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INTRODUCTION

Children whose parents have been arrested and incarcerated face unique difficulties.
Many have experienced the trauma of sudden separation from their sole caregiver, and
most are vulnerable to feelings of fear, anxiety, anger, sadness, depression and guilt.
They may be moved from caretaker to caretaker.  The behavioral consequences can be
severe, absent positive intervention—emotional withdrawal, failure in school,
delinquency and risk of intergenerational incarceration.1  Yet these children seem to fall
through the cracks.  Police do not routinely ask at the time of arrest whether their
prisoners have children, nor do sentencing judges or correctional agencies regularly raise
this question.  Since no agency collects data about these children, “…it is unclear how
many are affected, who they are, or where they live.”2

Assemblymember Kerry Mazzoni requested that the California Research Bureau (CRB)
conduct a broad research review to summarize what is known about the children of
incarcerated parents.  This CRB note estimates the number of children in California who
have parents in the state’s criminal justice system (jail, prison, parole and probation) and
summarizes key findings from the research literature.  Although considerable information
has been generated in a number of small-scale studies, the Child Welfare League of
America concludes “…the true scope of the problem is uncertain because few reliable
statistics exist.”3
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HOW MANY CHILDREN?

An estimated 856,000 children in California have a parent currently involved in
California’s adult criminal justice system, nearly nine percent of the state’s children. 4

This is an estimate because California does not request or keep family information about
arrested or convicted persons.  We estimate that approximately 195,000 children
currently have parents in state prison, 97,000 have parents in jail, and 564,000 children
have parents on parole or probation (Chart 1).  The assumptions on which these estimates
are based are explained below.

Over time many more children are affected, as some parents leave the system while new
ones are arrested.  Thus the total impact of the criminal justice system on the state’s
children, families and communities is much larger over time.  By way of comparison,
while an estimated 1.5 million children nationwide have incarcerated parents, around 10
million more have parents who were imprisoned at some point in their children’s lives.5
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Chart 1

State Prisons

There are approximately 195,000 children in California who currently have a parent in
state prison, an estimate derived from the following statistics.  Around 165,000 adults are
incarcerated in California prisons, of which 93 percent are men and seven percent are
women.6  About 80 percent of the women prisoners are parents with an average of two
children each—nearly 20,000 children.7  Around seven percent of incarcerated women
give birth while in California prisons.8  An estimated 56 percent of the male prisoners
nationally are parents, with an average of two children each.
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County Jails

An estimated 79,000 adults (average daily census) are incarcerated in California jails, 12
percent of whom are women.9  Assuming that the percentages of jailed prisoners with
children, and the average number of children, are roughly equivalent to those of the
prison population (the literature on jailed parents is remarkably thin), there are
approximately 97,000 children in California with parents in jail.

Parole and Probation

There are nearly 115,000 adults who were formerly in prison currently being supervised
on parole,10 and 350,000 adults who were formerly in jail currently being supervised on
probation.11  Slightly more than 10 percent are females (10.6 percent).  Assuming that the
ratios of parents and numbers of children are approximately the same as with the adult
prison population, another 564,000 children currently have parents under supervision by
California’s adult criminal justice system.

Demographic Data

A 1992 Assembly Office of Research report, Children of Incarcerated Parents, found
“very little accurate information regarding these children.”12  The report noted that,
“These children are not recognized as a group by any state agency or department in
California.”13  This is still the case.  The police and courts do not regularly inquire at the
time of arrest or sentencing whether a prisoner has children.  One prominent researcher
contends that “…these children have tended to be ignored by the criminal justice and
social services systems…” and she decries the “…glaring shortage of current information
regarding these children.”14  It is not possible to accurately specify numbers, ages,
gender, or location.
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IMPACT OF PARENTAL ARREST AND INCARCERATION

The children were found to have experienced emotional problems,
nightmares, fighting in school and a decline in academic performance
as a result of being separated due to their mother’s incarceration.15

The impact of a mother’s arrest and incarceration on a family is often more disruptive
than that of a father’s arrest and incarceration.16  That is because approximately two-
thirds of incarcerated mothers were the primary caregivers for at least one child before
they were arrested.17  About 60 percent of children live with grandparents (usually
maternal) after their mother’s incarceration, 17 percent live with other relatives and a
quarter live with non-relatives (often in foster care).18  In contrast, only half of
incarcerated fathers were living with their youngest child prior to incarceration, and most
of their children (nearly 90 percent) continued to live with their mothers after the
incarceration.

A significant number of children are present at the time of their parents’ arrest.  For
example, a survey of jailed mothers in Riverside, California, found that one in five of
their children were present at the time of their arrest, and over half of the children were
between three and six years old.19

A number of small-scale studies20 suggest that the effects of parental arrest and
incarceration on a child’s development are profound.  The children may suffer from
multiple psychological problems including trauma, anxiety, guilt, shame, and fear.21

Negative behavioral manifestations can include sadness, withdrawal, low self-esteem,
decline in school performance, truancy, and use of drugs or alcohol and aggression.22  A
study of 36 children from five to 16 years old who were participating in a visitation
program at a women’s prison, found that three quarters of the children reported
“…symptoms including depression, difficulty in sleeping, concentration problems, and
flashbacks about their mother’s crimes or arrests…[and] poor school performance.”23

Table 1
Children’s Problems as Identified by Their Caregivers

Percent
Learning/school 28.8
Health/mental health 3.0
Behavioral 27.3
Teen pregnancy 1.5
Alcohol or drug 3.0
Other 10.6

Source:  National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 1993
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KEY ISSUES RAISED IN THIS REVIEW

This CRB research note raises a number of issues that merit summarizing.

First, research findings about the children of incarcerated parents are primarily based on
small-scale studies or on surveys of prisoners.  A great deal is not known about the
children or their caregivers.

Second, although law enforcement and the criminal justice system profoundly intervene
in children’s lives when their parents are arrested and incarcerated, there is no clear
official policy about how officials should respond.  Yet law enforcement officials may be
liable.  Some children appear to fall through the cracks and are left in legally ambiguous
situations, such as with neighbors.  In addition, the courts and the correctional system do
not regularly request or collect information about prisoners’ families.  The informal legal
status of some children’s caregivers, and lack of court supervision, may lead to
inappropriate placements.

Third, the children of incarcerated parents are at high risk for a number of negative
behaviors that can lead in some instances, absent positive intervention, to school failure,
delinquency and intergenerational incarceration.  The personal and social costs are high.

Fourth, the lack of research and official information means that government programs do
not target these children and their caregivers in order to design or provide needed
services.  The public monetary costs of current services, and the costs of not providing
useful interventions, cannot be accurately calculated.

Fifth, there may be a more pressing and poignant need to address this issue.  Under the
federal Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, parental rights can be terminated if a
child has been in foster care 15 of the last 22 months.  A recent Government Accounting
Office (GAO) report finds that the maximum median sentence for female offenders in
state and local prisons is 60 months.36
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