion of the family stress model. Developmental Psychology, 38(2), 179–193. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0012-1649.38.2.179

Cozza, C. S. J., & Lerner, R. M. (2013). Military children and families: Introducing the issue. The 
Future of Children, 23(2), 3–11. https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2013.0016

Crum-Cianflone, N. F., Fairbank, J. A., Marmar, C. R., & Schlenger, W. (2014). The Millennium 
Cohort Family Study: A prospective evaluation of the health and well-being of military service 
members and their families. International Journal of Methods in Psychiatric Research, 23(3), 
320–330.  https://doi.org/10.1002/mpr.1446 

Davis, L., Hanson, S. K., Zamir, O., Gewirtz, A. H., & DeGarmo, D. S. (2015). Associations of 
contextual risk and protective factors with fathers’ parenting practices in the postdeployment 
environment. Psychological Services, 12(3), 250–260. https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000038

Defense Manpower Data Center. (2015). Military Family Life Project: Active duty spouse study, 
longitudinal analyses 2010–2012. U.S. Department of Defense. MFLP-Longitudinal-Analyses-
Report.pdf (militaryonesource.mil)

DeGarmo, D. S., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2019). Fixed allocation and dynamic adaptive intervention 
designs for family psychology. In B. H. Fiese (Ed.), APA handbook of contemporary family 
psychology: Foundations, methods, and contemporary issues across the lifespan (pp. 353–368). 
American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/0000099-020

DeVoe, E. R., Paris, R., Emmert-Aronson, B., Ross, A., & Acker, M. (2017). A randomized clinical 
trial of a postdeployment parenting intervention for service members and their families with 
very young children. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice and Policy, 9(Suppl 
1), 25–34. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000196

A. H. Gewirtz and T. S. Simenec

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-008-0034-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-008-0034-z
https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2020.918
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699052.2018.1503328
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000152
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000152
https://doi.org/10.1037/0020267
https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2013.0018
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035055
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.38.2.179
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.38.2.179
https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2013.0016
https://doi.org/10.1002/mpr.1446
https://doi.org/10.1037/ser0000038
https://doi.org/10.1037/0000099-020
https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000196


225

Dishion, T. J., Forgatch, M., Chamberlain, P., & Pelham, W. E., III. (2016). The Oregon model of 
behavior family therapy: From intervention design to promoting large-scale system change. 
Behavior Therapy, 47(6), 812–837. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2016.02.002

Doty, J. L., Rudi, J. H., Pinna, K. L. M., Hanson, S. K., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2016). If you build 
it, will they come? Patterns of internet-based and face-to-face participation in a parenting 
program for military families. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 18(6), e169. https://doi.
org/10.2196/Fjmir.4445

Downey, G., & Coyne, J.  C. (1990). Children of depressed parents: An integrative review. 
Psychological Bulletin, 108, 50–76. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.108.1.50

Elder, G. H., Jr., Caspi, A., & Downey, G. (1986). Problem behavior and family relationships: 
Life course and intergenerational themes. In A. B. Sorensen, F. E. Weinert, & L. R. Sherrod 
(Eds.), Human development and the life course: Multidisciplinary perspectives (pp. 293–340). 
Psychology Press.

Elder, G. H., Jr., Nguyen, T. V., & Caspi, A. (1985). Linking family hardship to children’s lives. 
Child Development, 56(2), 361–375. https://doi.org/10.2307/1129726

Faber, A. J., Willerton, E., Clymer, S. R., MacDermid, S. M., & Weiss, H. M. (2008). Ambiguous 
absence, ambiguous presence: A qualitative study of military reserve families in wartime. 
Journal of Family Psychology, 22(2), 222–230. https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.22.2.222

Flake, E. M., Davis, B. E., Johnson, P. L., & Middleton, L. S. (2009). The psychosocial effects of 
deployment on military children. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics, 30(4), 
271–278. https://doi.org/10.1097/dbp.0b013e3181aac6e4

Forehand, R., Lafko, N., Parent, J., & Burt, K. B. (2014). Is parenting the mediator of change in 
behavioral parent training for externalizing problems of youth? Clinical Psychology Review, 
34(8), 608–619. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2014.10.001

Forgatch, M. S., & DeGarmo, D. S. (1999). Parenting through change: An effective prevention 
program for single mothers. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 67(5), 711–724. 
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-006x.67.5.711

Forgatch, M. S., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2017). The evolution of the Oregon Model of parent manage-
ment training. In J. R. Weisz & A. E. Kazdin (Eds.), Evidence-based psychotherapies for chil-
dren and adolescents (3rd ed., pp. 85–102). Guilford.

Forgatch, M. S., Patterson, G. R., Degarmo, D. S., & Beldavs, Z. G. (2009). Testing the Oregon 
delinquency model with 9-year follow-up of the Oregon Divorce Study. Development and 
Psychopathology, 21(2), 637–660.  https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579409000340 

Forgatch, M. S., Patterson, G. R., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2013). Looking forward: The promise of wide-
spread implementation of parent training programs. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 
8(6), 682–694. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691613503478

Gartstein, M. A., & Fagot, B.  I. (2003). Parental depression, parenting and family adjustment, 
and child effortful control: Explaining externalizing behaviors for preschool children. 
Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 24(2), 143–177. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0193-3973(03)00043-1

Gewirtz, A.  H., Cozza, S., & Kizer, K.  W. (2020a). The need for clinicians to recognize 
military-connected children. JAMA Pediatrics, 174(11), 1019–1020. https://doi.org/10.1001/
jamapediatrics.2020.2548

Gewirtz, A. H., DeGarmo, D. S., & Zamir, O. (2016). Effects of a military parenting program on 
parental distress and suicidal ideation: After Deployment Adaptive Parenting Tools. Suicide 
and Life-threatening Behavior, 46, S23–S31.  https://doi.org/10.1111/sltb.12255 

Gewirtz, A. H., DeGarmo, D. S., & Zamir, O. (2018a). After Deployment Adaptive Parenting 
Tools: One-year outcomes of an evidence-based parenting program for military families. 
Prevention Science, 19(4), 589–599.  https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-017-0839-4 

Gewirtz, A. H., DeGarmo, D. S., & Zamir, O. (2018b). Testing a military family stress model. 
Family Process, 57(2), 415–431. https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12282

9  Strengthening Parenting in Deployed Military Families

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2016.02.002
https://doi.org/10.2196/Fjmir.4445
https://doi.org/10.2196/Fjmir.4445
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.108.1.50
https://doi.org/10.2307/1129726
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.22.2.222
https://doi.org/10.1097/dbp.0b013e3181aac6e4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2014.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-006x.67.5.711
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579409000340
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691613503478
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0193-3973(03)00043-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0193-3973(03)00043-1
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.2548
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.2548
https://doi.org/10.1111/sltb.12255
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-017-0839-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12282


226

Gewirtz, A. H., Erbes, C. R., Polusny, M. A., Forgatch, M. S., & DeGarmo, D. S. (2011). Helping 
military families through the deployment process: Strategies to support parenting. Professional 
Psychology: Research and Practice, 42(1), 56–62. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022345

Gewirtz, A.  H., Melton, J., Majerle, A. & Willer, M. (2020b). Large-scale implementation of 
a population-based tiered parenting support program for active duty military families: 
ADAPT. Manuscript in preparation.

Gewirtz, A. H., Polusny, M. A., DeGarmo, D. S., Khaylis, A., & Erbes, C. R. (2010). Posttraumatic 
stress symptoms among National Guard soldiers deployed to Iraq: Associations with parent-
ing behaviors and couple adjustment. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 78(5), 
599–610. https://doi.org/10.1037/0020571

Gewirtz, A. H., Snyder, J., Zamir, O., Zhang, J., & Zhang, N. (2019). Effects of the after deploy-
ment: Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT) intervention on fathers and their children: A mod-
erated mediation model. Development and Psychopathology, 31(5), 1837–1849.  https://doi.
org/10.1017/s0954579419001238 

Gewirtz, A. H., & Youssef, A. M. (2016a). Parenting and children’s resilience in military families: 
A twenty-first century perspective. In A. H. Gewirtz & A. M. Youssef (Eds.), Parenting and 
children’s resilience in military families (pp. 1–9). Springer International Publishing.

Gewirtz, A. H., & Youssef, A. M. (2016b). Parenting and children’s resilience in military families. 
Springer International Publishing.

Gewirtz, A. H., & Zamir, O. (2014). The impact of parental deployment to war on children: The 
crucial role of parenting. Advances in Child Development and Behavior, 46, 89–112. https://
doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-800285-8.00004-2

Giff, S. T., Renshaw, K. D., & Allen, E. S. (2019). Post-deployment parenting in military couples: 
Associations with service members’ PTSD symptoms. Journal of Family Psychology, 33(2), 
166–175. https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000477

Gilreath, T. D., Cederbaum, J. A., Astor, R. A., Benbenishty, R., Pineda, D., & Atuel, H. (2013). 
Substance use among military-connected youth: The California Healthy Kids Survey. American 
Journal of Preventive Medicine, 44(2), 150–153. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2012.09.059

Ginsburg, G. S., Drake, K. L., Tein, J. Y., Teetsel, R., & Riddle, M. A. (2015). Preventing onset 
of anxiety disorders in offspring of anxious parents: A randomized controlled trial of a 
family-based intervention. American Journal of Psychiatry, 172(12), 1207–1214. https://doi.
org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2015.14091178

He, Y., Gewirtz, A. H., & Dworkin, J. (2015). Parental emotion socialization in military families. 
Child Studies in Asia-Pacific Context, 5(1), 1–19. https://doi.org/10.5723/csac.2015.5.1.001

Institute of Medicine. (2013). Returning home from Iraq and Afghanistan: Assessment of readjust-
ment needs of veterans, service members, and their families. The National Academies Press. 
https://doi.org/10.17226/13499

Jeffreys, D. J., & Leitzel, J. D. (2000). The strengths and vulnerabilities of adolescents in military 
families. In J. A. Martin, L. N. Rosen, & L. R. Sparacino (Eds.), The military family: A practice 
guide for human service providers (pp. 225–240). Praeger.

Jensen, P., Grogan, D., Xenakis, S., & Bain, M. (1989). Father absence: Effects on child and mater-
nal psychopathology. Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 
28(2), 171–175. https://doi.org/10.1097/00004583-198903000-00004

Laifer, L. M., Blackburn, A. M., Goetter, E. M., Ohye, B. Y., Simon, N. M., & Bui, E. (2019). 
Potential mediating role of parenting competence in the relationship between post-traumatic 
stress disorder and family functioning post-9/11 veteran parents. Journal of Child and Family 
Studies, 28(7), 1843–1849. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01405-9

Mansfield, A. J., Kaufman, J. S., Engel, C. C., & Gaynes, B. N. (2011). Deployment and mental 
health diagnoses among children of US Army personnel. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent 
Medicine, 165(11), 999–1005. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpediatrics.2011.123

Masarik, A. S., & Conger, R. D. (2017). Stress and child development: A review of the Family 
Stress Model. Current Opinion in Psychology, 13, 85–90.  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
copsyc.2016.05.008 

A. H. Gewirtz and T. S. Simenec

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022345
https://doi.org/10.1037/0020571
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579419001238
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579419001238
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-800285-8.00004-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-800285-8.00004-2
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000477
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2012.09.059
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2015.14091178
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2015.14091178
https://doi.org/10.5723/csac.2015.5.1.001
https://doi.org/10.17226/13499
https://doi.org/10.1097/00004583-198903000-00004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01405-9
https://doi.org/10.1001/archpediatrics.2011.123
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2016.05.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2016.05.008


227

Masten, A. S. (2015). Ordinary magic: Resilience in development. Guilford Publications.
McFarlane, A. C. (2009). Military deployment: The impact on children and family adjustment 

and the need for care. Current Opinion in Psychiatry, 22(4), 369–373. https://doi.org/10.1097/
yco.0b013e32832c9064

Meadows, S. O., Tanielian, T., & Karney, B. R. (Eds.). (2016). The Deployment Life Study. RAND 
Corporation.

Morgan, A.  J., Rapee, R.  M., Salim, A., Goharpey, N., Tamir, E., McLellan, L.  F., & Bayer, 
J.  K. (2017). Internet-delivered parenting program for prevention and early intervention of 
anxiety problems in young children: Randomized controlled trial. Journal of the American 
Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 56(5), 417–425. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jaac.2017.02.010

Mustillo, S., Wadsworth, S. M., & Lester, P. (2016). Parental deployment and well-being in chil-
dren: Results from a new study of military families. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral 
Disorders, 24(2), 82–91. https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426615598766

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM). (2019). Strengthening the 
Military Family Readiness System. National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25380

Park, N. (2011). Military children and families: Strengths and challenges during peace and war. 
American Psychologist, 66(1), 65–72. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021249

Patterson, G. R. (1982). Coercive family process. Castalia Publishing Company.
Patterson, G.  R. (2005). The next generation of PMTO models. The Behavior Therapist, 

28(2), 25–32.
Patterson, G. R. (2016). Coercion theory: The study of change. In T. J. Dishion & J. J. Snyder (Eds.), 

Oxford handbook of coercive relationship dynamics (pp. 7–22). Oxford University Press.
Patterson, G.  R., Forgatch, M.  S., & DeGarmo, D.  S. (2010). Cascading effects following 

intervention. Development and Psychopathology, 22(4), 949–970. https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0954579410000568

Peterson, J., Winter, C., Jabson, J., & Dishion, T. J. (2008). Relationship Affect Coding System 
(RACS). Unpublished coding manual. Child and Family Center, University of Oregon, Eugene..

Piehler, T. F., Ausherbauer, K., Gewirtz, A., & Gliske, K. (2016). Improving child peer adjustment in 
military families through parent training: The mediational role of parental locus of control. The 
Journal of Early Adolescence, 38(9), 1322–1343. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431616678990

Pinna, K. L. M., Hanson, S., Zhang, N., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2017). Fostering resilience in National 
Guard and Reserve families: A contextual adaptation of an evidence-based parenting program. 
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 87(2), 185–193. https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000221

Rahl-Brigman, H. A., Lucke, C. M., Cheng, C. H., & Gewirtz, A. H. (2020). The association of 
deployment stressors and depression and PTSD symptoms in military mothers. Manuscript 
submitted for publication.

Reed, S. C., Bell, J. F., & Edwards, T. C. (2011). Adolescent well-being in Washington state mili-
tary families. American Journal of Public Health, 101(9), 1676–1682. https://doi.org/10.2105/
AJPH.2011.300165

Rhoades, K. A., Leve, L. D., Harold, G. T., Neiderhiser, J. M., Shaw, D. S., & Reiss, D. (2011). 
Longitudinal pathways from marital hostility to child anger during toddlerhood: Genetic 
susceptibility and indirect effects via harsh parenting. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(2), 
282–291. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022886

Sandler, I.  N., Schoenfelder, E.  N., Wolchik, S.  A., & MacKinnon, D.  P. (2011). Long-term 
impact of prevention programs to promote effective parenting: Lasting effects but uncer-
tain processes. Annual Review of Psychology, 62, 299–329. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.
psych.121208.131619

Snyder, J., Gewirtz, A., Schrepferman, L., Gird, S. R., Quattlebaum, J., Pauldine, M. R., Elish, K., 
Zamir, O., & Hayes, C. (2016). Parent–child relationship quality and family transmission of 
parent posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms and child externalizing and internalizing symp-
toms following fathers’ exposure to combat trauma. Development and Psychopathology, 28(4, 
pt. 1), 947–969. https://doi.org/10.1017/s095457941600064x

9  Strengthening Parenting in Deployed Military Families

https://doi.org/10.1097/yco.0b013e32832c9064
https://doi.org/10.1097/yco.0b013e32832c9064
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2017.02.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2017.02.010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426615598766
https://doi.org/10.17226/25380
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021249
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579410000568
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579410000568
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431616678990
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000221
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300165
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300165
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022886
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.121208.131619
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.121208.131619
https://doi.org/10.1017/s095457941600064x


228

Stanley, S. M., Rhoades, G. K., Loew, B. A., Allen, E. S., Carter, S., Osborne, L. J., Prentice, D., 
& Markman, H. J. (2014). A randomized controlled trial of relationship education in the US 
Army: 2-year outcomes. Family Relations, 63(4), 484–495. https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12083

Tanielian, T., Haycox, L. H., Schell, T. L., Marshall, G. N., Burnam, M. A., Eibner, C., Karney, 
B., Meredith, L. S., Ringel, J. S., & Vaiana, M. E. (2008). Invisible wounds of war. Summary 
and recommendations for addressing psychological and cognitive injuries. RAND. https://doi.
org/10.7249/MG720.1

Tupper, R., Bureau, J. F., & St-Laurent, D. (2018). Deployment status: A direct or indirect effect 
on mother–child attachment within a Canadian military context? Infant Mental Health Journal, 
39(4), 466–477. https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21720

Warner, C.  H., Appenzeller, G.  N., Warner, C., & Grieger, T. (2009). Psychological effects 
of deployments on military families. Psychiatric Annals, 39(2), 56–63. https://doi.
org/10.3928/00485713-20090201-11

Wolchik, S. A., Sandler, I. N., Millsap, R. E., Plummer, B. A., Greene, S. M., Anderson, E. R., 
Dawson-McClure, S. R., Hipke, K., & Haine, R. A. (2002). Six-year follow-up of preventive 
interventions for children of divorce: A randomized controlled trial. JAMA, 288(15), 
1874–1881. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.288.15.1874

Zamir, O., Gewirtz, A. H., Labella, M., DeGarmo, D. S., & Snyder, J. (2017). Experiential avoid-
ance, dyadic interaction and relationship quality in the lives of veterans and their partners. 
Journal of Family Issues, 39(5), 1191–1212. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X17698182

Zhang, N., Hoch, J., Gewirtz, A., Barnes, A., & Snyder, J. (2020a). Vagal suppression buffers 
against the negative effects of psychological inflexibility on parenting behaviors in combat 
deployed fathers. Parenting: Science & Practice, 21, 55–78.  https://doi.org/10.1080/1529519
2.2020.1804250 

Zhang, N., Lee, S.-K., Zhang, J., Piehler, T., & Gewirtz, A. (2020b). Growth trajectories of parental 
emotion socialization and child adjustment following a military parenting intervention: A ran-
domized controlled trial. Developmental Psychology, 56(3), 652–663.  https://doi.org/10.1037/
dev0000837 

A. H. Gewirtz and T. S. Simenec

https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12083
https://doi.org/10.7249/MG720.1
https://doi.org/10.7249/MG720.1
https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21720
https://doi.org/10.3928/00485713-20090201-11
https://doi.org/10.3928/00485713-20090201-11
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.288.15.1874
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X17698182
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2020.1804250
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2020.1804250
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000837
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000837


Part IV
Overview and Next Steps



231© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022
J. E. Glick et al. (eds.), Parent-Child Separation, National Symposium on 
Family Issues 1, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87759-0_10

Chapter 10
Parent-Child Separation: Children 
and Family Adjustment in the Context 
of Parental Migration, Deployment, 
and Incarceration

Liu Bai and Lauren Newmyer

There are many reasons for the physical separation of children from their parents. 
These include divorce and union dissolution, migration and deportation, military 
deployment, incarceration, and parental death. A variety of factors, such as the con-
texts in which the separation takes place and the characteristics of parents, children, 
and their relationships, may shape the impact of parental separation on children’s 
well-being—including their socioemotional development, health, education, and 
transitions into adulthood. The chapters in this volume aim to improve our under-
standing of the influence of parent-child separation on outcomes of children, par-
ents, and families by focusing on three contexts that are increasingly common in the 
United States and can lead to prolonged separations (i.e., longer than days or weeks; 
Waddoups et  al., 2019): parental migration and deportation, parental military 
deployment, and parental incarceration. These contexts share some similarities. All 
three cause separations from children based on structures and forces external to 
families themselves. There are also differences in the ways these types of separa-
tions may impact children. For example, there are some institutional supports for 
military families that are not available to families separated by deportation. And 
there may be stigma associated with some causes of parent-child separation, such as 
parental incarceration (Copp et al., Chap. 6). In this closing chapter, we first review 
the research presented in this volume by focusing on four themes: (1) parent-child 
separation and individual outcomes for children and caregivers; (2) parent-child 
separation and family processes; (3) multiple adversities among families experienc-
ing parental separation; and (4) resilience in the contexts of parent-child separation. 
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Building on these important contributions, we end this chapter with suggestions for 
future research directions, policy, and interventions.

�Parent-Child Separation and Family Members’ Outcomes

Attachment theory posits that prolonged separation between caregivers and children 
may have adverse and long-lasting effects on child development, especially during 
early childhood (Bowlby, 1969/1982). Being separated from caregivers or being 
threatened by parental separation can adversely influence child adjustment in a vari-
ety of domains, such as psychological and behavioral adjustment (Cardoso et al., 
Chap. 3; Fairbank et al., Chap. 8) and educational performance (Amuedo-Dorantes 
et al., Chap. 1). The research presented in this volume demonstrates that children 
experience multiple negative feelings as a result of their separation from parents, 
such as sadness, distress, and anxiety (Cardoso et al., Chap. 3; Poehlmann-Tynan, 
Chap. 4). Developmental and life-course perspectives also suggest that we should 
expect parent-child separation to influence child adjustment over time, although less 
is known about how long the effects of parent-child separation may last and whether 
they will accumulate, remain, or recede as children grow up. Dreby (Chap. 2) found 
that many young adults with childhood histories of parental separation due to immi-
gration enforcement still reported feelings of trauma or loss.

Parent-child separation influences not only child outcomes but also parental 
well-being. Cardoso et al. (Chap. 3) found poor mental health and self-blame among 
mothers migrating without their children. In families with military deployment 
experiences, both the service members and their spouses at home are at higher risk 
for mental health problems (Donoho et al., 2018; Tanielian et al., 2008), which may 
in turn be associated with poor child outcomes (Copp et al., Chap. 6; Fairbank et al., 
Chap. 8; Gewirtz & Simenec, Chap. 9). In sum, parent-child separation is a family 
stressor that can put both parents’ and children’s adjustment at risk. However, the 
impact of parent-child separation varies across different types of families and across 
different contexts of separation—a topic to which we will return later in this chapter.

�Parent-Child Separation and Family Processes

Family systems theory highlights the interdependence among family subsystems 
(Cox & Paley, 1997), suggesting that parent-child separation may serve as a shared 
stressor that disrupts dyadic and larger subsystems (e.g., the sibling subsystem) as 
well as family functioning overall. Maintaining connections between the separated 
parents and the remaining family members can be challenging for families during a 
parent-child separation. Indeed, several chapters highlight how parent-child separa-
tion experiences undermine parent-child relationships (Cardoso et  al., Chap. 3; 
Dreby, Chap. 2; Turney & Marín, Chap. 5). Other studies have linked parent-child 
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separation to poor parenting quality and lower parenting confidence (Copp et al., 
Chap. 6; Gewirtz & Simenec, Chap. 9). Among families that experienced separation 
due to parental migration, parents also experienced high levels of parenting stress 
during their reunification with their children (Cardoso et al., Chap. 3). Thus, the 
disruption of parenting and parent-child relationships can be key mechanisms 
through which parent-child separation influences child outcomes (Wadsworth et al., 
Chap. 7; Palmer, 2008).

�Experiencing Parental Separation: Multiple Adversities 
Among Families

Families with parental separation experiences are also more likely to experience 
other types of adversities or risks, such as housing instability, frequent moves, eco-
nomic hardship, food insecurity, and parental mental health problems (Wakefield & 
Wildeman, 2013; Landale et al., 2014). The risk factors that co-occur with parent-
child separation can vary across families, partially depending on the contexts of 
separations. For example, families experiencing parental incarceration and parental 
deportation are at high risk for economic disadvantages and unemployment (Copp 
et al., Chap. 6). Although families with parental military deployments have rela-
tively steady income and universal health care (Hosek & MacDermid Wadsworth, 
2013), they face some unique challenges, such as frequent relocation and risk of 
parental (physical and psychological) injury or even death (Cozza, 2014; 
Palmer, 2008).

Although parent-child separation may engender family risk (e.g., parental post-
traumatic stress disorder as a result of combat experience; the stigma associated 
with parental incarceration), researchers also find that some family risk factors are 
evident prior to parent-child separation—preexisting factors—and remain during 
and after the separation period. Copp et al. (Chap. 6) found that parents with incar-
ceration experiences exhibit more problem behaviors (i.e., criminal involvement, 
substance use, and violence at home) over time compared with their peers without 
incarceration experiences. They also found that incarcerated parents were more 
likely to have family members and friends who had engaged in deviant behaviors. 
These findings suggested that problem behaviors may be preexisting and recurrent 
features of the family climate for some families that experience parental incarcera-
tion (Copp et al., Chap. 6; Giordano et al., 2019).

The multiple risks and vulnerabilities among families experiencing parental sep-
aration make it difficult to isolate the effects of parent-child separation. Instead of 
trying to separate the influence of each risk factor, several chapters in this volume 
provide insight into the effects of preexisting and ongoing family risk factors on 
individual and family outcomes for families experiencing parent-child separation. 
These findings highlight the combined roles of parental mental health, parenting, 
and family relationships on child adjustment in such families (Copp et al., Chap. 6; 
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Fairbank et al., Chap. 8; Gewirtz & Simenec, Chap. 9). Other research demonstrates 
that parent-child separation can magnify the adverse effects of other risks on indi-
vidual outcomes. Copp et al. (Chap. 6) found that the linkages between parental 
incarceration histories and child behavioral problems were exacerbated by lower 
levels of positive parenting behaviors. Poehlmann-Tynan (Chap 4) found positive 
linkages between preexisting stress symptoms and dysregulated stress responses in 
children who witnessed a paternal arrest. Emotional symptoms in children were 
directly associated with poorer child mental health, and this association was stron-
ger for children who felt distressed about witnessing a paternal arrest (Poehlmann-
Tynan, Chap 4). These findings underscore the importance of understanding the 
joint and interactive effects of parent-child separation and other family risk factors.

�Resilience in the Context of Parent-Child Separation

Although adverse effects of parent-child separation on family members’ adjustment 
and family processes have been documented, the impacts of parent-child separation 
are heterogeneous. First, the effects of parent-child separation on children’s out-
comes can differ as a function of the type, timing, frequency, and length of parental 
separation. For instance, Fairbank et al. (Chap. 8) found that the impact of parental 
military deployment on child disorders was moderated by the type of military 
deployment, length of deployment, and gender of the deployed parent. Wadsworth 
et al. (Chap. 7) also note that child health outcomes varied by the type of parental 
separation: Children who experienced parental deployment had lower risks of poor 
health and development outcomes than children who experienced parental incar-
ceration. Moreover, children who experienced both types of separation evidenced 
the worst outcomes.

In addition, the consequences of parent-child separation are not uniformly nega-
tive. Fairbank et al. (Chap. 8) found that recent parental military deployment was 
unrelated to child mental health issues, with only one exception: children with expe-
rience of parental military deployment had higher levels of behavioral problems. 
Dreby (Chap. 2) found that many young adults with childhood histories of parental 
immigration reported feelings of trauma or loss, but some adults overcame and grew 
from such adverse experiences, evidence of individual resilience over time. 
Similarly, Turney and Marín (Chap. 5) found that although some father–child rela-
tionships were disrupted by paternal incarceration, others did not appear to be influ-
enced by this experience. And in still other cases, children were able to rebuild 
positive relationships with their incarcerated fathers, another example of a resil-
ience process.

More studies are needed to understand the factors that may protect children or 
help them recover from adverse effects of parent-child separation. And the chapters 
in this volume provide insights on potential resilience factors. First, studies have 
suggested that providing developmentally appropriate explanations of parental sep-
aration has helped to protect children from negative implications of parental 
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separation (Cardoso et  al., Chap. 3; Poehlmann-Tynan, Chap. 4). Second, the 
authors emphasized the importance of maintaining positive communication with 
separated parents to enhance parent-child relationship quality (Cardoso et al., Chap. 
3; Turney & Marín, Chap. 5). Third, social supports within and outside of the fam-
ily—such as secure attachment to at-home caregivers and supportive school envi-
ronments—have proven to be key resources for overcoming adverse effects of 
parent-child separation (Amuedo-Dorantes et al., Chap. 1; Cardoso et al., Chap. 3; 
Dreby, Chap. 2; Poehlmann-Tynan, Chap. 4; Wadsworth et al., Chap. 7).

�Future Directions

The research presented in this volume will help guide future research by explicating 
the similarities in risks and challenges faced by parents and children separated due 
to several different structural institutional forces in the US. Here we discuss the 
strengths of existing work, potential for new methodologies and data collection, and 
areas of future inquiry.

�Filling in the Gaps

First, we endorse the authors’ suggestions for filling gaps in our understanding for 
each type of family separation discussed in this volume. There are clearly areas in 
need of further research in order to develop appropriate supports for these families. 
One example is separation due to migration that stems from restrictive immigration 
policies. Although children may not be directly involved, effects on other family 
members may have spillover effects on their daily lives and relationship experiences 
(Amuedo-Dorantes et al., Chap. 1; Dreby, Chap. 2; Cardoso et al., Chap. 3). Future 
research should consider not only how policy shapes parent–children separation and 
outcomes, but also how it affects other family members. A second example is mater-
nal military deployment, which will be an essential area of inquiry as more women 
become active members of the military (Fairbank et  al., Chap. 8; Gewirtz & 
Simenec, Chap. 9; Wadsworth et al., Chap. 7). Fairbank et al. (Chap. 8) noted that 
examining households with female service members might provide valuable insights 
into how the gender of the deployed parent shapes the effects of these separations 
on families. Lastly, Copp (Chap. 6) argued that focusing on the separation event 
itself (i.e., incarceration) and not on the events leading up to the separation is a limi-
tation of some prior research. Future studies should investigate parent-child separa-
tion as a process to better understand parent-child outcomes.

Another direction for future research is to collect data from larger samples of 
families. Attention to sampling may not only increase the generalizability of the 
findings, but also allow use of advanced statistical analyses to address novel ques-
tions. Over-sampling key subgroups such as female service members, for example, 
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may provide novel insights into factors that increase the risk of or promote resil-
ience in response to parent-child separation.

Finally, this volume covers three types of parent-child separations: migration, 
military deployment, and incarceration. However, some families undergo more than 
one of these separations as well as other types of separation (e.g., parental divorce; 
Dreby, Chap. 2). Future research should consider how children and families are 
affected when they experience different patterns of parent-child separations. 
Additionally, as we highlighted above, although the separations examined in this 
volume—as well as other types of separations not included here—may produce 
similar effects on families and children, comparative research is needed to illumi-
nate the potentially unique processes through which various types of separation 
yield similar or different outcomes for children and families.

�Theoretical Frameworks

Future research should continue to apply theory and conceptual frameworks to bet-
ter understand the effects of person and contextual factors and moderators and 
mediating processes on family and child outcomes in parent-child separation. 
Frameworks such as the ecological and family systems perspectives consider the 
larger institutional and social structures in which parent-child separation is nested 
(Paley et al., 2013). Wadsworth et al. (Chap. 7) applied the ecological framework to 
better understand the role of contextual factors in the effects of parent-child separa-
tion due to military deployment. Similarly, a family systems perspective views the 
family as an interrelated system where the outcome of one member affects another 
(Cox & Paley, 1997). A family systems perspective directs attention to moderators 
and mediators that reduce the risk of adverse outcomes for families and children 
that may stem from separation (Fairbank et al., Chap. 8; Wadsworth et al., Chap. 7). 
The family stress model, which holds that family transitions affect children through 
mediating variables such as parents’ mental health and parenting styles (Barnett, 
2008; Conger et al., 2002; Elder et al., 1986), has also proven useful in efforts to 
better understand mediators that link separation to child and family outcomes: 
Gewirtz and Simenec (Chap. 9) applied the family stress model to assess the effects 
of military deployment on parenting, and in turn on children’s adjustment. 
Additionally, these investigators applied the social interaction learning model 
(Forgatch & Gewirtz, 2017) to better understand how parents adjust and modify 
their parenting skills in the context of these separations. Future research should 
continue applying these and other theories to illuminate the roles of person and 
context characteristics and family processes in the outcomes of parent-child 
separations.
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�Research Designs and Methods

We also endorse the call by the authors of this volume for new approaches to data 
collection that would provide new insights on parent-child separation effects. 
Longitudinal research designs, for example, allow researchers to track the outcomes 
of parent-child separations by controlling for pre-separation factors, including child 
well-being, and also allow observation throughout the separation process. Along 
these lines, Copp (Chap. 6) contends that separation should not be studied as an 
isolated event, but as a process that unfolds over time. Additionally, Wadsworth 
et al. (Chap. 7) argue that much prior work has focused on current or recent military 
deployments, and much less is known about the long-term consequences: 
Longitudinal data would allow researchers to study separation as a process and 
identify its long-term effects. Researchers who collect intensive longitudinal data 
(i.e., high-frequency measurement data), such as via ecological momentary assess-
ments, daily diaries, or devices such as sleep actigraphy, may also shed new light on 
parent-child separation effects. For example, Gewirtz and Simenec (Chap. 9) used 
physiological and observational data to test the effectiveness of family interven-
tions. Mixed-methods approaches also hold value. For instance, several chapters 
showcase the utility of qualitative data collected via interviews (Cardoso et  al., 
Chap. 3; Dreby, Chap. 2). Qualitative data may allow researchers to capture indi-
viduals’ own voices, valuable in themselves but also useful in developing question-
naires and surveys. Additionally, researchers may collect observational data to 
provide more objective accounts of child and family functioning as compared to 
self-reports (Gewirtz & Simenec, Chap. 9).

These various types of data can provide researchers with opportunities to ask 
new types of research questions using different research methods. Fixed-effects 
models may provide valuable insights on separation processes and their correlates 
because they allow for examining both between- and within-person variation. Using 
a repeated measures design, one could learn whether children who have more con-
tact with an incarcerated parent have better mental health than those who have less 
contact—but also whether, on days when a child has more contact with his or her 
incarcerated parent, he or she has better mental health than he or she usually does 
(i.e., compared to his or her cross-time average.). Additionally, as Amuedo-Dorantes 
et al. (Chap. 1) highlighted, family and child outcomes may be affected by public 
policies. Longitudinal administrative data (i.e., data collected by government agen-
cies and offices such as child welfare and labor statistics) may allow researchers to 
better understand the effects of policy on family and child outcomes using 
approaches such as regression discontinuity designs.
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�Intervention: Family-Based Intervention

Many of the chapters in this volume highlighted the importance of family-based 
interventions for families affected by parent-child separations, and we concur that 
more work is needed in this realm as well. Gewirtz and Simenec (Chap. 9) high-
lighted how parenting intervention programs might improve mental health and 
reduce substance abuse for parents and children affected by military deployment. 
Their research also revealed how the effectiveness of interventions might be evalu-
ated through monitoring physiological indicators: By monitoring vagal suppression, 
they were better able to detect their intervention’s effect on parenting (Gewirtz & 
Simenec, Chap. 9). Poehlmann-Tynan (Chap. 4) described innovative modes of 
intervention including children’s TV programming and parent-child visitation days 
that may improve outcomes for children and families with incarcerated parents. 
Future interventions should continue to test novel approaches for aiding children 
and families—including ways of addressing recruitment and retention (Gewirtz & 
Simenec, Chap. 9).

�Policy: Focusing on Children and Family Well-Being

Finally, the research described throughout this volume has implication for policies 
aimed at mitigating risk and promoting the well-being of children and families fac-
ing parental separation. Although the chapters focus on particular contexts of sepa-
ration (i.e., migration, military deployment, or incarceration), lessons learned in one 
setting may be applicable to others. For instance, the development of safe zones that 
are free from the threat of further separation or disruption in children’s lives may 
improve children’s educational outcomes and their overall well-being (Amudeo-
Dorantes, Chap. 1). Additionally, policies aimed at decreasing unnecessary parental 
detainment would limit parent-child separations and their negative sequelae (Dreby, 
Chap. 2). When separation does occur, as in the case of parental incarceration or 
immigration-related detainments, policies and practices that support child visitation 
should be developed (Poehlmann-Tynan, Chap. 4). Lastly, policies aimed at provid-
ing mental and physical health services for all children who are experiencing paren-
tal separations may serve to reduce the risks of short- and long-term problem 
outcomes and promote their positive behavior, health, and development (Fairbank 
et al., Chap. 8; Gewirtz & Simenec, Chap. 9; Wadsworth et al., Chap. 7).
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�Conclusion

Together, the chapters in this volume provide unique and in-depth insights into the 
circumstances under which and the processes through which parent-child separa-
tion—due to three very different institutional contexts—may have impacts on chil-
dren and their families. This research makes it clear that each kind of separation 
involves unique challenges—but also that parent-child separation, no matter the 
context, can have significant implications for child and family well-being. The 
larger structures in which families are embedded and the family system itself shape 
how children and families respond during these experiences; research should con-
tinue to consider the macro and micro processes involved in these family transi-
tions. This broad and multifaceted area of research presents many exciting avenues 
for research by family scholars. Continued study may advance family theory as well 
as translation of research evidence into effective interventions and policies.
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