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Severe Deprivation in 
America: An Introduction
M at thew Desmond

A Life
Crystal Mayberry was born prematurely on a 
spring day in 1990 shortly after her pregnant 
mother was stabbed eleven times in the back 
during a robbery.1 The attack induced labor. 
Both mother and daughter survived. It was 
not the first time Crystal’s mother had been 
stabbed. For as far back as she can remember, 
Crystal’s father had beat her mother. He 
smoked crack cocaine, and so did her mother; 
so did her mother’s mother.

Crystal’s mother found a way to leave, and 
her father soon after began a lengthy prison 
sentence. Crystal and her mother moved in 
with another man and his parents. That man’s 
father began molesting Crystal. She told her 
mother, and her mother called her a liar. Not 
long after Crystal began kindergarten, Child 
Protective Services stepped in. At five, Crystal 
was placed in foster care.

Crystal was bounced around between doz-
ens of group homes and sets of foster parents. 
She lived with her aunt for five years. Then her 
aunt returned her. After that, the longest Crys-
tal lived anywhere was eight months. When 
adolescence arrived, Crystal had to fight more 
with the other girls in the group homes. She 
picked up assault charges and a scar across 
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1. I met Crystal while conducting ethnographic fieldwork in Milwaukee with low-income tenants and their land-
lords (Desmond 2012, 2016). Crystal Mayberry is a pseudonym.

her right cheekbone. People and their houses, 
pets, furniture, dishes—these came and went. 
Food was more stable, and Crystal began tak-
ing refuge in it. She put on weight. Because of 
her weight, she developed sleep apnea.

When Crystal was sixteen, she stopped go-
ing to high school. When she turned eighteen, 
she aged out of foster care. By that time she had 
passed through more than twenty-five foster 
placements. She had been approved for Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI), mainly on ac-
count of bipolar disorder, and would receive 
$754 a month, or a little over $9,000 a year.

Crystal was barred from low-income hous-
ing for two years because of the assault charge 
she caught for fighting in the group home. 
Even if she had not been barred, she would 
still have found herself at the bottom of a wait-
ing list that was six years long, which wasn’t 
too bad considering that the wait in large cities 
like Washington, D.C., can extend to twenty 
years. Crystal secured her first apartment in 
the private market—a run-down two-bedroom 
unit in the inner city whose rent took 73 percent 
of her income. A few months later, Crystal ex-
perienced her first official eviction, which went 
on her record, making it likely that her appli-
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cation for housing assistance would be denied. 
After her eviction, Crystal met a woman named 
Vanetta at a homeless shelter and, with her, 
secured another apartment. Then Crystal put 
Vanetta’s friend through a window, and the 
landlord told Crystal to leave.

Crystal spent nights in shelters, with friends, 
and with members of her church. She learned 
how to live on the streets, walking them at 
night and sleeping on the bus or in hospital 
waiting rooms during the day. She learned to 
survive by relying on strangers. She met a 
woman at a bus stop and ended up living with 
her for a month. People were attracted to Crys-
tal. She was gregarious and funny, with an en-
dearing habit of slapping her hands together 
and laughing at herself. She sang in public, 
gospel mostly.

Crystal had always believed that her Sup-
plemental Security Income was secure. You 
couldn’t get fired from SSI, and your hours 
couldn’t get cut. “SSI always come,” she said. 
Until one day it didn’t. Crystal had been ap-
proved for SSI as a minor, but her adult re-
evaluation found her ineligible. Now Crys-
tal’s only source of income was food stamps. 
She tried donating plasma, but her veins 
were too small. Disconnected, Crystal burned 
through the remaining ties she had from 
church and her foster families. When her SSI 
was not reinstated after several months, she 
descended into street homelessness and 
prostitution. Crystal had never been a morn-
ing person but soon learned that was the best 
time to turn tricks, catching men on their 
way to work.

A Challenge
Many of us who are poverty scholars have met 
people like Crystal. We learn a great deal from 
them, and our own lives are influenced by 
them. And many of us feel, on returning to the 
library from the field, that the tools provided by 
mainstream social science are outdated and 
leave us ill-equipped to deal with the complex-
ities of the lives of people like Crystal.

Should we say Crystal is “poor”? She cer-
tainly is that—but living in mere poverty would 
be a tremendous blessing for Crystal. Poverty is 
defined officially as an income cutoff, a thresh-
old. But there are many depths below the pov-

erty line. Poverty is qualitatively different from 
“deep poverty” (half below the poverty line), 
which in turn is a world apart from “extreme 
poverty” (living on $2 a day) (Aron, Jacobson, 
and Turner 2013; Shaefer and Edin 2013). There 
is poverty, and then there is poverty. Recent de-
bates about poverty measurement have focused 
largely on its material attributes: for example, 
how to account for taxes, transfers, and bene-
fits, or whether to adopt a relative or absolute 
definition (Brady 2003; Meyer and Sullivan 
2012). These debates are necessary and produc-
tive, but a relatively small income is but one of 
many obstacles preventing Crystal from living 
a full, productive, and healthy life. Like many 
people from disadvantaged families, she expe-
rienced setbacks at a very young age (even be-
fore birth) and never fully recovered from them. 
Poverty is more than a material condition (Sen 
1999).

Should we place Crystal in a larger “struc-
tural framework”? If so, which one? Many of 
our structural theories, and their correspond-
ing policy prescriptions, trace social problems 
back to a singular source, some big word that 
sits at the mouth of the river. Deindustrializa-
tion. Neoliberalism. Racism. Welfare reform. 
What would that singular source be in Crystal’s 
life? The joblessness of her father? Her moth-
er’s addiction? The sexual abuse or violence? 
The broken foster system or schools that al-
lowed her to fall through the cracks? Poverty is 
multidimensional, yet the one-dimensional fo-
cus of many of our structural accounts facili-
tates intellectual fragmentation and prevents 
researchers from building a comprehensive 
and systematic theory of poverty that articu-
lates how movements and countermovements 
in different spheres of life (political, economic, 
residential, familial) collude to deepen or 
lessen American inequality.

Should we make sense of Crystal’s young life 
by referencing “culture?” Can we do that and 
fully appreciate how traumas imprinted them-
selves on her body and mind? At seventeen, 
Crystal was examined by a clinical psychologist, 
who diagnosed her with, among other things, 
bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
reactive attachment disorder, and borderline 
intellectual functioning. According to his re-
port, Crystal “has limited ability to tolerate 
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much in the way of frustration or anxiety and a 
proneness to act out her tensions without 
much in the way of forethought or delibera-
tion. . . . She is still seen as being fragilely inte-
grated.” Did Crystal put that woman through a 
window because of the “culture of violence” 
pervading the inner city, or because she was a 
young person who had herself been brutalized 
and psychologically damaged—or both? The 
time is ripe to explore the relationship between 
culture, psychology, and inequality (Lamont 
and Small 2008; Patterson 2015). What is clear 
is that we cannot talk about agency without rec-
ognizing the deep imprint of past traumas, just 
as we cannot talk about “violent offenders” 
without recognizing that many of them were 
“violently offended” themselves as children, as 
Bruce Western’s article demonstrates.

How should we begin to study the condi-
tions that Crystal’s young life embodies so trag-
ically and completely? Should we design a ran-
domized control trial or a quasi-experimental 
method to isolate the single most meaningful 
cause of Crystal’s hardship? That seems quite 
impossible, as the lives of the poor are charac-
terized by correlated and compounding disad-
vantages. Should we conduct a survey or ana-
lyze big data in the form of administrative 
records? Our most vulnerable citizens often are 
left out of survey samples and infrequently 
show up in administrative databases. Should we 
conduct fieldwork? Ethnography comes with its 
own set of analytical and ethical challenges, es-
pecially when studying the poor. These ques-
tions have led several contributors to this issue 
to develop methodological innovations to cap-
ture the complexities of poverty, including the 
ethnographic approach of Megan Comfort and 
her coauthors, who fully integrate clinical social 
work.

Besides these methodological challenges, 
the very language of “poverty” can be fuzzy and 
imprecise. This problem is accentuated by the 
fact that our analytical concepts have never 
been innocent of politics and moralizing (Gans 
1995; O’Connor 2009). Our current terminology 
groups all families below a certain income 
threshold into a single category: the poor. But 

doing so can flatten crucial differences in how 
material scarcity and psychological turmoil are 
experienced. How can our concepts be refined 
or redefined? How can we capture with more 
precision variations or degrees of hardship and 
social suffering among low-income families? 
And what do we mean by “poverty” anyway?

Severe Deprivation
These challenges motivated this journal issue 
on severe deprivation in America. By “severe 
deprivation,” we mean economic hardship that 
is (1) acute, (2) compounded, and (3) persistent. 
Let us unpack these three components.

Acute hardship: Life far below the poverty line, 
characterized by a scarcity of critical resources 
and material hardship. No rich democracy 
matches the United States in the depth and ex-
panse of its poverty. As of 2015, almost 50 mil-
lion Americans lived below the federal poverty 
line. If America’s poor founded a country, that 
country would have a bigger population than 
Spain. In 2010, 20.5 million people in the United 
States lived in deep poverty—that is, on in-
comes below half the federal poverty thresh-
old—up by almost 8 million since 2000.2 That 
same year one in every fifty Americans reported 
living in a household with an income consist-
ing only of food stamps (DeParle 2010; Edelman 
2012). Crystal lived on $25 a day before expenses 
and far less after she paid her rent.

Compounded hardship: “Poverty plus,” or cor-
related and compounded adversity. This idea 
speaks to the clustering of different kinds of 
disadvantage across multiple dimensions 
(psychological, social, material) and insti
tutions (work, family, prison). Although the 
literature on development economics has 
grappled with the problem of measuring mul-
tidimensional hardship (Alkire and Foster 
2011; Sen 1976), students of poverty in America 
have only begun thinking through the concep-
tual and methodological challenges of this ap-
proach. The essence of poverty is not simply 
an economic condition but the linked ecology 
of social maladies and broken institutions. To 
this end, the articles in this issue develop new 
ways of combining—rather than isolating—dif-

2. In 2010 the number of Americans in deep poverty fell to 15 million after accounting for all public benefits. 
Most of those people were lifted into mere poverty (Edelman 2012, 82).
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ferent forms of disadvantage, including Claire 
Herbert, Jeff Morenoff, and David Harding’s 
analysis of the nexus between the prison and 
housing markets and Kristin Perkins and Rob-
ert Sampson’s method of measuring “com-
pounded disadvantage” that unites individual 
and ecological hardship (see also Sampson 
2014). If, in the end, it comes down to all of it, 
then thinking that one institution or condi-
tion has supreme explanatory priority—that 
“the most important thing” is the family, the 
neighborhood, housing, employment, or edu-
cation—may be the wrong direction for pov-
erty research. This point applies to statistical 
methods that promote isolationist thinking as 
well as to qualitative approaches that tend to 
focus on a single dimension of a disadvan-
taged group instead of “studying the whole” 
(Desmond 2014; Halle 1984).

Persistent hardship: Enduring disadvantage of-
ten stubbornly impervious to change. This com-
ponent of our definition focuses attention on 
three interrelated matters. The first involves 
the lasting effects of early-life trauma, includ-
ing abuse, hunger, and violence experienced 
as a child or even as a fetus (Shonkoff et al. 
2012). Many people below the poverty line 
speak of the traumas that set them on certain 
paths. Just ask Mrs. Lana of Eastwood, whose 
madness after her son’s murder is captured by 
Laurence Ralph. The second matter is depriva-
tion experienced over long stretches, even life-
times. Here, questions regarding the coping 
strategies and effects of long-term social suf-
fering come into play (Brooks-Gunn and Dun-
can 1997; Jencks 1992). The third element of 
persistent deprivation deals with generational 
poverty passed down from parents to children 
(Sharkey 2013). When we focus on generational 
deprivation, we not only recognize the resil-
iency of past wrongs on present-day problems 
but we may also find explanations for why 
some children born into poverty manage to 
climb out of it.

A critic might accuse the social scientists in 
this issue of “scraping the very bottom” and 
object to building a research agenda, let alone 
a public policy, this way. To this criticism we 
have three responses. First, thinking about se-
vere deprivation is not just a matter of study-
ing the poorest of the poor. Our collective proj-

ect is to develop a set of analytical commitments 
that go beyond narrow and tidy approaches to 
economic vulnerability. It is more about a per-
spective, a certain intellectual posture, than 
about a specific population.

That being said, it may be just as orienting 
to speak of the “severely deprived” as a popu-
lation as it was when scholars spoke of “the 
underclass” (Myrdal 1963; Jencks 1992; Wilson 
1987), before that term became saddled with so 
much cultural baggage that researchers and 
journalists eventually let it die. We know star-
tlingly little about life at the bottom of society 
(Gans 2014), even if many social problems we 
care about—from crime and violence to home-
lessness and teenage pregnancy—largely in-
volve not simply “the poor” but people whose 
lives are characterized by economic hardship 
that is acute, compounded, and persistent. In 
fact, researchers who focus exclusively on, say, 
educational inequality, housing instability, le-
gal entanglements, or neighborhood disadvan-
tage often are studying the very same families 
whose lives are marred by severe deprivation. 
Our second response speaks to the need to de-
velop an approach that encourages researchers 
and policymakers to understand those fami-
lies holistically instead of specializing in one 
vector of their lives.

Third, we note that not only does severe 
deprivation rest at the heart of many social 
problems, but that it may not be as rare as 
scholars often think. When Americans compare 
the poverty of their fellow citizens with the des-
peration that grips the slum dwellers of Lagos 
or Caracas, or with the swollen-bellied families 
in the villages of rural India or inland China, 
they sometimes conclude that American pov-
erty would be considered downright abundance 
in other parts of the word, that ours is an unfor-
tunate but ultimately lesser hardship. On some 
key measures, this is undeniably true. But this 
line of thinking can cause us to overlook just 
how desperate the situation is for those Ameri-
cans living at the very bottom. Sometimes such 
comparisons lead to the presumption that no-
body in the United States lives “that bad.” “Four 
billion people in the world earn less than $2 per 
day,” write a group of scholars in the pages of a 
leading academic journal (Walsh, Kress, and 
Beyerchen 2005, 473). “No one in the U.S., Japan, 
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or Germany lives in such poverty.” No one? This 
is tragically far from true, at least as far as the 
United States is concerned. Luke Shaefer, Kath-
ryn Edin, and Elizabeth Talbert find that the 
number of American children who experienced 
chronic extreme poverty, living on no more than 
$2 a day for seven months or more, has in-
creased by over 240 percent since 1996.

A New Povert y Agenda
Poverty researchers from across the social sci-
ences have the opportunity to reach collectively 
toward a new paradigm—not just a new way of 
thinking but a whole different approach to the 
study of vulnerability, violence, and marginal-
ity, one that carries methodological, policy-
relevant, and normative implications. Most re-
search is rooted in theories now a few decades 
old. These theories have stood the test of time 
because they are incisive, sweeping, and vali-
dated. But they also were developed before the 
United States began incarcerating more of its 
citizens than any other nation; before urban 
rents soared and poor families began dedicat-
ing the majority of their income to housing; be-
fore welfare reform caused caseloads to plum-
met; and before the crack epidemic tore apart 
poor minority communities. In recent years, 
the very nature of poverty in America has 
changed, especially at the very bottom. A new 
poverty agenda is needed for a world that is it-
self quite new.

America’s social policies have changed. 
Some forms of public assistance, like housing 
assistance and cash welfare, have been scaled 
back, while others, like the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) and the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), have grown sub-
stantially. Large-scale changes in federal pov-
erty policy have created new winners and losers. 
Households just above and below the poverty 
threshold receive significantly more help today 
than they did twenty years ago—but those far 
below the poverty line receive significantly less 
(Currie 2008; Moffitt 2015). The inequality de-
bate focuses mainly on the growing divide be-
tween the rich and the middle class. But there 
is a growing divide below the poverty line as 
well, between the stable, typically working poor, 
who benefit significantly from today’s safety 
net, and the unstable, typically nonworking 

poor, who receive fewer benefits or who are even 
disconnected, as was the case for the women 
with whom Kristen Seefeldt and Heather Sand-
strom spoke.

The growing rift between the working and 
nonworking poor is driven almost entirely by 
public policy priorities, not rising security or 
wages in the workplace. The last three decades 
have been marked by impressive economic 
growth, but increases in productivity have not 
translated into broad social uplift. At the bot-
tom of the labor market, compensation has 
stagnated in both the private and public sec-
tors, while the economy has expanded. By one 
estimate, the federal minimum wage in 2013 
would have been $18.30 (not $7.25) if it had in-
creased at the rate of productivity (Cooper 
2013). “When it comes to an economy that is 
working for working families,” write Lawrence 
Mishel, Jared Bernstein, and Sylvia Allegretto 
(2005, 34), “growth in and of itself is a neces-
sary but not a sufficient condition. The growth 
has to reach the people.” Roughly 30 percent 
of the American workforce labors for “poverty 
wages,” and most low-wage workers are not 
teenagers but adults, including many parents. 
One study estimated that one in five children 
in America has a parent who would receive a 
raise if the minimum wage were increased 
(Cooper 2013).

Labor market policies designed to shake 
loose regulation and facilitate market flexibil-
ity have weakened organized labor and re-
placed long-term employment with temporary 
jobs. Today most workers are not unionized, 
and half of all new jobs end within the first 
year (Farber 2010; Western and Rosenfeld 
2011). As the service sector has eclipsed man-
ufacturing, the United States has witnessed an 
increase in “bad jobs” offering low pay, no ben-
efits, and little certainty (Kalleberg 2011). Al-
though no sector of the economy is untouched 
by precarious work, bad jobs are dispropor-
tionately staffed by the working poor. Scholars 
now speak of the “age of layoffs” (Uchitelle 
2006, 124) and have begun to study new forms 
of instability among workers, including sched-
ule unpredictability designed to maximize pro-
ductivity. A recent study by Susan Lambert, Pe-
ter Fugiel, and Julia Henly (2014) found that 41 
percent of early career hourly employees (ages 
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twenty-six to thirty-two) learn about their work 
schedule one week or less in advance of the 
coming workweek. Those who are parents of 
young children report that their hours fluctu-
ated in the previous month by an average of 40 
percent, compared to normal hours.

The location of disadvantage also is shift-
ing. Owing to rising housing costs in cities, an 
aging population, shifting patterns of immi-
gration, changes in federal housing programs, 
and patterns of downward mobility, it is not 
far-fetched to imagine a future in which the 
poor do not live on the other side of the tracks 
but in entirely different municipalities and 
counties. Indeed, we need not imagine this: it 
already has become a reality as poverty has 
skyrocketed in American suburbs throughout 
the country (Kneebone and Berube 2013). Al-
though disadvantage and violent crime are less 
severely concentrated in the suburbs than in 
many inner-city areas, these low-density neigh-
borhoods are characterized by isolation and 
loneliness, especially among the elderly and 
nonworking poor. Access to key institutions—
social services, grocery stores, hospitals and 
health clinics, schools—also is a key issue for 
poor suburban families, as is the growing dis-
tance to employment centers. Increasingly, the 
suburban poor are either living their lives on 
buses and trains or on foot, enduring long 
commutes, or enduring life alone in neighbor-
hoods never designed for community (Murphy 
and Wallace 2010; Murphy, forthcoming).

The severely deprived today also pass 
through different institutions than they did in 
previous generations. The prison, for one, has 
become a major poverty institution, especially 
in the lives of poor black and Hispanic men 
(Pettit 2012; Western 2006). The violence and 
isolation of incarceration, as well as the mark 
of a criminal record, have steep consequences 
for mental health, employment, family life, 
and social mobility (Pager 2007; Travis, West-
ern, and Redburn 2014). And many disadvan-
taged minority neighborhoods are today char-
acterized by heightened surveillance and 
police presence, which has altered everyday 
life and the community fabric. A generation 
ago, poverty scholars would not have needed 
such a sharp focus on the nexus between pun-
ishment and poverty. The articles by John 

Hagan and Holly Foster and by Bryan Sykes 
and Becky Pettit demonstrate that a compre-
hensive picture of inner-city poverty is incom-
plete without a serious consideration of the 
police and incarceration—and the millions of 
people released from prison each year.

The family has changed. The number of 
American children living in single-parent 
homes nearly doubled between 1960 and 
2010. In 1970 only 12 percent of children lived 
with one parent. Today one-third of all Amer-
ican children are not being raised by two par-
ents, and the majority of them live in single-
mother households (Federal Interagency 
Forum on Child and Family Statistics 2013). 
Family complexity has increased, especially 
within low-income communities, and as a re-
sult, children are being raised by multiple 
parent figures and the family safety net is 
fraying (Cancian, Meyer, and Cook 2011; Cher-
lin and Seltzer 2014). During the first years of 
the War on Poverty, destitute families often 
relied on extended kin networks to get by. But 
the family may no longer serve as a reliable 
source of support (Desmond 2012; Stack 1974). 
Understanding why is crucial for understand-
ing the texture of severe deprivation as well 
as for building effective policy.

A new poverty agenda also entails return-
ing to problems long ago considered amelio-
rated: elderly poverty, for example. Large-
scale programs have led to a significant 
decrease in poverty among the aged. And pol-
iticians long ago learned that their constitu-
ents hated the idea of senior housing a lot 
less than the idea of public housing intended 
for poor families. When public housing con-
struction for low-income households ceased, 
it continued for the aged: high-rises originally 
built for the poor have been converted for el-
derly use (Schwartz 2014; Vale 2009). And yet, 
as Helen Levy’s and LaShawnDa Pittman’s ar-
ticles show, the elderly may not be as shielded 
from deprivation as is largely presumed. Their 
vulnerability snaps into sharpest view after 
new hardship measures sensitive to the lived 
experience of poverty in old age are applied.

It is important to notice, too, what is not in 
this issue—that is, what we do not write about. 
We have not written about poor people’s poli-
tics or social movements. A generation ago, 
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these issues were central to the study of pov-
erty (Drake and Cayton 1945; Piven and Clo-
ward 1993 [1971]). With some exceptions in the 
fields of sociology (Oliver 2008), history (Katz 
2012), and political science (Burch 2013), the 
political sociology or political science of pov-
erty remains severely underdeveloped, even as 
Robert Sampson’s (2012) novel work on “col-
lective efficacy” in disadvantaged communi-
ties has laid a solid foundation on which to 
build a new research agenda. Basic questions 
about inequality within the civil sphere, polit-
ical nihilism and capability, and uneven resis-
tance to marginality remain unanswered. The 
vast majority of poverty researchers take as 
their audience policymakers, not publics. Do 
we still believe, I wonder, in the political capa-
bilities of low-income communities? Is a re-
vised civil rights movement or refashioned la-
bor movement possible? And if so, what 
should the roll of intellectuals be?

We also do not talk about exploitation—the 
fact that some people make a good living off 
the poor. Crystal’s landlord, for example, 
owned thirty-six units squarely in the inner 
city, rented exclusively to tenants below the 
poverty line, and netted roughly $10,000 a 
month, more than what Crystal took home in 
a year (Desmond 2016). Poverty research today 
pivots on the concept of a lack. Structural ac-
counts emphasize the inner city’s lack of jobs, 
lack of social services, or lack of organiza-
tions. Cultural accounts emphasize the inner 
city’s lack of role models, lack of custodial fa-
thers, or lack of middle-class values (Satter 
2009). In fixating on what poor people lack, we 
have neglected to notice the powerful ways in 
which exploitation contributes to the repro-
duction of urban poverty. In several realms, 
public-private partnerships have been cham-
pioned as an effective vehicle through which 
to address social problems. But this approach 
not only leaves the relationship between pov-
erty and profit intact but also relies on the 
American taxpayer to shoulder the burden 
when employers refuse to provide workers 
with a living wage or when landlords drive up 

rent to maximize their rate of return. Inequal-
ity and poverty march together in lockstep. 
Addressing one without paying attention to 
the other results in a watered-down, ineffi-
cient antipoverty policy at best. Our policies 
should view exploitation as a serious impedi-
ment to saving, social mobility, decent hous-
ing, and self-reliance. But what might a public 
policy that effectively addresses exploitation 
look like?

Public Policy and Mor al Urgency
What does the severe deprivation perspective 
mean for public policy? By way of conclusion, 
let me offer three policy implications that cor-
respond to the three components of severe 
deprivation. 

Acute Hardship
The severe deprivation perspective calls atten-
tion to what might be called “policy skim-
ming”: simultaneously increasing aid for 
working families and withdrawing some forms 
of support for the very poor.3 In 2012 the fed-
eral government spent $54 billion on the 
Earned Income Tax Credit and $17 billion on 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) (Aron, Jacobson, and Turner 2013). 
Many analysts associated with the political left 
have pronounced that a broad retrenchment 
of aid to the needy has occurred since the 
1980s. But the evidence tells quite a different 
story. Per capita spending on means-tested 
programs—even excluding Medicaid—almost 
doubled between 1986 and 2007. Spending on 
welfare programs for the poor has increased 
substantially, but the beneficiaries of this 
spending have been the working poor and fam-
ilies just above or just below the federal pov-
erty line. Three decades ago, the poorest fam-
ilies in America received most (56 percent) of 
the transfers going to families with private in-
comes below 200 percent of the federal poverty 
threshold; in recent years, those families re-
ceived less than one-third (32 percent) of the 
transfers (Moffitt 2015). Today the distinction 
between the “deserving” and “undeserving” 

3. When President Johnson set out to see American poverty, he visited coal miners—workers. Today, to see the 
neediest cases, a lawmaker seeking to launch a renewed war on poverty would visit families on welfare or SSI, 
or the disconnected.
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poor carries with it a real cash value. Some parts 
of the safety net have been patched with cloth 
taken from other parts.

The question, then, becomes not, how do 
we solve poverty, but whose poverty are we 
solving? And why? This rephrasing helps us 
adjudicate between our need to emphasize 
how effective the safety net truly is (and has 
been) and the fact that so many people are 
falling through its holes (Bailey and Danziger 
2013; Edelman 2012). As Liana Fox and her co-
authors demonstrate in their article, in the 
absence of programs, things would be consid-
erably worse. And yet, ours remains a country 
beset by severe deprivation.

Compounded Hardship
Our perspective is decidedly anti-silver-bullet. 
If severe deprivation is by definition the clus-
tering of multiple disadvantages, then going 
singularly after one thing would be inefficient 
at best. We can give a working single mother a 
tax credit and see returns, but what about her 
abusive boyfriend? We can plant a charter 
school in a low-income neighborhood, but will 
the poorest children benefit when landlords 
respond by raising the rent? The desire to 
somehow outsmart poverty with a new inno-
vation—to discover a cure—is strong both 
within and outside the academy. But the severe 
deprivation perspective gestures more toward 
an “all hands on deck” approach. This is easier 
said than done.

For one thing, budgetary allocations en-
courage policymakers, especially at the federal 
level, to emphasize the importance of their pet 
issue rather than the necessity of cross-system 
collaboration. Changes in resource allocation 
that slacken competition between offices and 
incentivize interdepartmental policy design 
are fundamental to building a more holistic 
antipoverty policy. Second, the complexity of 
poverty is extremely difficult to communicate. 
Findings from a randomized control trial that 
evaluate a program intervention on a particu-
lar outcome—such as a study showing that a 
jobs program decreases youth violence (Heller 
2014)—are beautiful and powerful in their sim-
plicity, and the policy implication seems clear. 
But when the focus moves to the gnarled prob-

lems of poverty, the sell to policymakers and 
the public requires a new kind of language and 
framing.

A third challenge is one of scale. Interven-
tions that adopt a multidimensional approach 
to deprivation tend to pour an enormous 
amount of resources into bounded neighbor-
hoods. For example, President Barack Obama’s 
Promise Zone initiative promotes job creation, 
economic growth, educational opportunity, 
and safety in twenty neighborhoods around 
the country. Can such an approach reach be-
yond those twenty neighborhoods? Can we—
should we—imagine a multidimensional pov-
erty agenda that is not rooted in poverty 
places? Whatever the challenges, considering 
the compounded nature of severe deprivation 
allows us to see the problem and its solutions 
in a new light and to rethink the ends for which 
our nation should strive.

Persistent Hardship
“Persistent” is another way of saying “genera-
tional,” which is another way of saying “histor-
ical,” which trains our attention on past wrongs: 
from systemic racism and the bleeding of black 
wealth to the rise of “tough on crime” policies 
(see, for example, Oliver and Shapiro 1997; West-
ern 2006). Any hard look at past wrongs and 
their lingering effects reveals that addressing 
poverty is not only a matter of effective policy 
design and expanded economic opportunities 
but also a matter of justice and fairness. In pol-
icy circles, however, emphasis on what can be 
done supersedes what should be done. A spirit 
of pragmatism prevails. Researchers in a previ-
ous era used their skills to build a case for vi-
sionary change encapsulated in landmark rul-
ings (for example, Brown v. Board of Education) 
or major pieces of legislation (the Great Soci-
ety). Today many seem satisfied to advocate for 
“nudges” and incremental change. Fundamen-
tal reforms, from the New Deal to the Civil 
Rights Act, were advanced by normative argu-
ments about what was right, not by cost-benefit 
analyses. As the sociologist David Grusky (2014) 
recently said, “If we’re serious about winning a 
second War on Poverty . . . we need to shake off 
the shackles of the seemingly realistic.” Some-
where along the way, being a hard-nosed, rigor-
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ous, data-driven researcher became linked with 
being disinterested and “realistic.” The norma-
tive impulse of social science was scrubbed out. 
But as a National Academies report on mass in-
carceration recently recognized (Travis, West-
ern, and Redburn 2014, 320), some of our most 
pressing policy questions “cannot be resolved 
by reference to evidence” or “by weighing nar-
rowly quantifiable costs against benefits.”

The severe deprivation approach engages in 
an empirically driven values conversation about 
poverty in America, one that is transparent 
about the moral principles undergirding re-
search and policy, that specifies and reimagines 
desirable ends, and that rigorously assesses 
whether we are living up to our professed val-
ues. Bearing witness to severe deprivation in 
one of the richest countries on the planet and 
chronicling the lives of the poor in their full 
complexity and humanity requires both intel-
lectual and normative commitments.4 The arti-
cles in this volume demonstrate that we can 
hold ourselves to the highest scientific stan-
dards and still inflect our work with a spirit of 
moral urgency.

This volume is a collective attempt to model a 
different way of doing poverty research, one 
that embraces the full complexity of poverty (re-
alizing that the noise sometimes is the signal), 
advances a research agenda that subscribes 
fully to both the scientific and the normative 
project, and looks squarely at the trauma of 
poverty, its sadness, without reducing people to 
their hardships alone.

One day when homeless, Crystal and Vanetta 
were eating lunch at a McDonald’s and a boy 
walked in. He was maybe nine or ten, in dirty 
clothes and with unkempt hair. One side of his 
face was swollen. The boy didn’t approach the 
counter. Instead, he wandered slowly through 
the tables, looking for scraps.

Crystal and Vanetta noticed him at the same 
time. “What you got?” Crystal asked, riffling 
through her pockets. The women pooled what 
they had to buy the boy dinner. Staring up at the 

menu, Crystal wrapped her arm around the boy 
like she was his auntie or big sister. She made 
sure he was okay, handed him the food, and 
sent him on his way with a hug.

“Reminds me of when we was kids,” Vanetta 
said, shaken.

Crystal watched the boy dash across the 
street. “I wish I had me a house. I would take 
him in.”
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PART III
The 
Commonplace 
of Violence and 
Death



Lifetimes of Violence in a 
Sample of Released Prisoners
Bruce W estern

Poverty and violence collide in the lives of peo-
ple involved in the criminal justice system. 
Most of those who are arrested and incarcer-
ated are poorly educated, are black or Latino, 
and come from low-income neighborhoods in 
America’s inner cities (Travis, Western, and 
Redburn 2014, chs. 2 and 9). About half of state 
prisoners are serving time for violent crimes. 
Others convicted of drug or property crimes 
have also been involved in serious violence 
(Blumstein 1995).

Poverty is fertile ground for violence. Poverty 
can strain the bonds of family and community 
that help create social order (Sampson and Wil-
son 1995). Poor neighborhoods may be suffused 
with a culture that normalizes sharp conflict in 

social interaction (Anderson 2000). Rather than 
working through individual motivations, empir-
ical research often emphasizes the collective ef-
fect of poverty on patterns of social organiza-
tion and shared norms. Disadvantaged and 
disorganized communities, where violence is 
normalized or helpful for meeting daily chal-
lenges, are dangerous places.

This article explores the connection be-
tween poverty and violence by studying the life 
histories of a sample of state prisoners who 
left incarceration for neighborhoods in Bos-
ton. Rich interview data collected over several 
years allow us to take an expansive view of vi-
olence. Instead of focusing just on offending 
in a sample positively selected for its involve-

Men and women who go to prison are poor and involved in violence. This article explores the connection 
between poverty and violence for a sample of former prisoners who left incarceration and settled in the Bos-
ton area. Analysis of life history data indicates that violence arises in poor contexts across the life course 
because they are often chaotic and lack informal sources of social control; under these conditions, violence 
often comes to be positively valued. This situational perspective on violence diverges from the criminal jus-
tice perspective, in which offenders and victims represent distinct classes of people and punishment involves 
the assessment of individual culpability.

Keywords: incarceration, poverty, violence, life course, crime, victimization
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ment in crime, I examine the myriad forms of 
violence, from accidents to homicides, with 
the aim of describing the conditions of poverty 
in which violence arises.

In the perspective of this article, the social 
contexts of poverty display a high level of vio-
lence, but violence emerges in a range of dif-
ferent ways. The life history data show that 
conditions of poverty often create chaotic, un-
predictable settings conducive to victimiza-
tion. These places are also missing the steady 
influence of parents and neighbors who con-
trol antisocial and disorderly behavior. In 
places that are unpredictable and weakly su-
pervised, violence is positively valued as a 
source of identity or a useful way of getting 
things done. Where poor contexts give rise to 
violence, roles in violence are not neatly di-
vided between different groups. Instead, at dif-
ferent times and in different venues, people 
come to play the roles of victim, offender, par-
ticipant, or witness.

If we think of violence as emerging in poor 
social contexts, people’s roles in violence are 
as much a product of their situations as their 
individual dispositions. Empirically, we see 
that former prisoners have been surrounded 
by serious violence since early childhood and 
that their roles in violence have shifted un-
evenly from victim to offender. The social facts 
of violence challenge the usual criminal justice 
jurisprudence of individualized culpability, 
which is largely stripped of social context and 
biography. Some implications are discussed in 
the conclusion.

Povert y and Violence
Social scientists have widely observed high 
rates of violence in poor places. For many re-
searchers, poverty has a contextual effect. In-
stead of poor individuals being motivated to 
violence, poor contexts structure social inter-
action in a way that makes violence more 
likely. Students of human development ob-
serve that poor households are often chaotic, 
and children are consequently at high risk of 
victimization. Sociologists find that poor 
neighborhoods are often disorganized, lacking 
the informal social controls that curb crime 
and delinquency. Anthropologists find that 
poor communities can provide the material 
conditions for cultures of violence.

Focusing on child maltreatment and abuse, 
research on human development links violence 
and poverty by pointing to the chaotic character 
of poor homes. Chaos describes settings with a 
high level of ambient stimulation because of 
noise or overcrowding, a low level of structure 
and routine in daily life, and unpredictability in 
everyday activity (Wachs and Evans 2010). Gary 
Evans, John Eckenrode, and Lyscha A. Marcy-
nyszyn (2010) observe the close association be-
tween poverty and chaos reflected in statistics 
on crowding (home and school), residential and 
school relocation, and maternal partner change. 
Beyond these widely measured indicators, poor 
homes and communities tend to be noisier and 
to have less regular mealtimes and bedtimes for 
children. Thus, chaos is part of the “environ-
ment of child poverty” (Evans 2004). Chaos not 
only is a source of stress for parents and chil-
dren but also undermines the consistent super-
vision of children. Under conditions of stress 
and unpredictability, chaos interferes with 
warm interactions between parents and chil-
dren and among siblings; harsh and impatient 
family relationships are more likely. The stress 
of chaotic homes, neighborhoods, and schools 
has been widely found to be associated with 
child maltreatment and sexual and physical 
abuse (Drake and Pandey 1996; Emery and Lau-
mann-Billings 1998; Gabarino and Sherman 
1980; Panel on Research on Child Abuse and 
Neglect 1993, 126–36; Paulle 2013).

Whereas research on chaos and child devel-
opment has focused on the home, urban sociol-
ogists have concentrated on the problem of 
neighborhood violence. In Robert Sampson and 
William Julius Wilson’s (1995) classic paper, the 
collapse of urban labor markets for poorly edu-
cated African American men sidelined them as 
breadwinners, increasing the number of sin-
gle-mother families. With fathers in poor neigh-
borhoods only loosely tied to their children’s 
households, families were unable to play a 
strong role in supervising adolescent boys. Con-
sistent with the theory, researchers found a 
close relationship between rates of single-
parenthood and juvenile rates of murder and 
robbery (Sampson 1987). In African American 
communities where poverty was spatially con-
centrated, the social networks and organiza-
tional ties that help regularize and monitor ur-
ban life were also weakened, adding to the level 
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of inner-city violence. Out of the structural con-
ditions of poverty, Sampson and Wilson (1995, 
51) also argued, a culture emerged in which 
“youngsters are more likely to see violence as a 
way of life in inner-city ghetto neighborhoods.” 
Contiguous clumps of poor and high-crime ur-
ban neighborhoods where black residents lived 
were at additional risk not just because of their 
own internal dynamics but because of violence 
in adjacent communities (Peterson and Krivo 
2010). Much of the sociological research argues 
that the spatial concentration of unemploy-
ment, family disruption, and other social prob-
lems in poor urban areas fueled violence in 
American cities (Kubrin and Weitzer 2003; Lee 
2000; Sampson 1987).

Anthropological field studies also link pov-
erty to violence, often in vivid portrayals of 
chronic danger in contexts of extreme material 
deprivation. Documenting the everyday harsh-
ness of poverty in rural Brazil, Nancy Schep-
er-Hughes (1992) shows, for example, how food 
is withheld from children and persistent hun-
ger is reinterpreted as illness, which trans-
forms it into a problem for either magic or 
modern medicine. Philippe Bourgois and Jef-
frey Schonberg (2009, 19) describe an encamp-
ment of Bay Area heroin addicts shrouded in 
a “gray zone,” “an ethical wasteland” in which 
“survival imperatives overcome human de-
cency.” Writing about the poor urban residents 
of Buenos Aires, Javier Auyero, Agustín Bur-
bano de Lara, and María Fernanda Berti (2014) 
observe that violence has an instrumental 
quality, whether it is used to discipline chil-
dren or to defend oneself and one’s property. 
In all these field settings, conditions of poverty 
make violence culturally available, readily con-
templated, and easily acted upon. Although 
these researchers emphasize that cultures of 
violence have grown out of material conditions 
of poverty, an openness to brutality in human 
interaction gains a life of its own—with fierce 
consequences for the social lives of the poor.

Three ideas run through the diverse disci-
plinary approaches to studying the relationship 
between violence and poverty. First, poor con-
texts are chaotic: poverty brings together a 
number of combustible social conditions, un-
dermining the routine and predictability of so-
cial life. Children may divide their time between 

several residences or move frequently. In the 
absence of steady work, daily life for adults un-
folds more by accident than by design. Poverty 
also brings financial insecurity as well as un-
treated addiction and mental illness, each of 
which is a potent source of stress and emer-
gency. Even more important, chaos ensues 
from the high turnover of people in poor con-
texts. Population turnover in disorganized 
neighborhoods has been observed at least since 
Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay (1942) studied 
juvenile delinquency in Chicago neighborhoods 
in the 1930s and 1940s. Today housing insecu-
rity, multiple partner fertility, and high incar-
ceration rates all contribute to the circulation 
of adults and children through poor homes. 
Chaos produces violence by inviting victimiza-
tion. Agents of violence—stressed, impaired, or 
unrelated adults—are abundant in chaotic 
homes and neighborhoods. The weakest and 
the most vulnerable—often women and chil-
dren—face great uncertainty and thus cannot 
plan for their safety or easily hide from trouble.

The second common theme is that poor con-
texts lack informal supervision. A large research 
literature describes how poor families—often 
through some combination of single-parent-
hood and maternal employment—struggle to 
provide the structure and oversight that curbs 
truancy and delinquency in adolescent boys (for 
example, Sampson 1986; Sampson, Rauden-
bush, and Earls 1997; Warner and Rountree 
1997). Poor neighborhoods lack the street-level 
web of social networks and organizational life 
that can head off violent conflict or quickly pro-
vide assistance when it occurs. The informal 
sources of social order in stable families and 
neighborhoods regulate violence in a nonvio-
lent way, nudging everyday social interaction in 
the direction of productive participation in pro-
social roles. Without informal supervision, in-
stitutional efforts at social control play a larger 
role. Schools, police, and prisons, relying on the 
instruments of punishment, arrest, and incar-
ceration, are called on to control violence in 
poor communities. Without informal supervi-
sion, the formal social control agencies kick 
into gear, bringing their own kind of violence to 
the effort to maintain order.

Third, under these material conditions of 
chaos and weak informal controls, violence it-
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self becomes positively valued. The positive 
valuation of violence has come to mean differ-
ent things in different settings. Proficiency 
with violence may signal status in the pecking 
order of a street gang, masculinity among ad-
olescent boys, or, more instrumentally, just a 
competence in handling the exigencies of daily 
life. There is no single culture of violence that 
operates across poor contexts, but under con-
ditions of extreme material deprivation, vio-
lence becomes recognized as a valuable way of 
getting things done.

Several empirical implications follow from 
this account of poverty as a social context for 
violence. In this approach, varieties of vio-
lence, from street crime to child abuse, can be 
traced to broadly similar conditions of mate-
rial disadvantage. Instead of focusing just on 
the statistics of murder and robbery, for exam-
ple, research connecting poverty to violence 
should observe different forms of violence over 
the life cycle and across institutional domains. 
In this view, poverty is fundamentally contex-
tual in that it creates situations in which vio-
lence is likely to occur. Poverty produces myr-
iad forms of violence not chiefly through its 
influence on individual action but in how it 
structures social interaction. If poverty is a vi-
olent context, poor people will see a great deal 
of violence in their lives but come to play a 
range of roles—as victim, offender, or witness. 
Instead of focusing just on offending, a re-
search design should observe the variety of dif-
ferent roles taken in a violent situation.

Poverty produces violence in specific ven-
ues. The research reviewed here emphasizes 
the local neighborhood and the family home 
as the main sites of violence in the lives of poor 
people. The empirical evidence presented here 
also points to the importance of the institu-
tional settings of the school for children and 
the prison for adults. Again, a research design 
for investigating the link between poverty and 
violence must be flexible enough to observe 
these different venues.

Life History Data on Violence
This analysis is based on data from the Boston 
Reentry Study (BRS), a longitudinal survey of 
men and women who were released from state 
prison in Massachusetts and entered the Bos-

ton area (Western et al. 2014). Sample respon-
dents became eligible for the study by reporting 
a release address in the Boston area. The BRS 
sample is similar to the Boston-area prison pop-
ulation in terms of demography and criminal 
history. Respondents were recruited to the 
study with the help of the Massachusetts De-
partment of Correction. They were interviewed 
five times over a year, the first time in prison 
just prior to release. Supplementary interviews 
were conducted with family members, and the 
survey data were linked to criminal records. 
Survey interviews covered a variety of topics, in-
cluding the respondents’ involvement in crime 
and the criminal justice system in childhood, 
in adulthood before their current incarceration, 
and in the period since their prison release. The 
BRS research design aimed to produce a high 
rate of study retention over a one-year follow-up 
period. The study maintained a response rate 
of over 90 percent over the follow-up period, en-
suring that the most socioeconomically vulner-
able were retained in the data collection.

Life histories were constructed from all the 
data collected over the one-year follow-up pe-
riod for 40 of the 122 men and women in the 
sample. To construct the life histories, research-
ers reviewed all five surveys, interview field 
notes, phone notes, a supplementary survey of 
family members, audiotape of the interviews 
(six to eight hours of recorded interviews), and 
any other records on the respondent. The em-
pirical material was used to form a life history 
record that contained a report of key life events, 
the respondent’s age at the time, and tran-
scribed accounts of these events. The life histo-
ries themselves were coded to flag about sev-
enty different search terms. The search terms 
indicated the respondent’s involvement in 
crime and with the authorities, their family and 
social life, health and well-being, and a variety 
of other topics.

The forty respondents chosen for the life 
history subsample were roughly representative 
of prison releasees to the Boston area. The life 
history sample was chosen to include respon-
dents for whom a supplementary interview 
was conducted and a full set of audio records 
were available. Women and African Americans 
were slightly overrepresented, but otherwise, 
the demographic characteristics and criminal 
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histories of the subsample were similar to 
those of the sample as a whole.

The socioeconomic characteristics and life 
histories of the BRS sample are reported in 
table 1. The BRS sample was mostly black or 
Hispanic, and more than half the respondents 
were in their thirties or older. Most respon-
dents were high school dropouts and reported 
irregular work history over their lives. Two 
months after prison release, 70 percent were 
receiving food stamps. Besides their low socio-
economic status, the data provide clear evi-
dence of unstable and dangerous childhood 
homes. Over half the respondents grew up 
with someone with drug or alcohol problems, 
and about half the respondents were victims 
of violence at the hands of their parents. Over 
40 percent of the sample had witnessed a kill-
ing in childhood. Eighty percent had been sus-
pended or expelled from school, and nearly all 
had got into fights as children.

Pat terns of Violence
Violence was a common theme in the survey 
interviews, trailing only the topics of family and 
the criminal justice system in the tagged life 
history data. In the six interviews with the forty 
respondents, including the supplementary in-
terview with each proxy, we coded 325 violent 
situations. Figure 1 compares the frequency of 
reports of violence to other life events in child-
hood (zero to twelve years), adolescence (thir-
teen to eighteen years), and adulthood (over 
eighteen years). The tagged terms are listed 
from top to bottom in order of their overall fre-
quency. Across all forty respondents, family was 
the most common topic and prison intake was 
the least common. When describing early child-
hood, before age thirteen, respondents often 
talked about family relationships and violence. 
They spoke at length about their home life as 
children and the supportive adults in their lives. 
Talking about adolescence, from ages thirteen 

Table 1. The Social and Economic Characteristics of a Sample of Released Prisoners

Full 
Sample

Life History 
Subsample

Demographic characteristics
Median age (years) 34.0 34.0 
Female 12.3% 17.5% 
White 30.3 25.0 
Black 50.8 57.5 
Hispanic 18.9 17.5 

Socioeconomic status 
Dropped out of high school 59.8 60.0 
Employed before arrest 59.0 70.0 
Employed two months after prison release 43.4 46.2 
Receiving food stamps two months after prison release 70.5 75.0 

Adversity in childhood 
Both parents in home at age fourteen 34.4 27.5 
Domestic violence while growing up 32.7 27.5 
Witnessed someone get killed 42.1 47.5 
Grew up with someone with drug or alcohol problem 57.3 45.0 
Hit by parents (not including spanking) 46.8 45.0 
Suspended or expelled from school 80.6 80.0 
Got into fights 91.7 95.0 
Got in trouble with police 85.2 85.0 

N 122 40 

Source: Boston Reentry Study.
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to eighteen, family relationships remained a 
prominent theme, but violence and criminal 
justice involvement were increasingly import-
ant topics. Reflecting the respondents’ growing 
independence, descriptions of adolescence also 
included frequent mention of drugs and alco-
hol and time spent with peers. Describing adult-
hood, after age eighteen, family life was again a 
dominant topic. At this life stage, family life ex-
tended to relationships with partners and chil-
dren. The respondents’ accounts of adulthood 
were also dominated by descriptions of arrest 
and incarceration, a new topic that also re-
flected their aging.

The frequency of different topics at differ-
ent stages of life was partly shaped by the sur-
vey interviews. For example, the surveys asked 
about the respondents’ youthful experience of 

family life and exposure to trauma. These are 
common topics in the life history data in child-
hood and adolescence. Still the interviews 
ranged widely, asking about topics like resi-
dential mobility, housing, employment, gov-
ernment programs, and so on, and these top-
ics are less prominent in the life histories. 
Thus, the discussion topics likely signal the 
salient events and experiences in the lives of 
the respondents at each of the three stages of 
the life course.

Because the survey asked about specific 
time periods (childhood, immediately before 
incarceration, during incarceration, and the 
year after release), the data do not provide a 
systematic inventory of violence over the entire 
life course. However, when respondents talked 
about violence outside of the structure of the 

Figure 1. Frequency Distribution of Coded Life Events in a Sample of Forty Formerly Incarcerated Men 
and Women in Boston, by Life Stage
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interview, as they often did, interviewers would 
follow up qualitatively. Because respondents 
talked with interviewers in some detail about 
violence, we are able to qualitatively describe 
a wide variety of violent events and situations, 
the people involved, and the social context in 
which violence happened.

In this article, “violence” refers to aggres-
sive physical force. A violent event inflicts 
bodily injury. In this definition, violence need 
not be intentional or unlawful. A person may 
be seriously injured in an accident in the ab-
sence of any deliberate harm. Although acci-
dents are an important category, violence in 
the BRS interviews usually had a social quality 
in that it described how people interacted with 
each other. We coded seven types of violence: 
suicides, accidents, sexual abuse, domestic vi-
olence, murders, assaults, and fighting. In this 
classification, robberies were grouped with as-
saults because we sometimes lacked the infor-
mation to draw a clear distinction. We also 
separated assaults from fighting. An assault is 
defined as a predatory type of violence perpe-
trated by an offender on a weak or unprepared 
victim. A fight, often growing out of an escalat-
ing conflict, is a mutual exchange among par-
ticipants who are prepared for conflict.

People can be connected to violence in a va-
riety of ways. Researchers usually focus on of-
fenders and, less commonly, on victims. How-
ever, these roles are not always clear-cut; in 
cases of retaliation or fighting it is more de-
scriptively accurate to identify “participants” in 
violence. In addition to active involvement, one 
can be a witness to violence, a role sometimes 
marked by fear and psychological trauma. For 
each violent situation described by our respon-
dents, we coded their role as offender, victim, 
participant, or witness.

Figure 2 shows the characteristics of each of 
the 325 violent situations described by our forty 
respondents. Describing violent situations in 
early childhood, before age thirteen, respon-
dents were most often victims or witnesses to 
violence. These roles are closely related to very 
high rates of family violence in the childhoods 
of formerly incarcerated men and women. 
(Twenty-two out of forty respondents reported 
at least one incident of family violence.) Re-
spondents also talked about fighting in early 

childhood, so they commonly took the partici-
pant role from an early age. Because family vi-
olence and fighting were so common, nearly 80 
percent of all the violence they reported hap-
pened in the neighborhood or in the home.

The relationship of respondents to vio-
lence changed in adolescence. They were in-
creasingly involved as participants and of-
fenders and became less likely to report being 
victims or witnesses. This change reflects the 
emergence of assaults and fighting as the 
most common forms of violence reported in 
adolescence. With the predominance of these 
two types of violence, the school and the 
neighborhood became the modal sites of ad-
olescent violence.

The pattern of violence reported in adult-
hood was qualitatively different from that re-
ported in childhood and adolescence. Accounts 
of adult violence involved the respondents as 
offenders about 40 percent of the time, a signifi-
cantly higher rate than in earlier life stages. 
About 25 percent of all violent situations in 
adulthood were witnessed. Over half of all vio-
lence reported for adulthood involved an as-
sault, and fighting had become significantly 
less common. Strikingly, 16 percent of all re-
ported incidents in adulthood were murders. 
Sites of violence also changed in adulthood. 
Neighborhood violence remained commonly 
reported, but reports of assaults in prison and 
in other locations (mostly in neighboring states 
and cities) also became more prevalent.

The quantitative patterns show how types 
of violence, the respondents’ roles in violence, 
and the venues of violence varied over the life 
course. Family violence in the childhood home 
and adolescent fighting in the neighborhood 
were ultimately eclipsed in adulthood by as-
saults, often in prison.

Despite variation over the life course, the re-
spondents remained close to serious violence 
throughout their lives. The data on violent 
death provide one indication of the seriousness 
of the violence they experienced. Over half of 
the life history respondents (twenty-four out of 
forty) reported the violent death of a close 
friend or family member at some point in their 
lives. The respondents also sustained many se-
rious injuries. One respondent told us that he 
fell from a tier in prison. Another was unable to 
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complete the study because a shooting had left 
him comatose in the hospital. Altogether, ten 
out of the forty reported to us that they had 
been shot or stabbed.

How is poverty linked to the child abuse, 
fighting, assaults, and murders reported by the 
respondents? The qualitative life histories sug-
gest how chaos at home and in the local neigh-
borhood, deficits of informal social control, 
and the cultural context all make poor social 
contexts likely settings for violence.

Chaos
Patrick was born in 1981 and lived the first years 
of his life in the Old Colony Housing Projects, 
one of a cluster of public housing complexes 
in South Boston. Southie of the early 1980s, a 
stronghold of Boston’s Irish American working 
class, remained one of the few neighborhoods 
of concentrated white poverty in urban Amer-

ica. Patrick’s mother was a heroin addict and 
gave up custody of her son to her parents when 
he was five. She died of AIDS when Patrick was 
seventeen. Patrick’s father had left his mother 
when his son was two, but twenty years later 
he would reenter his son’s life when he helped 
him find a union job in the construction indus-
try.

Patrick’s grandparents were reluctant guard-
ians. His grandmother had raised a family of 
eight children in the small wood house on J 
Street a few blocks from Old Colony that was to 
become his childhood home. His grandfather 
had a seventh-grade education and for many 
years struggled to find steady work because of 
his own criminal history (though he later got a 
city job after his record was sealed).

Thirteen people lived in the house when 
Patrick was growing up. Much of the energy at 
home was provided by his uncles, a brawling 

Figure 2. Percentage Distribution of Characteristics of Violent Events in the Life History Data from a 
Sample of Forty Formerly Incarcerated Men and Women in Boston, by Life Stage
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pair of young men who used drugs and alcohol 
heavily.

“My uncles and my mother were all heroin 
addicts,” he said. The house was the venue for 
violence, sexual abuse, addiction, and a sprawl-
ing kind of family life that Patrick described as 
“emotionally cold” and “insane” and yet, he 
added, “it was normal to me.” Reflecting on the 
childhood home, Patrick’s aunt recalled, “It was 
just a crazy house, between my brothers coming 
in either beat up or having some horrible car 
accident . . . or someone falling asleep with a 
cigarette and a mattress going up on fire. It was 
a very traumatic house to live in.”

Patrick’s mother was not allowed in the 
house on J Street. Still, she stayed in contact 
with her son, as we learned through his de-
scriptions of his beatings at the hands of her 
boyfriends from age five through his teenage 
years.

Things were also chaotic on the street. When 
he was six, a man tried to grab Patrick, and one 
of his uncles stabbed the offender in retaliation. 
At age eight, Patrick saw a neighborhood kid get 
shot in the head in the housing projects. At age 
ten, he and his uncle stole a car from the neigh-
boring town of Brookline and drove it trium-
phantly around the Southie streets. The follow-
ing year, he started drinking and smoking 
marijuana, and at age thirteen he and his 
friends invaded and robbed the home of a local 
drug dealer, a neighborhood boy of fifteen. Pat-
rick was sixteen when he used heroin for the 
first time, encouraged by a girl in the neighbor-
hood. With a spate of suicides in the South Bos-
ton schools that year, he tried to hang himself 
but was cut down by a woman who discovered 
the attempt. He dropped out of school shortly 
afterward. In his aunt’s account, Patrick was ex-
pelled as a result of the suicide attempt because 
the school wanted to avoid the expense of man-
datory counseling.

Patrick’s early life illustrates much of the 
chaos associated with extreme deprivation. Ex-
treme deprivation spawns a confluence of mul-
tiple disadvantages—in this case, untreated 
drug addiction, housing insecurity, and dere-
lict parenting. Under these conditions, life is 
regularly disrupted by catastrophes small and 

large and hums with the chronic disturbance 
of noise and overcrowding.

In general, home life for nearly all respon-
dents as children and adolescents was unsta-
ble and often chaotic, regardless of whether 
childhood violence was reported. Two threads 
ran through the more violent accounts of do-
mestic chaos: the presence of unrelated men 
in the childhood home, and drug and alcohol 
use by the adults.

Out of the forty respondents, only eleven 
reported that both parents were present in 
their family home at age fourteen. Adult males, 
where present, included stepfathers, mother’s 
boyfriends, uncles, and older brothers. Unre-
lated adult males were often sources of vio-
lence in the childhood home, and domestic 
violence was roughly twice as common in 
homes where the two biological parents were 
not living together (62 percent versus 36 percent 
reporting domestic violence when parents 
were together).

A Puerto Rican man we interviewed, Hector, 
grew up with his mother and his siblings in 
many different houses shared with at least sev-
eral of his mother’s boyfriends. His partner de-
scribed Hector’s unstable home life and how 
family violence emerged:1 

So like, all right, he has four siblings, three 
siblings through his mom and three siblings 
through his dad. His brother Jorge [and] him 
have the same mom and dad, and then there 
is Pedro and Sofia on his mother’s side and 
Omar and Isabella on his father’s side. . . . 
Like if there is one word I can describe his 
mom is unstable. I’ve been with Hector for 
ten years, and she’s lived in like twenty apart-
ments from the time I’ve been with him.

. . . [Hector’s mother] is not a provider, 
she’s dependent on [her boyfriends], so that 
was a lot. During that time, when he was four-
teen years old, she may have been ending her 
relationship with his [Hector’s] sister’s father, 
and she got involved with this guy from the 
Dominican Republic, and at one point [sighs], 
when [Hector’s mother] was with Sofia’s fa-
ther, he had control over what, what was, 
where the boys were, what they were involved 

1. Direct quotes were transcribed from audiotaped interviews and slightly edited for grammar and verbal tics.
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in and so forth. And I know him and Hector 
bumped heads a lot, a lot, and she had given 
him power to hit, like discipline them, and 
that was the beating and stuff.

Hector provided his own account of his abuse: 
“Basically what I felt was a grown man picking 
a fight with an eleven-, ten-year-old kid, you 
know what I mean. A ten-year-old boy and hit-
ting him like a grown man, hitting that boy 
like a grown man, you know.”

For some respondents, the circulation of 
men through the house created an ongoing cli-
mate of instability and violence. Manny, a Cape 
Verdean man in his forties, grew up with sev-
eral different men in his house.

Interviewer: When you were growing up was 
anyone in your household ever a victim of a 
crime?

Manny: Yes.
Interviewer: Who was that?
Manny: My mother.
Interviewer: Was that just one time or more 

than one time?
Manny: She used to get beat up by her boy-

friends.
Interviewer: How old were you when that 

was going on?
Manny: Between twelve and fourteen, I be-

lieve. Could have been earlier, but I probably 
don’t remember earlier ages.

Interviewer: So, what would happen after 
one of the boyfriends would beat her up?

Manny: Well, while it was going on, I would 
run in there with my Louisville slugger bat 
that I used to sleep with.

Interviewer: And did you ever get involved?
Manny: Oh, yeah. Definitely. Every single time.
Interviewer: And then what would happen?
Manny: Well, the very last time when I hit one 

of her boyfriends, they fell down the stairs, 
with the bat, and then . . . my mother basi-
cally hit me and said why did I do that. So I 
just left the house and went to live with my 
grandmother for a few years . . . I was about 
fourteen, yeah.

Interviewer: And was it multiple boyfriends, 
or just. . . ?

Manny: She had a few. She had a few. She had 
a few.

Drug abuse stoked violence both directly, with 
a rage that only alcoholism seems able to pro-
duce, and indirectly, as parental indifference 
flourished with the narcissism of addiction. 
Half of the forty respondents reported growing 
up in a home where there were problems with 
drugs or alcohol, and twelve out of these twenty 
reported incidents of family violence before the 
age of eighteen. Alcoholism and cocaine and 
heroin use were the most commonly reported. 
Whereas heroin and cocaine were often associ-
ated with parental neglect, alcohol seemed to 
uncork anger that sobriety had bottled up.

Several respondents described a fretful cli-
mate that settled on families with alcoholic fa-
thers and stepfathers. Jemarcus, an African 
American man, never met his father and grew 
up with his mother, stepfather, and older 
brother. His stepfather was an alcoholic “who 
passed away because he drank so much.” Life 
at home, he said, was “stressful, stressful. It was 
hard. It was uncomfortable. Stressful. I was on 
edge. Scared. Nervous. My mother would always 
fight because my stepfather would always come 
home drunk. . . . When he sober he was the 
greatest person in the world. And when he 
drank he just didn’t get on with her, and he took 
it out on us.”

Brian, from the Irish working-class neigh-
borhood of Charlestown, described a similarly 
tense uncertainty surrounding his father’s al-
coholic moods:

Brian: He would come home from work . . . 
he just come home between five-thirty and 
six every night, he’ll be feeling pretty good, 
then he would continue to drink, and we 
were never quite sure what type of mood he 
would be in, whether angry drunk, happy 
drunk, you know.

Interviewer: And what was he like as an an-
gry drunk?

Brian: He would be disrespectful towards my 
mother and same way toward us, but with 
physical consequences. That’s why I hated 
Boston College. He had a Boston College 
ring, and I used to get it whacked off the 
head, so I hated Boston College, his college 
ring.

Interviewer: And what was he like as a happy 
drunk?
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Brian: I mean, he was great and like all happy 
drunks, you know laughing and jovial.

Interviewer: Was this going throughout your 
entire childhood?

Brian: I would say yes, as long as I can remem-
ber, yeah. Probably mostly from, as I can re-
member, from nine on. . . . There was like a 
regular routine.

Interviewer: Was this every night?
Brian: During the week, when he worked, it 

was typical, probably three or four nights 
out of the five, but then he would always 
drink at home. He was better if he started 
drinking when he got home from work.

Home life, as it was revealed in the inter-
views, was frequently chaotic, and that chaos 
was often mentioned in respondents’ ac-
counts of childhood. Family violence at the 
hands of men, often unrelated and often un-
der the influence of drugs or alcohol, created 
a climate of fear and uncertainty. The respon-
dents connected poverty, chaos, and violence 
to the childhood home, but many of the men 
we interviewed circulated as adults through 
the homes of other children, bringing their 
own histories of addiction and antisocial be-
havior with them. In all our interviews, we 
never heard much about violence against 
women or children perpetrated by the respon-
dents themselves. Still, it seems possible that, 
with their childhood histories of chaos and 
violence and the severe poverty of their adult-
hood, family violence had been sustained 
over their own life course, even if they over-
looked it in the interviews.

Deficits of Social Control
Luis was a Puerto Rican respondent who grew 
up “very poor” in a housing project in the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brook-
lyn, New York. He and his four brothers and 
sisters were raised by his mother, though he 
sometimes lived with his cousins as well. His 
mother suffered from depression and was un-
employed and on public assistance for much 
of his childhood. She was a strict disciplinar-
ian who sometimes beat her sons with wire 
cables to try to keep them in line. Luis’s step-
father, Carlos, also lived with them. He was a 
regular heroin user who used at home, nod-

ding off on the sofa in those early years in 
Brooklyn. Luis first became aware of Carlos’s 
heroin addiction around the age of thirteen, 
when the police and an ambulance were 
called in response to an overdose. There were 
several such medical emergencies in Luis’s 
childhood, but that was the first that he re-
membered.

Bedford-Stuyvesant in the 1980s when Luis 
was growing up was a poor, high-crime neigh-
borhood. Violence was often close at hand on 
the streets and in the corridors of the housing 
project. Luis told us that stabbings and shoot-
ings were common and that he witnessed the 
killings of several people during that time, the 
first time when he was ten. His family was 
robbed several times, and in his early teenage 
years Luis himself started getting into fights 
with neighborhood kids.

When Luis was fourteen, the family moved 
to Boston to separate from Carlos and his her-
oin habit. (Carlos later got clean and followed 
them up to Boston, where he started a second 
life as a devout churchgoer.) Soon after mov-
ing to Boston, Luis got arrested and served 
time with the Department of Youth Services 
(DYS) for assaulting a police officer. He was 
expelled from high school for this arrest. 
Throughout his teenage years in Boston, from 
fourteen to eighteen, Luis served “two or three 
years” in DYS custody before dropping out of 
school in the eleventh grade. From ages eigh-
teen to thirty-three, he spent about half his 
life incarcerated for assaults and drug dealing. 
He had three children during this period, and 
at the time of our last interview he was main-
taining contact with each of his three sons and 
their three mothers.

We recruited Luis to the reentry study 
during his last stay in state prison. By this 
time, in his early thirties, he had been diag-
nosed with depression, anxiety, hypertension, 
and hepatitis C. At the baseline interview just 
before release, Luis told us that during his cur-
rent prison term he had witnessed six to ten 
assaults among prison inmates and another 
three to five assaults involving prison staff. His 
neighborhood, he said, was safer than prison. 
By the time of our final follow-up interview, 
Luis had been out a year, his longest period in 
free society since childhood.
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Closely related to the chaos of severe depri-
vation are the deficits of informal social 
control—the supervising adults whose pres-
ence in households and neighborhoods helps 
maintain social order. Luis grew up in a two-par-
ent family, but his stepfather was immobilized 
by addiction and his mother had to manage 
this, her own depression, and her four other 
children. The Bedford-Stuyvesant housing proj-
ect was a paradigm of ghetto violence, playing 
host to concentrated poverty and high rates of 
single-parenthood and unemployment. Author-
ity in Luis’s life was provided mostly by the for-
mal institutions of the school, police, juvenile 
incarceration, and state prison. These institu-
tional settings themselves were rich in the pos-
sibility of violence, and order was maintained 
through the threat of further punishment.

A common theme among the men in our 
sample when they discussed the prevalence of 
violence in their neighborhoods was how weak 
the informal social controls were. About half 
of them named the neighborhood as the site 
of violent situations in their lives, and it was 
the modal place of violence across the life 
course. Respondents mostly grew up and lived 
in the poor and working-class neighborhoods 
of Boston. For black and Latino respondents, 
these neighborhoods were in the areas of Rox-
bury, Dorchester, and Mattapan, all contigu-
ous neighborhoods in the southern part of the 
city. A handful also grew up in public housing 
projects in the South End. White respondents 
spent most of their time in East Cambridge, 
Charlestown, East Boston, and South Boston, 
white working-class communities in the north-
ern part of the city. Both regions were racially 
segregated—though passing through signifi-
cant demographic changes in the lifetimes of 
the older respondents—and dotted with areas 
of concentrated poverty. Violence in these ar-
eas took the form of robberies and assaults, 
street fighting, and serious accidents. Al-
though respondents often reported getting in-
volved in street fights or committing assaults, 
they reported witnessing serious violence 
more often than they reported directly partic-
ipating in it. Respondents witnessed acci-
dents, assaults, fights, murders, and one sui-
cide. Often this violence involved groups of 
people, whether violent manifestations of 

gang rivalries or, in the 1970s and 1980s, racial 
violence between blacks and whites in the pe-
riod of school desegregation.

One respondent from Charlestown, a center 
of racial violence during the introduction of 
school busing, vividly described an incident 
from 1974:

I saw five black kids from Philadelphia get 
beaten with golf clubs and a bat, during bus-
ing, and I was thirteen years old, it was the 
first year of busing in Charlestown, and un-
fortunately, that group of kids from Philadel-
phia, on a tour, went to the Bunker Hill Mon-
ument, and they got misdirected and they 
went down towards the projects to wait for 
the bus to go back towards Boston, and I can 
remember the car driving by, there were four 
kids. . . . Two out of four them were [later] 
killed and, um, they get out, went to the 
trunk and opened the trunk up, and three of 
them had golf clubs and one of them had a 
bat and started beating them pretty bad.

As respondents moved into adulthood, their 
accounts of violent situations shifted to prison. 
When asked about violence in prison during 
their current incarceration (a period of twenty-
six months at the median), thirty-two out of the 
forty respondents reported having witnessed vi-
olence that involved inmates, and eleven out of 
forty reported witnessing violence involving a 
correctional officer. A few respondents also re-
ported on their own involvement in violence, 
resulting in long spells in solitary confinement. 
Two respondents talked about violent deaths in 
prison, one involving a friend who was mur-
dered and another involving an uncle’s suicide, 
an account that was widely disbelieved within 
the respondent’s family.

Respondents spoke of prison as a stressful 
place in which the climate of violence pro-
moted extreme vigilance. When asked one 
week after his release from prison about the 
adjustment of returning to the community, 
one respondent said:

Respondent: Big adjustment? Just trying to 
[pause] . . . just trying to like ease back into 
society, like trying to leave the mentality 
prison thing alone. Leave it in there . . . 



s e v e r e  d e p r i va t i o n  i n  a m e r i c a2 6

Interviewer: What is that mentality?
Respondent: I don’t take shit from nobody or, 

uh, I just like, I’m real like edgy, like one little 
thing, like you bump into me, you don’t say 
excuse me, I wanna freakin’ flip out, you 
know? I wanna punch your head in. Don’t dis-
respect me. Stuff like that, you know, like the 
way people talk to me, you know. . . . Give me 
respect, I’ll give you respect, you know. Just 
things, you know, like I like to learn how to 
just walk away. . . . That’s what I gotta do. I 
know what I’m capable of and he has no idea 
. . . and he’s more like, I guess, innocent, and 
if I get the best of him, he’s gonna rat me out, 
and then I’m gonna be doing time, and that’s 
it, I’m done, you know what I mean? So it’s 
like I gotta stop that [and] just walk away. It’s 
not worth it anymore pretty much. . . . It got 
worse being in prison most of the time and 
growing up on the street always fighting. . . . 
I even did a lot of hole time over the years, 
you know, my mind ain’t right from that. . . . 
I’m always on my toes.

Researchers often describe violent contexts 
in terms of their capacity for formal and infor-
mal social control (Kornhauser 1978, 69–82; 
Sampson 1986). For our respondents, the four 
main venues of violence—the home, the school, 
the neighborhood, and the prison—varied in 
their organized social control, but informal con-
trols were weak everywhere. Schools and pris-
ons are organized around formal authority 
structures and authoritative means of disci-
pline, and respondents reported that informal 
constraints on violence were weak. At home and 
on neighborhood streets, where organized 
checks on violence were largely absent, children 
often lacked the supervision of adults, adults 
themselves were often in violent conflict, and 
violence, at least in the respondents’ accounts, 
seemed unexceptional.

Cultures of Violence
In chaotic contexts where few authoritative 
adults are present, violence can become posi-
tively valued. Some respondents talked about 
violence becoming a way of getting things done. 
In disputes between male youth, where police 
were widely discredited, resolution was often 
found through violence. Thus, nearly all re-

spondents were involved in fighting in adoles-
cence. As one respondent remarked, “I thought 
it was normal. . . . Everybody was fighting. It was 
considered a problem if you didn’t fight.”

Adolescent fighting was ubiquitous among 
the respondents, and several spoke about the 
larger meaning of fighting in daily life. For 
some, fighting marked their status in the ado-
lescent pecking order. One reported that he got 
in three or four fights a month, “’cause you 
always had to prove yourself to your peers on 
how tough you are.” While children were often 
punished for fighting, some adults saw fight-
ing as a life skill. One male respondent de-
scribed how he came to be repeatedly sus-
pended for fighting:

See, that’s the thing, that’s what’s weird, be-
cause my mother seen me lose a fight, right? 
So she told my uncle I was a punk. So when 
she told my uncle I was a punk, he took me 
to boxing school. So now, I know how to 
fight, you know what I’m sayin’, now I’m, you 
know, just abusing what I know.

A similar sentiment was sounded in another 
interview, although in this case the respondent 
had been only in the first grade: 

I got in a fight. . . . My mother said, “Did he 
put his hands on you?” I said, “Yeah.” She 
said, “You whipped that ass?” I said, “Yeah.” 
She said, “All right. I’ll go up to the school 
tomorrow.” . . . That’s one thing my mother 
said, she wasn’t gonna raise, she wasn’t 
gonna raise no wussies. In fact, she actually 
said, “If I was supposed to have bitches, I 
would have had two girls.” She said, “I ain’t 
a punk, and my kids ain’t gonna be punks,” 
and that was just, she taught us right from 
wrong, [not] just be going around being a 
bully but if somebody put their hands on, you 
defend yourself. She said if you started it 
then that’s your ass. [laughs]

Another respondent connected the culture of 
violence to preparation for prison life:

Respondent: Sometimes the older people en-
courage you to do that. They’ll encourage 
you to fight.
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Interviewer: Yeah. Why was that?
Respondent: Nobody wants their nephew or 

their son, or their cousin, to be a punk, so 
it’s like you wanna go out there and fight. Go 
on out there, and if you wanna fight, you go 
out there and fight.

Interviewer: Did you have that happen? You 
know other cousins or uncles that . . . 

Respondent: You see, that can be looked at 
good and bad, ’cause it kinda helped me 
later on in life. When I was in jail, there’s no 
guns, there’s none of that. There’s knives 
and stuff, but mostly everybody fights, so if 
. . . it kinda like gives you a little bit of, you 
know, [pause] gives you a little leeway. [pause] 
Most kids my age, when they were twen-
ty-two, twenty-one, they wasn’t fighting you 
know, they was shooting guns and stuff, so 
when you know how to fight when you go to 
jail, it’s like a different world.

For these respondents, a readiness to use 
violence—as both preparation for life and a 
source of masculinity—is viewed as a reality in 
settings that are chaotic, weakly supervised by 
adults in authority, and marked by a reluc-
tance to call on police or other authorities to 
resolve disputes. Adults sometimes play a role 
in socializing children into the value of vio-
lence even as others reprimand and discipline 
their children for fighting. Though we see evi-
dence of violence as valued, this value emerges 
in concrete material circumstances where vio-
lence can solve problems and other markers of 
mastery over the world may be in short supply. 
In short, violence was often easily contem-
plated in the poor neighborhoods and institu-
tional settings in which our respondents regu-
larly found themselves.

Discussion
Three main conclusions can be drawn from 
this review of the encounters with violence de-
scribed in our interviews with a sample of re-
leased prisoners and their families. First is the 
great salience and high level of violence dis-
closed through the interviews. While respon-
dents spoke about their own violent offending, 
they were frequently witnesses and victims of 
violence too. The chronic violence unfolding 
around them during their years of childhood 

and adolescence was largely beyond the agency 
of the respondents as they became both vic-
tims and witnesses to domestic abuse and 
street crime. Serious violence flowed through 
intimate networks as friends and family—for 
twenty-four out of forty—died violently 
through accident, suicide, or murder.

Second, respondents played many different 
roles in the violence that had surrounded 
them for their entire lifetimes. Their offending 
was clearly revealed in interviews and criminal 
records. They had committed robberies, as-
saults, and one self-reported murder. In addi-
tion, all forty respondents described their own 
victimization by violence, often in childhood, 
and often at the hands of adult guardians in 
the form of domestic violence or sexual abuse. 
As victims, the respondents had been shot, 
stabbed, beaten, raped, and molested. But 
even beyond the familiar roles of victim and 
offender, nearly all respondents reported wit-
nessing serious violence, and all reported 
fighting in which the roles of victim and of-
fender were difficult to distinguish.

Third, the main sites of violence—in the 
home, the school, the neighborhood, and 
the prison—reveal the influence of poverty. The 
home lives of respondents were usually unsta-
ble, with adult males unrelated to them often 
living in the house. We heard many reports of 
drug or alcohol dependence among the adults 
in the childhood home. Even in the most stable 
settings, mothers worked long hours, leaving 
children unsupervised after school and in the 
evenings. The interviews revealed less about 
their school environments, but they did report 
that fighting was common at school, along with 
the disciplinary measures of suspension and 
expulsion. Some respondents changed schools 
frequently, and more than half dropped out be-
fore graduation. School counselors appeared to 
be in short supply; they were mentioned in just 
a couple of interviews. Few special measures—
except for suspension or juvenile justice deten-
tion—were taken for children with behavioral 
or learning problems. Their neighborhoods, 
typically in the poorer high-crime areas of Bos-
ton, were also violent places in which informal 
protections against street crime and gang rival-
ries were weak. Street violence appeared to 
stretch across the life course, not only among 
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youth but in children’s exposure to violent con-
flict among adults. History was also imprinted 
on neighborhood violence: older respondents 
reported on racial confrontations, particularly 
in the white working-class neighborhoods in 
the 1970s and early 1980s, when Boston schools 
were first desegregated. As respondents spoke 
about the recent past, they more often men-
tioned prisons as sites of violence. We heard 
many reports of fighting among prisoners, 
though correctional officers were also some-
times involved.

What is the role of poverty in violence? 
Sometimes the line is quite direct, as when 
mothers must work to support the household, 
leaving children unsupervised after school. 
More commonly the path from poverty to vio-
lence is indirect: children live in neighborhoods 
with weak informal controls or in chaotic 
homes where addiction or mental illness goes 
untreated. In these settings, violence is not just 
a failure of social control to prevent impulsively 
aggressive behavior. Violence is valued. A child 
learns that it is something you do to establish 
your reputation. Sometimes violence is a skill 
that helps you on the streets or in jail in later 
life. Unstable families, poor schools, high-crime 
neighborhoods, and state prisons are the envi-
ronments in which violence flourishes and is 
sustained over a lifetime.

In these contexts, violence is not simply a 
rare episode of disorder or a random shock that 
upsets a well-ordered life. Violence is a type of 
deprivation that systematically engulfs poor 
contexts and the people who populate them. As 
a type of deprivation, violence undermines hu-
man welfare. Victimization is accompanied by 
physical injuries and psychological trauma. 
Witnessing violence, especially in early child-
hood, not just intermittently but in a sustained 
way, affects neural development and causes last-
ing psychological harm. Violent offending and 
fighting produce stress and hyperarousal. More 
fundamentally, one role in violence is not easily 
divorced from another. In poor families, poor 
schools, poor neighborhoods, and locked facil-
ities, people do not specialize as victims, offend-
ers, or witnesses. Instead, it seems, they will in-
habit all these roles in due course.

This perspective on violence departs from 
the view of criminal justice authorities. In the 
criminal justice system, there are just two main 

parties to violence: a victim and an offender. 
Offenders, through their intentions and ac-
tions, are culpable. The job of the criminal jus-
tice process is to identify offenders and render 
punishment. Social context is introduced in a 
limited way through defenses to criminal 
charges or mitigation in sentencing, but even 
here the legal process neglects much of the de-
fendant’s biography and social context. The 
deep social fact that violence attends to con-
texts of poverty and that roles in violence circu-
late freely in those contexts is hard to reconcile 
with a system of individualized judgment in 
sentencing. The individualized justice of the 
criminal trial might be rightly decided in every 
single case. Still, the collective effect is to heap 
punishment on the poor, who are owed this in-
dividualized justice by virtue of their own vic-
timization.

There have been several significant efforts to 
admit the social context of violence and other 
crime into criminal processing. Michael Tonry 
(1995) describes a “social adversity mitigation” 
where judges might be allowed to consider so-
cioeconomic disadvantage (see also Morse 
2000). Such a sentencing principle, writes Tonry 
(2014, 152), is motivated by “empathy for the 
complex circumstances of the lives of deeply 
disadvantaged people.” Social adversity mitiga-
tion would not affect verdicts but would be in-
troduced in sentencing to reduce punishment 
to reflect diminished culpability. In the federal 
system, judges receive presentence reports (in-
dependently prepared by federal probation offi-
cers) describing criminal history and the fact 
situation to guide in the sentencing decision. 
Presentence investigations could be expanded 
to provide a detailed account of the defendant’s 
material life conditions that judges could fur-
ther consider in prescribing punishment.

From the sociological perspective developed 
here, the implications for criminal justice are 
even more fundamental. Justice is not achieved 
through the punishment of the offender but 
through the abatement of violent contexts. In 
violent contexts, victims and offenders are not 
distinct classes of people, but roles produced 
by the social conditions of poverty. From this 
point of view, social policy agencies for, say, 
housing, employment, and public health may 
be as closely involved in seeking justice as the 
courts and prisons. The pursuit of just social 
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contexts also asks something different of po-
lice, prosecutors, and prison staff. The interests 
of victims are not chiefly addressed through ret-
ribution, but through the development of social 
contexts that can foster order, predictability, 
and safety in everyday life. When criminal jus-
tice leaders step out of their usual roles to pro-
mote treatment programs, community organi-
zations, and family reconciliation, they are 
working toward this alternative goal of just so-
cial contexts, rather than simply punishing in-
dividual offenders.

Skeptics may object that the sociological 
perspective that identifies violent contexts 
rather than violent people seems to deny 
moral agency to criminal offenders. But none 
of this denies the agency of criminal offenders. 
Instead, it acknowledges that the offender’s 
role is often temporary, that violence has been 
present since early childhood, and that serious 
victimization is also common in the offender’s 
history. This is the social context in which jus-
tice must be found.
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Becoming Aggrieved:  
An Alternative Framework of 
Care in Black Chicago
L aurence R alph

“Every other block in Chicago has a crazy lady,” 
a friend, Justin, once told me upon hearing the 
piercing screams of our neighbor, Mrs. Lana. 
According to Justin, Mrs. Lana had been ad-
dicted to drugs. He used that to explain why 
she followed people down the street or yelled 
at them from her porch. But when I met Mrs. 
Lana’s daughter, a young woman named Marla, 
she complicated Justin’s characterization. 
Marla never knew her mother as an addict but 
did confirm that heroin was once her main 
vice. Still, she offered another explanation for 
her mother’s behavior: “She’s just mad.”

“Mad,” in Marla’s usage, referred to an as-
pect of mental illness that had as much to do 
with anger as apparitions. According to Marla, 
her mother could see people walking down the 
street, minding their own business, and before 
they knew it an invisible but deadly bullet was 
lodged in their dome. If she could just get your 

attention, if she could just warn you, then 
maybe you had a chance to survive. If not, you 
were done for.

Jo Jo Thomas didn’t get the warning. One 
afternoon he was eating in a restaurant with 
Marla while waiting for their mother to give 
them a ride home. Mrs. Lana called Jo Jo on 
his cell phone to say that she was outside in 
her car, and Marla, still stuffing her face, asked 
her brother to venture out to the car and return 
with an umbrella—it was raining and she 
didn’t want to get wet. Ever chivalric, Jo Jo 
agreed. When he stepped outside, gunfire rang 
out, and Jo Jo was in the midst of it. From the 
driver’s seat, Mrs. Lana screamed so loud and 
long that Marla swears she heard it from in-
side the restaurant. Jo Jo might’ve heard it too, 
Marla says, because he turned around and 
took two steps toward his mother’s car before 
collapsing. Mrs. Lana bolted from the car, dove 

Centering on “Eastwood,” a low-income, African American community on the West Side of Chicago in which 
I have conducted ethnographic research since 2007, I examine the coping mechanisms developed by residents 
after Mrs. Lana suffers what her doctors view as a psychotic break. I build upon Judith Butler’s conception 
of grief to reconceptualize madness as a sometimes productive force that allows scholars to see how certain 
populations are systematically dehumanized. After divulging a brief history of Mrs. Lana’s community, 
wherein I discuss how it came to inhabit the socioeconomic markers of poverty it is known for today, I explore 
in further detail the circumstances surrounding Mrs. Lana’s mental illness. Ultimately, I argue that the story 
of her “madness” is productive because it gives us valuable insight into the ways in which blacks, especially 
those living in low-income communities that face a dearth of institutional resources, invert popular expecta-
tions of mourning, thereby developing a concept of “becoming aggrieved” that does not merely lament death, 
but also affirms life.
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onto the ground, and cradled the back of her 
son’s head. Blood and brain matter spilled out, 
mixing with rainwater and then funneling into 
the gutter.

When it comes to the relationship between 
race and mental illness, social scientists have 
been much more concerned with explaining 
questions surrounding the lack of access  
to medical resources in poor, urban commu
nities than with exploring the indigenous 
strategies that under-resourced communities 
develop to cope with mental illness. Black Chi-
cago is no exception. There, one common way 
of understanding the relationship between 
mourning and mental illness is a contempo-
rary version of a very old psychological theory. 
It was, of course, Sigmund Freud who fa-
mously distinguished between “mourning and 
melancholia” in his 1917 essay of the same 
name. For Freud, the loss in mourning relates 
to literal death. Accordingly, expressions of 
sadness in the mourner are viewed as appro-
priate and healthy, maybe even cathartic. Still, 
an expectation persists that someone will over-
come her grief over time. Melancholia, on the 
other hand, is indistinguishable from mourn-
ing when the sadness begins; the difference is 
that the aggrieved person never overcomes her 
loss. In fact, she may refuse to concede that 
the object of her affection has been lost in the 
first instance. She subsequently retreats within 
herself, disregarding the norms and expecta-
tions of the outside world. If in mourning her 
son a mother is keenly aware of her loss, in 
melancholia she may be likewise aware, but 
remains unsettled about what this loss means 
in a larger existential sense.

In Eastwood, Chicago, the way doctors treat 
Mrs. Lana is based on this Freudian distinc-
tion. Even though mourning is considered nor-

mal, what makes Mrs. Lana “mad” (or men-
tally ill) is a specific interpretation of her 
actions in relation to her loss—particularly the 
fact that she is deeply disturbed by Jo Jo’s 
death. However, what I want to make clear is 
that, in contrast to doctors, Eastwoodians, 
Mrs. Lana’s neighbors, have come to view this 
woman’s madness (in all its glorious aggres-
sion) as normal. They shun the societal expec-
tation that her madness should diminish after 
some time, and they seek to pin down the po-
litical (rather than existential) meaning of Mrs. 
Lana’s screams.

My argument is that Eastwoodians add a 
layer of depth to the common medicalized in-
terpretation of mental illness because, in this 
community, a mother’s madness is not merely 
her own. It signifies the grief that all residents 
may express for a number of devalued black 
lives that have also been prematurely extin-
guished. Thus, in this essay, “grief” is a super-
ordinate category that contains both a tempo-
rary sadness that can be overcome (mourning) 
and a perpetual condition that cannot (mad-
ness). I show that a collective framework of 
care is constituted in the reaffirmation of hu-
manity on behalf of the dead. Through and by 
attending to her needs, residents grieve their 
own losses alongside Mrs. Lana’s. Therefore, 
in occasioning people to reflect on the count-
less young black people who have perished too 
soon, Mrs. Lana enlists members of a commu-
nity to become aggrieved.1

A Cit y of Scars: The  
Dehumaniz ation of Blac k Lives
Before we can fully grasp how an Eastwoodian 
understanding of the human condition under-
mines the distinction between mourning and 
madness, we must first examine how black life 
becomes devalued and thus dehumanized in 

1. Here I am referencing the “anthropology of becoming” that is rooted in Gilles Deleuze’s philosophical theories. 
João Biehl and Peter Locke (2010, 335) argue that “Deleuze’s ideas . . . uphold the rights of microanalysis, [while] 
bringing into view the immanent fields that people, in all their ambiguity, invent and live by.” They continue: “Such 
fields of action and significance—leaking out on all sides—are mediated by power and knowledge, but they are 
also animated by claims to basic rights and desires.” Biehl and Locke’s idea of “becoming” is meant to challenge 
accepted theories of social domination and popular modes of medical and political intervention. Drawing from 
this intervention, I seek to demonstrate the ways in which large structural and institutional processes are made 
visible through an ethnographic engagement with “neglected human potentials,” such as an exchange of dialogue 
between, and a search for insight from, someone like Mrs. Lana who is considered mentally unstable.
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the American city. This dehumanization, we 
will see, has implications for how grief is un-
derstood and expressed.

In Precarious Life (2004), Judith Butler turns 
grief into a political resource by demonstrating 
that the failure to understand the capacity to 
mourn amounts to a failure to understand the 
value of life itself. Drawing from Butler’s the-
sis, we can examine Mrs. Lana’s screams in 
light of how the medical establishment con-
tinuously pushes the diagnostic reach of ill-
ness outward to capture more and more of the 
population. Anthropologists like Arthur Frank 
(1995) and Arthur Kleinman (2013) have re-
garded this capture as a form of censorship 
that silences certain people’s voices under-
neath the heavy weight of a medicalized un-
derstanding of life. But at the same time that 
it silences all that contradicts the medical per-
spective, the exclusion of the dissenting voice 
also establishes the boundaries of the public 
itself. This is how “normal” people understand 
themselves as those who do not yell and 
scream irately, even in the face of violence they 
experience on an everyday basis. And this is 
why communities that face a disproportionate 
amount of violence must mask their grief. Just 
as their lives and communities are devalued, 
their grief is likewise illegitimated.

In 2007, when I first moved there, I learned 
that back in the 1970s Eastwood had been 
known by another name: “Sacred City.” In 
those Black Power days, this place became 
sacred in the same way that “black” became 
proud and “nigger” a term of endearment. 
To date, local gangs still insist on the sacred-
ness of this place. But in Eastwood, other 
people outside of the gang believe that all 
the talk of sacrosanctity is nothing more 
than a pretense masking the profane. The 

statistics seem to bolster this point. East-
wood is a community in which, of the nearly 
42,000 residents, nearly half (42 percent) 
lived below the poverty line in 2007 and, as 
crime is heavily implicated in this climate of 
poverty, 57 percent of all Eastwoodians were 
in some way involved in the criminal justice 
system—in jail, on parole, on house arrest.2 
Months after moving into Eastwood, boxes 
not yet unpacked, I observed an unfunny 
joke (at least, from the perspective of com-
munity residents) that points to how black 
lives are dehumanized in Chicago.

I was attending a community-policing meet-
ing, taking field notes, as police officer Thomp-
son said: “We’re doing our best to stop the vi-
olence. We feel terrible that you all have to live 
here. They call it Sacred City,” he said, alluding 
to the omnipresent specter of gangs. “You 
know what we call it?” The officer wrote out the 
term—Sacred—in chalk and then, using his 
palm to wipe away a few letters, said, “We just 
call it Scarred.”

A few of the officers chuckled, including the 
precinct captain. Meanwhile, the residents 
gave them blank stares. In an effort to diffuse 
the tension (which had become palpable at 
this point), another cop, whose name I later 
found out was Officer Kearns, stood up and 
told everyone in the room his family’s story. 
Generations ago, his great-grandparents 
moved from Poland and settled in Eastwood. 
“This neighborhood has a special place in my 
heart,” Kearns said. “I could show you old pic-
tures we have at home. You wouldn’t believe 
how beautiful it was.”

Ironically, immigrant families like Officer 
Kearns’s are implicated in Eastwood’s inglori-
ous history. The community’s wounds first be-
gan to fester in the 1970s, after the tractor com-
pany closed. Then the department store moved 

2. “Eastwood” is a pseudonym for the West Side Chicago neighborhood where I lived and conducted research 
from 2007 to 2010. My wider research centered on the figure of the disabled gang member in the Divine Knights 
gang. Building outward from the disabled gang member, I examined how residents in a low-income community 
live through their injuries. As I was dealing with young people who had a range of experiences with—and per-
spectives on—gang activity, some of my collaborators did not feel comfortable with me disclosing the name of 
the gang. I eventually decided that I could not reveal the name of the gang, and by extension people and orga-
nizations in the community, without betraying the trust of others in Eastwood. What is authentic about this 
article—what has not been altered or rendered anonymous—are the events that I describe and the voices of my 
collaborators. Their voices paint a portrait of the production of madness in urban Chicago.
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its headquarters, causing 80 percent of the 
manufacturing jobs to vanish. Other companies 
shuttered, taking with them 44 percent of area 
retail jobs. This process of deindustrialization 
was in full swing even before the assassination 
of Martin Luther King Jr. sparked uprisings in 
Eastwood. After the fires had been extinguished, 
many store owners left the neighborhood be-
cause insurance companies canceled their pol-
icies or prohibitively increased premiums, mak-
ing it difficult to rebuild businesses in their 
previous locations. Disinvestment peaked after 
King’s murder but had been steadily increasing 
since the 1950s. These economic woes plagued 
all of Eastwood’s retailers. By 1970, 75 percent 
of the businesses that had buoyed the commu-
nity just two decades earlier were boarded up 
and abandoned. There has not been a signifi-
cant migration of jobs, or people, into East-
wood since World War II.

Although Officer Kearns did not mention 
these factors to explain why, eventually, im-
migrants from places like Poland, Ireland, 
Russia, and Germany packed their things and 
moved out of Eastwood, the lack of business 
opportunities was certainly a factor—not to 
mention the unbridled racism that led many 
of them to fear living alongside blacks. Ever 
since the early 1940s, when African Americans 
began migrating to Chicago in droves, the city 
has been deeply segregated, and this segrega-
tion has implications for how black lives are 
devalued today. Twenty-two of Chicago’s sev-
enty community areas claim 82 percent of the 
city’s homicides. Indeed, statistics like these 
are what motivated Eastwoodians to attend 
community-policing meetings in the first 
place. Citing homicide rates and contextual-
izing them through a history of deindustrial-
ization is perhaps a circuitous way of saying 
that the misfire of the police officer’s joke—
the reason why it fell flat for the Eastwoodi-
ans in the room—was that they did not need 
an expert to tell them that their community 
was plagued with problems.

They were fully aware of their scars. Yet, 
they asserted their humanity nevertheless.

Mrs. Lana is a case in point. The fact that she 
is a mother who has been driven mad after wit-
nessing the shooting death of her son exempli-
fies the reaffirmation of life in a context of 

death. I do not mean to suggest that this con-
tention is not controversial. On many occa-
sions, I have shared her story with police offi-
cers and doctors in Chicago as a way to talk 
about the relationship between race, mental 
illness, and grinding poverty. When I have 
done so, my discussion of Jo Jo’s death (and 
Mrs. Lana’s reaction to it) has often been met 
with the following questions: How was Jo Jo 
raised? What did Jo Jo do? Was he a gang mem-
ber? I can only assume that, by way of these 
inquiries, these experts are attempting to as-
sess the amount of empathy they should have 
for this family.

In the past I have replied that Jo Jo was in 
fact gang-affiliated. But not in the way they 
might think. In Eastwood even a teenager, 
like Jo Jo, who opts not to join a gang will be 
cognizant of who belongs with which group, 
as well as the jurisdictional boundaries of 
each group. These boundaries are mapped 
onto neighborhoods, such that if a person is 
confronted by a member of a rival gang and 
asked where he or she lives, the street name 
this person offers as a response will signal 
gang affiliation (member or not) and could 
result in injury. (For this reason, many teen-
agers join gangs for protection after suffering 
injuries from rival gangs.) In Jo Jo’s case, it is 
not clear whether he was mistaken for some-
one else, or whether the people who shot 
him were operating under the logic that any-
one who lived in proximity to the rival gang 
held an allegiance to them and therefore de-
served to die. Regardless of whether Jo Jo “of-
ficially” belonged to the gang, what is more 
important, for our purposes, is how the logic 
of rivalry within this organization mirrors at-
titudes toward black Americans in greater so-
ciety.

The social movement #BlackLivesMatter 
demonstrates this point. #BlackLivesMatter 
began as a provocation on Twitter in 2013 af-
ter the self-appointed neighborhood watch-
man in Samford, Florida, George Zimmer-
man, shot and killed an unarmed teenager, 
Trayvon Martin. The movement grew even 
more popular in 2014 following the civil un-
rest in Ferguson, Missouri, sparked by the 
shooting of Michael Brown and the killing of 
Eric Garner, another unarmed African Amer-
ican who was choked to death by a New York 



b e c o m i n g  a g g r i e v e d 3 5

City police officer. There are currently twen-
ty-three #BlackLivesMatter chapters in the 
United States, Canada, and Ghana. As I write 
this essay, these chapters have organized at 
least 672 demonstrations.

Contemporary movements like #Black
LivesMatter take as a point of departure the 
premise that certain people’s lives—in this case 
“black lives”—are devalued in American society. 
Because of this, the group is geared toward an 
effort to make black lives count as “normal” hu-
man beings. Their protests speak against the 
notion that someone can be legitimately killed 
because his or her body is deemed threatening 
(regardless of whether he or she committed the 
alleged act of violence). The logic of a “justifi-
able homicide,” they say, operates to produce 
and maintain an exclusionary idea of who is 
fully human and who is not. The public is to 
believe that the black person (in the form of 
Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, 
Sandra Bland, or Jo Jo Thomas) deserved to die 
because of his criminal associations. This prem-
ise suggests that the alleged black criminal is 
less human than the upright citizen, and there-
fore his killing is legitimate.

 Likewise, Mrs. Lana didn’t agree that her 
son deserved such a fate. In fact, in her early 
days of grief she was riddled with survivor’s 
guilt, believing she herself to be more worthy 
of death than her son. Before Jo Jo’s shooting, 
Mrs. Lana maintained a relatively well-paying 
job as a postal worker. She was a devout Chris-
tian who, in having once battled drug addic-
tion, had found religion as a way to transform 
her life. As her neighbors tell it, the only 
things she enjoyed talking about more than 
her spiritual transformation were the activi-
ties of her three children: Jo Jo, Marla, and 
Travis. In the eyes of many Eastwoodians, Mrs. 
Lana’s psychotic break marked her transition 
from a well-respected community member to 
an outcast, albeit an outcast for whom people 
eventually harbored great admiration. What 
concerns us most is why Eastwoodians were 
drawn to her: they did not merely appreciate 
what she had experienced; more specifically, 
they saw her screams as an attempt to create 
a public sphere in which oppositional voices 
are not feared, degraded, or dismissed, but 
valued for the productive reflections they in-
spire.

A Mother ’s Scre ams: The  
Potential Hidden in Madness
Drawing from black urban life, only from a 
different historical moment, Jonathan Metzl 
attaches the same crucial importance to the 
political potentiality embedded in mental ill-
ness as I do in this essay. In The Protest Psy-
chosis (2006, 187), he shows that, in the 1960s 
and 1970s, the diagnosis of schizophrenia un-
derwent a striking shift in the United States. 
Although the disease was originally associ-
ated with white middle-class women (who 
may have been so bold as to commit the pub-
lic offense of chastising their husbands in 
public), over time, this particular brand of 
madness became linked to black males and 
to the hostility, anger, and aggression that 
seemed to characterize their lives during the 
civil rights movement. Metzl argues that 
treatments for mental illnesses are intrinsi-
cally political. For him, pointing to the polit-
ical is not a means to dismiss schizophrenia 
by undermining its biological roots. Rather, 
these roots are given fertile soil in the social 
climate of the day.

The large body of literature which suggests 
that experiences of racism and poverty seem 
to increase a person’s risk for mental illness 
is bolstered by Metzl’s account, in which ill-
ness is interpreted, understood, and enacted. 
Given the hindsight of history, it may seem 
strange that “aggressive protests” can be diag-
nosed as a form of madness. But Metzl’s work 
attunes us to the fact that, although there are 
many institutional mechanisms for determin-
ing what illness looks like, it is much harder 
to say what should not be counted as part of 
the prognosis. My work fills this void by de-
scribing locally salient ways of understanding 
death in which mourning (a loss that a person 
eventually overcomes) is not privileged over 
madness (a refusal to overcome loss, which 
consumes one’s existence). In this regard, 
each of the ethnographic scenes I describe 
contains hidden potentialities embedded 
within symbolic representations of grief—of 
which dice games, footwear, uncovered heads, 
and, most importantly, Mrs. Lana’s screams, 
are the most striking examples.

I learned about the local significance of sym-
bols of grief while conducting fieldwork in 
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Eastwood, where I often began structured in-
terviews with the same three words: “Describe 
your neighborhood.”

Young or old, most stated that Eastwood 
could be desolate for hours on end and then, 
just as suddenly, bubble over with block par-
ties, laughter, and life. But on those “unfortu-
nate nights,” as one resident called them, the 
block could also erupt with screaming and 
stampedes away from the unmistakable sound 
that too often rang out: a dreadful alarm. The 
threat of that untimely alarm—otherwise 
known as a gun blast—made one of my collab-
orators, Justin, insist on a prerequisite for 
helping me with my research: I couldn’t stand 
on the “drug” corner. I could, however, stand 
on the less dangerous “lunch money” corner, 
where the teenagers shot dice.

The “lunch money” corner was a recre-
ational space more than anything else—a re-
cess carved from concrete where girls jumped 
rope and boys rode bikes. Surrounded by low-
stakes games and laughter, this corner was a 
perch where, on ordinary days, young people 
practiced a modern-day jitterbug called foot-
workin’. They would bring iPods with portable 
speakers to mask the sound of the hollow roll 
of dice. Everyone’s eyes would grow big with 
anticipation of the dots that would either win 
or lose them some pocket change. When those 
dots revealed themselves in front of us on the 
pavement, the winners would slap their knees 
and point their fingers at the others, now 
frowning, before snatching up wrinkled dollar 
bills and swearing that they’d mastered a spe-
cial technique for tossing plastic cubes against 
concrete and brick.

On this corner, it wasn’t merely about the 
money. (Most days the winners bought every-
one a large bag of chips and soda, or even a 
stuffed deep-dish slice from the nearby restau-
rant, Big Al’s.) It was about something far 
graver. The dice roll came to represent the fra-
gility of life—the fact that, even at so tender an 
age, you could never know when your number 
was up.3

It would be easy for a passerby to see young 
people posted on the corner and not notice how 

the symbols of mourning could possess a per-
son’s body. On a winter day in 2008, for exam-
ple, I watched as the dice rolled past the feet of 
one of the teenagers, Danny. I then noticed that 
Danny had on boots that had belonged to 
Cook—his best friend, who had been murdered 
weeks before. Then I realized something even 
more significant: Danny had not taken off those 
boots since his best friend passed away. 

Comparing Danny’s inherited boots to Mrs. 
Lana’s screams reveals crucial differences. The 
former symbol might reference grief (if we 
know that Danny’s boots belonged to his de-
parted friend), but it does not necessarily ref-
erence mental illness. Another notable distinc-
tion is that, were a teenage black male to adopt 
Mrs. Lana’s method of grievance (following 
people down the street while screaming), he 
would probably be seen as enacting the very 
forms of violence against which he was pro-
testing. It was, in part, her role as a mother 
that made it more difficult to turn a blind eye, 
and deaf ear, to Mrs. Lana’s screams. This was 
at least part of the reason people were willing 
to make room for her madness.

Some contextual information about the na-
ture of Mrs. Lana’s screams will clarify this 
point.

Marla tells me, when driving past that inter-
section where Jo Jo was shot, that she some-
times pictures her mother as she was before 
her son died: beautiful and not yet ravaged, 
lipstick, a breezy dress, head full of flowing 
locks. She chronicles her mother the same way 
Christians do Christ, only in Mrs. Lana’s case, 
AD refers to Jo Jo’s death, not the crucifixion.

Unlike the doctors and her Eastwood neigh-
bors, at first Marla didn’t think her mother’s 
condition was permanent. Her theory was that 
one day she would not need to scream at peo-
ple or follow them around, telling them to 
keep their head covered. One day, Marla 
thought, her mother would finally accept Jo 
Jo’s demise. It took at least a year for Marla to 
abandon this expectation.

Back then, a year removed from Jo Jo’s shoot-
ing, Mrs. Lana could be seen standing on her 
porch yelling at passersby in a high-pitched 

3. Dice was among the local gang’s most cherished symbols; “it represents that every day is a gamble,” as one 
member told me.
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shrill. But it started, Marla told me, with a stare 
directed at her youngest child Travis, then nine 
years old. Her glance at first was cautious. 
“What’s wrong?” Marla remembers asking. 

“Oh, nothing, baby,” Mrs. Lana said, her 
eyes fixed on the back of her young boy’s head.

Now this scene began to repeat daily, Mrs. 
Lana calling Travis over and inspecting him 
from head to toe. Once finished with her young-
est, she would inspect her daughter too. 
Though Marla was twelve years older than Tra-
vis, Mrs. Lana found special comfort in giving 
her hair a reassuring stroke.

I ask Marla when she first began to worry 
about her mother’s safety.

In response she tells me “the drugstore 
story.” 

At the drugstore, Mrs. Lana knocked over the 
contents of shelves in a search for duct tape. 
When an employee finally handed it to her, 
hopeful that this unruly customer might leave, 
Mrs. Lana ripped the packaging open with her 
teeth and then tried to use it right there in the 
store. And by “use it” I mean that Mrs. Lana at-
tempted to apply the tape to strangers’ heads.

Marla hands me a copy of the police report; 
after pausing to look it over, I ask her how she 
made sense of the official description.

Marla’s interpretation of this event was this. 
Her mother could not bear to see all those vul-
nerable bodies. Her mother “grew frightened” 
of the patrons fleeing from her—the unpro-
tected who were rejecting her efforts to save 
their lives.

According to the report, Mrs. Lana’s head 
was already covered with duct tape. She tried 
explaining to an employee the need for protec-
tive taping. The employee notified the store 
manager; Mrs. Lana tried covering his head as 
well. Finally, the manager called the police. 
“And I was happy to see them too,” Mrs. Lana 
later told her daughter. “At least they had the 
good sense to keep their hats on.”

Unlike most patrons in the store, the man-
ager reportedly told the police that he didn’t 
believe Mrs. Lana was on drugs. Eastwood is 
nationally renowned for heroin distribution, 
and he claimed he could recognize an addict—
usually they were subdued and docile. Mrs. 

Lana was frantic, mad. Still, when the police 
officers checked her record, they found an ar-
rest for possession of drugs. Even though that 
arrest had occurred more than twenty years 
earlier, it was all the evidence they needed to 
put her away.

Stapled to the report Marla hands me is an-
other document. This second document, itself 
a report, came from the county jail where Mrs. 
Lana was held. It contains the findings of a doc-
tor’s visit during her incarceration. She was ex-
amined in preparation for a hearing at the Men-
tal Health Court.4 There her refusal to accept 
her son’s death was codified into a diagnosis.

While incarcerated, Mrs. Lana’s picture of 
Jo Jo was taken from her. She had carried it in 
her inside pocket ever since his death.

“That’s when she lost herself,” Marla says. 
The picture was a reminder to Mrs. Lana of who 
she was, and without it, Marla explains, her 
mother’s urge to yell and scream and warn peo-
ple to cover their heads became even harder to 
control.

This is what Marla learned about her moth-
er’s three-day stint from the two reports and 
eventual hearing at the Mental Health Court. In 
jail, Mrs. Lana was subdued with sedatives and 
eventually placed in a cell by herself. It’s impos-
sible to say whether or not Mrs. Lana, lying 
there on her bunk, drugs coursing through her 
veins, realized that her thoughts had become 
fragmented. Was she curious about when or if 
her mind, now scrambled, would ever get pieced 
back together? She might have feared that if 
things could come undone like this, almost in-
stantaneously, then how in the world could she 
hold everything in? Marla’s theory is that this, 
her newfound reality, began to irritate her. And 
then that irritation transformed itself into rage, 
prompting Mrs. Lana to scream. “Screaming is 
the only rational thing she could think of to do,” 
Marla says.

In contrast to Marla’s acceptance of her 
mother’s screams, her outbursts while incar-
cerated confirmed a doctor’s determination 
that Mrs. Lana had “delusional disorder, with 
obsessional features.” The court recom-
mended that she be released, and Mrs. Lana 
was prescribed drugs that would block the 

4. The Mental Health Court is located inside the jail.
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neurotransmitter involved in developing her 
delusions. Additionally, family therapy was en-
couraged. That’s where Marla decided that she 
would not fight her mother’s madness. She 
would go with the tide.

Months after she was released from jail, I 
ask Marla if her mother seems to be a changed 
person.

Marla explains that, at first, being outside 
was simply too much to bear. Mrs. Lana stayed 
indoors, her family accommodating her ac-
cordingly. Travis, who didn’t like hats, wore his 
football helmet in the house. He learned that 
when his mother’s eyes got big, he needed to 
buckle his chinstrap. Marla wore silk scarves 
on her head. “People in the neighborhood 
thought I had converted to Islam,” she jokes.

What was the biggest challenge? I ask.
 “Mother grew tired of such a confined life-

style,” Marla answers. “She wanted to at least 
feel the sun on her skin.” But even sitting on 
the porch made her uneasy. We know this from 
therapy. During her sessions, Mrs. Lana spec-
ulated about how the Beverly twins across the 
street could jump rope like that, so carefree. 
And where was Mrs. Beverly, anyway? (She 
fought the urge to run across the road and 
grab those lighthearted children.)

Mrs. Lana revealed other observations: 
She noticed for the first time all the children 
and teenagers and grown folks about. She 
could see partial and sometimes entire heads 
missing from their bodies. The human sounds 
emanating from their necks disturbed her. 
She wondered when these deformed people 
would fall to their knees, when their headless 
bodies would collapse in the street. With vi-
sions such as this, it stands to reason that 
simply keeping her eyes open on the porch 
left Mrs. Lana weak. She would shuffle, shake 
her head, look again, and then finally close 
her eyes. Sometimes with her eyes still closed, 
she would cry soundlessly. Exhausted from 
an overloaded mind, she must have fought to 
tamp down that rage she felt in jail. In my 
reading, this swollen anxiety was about more 
than remembering who she was and how she 
used to live. It was an anxiety born from a 
heartfelt burden to warn her neighbors about 
death, which required that she dwell in a per-
petual madness, a timeless space, where its 

urgency was never to be forgotten, assuaged, 
or overcome.

Becoming Aggrieved: The  
Alternative Fr amework of Care
So far we have seen Marla struggle to place her 
mother’s grief within a coherent frame. The pri-
mary way she attempts to do so is by position-
ing “mourning” and “madness” on an even so-
cial plane, such that the former is not deemed 
“normal” and the latter is not branded “patho-
logical.” Rather, in refusing to overcome loss, 
Mrs. Lana is seen by her daughter as displaying 
a justifiable anger. In this section, we will see 
that Marla’s interpretation of her mother’s pain 
as “reasonable” provides insights into the pro-
cess by which Eastwoodians become aggrieved. 

But before I describe a final ethnographic 
scene, which bolsters this point, a brief paren-
thesis is warranted.

I mentioned from the outset that, in my 
analysis, “grief” connotes mourning as well 
as madness. It is now time to distinguish grief 
from the process of “becoming aggrieved,” 
which cannot merely be defined in terms of 
mourning the past—it is also about develop-
ing a communal framework for care. I realize 
that this relationship between becoming ag-
grieved and practicing care may strike some 
as strange (or at least counterintuitive). If the 
term “care” connotes safekeeping, consider-
ation, and support, the term “aggrieved” con-
notes mistreatment, resentfulness, and in-
jury. The words are not quite antonyms, but 
they are certainly distinct. Still, in what’s to 
come, I link the practice of care to the process 
of becoming aggrieved because to care for 
someone in an underresourced community is 
precisely about keeping loved ones safe, con-
sidering their needs, and supporting them, 
while at the same time holding out hope that 
one’s injuries and resentments may somehow 
prove productive in the end.

In the fall of 2009, Marla began to complain 
that whenever she had to leave the house—for 
school, work, the grocery store—Mrs. Lana 
would open her front door and walk through 
Eastwood with newspaper and duct tape, 
warning people to cover their heads. In the 
block club meetings I attended during this 
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time, I noted that some of her neighbors ini-
tially expressed fear. At the same time, know-
ing what she had been through, they felt re-
morse. Mrs. Lana’s voice was so dreadfully 
sincere that they believed her shrill spoke to a 
breathtaking trauma. Indeed, the first time I 
heard Mrs. Lana scream I reacted, startled, as 
if it were a gun blast. Like the bullet itself, her 
voice was an intrusion that ruptured the pres-
ent. Symbolically reinstating the violence that 
took Jo Jo, she drew an audible line, every day, 
between life and death.

After several worrisome confrontations, 
word began to spread about the nature of Mrs. 
Lana’s madness. Soon Marla reluctantly con-
fided in neighbors, telling them that since Jo 
Jo’s death her mother had been harboring a 
disquieting worry that either they or she her-
self were not real. At first she was ashamed to 
share this private information. The young boys 
who identified with the local gang might try to 
antagonize her mother, Marla feared. But she 
underestimated the respect they had for Jo Jo 
and the love they had for Travis. Marla failed 
to recognize, in other words, that Jo Jo’s peers 
may have been coping with their own grief 
through the care they expressed for her mother.

Eventually, Marla invited her neighbors over. 
As they entered her home, Marla observed that 
her mother kept her eyes down, directly at their 
feet, then slowly scanned up to see their faces. 
In Marla’s words, her mother was attempting 
to verify that they had a “head on their shoul-
ders.” When their familiar faces and covered 
heads greeted her with their warm presence—
which, for her, was as undeniable as it was 
reassuring—this was the first step of a commu-
nal commitment to see Mrs. Lana strip mad-
ness of its stigma.

Pastor Scott was the first neighbor to come 
over in the winter of 2009. He kept on his fe-
dora despite it being mandatory for all men in 
his congregation to take off their hats when 
entering the sanctuary. A month later, it was 
Mrs. Beverly, with her cashmere cowl, and her 
twins with their pink hoodies. Marla moni-
tored who came and went and learned to scru-
tinize their naked scalps, as did her mother. 
“You can’t step foot in this house unless you 
cover your head,” she told everyone. Only 
weeks later, Mr. Gregory visited. He told me: 

“If you had to take your shirt off and fashion 
it into a makeshift turban [when visiting Mrs. 
Lana], that’s what you did.” Marla’s concerns 
were finally assuaged when, in early December, 
Travis’s football team had a pizza party and ev-
eryone ate slices at her mother’s table through 
their face masks.

Flipping through her journal, Marla re-
counts her description of that day with a smile. 
She tells me that the night of the pizza party 
she watched from her mother’s bedroom door 
as she fell into a still, deep sleep that didn’t re-
quire the aid of drugs—a sleep that began and 
ended in Mrs. Lana’s own bed rather than Tra-
vis’s, as had become the custom. Looking on 
as her mother slept, a yellow bandana affixed 
to her head, Marla came to realize that the 
struggle to order and focus experience was not 
just her mother’s; it was a collective fight that 
would have to elevate madness such that it was 
no longer a devalued liminal state but simply 
another response to violence. In this way, ele-
vating madness—making room for it, even 
valuing it—was an effort to develop an alterna-
tive framework of care that searched for ther-
apy through accommodation and understand-
ing. People might be mad, but they were still 
human (see Bambara 1980; Morrison 1974).

That is, once her neighbors began to ac-
commodate Mrs. Lana’s voice, they could un-
derstand their own lives and losses—their own 
grief—in relation to it. Eastwoodians stopped 
trying to hurry past Mrs. Lana’s porch or di-
verting their eyes when they saw her sitting un-
still. This is not to say that as time went on 
they took less notice of her madness. Quite the 
opposite: everyone took a little more care. 
Passersby looked for Mrs. Lana on her porch, 
gang members called her name and touched 
the brim of their caps (a personal salute), and 
women took their babies out of their strollers 
to show off bonnets.

Toward the end of 2009, I began jotting 
down passing references to Mrs. Lana in my 
notebook. On the “lunch money” corner, adja-
cent to Mrs. Lana’s house, idle talk about her 
was plentiful. Tiko, ready to leave the dice 
game, was putting his sweater back on over his 
RIP T-shirt when he said to Danny, “You sure 
did take a long time going to the store. I 
thought you were coming right back?”
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And Danny, brushing off his inherited 
boots, answered, “I had to walk the long way 
past Mrs. Lana’s. I forgot my hat.”

Or Justin, talking to his wife Tina: “We 
should feed that baby before we go to church.” 
Tina agreeing: “If we don’t, she’ll be screaming 
louder than Mrs. Lana in a barbershop.”

More: Mrs. Pearl lent her grandson, Pete, 
some money, and there he was, standing on 
the corner with the hat he purchased using his 
grandmother’s gift, a suede cap with a snake-
skin brim.

“You wasted my hard-earned money on that 
thing,” Mrs. Pearl said. “That hat is so ugly that 
even Mrs. Lana would tell you to take it off.”

Even Pastor Scott addressed her in a sermon. 
“Mrs. Lana,” he said, “has got more sense than 
any of the so-called antiviolence activists I 
know. She doesn’t hold a rally and then feel 
good about herself. She warns everybody, every 
day, about the consequences of the bullet.” How 
many in the congregation, the pastor wanted to 
know, could claim they did the same?

In all these ways, Eastwoodians promoted 
Mrs. Lana’s madness to the ranks of respect-
ability. And her scars gained a status that was 
no less than sacred for the people on James 
Street.

Throughout this essay, we have witnessed res-
idents creating a space to express grief in many 
different places: on the corner where teenage 
boys don RIP T-shirts; embedded in the boots 
a best friend has left behind; inside Mrs. Lana’s 
home, where residents must take heed to cover 
their heads. In this context, the disproportion-
ate likelihood that an Eastwoodian will suffer 
from mental illness or fall victim to gun vio-
lence shapes the ways in which grief is under-
stood. Moreover, as I have shown, many people 
who grapple with grief contribute to, and draw 
from, a critical reserve cultivated from their 
own vulnerabilities (Vargas 2006, 481). It fol-
lows that by donating their time, energy, and 
emotions to this reserve, Eastwoodians create 
what I refer to here as an alternative framework 
of care. From Marla we learned that the chief 
element in such a framework includes an ele-
vation of madness, such that it is neither den-
igrated nor devalued but given the same re-
spectability as mourning. By cleansing madness 

of its stigma and shame, Eastwoodians become 
aggrieved through collective practices of care.

Metaphorically speaking, care in a context 
of structural violence entails the unsettled dis-
contentment of a baby wailing in church, a 
woman whose grandson spends her hard-
earned money on something frivolous, and the 
annoyance of having to walk the long way 
home even when there is a shorter path. Like-
wise, feeling irritated when your mother con-
stantly leaves the house and yells at people, yet 
exercising concern for her well-being neverthe-
less, points us to how anger and resentment 
might serve a greater good. Toward this end, 
the pastor’s words (Mrs. Lana “warns every-
body, every day, about the consequences of the 
gun”) crystallize the common Eastwoodian 
contention that one’s anger can be a critical 
asset when it is directed at the very social prob-
lems that exacerbate mourning, madness, and 
many other manner of grief.

Conclusion
In this essay, I have developed a concept of grief 
that accounts for both mourning and madness. 
Furthermore, I have distinguished the grief that 
many Eastwoodians express from the ways peo-
ple become aggrieved—a process through 
which an alternative framework of care is devel-
oped. As we have seen, this framework seeks to 
balance the scales of judgment and ridicule be-
tween the ephemeral sadness associated with 
mourning and the permanent sorrow that 
plagues “the mad.” By doing so, it challenges 
traditional (yet still common) understandings 
of mourning, which rely on a model of the hu-
man subject that is strictly wedded to a sense of 
the individual. In the Freudian scheme, mourn-
ing ends when a mother ceases her debilitating 
everyday preoccupation with her loss and finds 
a way to function as she did before the death of 
her child, thus reestablishing her own auton-
omy through sorrow. My analysis, by contrast, 
moves beyond the individual to examine collec-
tive grief. Like the Eastwoodians who visit Mrs. 
Lana at her home, I do not pathologize mad-
ness even as I compare it to mourning. Instead, 
placing mourning and madness within a spec-
trum on the same social plane makes grief 
more about affirming life than merely coping 
with death. I see Mrs. Lana’s screams, in this 
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regard, as an attempt to create a public sphere 
in which oppositional voices are not feared, de-
graded, or dismissed but valued for the produc-
tive reflections they can occasion.

Insofar as it clues us in to the basic needs 
and desires of a dehumanized collective, exam-
ining the strategies for caregiving in black Chi-
cago—as well as the premises behind them—
can help scholars, researchers, and medical 
experts understand locally salient ways of in-
terpreting the human condition. In this essay, 
I have urged researchers to begin their analy-
ses by seeking to understand the local re-
sponses to trauma that are generated from 
within the communities they study because, as 
I see it, the framework of care that Eastwood-
ians have developed is a therapeutic method 
of accommodating trauma that does not un-
duly institutionalize people. Here, practices of 
care are rooted in the idea that “the mad” can 
be regulated in a way that has more to do with 
integration than quarantine. Crucially, this al-
ternative framework is at odds with the sole 
reliance on pharmaceutical drugs to treat 
trauma patients. Screaming is not an indica-
tion that someone should simply be institu-
tionalized or merely prescribed medication. 
People can scream and it’s okay.

This, above all else, is why I have elaborated 

for so long on the hidden potential embedded 
in a “mad” woman’s screams. Her anger helps 
us to reimagine grief by contemplating what 
kind of life is made livable on Chicago’s West 
Side.
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PART IV
The Prison as 
Poverty Institution



Homelessness and Housing 
Insecurity Among Former 
Prisoners
Cl aire W. Herbert,  Jeffrey D.  Morenoff,  a nd 
David J.  H arding

The United States has experienced dramatic in-
creases in both incarceration rates and the 
homeless population since the 1980s, the latter 
owing in part to the severe decline in affordable 
housing (Blau 1992; Burt 1992; Jencks 1994; 

Wright, Rubin, and Devine 1998). By 2001, an-
other 36.9 million U.S. households had experi-
enced forms of housing insecurity, such as 
spending over 30 percent of household income 
on housing or living in poor-quality housing or 
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in overcrowded conditions (National Low In-
come Housing Coalition 2004). Recent counts 
estimate that 665,000 persons are homeless on 
any given night, and that approximately 1.6 mil-
lion Americans use shelters or transitional 
housing over the course of a year (U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development 
2010). Meanwhile, the United States now incar-
cerates nearly 1 percent of its population at any 
given time, while an additional 2 percent serve 
time on probation and parole (Wakefield and 
Uggen 2010).

Beyond the confluence of these two trends, 
there are strong reasons to expect a connection 
between incarceration and homelessness. First, 
both the formerly incarcerated and the inse-
curely housed or homeless are disproportion-
ately poor minorities from urban areas (Lee, Ty-
ler, and Wright 2010; National Low Income 
Housing Coalition 2004; Wakefield and Uggen 
2010). There are also more direct connections 
between returning from prison and the risk of 
housing instability. Formerly incarcerated per-
sons face a unique set of obstacles to finding 
and maintaining secure and stable housing, in-
cluding prejudice and discrimination against 
those with a criminal record, legal barriers, and 
hurdles stemming from the direct involvement 
of the criminal justice system in their lives. 
Housing insecurity and homelessness have im-
portant consequences for returning prisoners, 
and some researchers have argued that secure 
housing is their most pressing and immediate 
short-term need (Lutze, Rosky, and Hamilton 
2013; Metraux and Culhane 2004; Roman and 
Travis 2006); moreover, parole officials cite 
housing as the biggest need for parolees (Pe-
tersilia 2003, 8). Stable housing may be the 
foundation upon which other aspects of suc-
cessful reentry rely (Bradley et al. 2001): it can 
be difficult for returning prisoners to find and 
maintain stable employment, maintain family 
connections, receive physical and mental health 
care, and avoid substance use without stable 
housing (Lutze, Rosky, and Hamilton 2013).

Despite these links between prisoner reen-
try and homelessness, only a few studies have 
specifically examined housing insecurity and 
homelessness among former prisoners. They 
show high rates of shelter use (Metraux and 
Culhane 2004) and residential insecurity 

(Geller and Curtis 2011), as well as an elevated 
risk of recidivism for returning prisoners who 
do not receive housing and wraparound ser-
vices upon their release (Lutze et al. 2013).

There are still many important gaps in the 
research on prisoner reentry and housing insta-
bility. First, there are no estimates of the fre-
quency of various forms of residential instabil-
ity and homelessness based on representative 
samples of former prisoners, and no studies 
have considered residential instability and 
homelessness together as part of a spectrum of 
insecure housing using long-term prospective, 
longitudinal data. Second, there has been no 
prior research on the role of the criminal justice 
system in housing individuals recently released 
from prison and in generating residential insta-
bility through forced residential moves.

In this article, we use prospective, longitu-
dinal data on a cohort of prisoners released on 
parole in Michigan in 2003 to examine their 
experiences with housing insecurity and 
homelessness. The first part of our analysis 
asks two questions: How often do former pris-
oners experience homelessness and housing 
insecurity both immediately after release and 
over time? And what forms of homelessness 
and housing insecurity are most common 
among former prisoners? Our analysis reveals 
the prevalence and forms of housing insecu-
rity and homelessness among the reentry pop-
ulation. We are able to compare the relative 
prevalence and timing of different forms of ad-
verse housing situations that returning prison-
ers face. Our analysis details the range of un-
stable housing situations experienced by this 
population, including living on the streets or 
in shelters or other temporary housing; living 
in institutional settings; experiencing high 
rates of mobility; and absconding (aka being 
“on the run”) (Goffman 2014).

The second part of our analysis looks at 
the characteristics and experiences of former 
prisoners to determine which are predictive 
of homelessness and housing insecurity. We 
examine preprison, prison, and postprison 
characteristics and experiences, such as de-
mographics, preprison residence type, incar-
ceration length, crime type, substance use, 
mental health, education, and work history. 
We use discrete time event history models 



s e v e r e  d e p r i va t i o n  i n  a m e r i c a 4 6

with competing risks to predict various types 
of residential moves, including moves to new 
private residences, to treatment or medical 
care, to homelessness, to short-term criminal 
justice sanctions, and to prison.

Our analysis finds relatively low rates of out-
right rooflessness or shelter use among former 
prisoners, but very high rates of housing inse-
curity. The predictors of homelessness and 
housing insecurity in the existing literature on 
other populations are also found here, includ-
ing mental illness, drug and alcohol use, prior 
incarceration, and prior homelessness. Much of 
former prisoners’ housing insecurity is linked 
to features of community supervision, includ-
ing increased risk of arrests, substance abuse 
tests, intermediate sanctions, returns to prison, 
and absconding. Two buffers against housing 
insecurity and homelessness among former 
prisoners are higher earnings and social sup-
port from parents and romantic partners.

Links Bet ween Prisoner Reentry 
and Housing Insecurit y
A staggering 700,000 prisoners are released 
from federal and state prisons each year (West, 
Sabol, and Greenman 2010). This transition is 
fraught with obstacles. Most prisoner reentry 
research seeks to identify the predictors of a 
“successful” transition and the risk factors as-
sociated with recidivating and returning to 
prison. This research has focused predomi-
nantly on the effects of employment, physical 
and mental health, substance abuse, family re-
integration and social support systems, and 
neighborhood characteristics. Housing has re-
ceived little attention within the prisoner reen-
try literature. For example, a recent National 
Academy of Sciences report on mass incarcera-
tion and its consequences contains chapters on 
health, employment, families, and communi-
ties, but little discussion of housing and home-
lessness (National Research Council 2014).

Many of the obstacles to successful prisoner 
reentry overlap with the obstacles facing the in-
securely housed and homeless populations. 
Both populations are at risk for mental health 
problems (Beck and Maruschak 2001; Burgard, 
Seefeldt, and Zelner 2012; Lee et al. 2010; Shaw 
2004; Travis 2003), substance abuse (Mumola 
1999; Shlay and Rossi 1992; Visher and Travis 

2003), and fragile family relationships. Family 
support is associated with lower risks of hous-
ing insecurity (Burgard, Seefeldt, and Zelner 
2012), homelessness (Bassuk et al. 1997), and re-
cidivism (Nelson, Deess, and Allen 1999; Visher 
and Travis 2003). Former prisoners face great 
difficulty finding and maintaining employment 
(Bushway, Stoll, and Weiman 2007; Sampson 
and Laub 1993; Solomon, Gouvis, and Wall 2001; 
Uggen, Manza, and Behrens 2003; Visher and 
Travis 2003; Western, Kling, and Weiman 2001), 
and experiencing unemployment can be a pre-
cursor to housing insecurity (Burgard, Seefeldt, 
and Zelner 2012) and homelessness (Shlay and 
Rossi 1992). These risks threaten successful re-
entry for former prisoners, and overcoming 
these risks is made more difficult without stable 
housing (Geller and Curtis 2011). Former pris-
oners who lack secure housing thus face a com-
pounded disadvantage as they not only are 
compelled to negotiate the stigma and barriers 
of a criminal record but are also hindered by a 
lack of stable housing.

With regard to the effects of incarceration on 
homelessness, we know that returning prison-
ers can face structural obstacles to obtaining 
housing that put them at risk of housing inse-
curity or homelessness (see, for example, Geller 
and Curtis 2011). Prior research suggests that 
being homeless puts individuals at risk of incar-
ceration, and also that incarceration increases 
an individual’s risk of homelessness, although 
the direct evidence on these effects is thin. With 
regard to the effect of homelessness on incar-
ceration, the lives of homeless persons are in-
creasingly controlled by laws and ordinances 
that criminalize their daily activities. Lacking 
private, personal space, the homeless must use 
public spaces to engage in private activities 
such as sleeping, urinating, and drinking or us-
ing drugs, and many cities have enacted “an-
ti-homeless” campaigns that criminalize such 
private activities in public spaces (Donley and 
Wright 2008). In Seattle and several other West 
Coast cities, even sitting or lying on the side-
walk is illegal (Beckett and Herbert 2010). The 
homeless are also more likely to engage in ac-
tions that put them at high risk of entering the 
criminal justice system, such as heavy drinking, 
stealing money, and stealing food (Gowan 2002; 
Greenberg and Rosenheck 2008).
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Understanding homelessness and housing 
insecurity requires a broad conceptualization 
of the challenges of securing and maintaining 
stable housing. Homelessness research has ex-
panded over time to analyze a range of experi-
ences, from transitional and episodic forms to 
chronic homelessness, and many scholars em-
phasize the necessity of viewing homelessness 
as part of a spectrum of precarious housing 
situations (Geller and Curtis 2011; Honig and 
Filer 1993; Lutze, Rosky, and Hamilton 2013). 
People who are insecurely housed may experi-
ence frequent residential moves; may be 
cost-burdened by spending more than 30 per-
cent of their income on housing; may live in 
overcrowded conditions or be doubling up (for 
example, two families sharing one apartment); 
may be at risk of losing their housing (such as 
facing an eviction); or may be exiting an insti-
tutional setting, having been homeless prior 
to entering.1 There is a fine line between being 
insecurely housed and literal homelessness 
(Shlay and Rossi 1992), and housing insecurity 
is a risk factor for homelessness (Reid, Vitting-
hoff, and Kushel 2008). Longitudinal research 
on homelessness affirms the fluid nature of 
housing, demonstrating that exits from and 
entries into homelessness are quite common 
after an initial period of homelessness (Me-
traux and Culhane 1999; Piliavin et al. 1996; 
Wong and Piliavin 1997). Research on housing 
obstacles among former prisoners needs to 
incorporate (1) insecurity in addition to out-
right homelessness, and (2) a longitudinal ap-
proach in order to capture the spectrum of 
housing situations that former prisoners may 
face and how they unfold over time. In this 
article, we conceptualize “housing insecurity” 
as a broad spectrum of precarious housing 
situations, from living on the street to being 
cost-burdened by a high mortgage payment.

Barriers to Housing Stabilit y 
Among Former Prisoners
Former prisoners face many obstacles to find-
ing housing upon release. Returning prisoners 
often have little to no income, they can be dis-
criminated against by private landlords, and 
they can be prevented from applying for the 
limited supply of public housing, a restriction 
that may also affect the families with whom 
they may plan to live after prison (Geller and 
Curtis 2011). In this section, we discuss the key 
barriers to stable housing for former prisoners, 
including the nature of the U.S. housing mar-
ket, collateral consequences of criminal justice 
system involvement, and the role of community 
supervision after release from prison.

The Market for Low-Income Housing
The constrained affordable rental market in the 
United States has heightened consequences for 
returning prisoners. Scholars cite the lack of af-
fordable housing in the United States as a key 
factor in the growth of homelessness (Blau 1992; 
Snow and Anderson 1993; Wright, Donley, and 
Gotham 2008). Starting in the 1970s and 1980s, 
real wages have not kept up with increasing 
housing prices (Jencks 1994). Joel Blau (1992, 75) 
explains: “More than any other single phenom-
enon, it is the interaction between the relative 
decline of income and the relative increase in 
housing costs that explains the growth of the 
homeless population.” By 1983, the proportion 
of renters paying more than 35 percent of their 
income on rent increased to 37 percent, up from 
25 percent in 1974 (Blau 1992, 74). Some house-
holds handle this increase by spending less 
money on other expenses, like food or clothing. 
When that is not possible, some renters turn to 
other forms of insecure housing, like doubling 
up in order to save on rental costs, while others 
end up homeless (Blau 1992).

1. Signed into law in 1987, the McKinney Act defined homelessness as “an individual who lacks a fixed, regular, 
and adequate nighttime residence,” including persons living in shelters, hotels, or anywhere not designed for 
regular sleeping accommodations (McKinney Homeless Assistance Act 1987, 101 STAT 515 Q2). Over time, these 
guidelines have been expanded to include persons exiting an institution who were homeless prior to institution-
alization and anyone facing an imminent threat to their housing (such as facing an eviction or not having the 
resources to continue to pay for their housing beyond fourteen days), as well as to cover a category of persons 
“at risk” of homelessness because they have income below 30 percent of the median for their geographic area, 
they move frequently, they are staying with others (“doubling up”) or living in overcrowded conditions, they live 
in a hotel or motel, they are facing eviction, or they are exiting an institution (McKinney-Vento Act 1987, 3).
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Low-income renters who turn to public 
housing face long waiting lists, at times longer 
than the number of available housing units.2 
The Reagan administration cut subsidies for 
the construction of new public housing, instead 
supporting housing-choice vouchers, which 
subsidize rents on the private rental market for 
low-income individuals. These vouchers are 
rarely enough to enable the holder to find an 
affordable rental, however, and thus merely re-
flect the lack of affordable housing for the poor 
(Blau 1992); moreover, private landlords may 
discriminate again potential renters, including 
former prisoners.

The decline in the availability of single- 
room-occupancy (SRO) hotels has further con-
strained housing options for those, like former 
prisoners, who are seeking very low-cost hous-
ing. SROs historically were utilized by return-
ing prisoners or others leaving institutions, 
the elderly, and casual laborers (Blau 1992). 
These single-room rentals shared a bathroom 
and kitchen facility and were available for 
weekly or monthly rental (Rossi 1989). But as 
urban areas gentrified, SRO hotels and room-
ing houses were increasingly converted into 
high-cost rental units for urban professionals 
who returned to the city (Blau 1992).

The Collateral Consequences of the 
Involvement of the Criminal Justice System
Recent scholars have documented what could 
be called the “collateral consequences” of in-
carceration: the stigma and prejudice of prior 
incarceration burdens and disadvantages for-
mer prisoners long after their incarceration 
spells are complete. These collateral conse-
quences have a negative impact on former pris-
oners’ ability to find employment and hous-
ing, or even to maintain personal relationships 
(Petersilia 2000). Devah Pager (2003, 2007) ex-
plains that the “mark of a criminal record” 
negatively affects potential employers’ percep-
tions of job applicants’ trustworthiness and 
employability. Harry Holzer (1996) conducted 
surveys in four major U.S. cities and found that 
60 percent of employers were unwilling to hire 
someone with a criminal record. Private land-

lords often require criminal history disclosure 
(Helfgott 1997; Holzer 1996), and landlords can 
refuse—and often do—to rent to those with a 
felony record (Geller and Curtis 2011).

There are also formal mechanisms of dis-
crimination at play that negatively affect for-
mer prisoners long after reentry. In ten states, 
a single felony conviction bars the individual 
from voting for the rest of his or her life (Pe-
tersilia 2000, 19). Depending on the state, per-
sons with a felony record are excluded from 
certain occupations, such as education, med-
icine, the law, and real estate (Petersilia 2000, 
4). Many states temporarily or permanently 
ban those with felony convictions from receiv-
ing benefits such as food stamps, Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) (Harding 
et al. 2014; Travis 2005). Those with a felony 
record can be banned from residing in public 
housing, either temporarily or permanently, 
and thus are often prohibited from residing 
with family members who may be receiving 
such assistance (and sometimes families risk 
eviction if they welcome home a family mem-
ber with a felony record) (Freudenberg et al. 
2005; Geller and Curtis 2011; Godsoe 1998; 
Pinard 2010; Rubinstein and Mukamal 2002; 
Travis 2005).

Community Supervision and  
Residential Instability
Recent research documents the way the intense 
surveillance of formerly incarcerated and 
wanted men shapes their desire to avoid the 
criminal justice system (Brayne 2014; Goffman 
2014). Alice Goffman illustrates the intense 
presence of law enforcement in the lives of 
wanted men in Philadelphia, where searches 
and seizures are commonplace. Both qualita-
tive and quantitative research finds that per-
sons with criminal history involvement avoid 
institutions such as hospitals and schools for 
fear of arrest (Goffman 2014; Brayne 2014). With 
parole and the intense surveillance of poor 
communities, returning prisoners’ daily lives 
are shaped even after incarceration through in-
terventions by the criminal justice system.

2. The number of households on the waiting list for public housing is estimated to be in the millions. A survey 
of 134 Public Housing Authorities found more than 1.5 million for just those PHAs, and many had closed their 
lists to restrict new applicants. For further discussion see Leopold 2012.
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The institution of parole has shifted from 
treating parole agents as providers of services 
to emphasizing surveillance; the kind of train-
ing parole officers now receive is more akin to 
law enforcement than social work—stressing 
monitoring and arrests, for example, rather 
than service referrals (Petersilia 1999; 2003, 11; 
Travis 2005, 40). Because parolees are techni-
cally still in the legal custody of the criminal 
justice system, their constitutional rights are 
severely limited (Petersilia 1999, 506). Former 
prisoners on parole must, among other re-
quirements, report to parole officers when di-
rected and answer all reasonable questions, 
notify the parole agent of changes in resi-
dence, submit to mandatory drug tests, and 
not leave the jurisdiction without permission 
(Travis 2005, 47). If the conditions of parole are 
violated, the parolee may be required to adhere 
to a curfew or even change residences (Travis 
2005, 47). Parolees may be returned to prison 
or temporarily moved to a variety of institu-
tional settings other than prison. Drug treat-
ment facilities, for example, may be “rehabili-
tative” settings but are often used as punitive 
measures of control (Lynch 1998, 860).

These forced moves present an additional 
risk factor for the reentry population that has 
not received prior attention in the literatures 
on homelessness and housing insecurity or on 
prisoner reentry—namely, the high frequency 
of so-called intermediate sanctions, which re-
move parolees from the community for short-
term spells of custody in institutions such as 
jails, residential treatment centers, and pro-
grams for technical rule violators (Harding, 
Morenoff, and Herbert 2013). Intermediate 
sanctions are often given as punishments for 
parole violations as alternatives to returning 
the parolee to prison. Sometimes these behav-
iors are illegal, such as drug use or petty theft, 
and sometimes they are violations of the rules 
of parole, such as alcohol consumption, curfew 
violations, failure to report to one’s parole offi-
cer, association with other parolees, or contact 
with crime victims. Intermediate sanctions are 
often intended to stop such behavior from es-
calating to more serious offenses. For example, 
a parolee who fails to report to his parole offi-
cer and is suspected of using drugs may be sent 
to a residential drug treatment program or a 
technical rule violation center for a week or two 

in order to “detox.” Typically a parolee will not 
receive such a sanction for a rule violation until 
he or she has accumulated a number of infrac-
tions or displays behaviors consistent with 
prior crimes. Another common intermediate 
sanction is spending time in jail. This occurs 
when a parolee is arrested by the police for a 
minor crime and either serves a short jail sen-
tence (for example, ninety days) or has the 
charges dropped before prosecution. Parolees 
may also spend a few days in jail as an interme-
diate sanction at the behest of parole agents. 
In addition, treatment programs can be used 
as an intermediate sanction by parole officers. 
Frequent, short-term, temporary moves in and 
out of intermediate sanctions are a potential 
source of residential instability for parolees.

Some parolees also may abscond in order to 
avoid intermediate sanctions. Goffman tells of 
a young man named Mike who was recently re-
leased from prison and lived at a halfway house. 
He “discovered that the guards there were con-
ducting alcohol tests. He left before they could 
test him, assuming he would test positive and 
spend another year upstate for the violation. He 
planned to live on the run for some time” (Goff-
man 2014, 30). Absconding or being “on the 
run,” a pathway unique to the population of for-
mer prisoners, may cause them to experience 
greater housing insecurity. Seeking to evade in-
termediate sanctions, parolees may temporarily 
stay elsewhere in order to avoid their registered 
residence or other locations where a parole of-
ficer might be likely to look for them.

Prior Rese arch on Housing  
Insecurit y and Homelessness 
Among Returning Prisoners
Despite the obstacles that former prisoners 
face in finding and maintaining secure hous-
ing and its important role in aiding a success-
ful reentry process, few studies have examined 
the relationship between homelessness or 
housing insecurity and the formerly incarcer-
ated population. Moreover, the studies that 
have examined this relationship face method-
ological limitations. Most research on the re-
lationship between homelessness and incar-
ceration has at least one of three weaknesses. 
First, most studies rely on small or nonrepre-
sentative samples of formerly incarcerated in-
dividuals and therefore cannot estimate the 
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extent and duration of homelessness among 
the formerly incarcerated (Bucklen and Zajac 
2009; Cooke 2005; Garland, Wodahl, and May-
field 2011; Harding et al. 2014; van Olphen et 
al. 2006). Second, many studies examine past 
experiences of incarceration or homelessness 
and are therefore unable to prospectively ana-
lyze how these events unfold over time 
(Freudenberg et al. 2005; Snow, Baker, and An-
derson 1989). Longitudinal data are needed in 
order to examine trajectories of homelessness 
and residential instability. Third, many studies 
rely on experiences with shelter use as an indi-
cator of homelessness and therefore exclude 
experiences of outright rooflessness or other 
forms of housing insecurity that intertwine 
with shelter use, such as squatting, doubling 
up, staying with friends or relatives, residing 
in hotels or weeklies, or residing in short-term 
criminal justice institutions such as halfway 
houses and technical rule violator centers. Be-
cause returning prisoners face many institu-
tional obstacles to securing stable housing 
(Geller and Curtis 2011; Metraux, Roman, and 
Cho 2008; Roman and Travis 2006), exclusively 
focusing on experiences of homelessness re-
sults in an incomplete picture of housing in-
security among the reentry population.

Here we briefly review the few relevant stud-
ies of housing insecurity and homelessness 
among the reentry population of which we are 
aware. Using longitudinal data on shelter use 
from the Department of Homeless Services in 
New York City and on incarceration from the 
New York Department of Correctional Ser-
vices, Stephen Metraux and Dennis Culhane 
(2004) matched identifying data (such as name 
and Social Security number) for 48,424 return-
ing prisoners to examine their shelter use and 
incarceration history over time. The authors 
found that 11.4 percent experienced a shelter 
stay after their release, and that over half of 
these shelter stays (6.2 percent) occurred 
within the first month after release. Although 
this study utilizes longitudinal data on a large 
sample, it defined homelessness narrowly as 
use of a shelter administered by the Depart-
ment of Homeless Services in New York City, 
which operates 85 percent of the shelters in the 
city; therefore, it cannot provide a more de-
tailed analysis of housing insecurity or other 
forms of homelessness.

Amanda Geller and Marah Curtis (2011) 
studied the housing security of urban fathers 
with incarceration histories using survey data 
from the Fragile Families study. They demon-
strated that 31 percent of those with an incar-
ceration history experienced housing insecu-
rity, versus 14 percent of those without such a 
history. Examining only shelter use, they 
found that twice as many men with an incar-
ceration history had a shelter history com-
pared to those without an incarceration his-
tory (4 percent versus 2 percent). These 
findings provide empirical motivation for an-
alyzing the spectrum of unstable housing sit-
uations that formerly incarcerated persons ex-
perience; however, the study looks only at 
formerly incarcerated fathers and relies on po-
tentially unreliable survey-based measures 
that ask respondents to recall past experi-
ences.

In a longitudinal study that evaluated a 
housing assistance program for high-risk or 
high-need offenders leaving prison, Faith 
Lutze, Jeffrey Rosky, and Zachary Hamilton 
(2013) found that periods of homelessness 
significantly increased the risk of recidivism. 
Periods of homelessness created more than 
two times the risk for new convictions and 
prison readmissions and three times the risk 
for revocations. Because this study was de-
signed as a program evaluation, ethical and 
feasibility restrictions prevented the use of a 
random sample. Lutze and her colleagues 
called for increased attention to experiences 
of housing insecurity, not just homelessness, 
as the program evaluation specifically exam-
ined instances of homelessness and did not 
include housing insecurity.

In sum, despite the clear links between the 
reentry population and the population at risk 
of homelessness and housing insecurity, there 
is little research on homelessness and housing 
insecurity among those leaving prison. The ex-
isting literature suffers from important meth-
odological limitations, does not consider the 
role of criminal justice institutions of supervi-
sion and custodial control, and tends to focus 
narrowly on particular forms of homelessness, 
such as shelter use, or on particular subpopu-
lations. It also does not address heterogeneity 
within the reentry population in the risk of 
homelessness or housing insecurity.
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The present study makes five contribu-
tions to the literature on prisoner reentry and 
housing:

1.	 We present estimates of the frequency of 
housing insecurity and homelessness for a 
representative sample of all individuals pa-
roled in a single state in a single year.

2.	 We examine the more widespread problem 
of residential instability in conjunction 
with outright homelessness.

3.	 We assess the role of criminal justice insti-
tutions in “housing” individuals under 
community supervision and in generating 
residential instability.

4.	 We examine sources of heterogeneity in the 
risk of housing insecurity and homeless-
ness within the reentry population.

5.	 We incorporate postrelease experiences into 
our analysis in addition to characteristics of 
individuals fixed at release.

Data
Our data come from detailed administrative re-
cords—compiled in collaboration with the 
Michigan Department of Corrections (MDOC)—
on a cohort of 11,064 Michigan prisoners who 
were placed on parole in Michigan during 2003.3 
Over 90 percent of Michigan’s released prison-
ers are put on parole, one of the higher condi-
tional release rates among American states. Our 
analyses in this article are based on a randomly 
selected one-third sample (n = 3,681) of this pop-

ulation for whom we collected more detailed 
data on postprison living arrangements by cod-
ing the narrative case notes that parole agents 
update regularly on each parolee.4 All of the 
variables used in our analysis have been exten-
sively cleaned, which involved checking for du-
plicate records, multiple people with the same 
ID number, and logical inconsistencies across 
variables, as well as detailed reading of the case 
notes where appropriate to resolve discrepan-
cies across sources.

We operationalize the concept of housing 
insecurity in this article by examining the du-
ration of time that parolees spend within a 
given set of living arrangements. (In the liter-
ature, more than one move per year is consid-
ered an indicator of residential instability 
[Geller and Curtis 2011]). We compiled event 
histories of residential moves and changes in 
living arrangements from the parole agent 
case notes, which contained the addresses of 
parolee residences, a description of what type 
of residence it was, whom the parolee lived 
with when the residence was private housing, 
and the dates of all residential moves, periods 
of unknown residence, and absconding.5 Al-
though parole agents may not always be aware 
of where the parolees they supervise are living, 
our background research revealed that the 
case notes do capture the vast majority of pa-
rolees’ residential locations.6 Moreover, parol-
ees are required to report all changes of ad-
dress for the duration of their parole to their 
parole officers, who in turn are expected to ver-

3. Whereas jails are run by local cities and counties and hold individuals whose sentences are less than one or 
two years or who are awaiting trial, prisons are run by the states or the federal government and hold individuals 
who have longer sentences.

4. For more information on our sampling framework and the methods we used to collect residential address 
data, see Harding et al. (2013) and Morenoff and Harding (2011).

5. Determining exact move-in and move-out dates for residences was challenging. We estimated approximately 
one-quarter of the dates based on inexact information in the case notes. However, periods of absconding tend to 
be well documented in the case notes. An absconding warrant issued by a parole agent signals that the parolee 
is no longer being supervised by the agent and so the agent cannot be held responsible for the parolee’s behavior.

6. We conducted a comparative analysis of a small sample of former prisoners who were interviewed for a lon-
gitudinal qualitative study and found that thirty-three of the thirty-seven addresses obtained through the quali-
tative study were correctly recorded by MDOC parole agents, and that fourteen of the eighteen subjects had their 
complete residential histories recorded in the case notes. Addresses that were missing in the case notes were 
either brief stays or short periods of living on the streets; parolees with missing addresses tended to be more 
residentially mobile, suggesting that the administrative data understates mobility slightly for some parolees.
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ify the address, assess its appropriateness, and 
record it in the MDOC database. Failure to 
keep one’s parole agent informed of one’s ad-
dress is a parole violation, and parole agents 
are required to verify the residence informa-
tion provided by parolees, so parolees have a 
strong incentive to provide address informa-
tion. In approximately 12 percent of the resi-
dential episodes (as defined later) in our sam-
ple (5,882 out of 48,186 episodes), the parolee’s 
place of residence was unknown to the parole 
agent. In 72 percent of such cases, the parolee 
was officially absconding (that is, the parole 
agent had issued an absconding warrant). In a 
very small fraction of episodes (n = 67), the res-
idence was unknown because the offender had 
been paroled out of state.

Residential Episodes
Our strategy for analyzing housing insecurity 
is to model the duration of parolees’ “residen-
tial episodes,” which we define as the contin-
uous periods of time during which a parolee 
lives in the same location with the same living 
arrangement, excluding correctional settings. 
A residential episode begins when a parolee 
experiences a transition in living arrange-
ments marked by a move to (1) a new private 
residence; (2) a state of homelessness, includ-
ing living on the streets or in a temporary res-
idence at a hotel, motel, shelter, or mission; 
or (3) a state of absconding. A residential epi-
sode ends with an event marking a change in 
a parolee’s living arrangements, including 
moving to a new private residence, becoming 
homeless, absconding, being incarcerated, 

and being admitted to a treatment center or 
hospital.7

It is noteworthy that moves to institutional 
locations (prisons, jails, residential treatment 
centers, residential centers for technical rule vi-
olators, and hospitals) marked the end of the 
current episode but did not trigger the start of 
a new residential episode. Residential episodes 
also ended when our observations of a parolee 
were either temporarily or permanently cen-
sored from our data and therefore the parolee 
was no longer at risk of experiencing a move we 
could observe. Censoring occurred when a per-
son was discharged from parole, died while on 
parole, or reached the end of the observation 
period (August 18, 2009). Once a person moved 
to an institutional setting (prison, jail, hospital, 
treatment center, or correctional center), we ex-
cluded observations of them from the analysis 
until they returned to a residential setting. It is 
also important to note that the proportion of 
parolees who were censored increased over 
time as more parolees were discharged, re-
turned to prison, or died, making the sample 
more selective. The direction in which such se-
lection might bias our estimates is not clear. On 
the one hand, parolees who discharge earlier 
are likely to have more stable living arrange-
ments, but those who move to prison or other 
institutional settings may have been at greater 
risk of housing insecurity while in the commu-
nity.

We defined the start of the observation pe-
riod for each person as the first residential ep-
isode after their parole in 2003 (the same pa-
role that made the person eligible to be 
sampled).8 People who were paroled to insti-

7. The residential histories constructed from the case notes do not detect changes in living arrangements that 
occur when a parolee absconds or when the parole agent is otherwise unaware of the parolee’s place of residence. 
Thus, if a given episode ends with a transition to a state of absconding or an unknown residence, a new episode 
cannot begin until the person moves to a known residential location. However, episodes that begin with a peri-
od of absconding or living in an unknown residence can end with a move to an institutional location, and such 
episodes are observed in the data.

8. No prisoner in Michigan is released without a planned place to live, so living on the streets immediately fol-
lowing release is extremely rare, but it may be more common later in the parole period. Few parolees have the 
financial resources to live alone, and few are married (12 percent of those paroled in 2003 in Michigan, accord-
ing to estimates), so most parolees must live with parents, other family members, or romantic partners. Parolees 
are forbidden from moving out of state unless they initiate a lengthy bureaucratic procedure and pay a fee. 
Moving between counties is allowed but requires prior permission; as such, a move would require changing 
parole offices. In Michigan there is no requirement that the offender return to the same city or county where she 
or he was arrested or sentenced.
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tutions offering no exposure to the commu-
nity, such as hospitals, in-patient treatment 
centers, and county jails, did not begin their 
first episode until they moved to a non-insti-
tutional address.9 To estimate the models de-
scribed here, we structured the data set such 
that each record corresponds to a weekly in-
terval of time for a specific person and epi-
sode.10 For example, a person who had three 
residential episodes, with the first lasting for 
twenty weeks, the second for fifty weeks, and 
the third for ten weeks, would have eighty re-
cords in our data set. As indicated in this ex-
ample, we measure episode duration by reset-
ting the “clock” to zero at the beginning of 
each new episode and counting the number of 
weeks until the end of that episode. The re-
sulting data set contains 488,675 person-week 
observations.

Outcomes
We use two types of outcome variables in this 
analysis: a binary indicator of whether a per-
son moved during a given week, and a categor-
ical typology of moving events that captures 
the type of residence or living arrangement to 
which the individual moved. Table 1 shows fre-
quencies for both of these outcomes, tabulat-
ing the frequencies of events per week (n = 
488,675 person-weeks), episode (n = 26,209 per-
son-episodes), and person (n = 3,681 people). 
Frequencies for the binary measure of moves 
show that approximately one out of every 
twenty observations (4.71 percent) in the per-
son-week data corresponds to weeks during 
which moves occurred. The vast majority of ep-
isodes (87.81 percent) eventually ended with 
moves, while the others (12.19 percent) were 
censored without a move occurring.

Table 1. Moves, Types of Moves, and Censoring Events for Michigan Prisoners Paroled in 2003: 
Frequencies for Event Outcomes

  Person-Weeks   Person-Episodes   Peoplea

Variables Frequency %   Frequency %   Frequency %

Moving as a binary outcome
Moved 23,013 4.71% 23,013 87.81% 3,343 90.82%
Did not move 465,662 95.29% 3,196 12.19% 338b 9.18%

Type of move experienced
To new private residence 6,727 1.38% 6,727 25.67% 2,397 65.12%
To homelessness 528 0.11% 528 2.01% 347b 9.43%
To treatment or care 2,511 0.51% 2,511 9.58% 1,131 30.73%
To intermediate sanction 8,275 1.69% 8,275 31.57% 2,411 65.50%
To prison 2,410 0.49% 2,410 9.20% 1,732 47.05%
To absconding 2,562 0.52% 2,562 9.78% 1,343 36.48%

Censoring events
Death 89 0.02% 89 0.34% 89 2.42%
Discharge from parole 2,329 0.48% 2,329 8.89% 2,200 59.77%
On parole when observation 

period ended
778 0.16% 778 2.97% 778 21.14%

n 488,675     26,209     3,681  

Source: Authors’ calculations.
aPerson-level frequencies indicate how many people experienced a move or censoring event at least once.
bThe number of people who never moved during the observation period.

9. Roughly 15 percent of the parolees in our sample were released from prison before their parole date because 
they were moved to a correctional center where they had community exposure or were placed on electronic 
monitoring (and technically were not yet considered to be on parole).

10. We treated weeks as the unit of time for measuring episode duration to reduce the size of the data set, but 
our underlying data identify the precise date on which each event occurred.
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The typology of moves describes the par-
ticular type of event that ended an episode. 
We classified moves into six categories. The 
first category consists of moves to a new pri-
vate residence,11 which may include living 
alone, with family, or with friends.12 The sec-
ond category, homelessness, captures moves 
in which the parolee was either living “on the 
streets” or staying in a shelter, mission, hotel, 
or motel. Although spells of homelessness 
were relatively rare in this population, occur-
ring in only 2 percent of all residential epi-
sodes, roughly 9 percent of all sample mem-
bers experienced at least one homelessness 
spell.13 The third category, treatment and 
care, includes moves in which the parolee was 
admitted to a residential treatment center for 
substance abuse problems or mental illness, 
a hospital, or a care facility (such as adult fos-
ter care, hospice care, or a nursing home).14

The next two categories represent events 
in which the parolee was reincarcerated. “In-
termediate sanctions” refer to custodial pun-
ishments for new crimes or technical viola-
tions of parole or probation guidelines that 
involved incarceration, usually for shorter pe-
riods of time, in jails or custodial centers that 
ran programs for technical rule violators. Al-
ternatively, a parolee could be returned to 

prison, which usually involved the revocation 
of parole and a longer period of incarceration. 
The final category is absconding, which was 
recorded in the case notes when a parole offi-
cer issued an absconding warrant for a pa-
rolee.

Covariates
The covariates used in the models described 
here include both time-varying and fixed 
(time-invariant) characteristics of parolees 
and episodes. Summary statistics on the co-
variates are shown in table 2. We constructed 
five types of time-varying covariates. First, we 
captured the passage of time with measures 
of time (in weeks) since the start of the epi-
sode, and of episodes since the start of the 
observation period.

Second, we constructed a typology of em-
ployment status and wages from linked Michi-
gan Unemployment Insurance (UI) records, 
which contain information on the employment 
status and gross wages paid to individuals 
during a calendar quarter.15 Since the UI data 
did not allow us to observe changes in employ-
ment and wages within a given calendar quar-
ter, we used data from the most recently com-
pleted calendar quarter to construct this 
measure. The reference category is being unem-

11. The parole agent case notes not only indicate whether the residence was private or institutional but also 
provide details, in the case of private residences, on the type of living arrangement. We chose to aggregate all 
types of private living arrangements into a single category for the purposes of creating this typology, but we 
constructed other measures that use the more detailed classification of living arrangements as predictors of 
moving events.

12. Moves to new private residences can be further classified as follows: 15.5 percent to live with parents, 27.8 
percent to live with a romantic partner, 20.2 percent to live with other family, 12.4 percent to live with a friend, 
and 6.6 percent to live alone. In 11.2 percent of moves, the parole agent knew that the parolee was living in a 
private residence but did not record with whom, while in the remaining 6.4 percent of moves the parolee’s loca-
tion was unknown.

13. Owing to the restrictions we imposed on the analytic sample, the frequencies of homelessness reported in 
table 1 underestimate the actual prevalence of homelessness that we observed in our data. Recall that we ex-
cluded from our sample episodes that began when a person moved to an institutional facility (a prison, jail, 
residential treatment center, residential center for technical rule violators, or hospital). Had we included institu-
tional episodes in our sample, we would have observed that 20.0 percent (n = 735) of the parolees in our sample 
experienced at least one spell of homelessness, and that 5.7 percent (n = 1,487) of all episodes ended in home-
lessness.

14. Roughly two-thirds of the moves in this category (69 percent) were to residential treatment centers, and 31 
percent were to hospitals or care facilities.

15. For more information on the UI data and how we matched them to parolee records from the Michigan  
Department of Corrections, see Morenoff and Harding (2011).



Ta
bl

e 
2.

 E
ve

nt
 H

is
to

rie
s 

fo
r M

ic
hi

ga
n 

Pr
is

on
er

s 
Pa

ro
le

d 
in

 2
00

3:
 S

um
m

ar
y 

S
ta

tis
tic

s 
fo

r C
ov

ar
ia

te
s

W
ee

k-
S

pe
ci

fic
a

 
Ep

is
od

e-
S

pe
ci

fic
a

 
Pe

rs
on

-S
pe

ci
fic

a

Va
ria

bl
es

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

Ti
m

e 
si

nc
e 

st
ar

t o
f e

pi
so

de
30

.0
5

(3
6.

50
)

0
31

9

Ep
is

od
e 

or
de

r
6.

35
(5

.4
0)

1
45

W
ag

es
 in

 la
st

 c
om

pl
et

e 
qu

ar
te

r
U

ne
m

pl
oy

ed
 (r

ef
er

en
ce

)
0.

70
(0

.4
6)

0
1

G
ro

ss
 w

ag
es

 le
ss

 th
an

 $
1,

00
0

0.
08

(0
.2

7)
0

1
G

ro
ss

 w
ag

es
 $

1,
00

0–
$2

,9
00

0.
08

(0
.2

7)
0

1
G

ro
ss

 w
ag

es
 $

3,
00

0–
$5

,9
00

0.
08

(0
.2

7)
0

1
G

ro
ss

 w
ag

es
 $

6,
00

0 
or

 m
or

e
0.

06
(0

.2
4)

0
1

Re
ce

nt
 e

ve
nt

s
N

um
be

r o
f a

rr
es

ts
 in

 p
as

t m
on

th
0.

02
(0

.1
6)

0
4

N
um

be
r o

f p
os

iti
ve

 s
ub

st
an

ce
 a

bu
se

 te
st

s 
in

 p
as

t 
m

on
th

0.
05

(0
.2

6)
0

7
Tr

ea
tm

en
t o

r c
ar

e 
in

 la
st

 e
pi

so
de

0.
13

(0
.3

4)
0

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 s

an
ct

io
n 

in
 la

st
 e

pi
so

de
0.

30
(0

.4
6)

0
1

Pr
is

on
 in

 la
st

 e
pi

so
de

0.
05

(0
.2

2)
0

1
A

bs
co

nd
in

g 
w

ar
ra

nt
 in

 la
st

 e
pi

so
de

0.
01

(0
.0

9)
0

1

Li
vi

ng
 a

rr
an

ge
m

en
ts

Li
vi

ng
 w

ith
 p

ar
en

t (
re

fe
re

nc
e)

0.
22

(0
.4

1)
0

1
Li

vi
ng

 w
ith

 ro
m

an
tic

 p
ar

tn
er

0.
18

(0
.3

8)
0

1
Li

vi
ng

 w
ith

 o
th

er
 fa

m
ily

0.
17

(0
.3

8)
0

1
Li

vi
ng

 w
ith

 fr
ie

nd
s

0.
06

(0
.2

4)
0

1
Li

vi
ng

 a
lo

ne
0.

03
(0

.1
8)

0
1

Li
vi

ng
 a

t o
th

er
 p

riv
at

e 
re

si
de

nc
e

0.
06

(0
.2

4)
0

1
H

om
el

es
s

0.
06

(0
.2

3)
0

1
Li

vi
ng

 a
t u

nk
no

w
n 

re
si

de
nc

e
0.

22
(0

.4
2)

0
1

Li
vi

ng
 a

t p
re

pr
is

on
 a

dd
re

ss
0.

13
(0

.3
4)

0
1

(c
on

tin
ue

d)



Ta
bl

e 
2.

 (c
on

tin
ue

d)

W
ee

k-
S

pe
ci

fic
a

 
Ep

is
od

e-
S

pe
ci

fic
a

 
Pe

rs
on

-S
pe

ci
fic

a

Va
ria

bl
es

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

C
um

ul
at

iv
e 

ev
en

t h
is

to
ry

 (u
p 

to
 c

ur
re

nt
 w

ee
k)

Pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 q
ua

rt
er

s 
w

ith
 w

ag
es

 le
ss

 th
an

 $
1,

00
0

6.
65

(1
4.

32
)

0
10

0
Pr

op
or

tio
n 

of
 q

ua
rt

er
s 

w
ith

 w
ag

es
 $

1,
00

0–
$2

,9
00

6.
81

(1
5.

35
)

0
10

0
Pr

op
or

tio
n 

of
 q

ua
rt

er
s 

w
ith

 w
ag

es
 $

3,
00

0–
$5

,9
00

6.
41

(1
6.

65
)

0
10

0
Pr

op
or

tio
n 

of
 q

ua
rt

er
s 

w
ith

 w
ag

es
 $

6,
00

0 
or

 m
or

e
4.

51
(1

6.
05

)
0

10
0

Ra
te

 o
f a

rr
es

ts
0.

61
(1

.3
3)

0
10

0
Ra

te
 o

f p
os

iti
ve

 s
ub

st
an

ce
 a

bu
se

 te
st

s
1.

25
(3

.3
8)

0
20

0
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

w
ith

 p
ar

en
ts

1.
38

(2
.2

3)
0

25
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

w
ith

 ro
m

an
tic

 p
ar

tn
er

1.
09

(2
.3

0)
0

39
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

w
ith

 o
th

er
 fa

m
ily

1.
11

(2
.1

3)
0

31
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

w
ith

 fr
ie

nd
s

0.
93

(1
.7

3)
0

20
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

in
 tr

ea
tm

en
t o

r c
ar

e
1.

05
(2

.1
8)

0
25

N
um

be
r o

f p
rio

r e
pi

so
de

s 
of

 h
om

el
es

sn
es

s
0.

43
(1

.0
6)

0
12

N
um

be
r o

f p
rio

r e
pi

so
de

s 
w

ith
 in

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 s

an
ct

io
n

3.
35

(4
.2

7)
0

41
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

in
 p

ris
on

0.
37

(0
.6

5)
0

6
N

um
be

r o
f p

rio
r e

pi
so

de
s 

of
 a

bs
co

nd
in

g
1.

14
(1

.9
3)

0
21

Ra
ce W
hi

te
 (r

ef
er

en
ce

)
0.

45
(0

.5
0)

0
1

B
la

ck
0.

53
(0

.5
0)

0
1

O
th

er
 ra

ce
0.

02
(0

.1
4)

0
1

Fe
m

al
e

0.
08

(0
.2

7)
0

1
A

ge
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 3
5.

32
(9

.6
5)

18
75



M
ar

ita
l s

ta
tu

s
N

ev
er

 m
ar

rie
d 

(re
fe

re
nc

e)
0.

66
(0

.4
7)

0
1

M
ar

rie
d

0.
12

(0
.3

3)
0

1
D

iv
or

ce
d 

or
 s

ep
ar

at
ed

0.
20

(0
.4

0)
0

1
W

id
ow

ed
0.

01
(0

.1
1)

0
1

N
um

be
r o

f d
ep

en
de

nt
s

Ze
ro

 (r
ef

er
en

ce
)

0.
40

(0
.4

9)
0

1
O

ne
0.

23
(0

.4
2)

0
1

Tw
o

0.
18

(0
.3

8)
0

1
Th

re
e 

or
 m

or
e 

0.
20

(0
.4

0)
0

1

Ed
uc

at
io

n
Ze

ro
 to

 e
ig

ht
 y

ea
rs

 (r
ef

er
en

ce
)

0.
07

(0
.2

6)
0

1
N

in
e 

to
 e

le
ve

n 
ye

ar
s

0.
35

(0
.4

8)
0

1
O

bt
ai

ne
d 

G
ED

0.
31

(0
.4

6)
0

1
Tw

el
ve

 y
ea

rs
0.

20
(0

.4
0)

0
1

Th
irt

ee
n 

to
 n

in
et

ee
n 

ye
ar

s
0.

06
(0

.2
4)

0
1

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
m

is
si

ng
0.

01
(0

.1
1)

0
1

M
en

ta
l i

lln
es

s
K

no
w

n 
m

en
ta

l i
lln

es
s

0.
21

(0
.4

1)
0

1
M

is
si

ng
 d

at
a 

on
 m

en
ta

l i
lln

es
s

0.
01

(0
.0

8)
0

1

Su
bs

ta
nc

e 
ab

us
e 

hi
st

or
y

N
on

e
0.

51
(0

.5
0)

0
1

H
is

to
ry

 o
f a

lc
oh

ol
 a

bu
se

0.
04

(0
.2

0)
0

1
H

is
to

ry
 o

f T
H

C
 u

se
0.

08
(0

.2
7)

0
1

H
is

to
ry

 o
f h

ar
d 

dr
ug

s
0.

05
(0

.2
2)

0
1

(c
on

tin
ue

d)



Ta
bl

e 
2.

 (c
on

tin
ue

d)

W
ee

k-
S

pe
ci

fic
a

 
Ep

is
od

e-
S

pe
ci

fic
a

 
Pe

rs
on

-S
pe

ci
fic

a

Va
ria

bl
es

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

M
ea

n
(S

D
)

M
in

im
um

M
ax

im
um

H
is

to
ry

 o
f a

lc
oh

ol
 a

nd
 T

H
C

0.
06

(0
.2

4)
0

1
H

is
to

ry
 o

f h
ar

d 
dr

ug
s 

an
d 

al
co

ho
l/

TH
C

0.
26

(0
.4

4)
0

1
Ye

ar
s 

se
rv

ed
 o

n 
sa

m
pl

ed
 p

ris
on

 s
pe

ll
2.

95
(3

.1
8)

0
21

Pr
is

on
 p

re
fix

Pr
efi

x 
A

 (r
ef

er
en

ce
)

0.
48

(0
.5

0)
0

1
Pr

efi
x 

B
0.

26
(0

.4
4)

0
1

Pr
efi

x 
C

 o
r D

0.
21

(0
.4

0)
0

1
Pr

efi
x 

E 
or

 a
bo

ve
0.

06
(0

.2
4)

0
1

O
ff

en
se

 ty
pe

N
on

-a
ss

au
lti

ve
 o

ffe
ns

e 
(re

fe
re

nc
e)

0.
46

(0
.5

0)
0

1
A

ss
au

lti
ve

 o
ffe

ns
e

0.
28

(0
.4

5)
0

1
D

ru
g 

off
en

se
0.

26
(0

.4
4)

0
1

S
ex

 o
ffe

ns
e

0.
08

(0
.2

7)
0

1

Pr
ep

ri
so

n 
m

ea
su

re
s

Li
ve

d 
in

 p
riv

at
e 

re
si

de
nc

e 
be

fo
re

 p
ris

on
0.

88
(0

.3
3)

0
1

H
om

el
es

s 
be

fo
re

 p
ris

on
0.

03
(0

.1
7)

0
1

Em
pl

oy
ed

 in
 th

e 
ye

ar
 b

ef
or

e 
pr

is
on

0.
14

(0
.3

5)
0

1
M

is
si

ng
 o

n 
pr

ep
ris

on
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

0.
15

(0
.3

6)
0

1

So
ur

ce
: A

ut
ho

rs
’ c

al
cu

la
tio

ns
.

a Th
er

e 
w

er
e 

48
,8

67
5 

w
ee

ks
, 2

6,
20

9 
ep

is
od

es
, a

nd
 3

,6
81

 p
eo

pl
e.



h o m e l e s s n e s s  a n d  h o u s i n g  i n s e c u r i t y 5 9

ployed (no reported wages), and we classified 
employed parolees into four categories based 
on quarterly gross wage cut-points of $1,000, 
$3,000, and $6,000.

Third, we constructed time-varying indica-
tors of adverse events related to contact with the 
criminal justice system, including the number 
of arrests and positive substance use tests that 
a parolee had during the four weeks prior to the 
current week and whether the prior residential 
episode ended with the parolee being moved to 
a treatment or care facility, an intermediate 
sanction, a return to prison, or the issuance of 
an absconding warrant.

Fourth, we constructed an episode-specific 
typology of parolee living arrangements con-
sisting of the following categories: living with 
parents, a romantic partner, other family mem-
bers, friends, or alone, being homeless, or living 
in a private residence that was not recorded by 
the parole agent.16

Fifth, to help us isolate the effects of recent 
adverse events and current living arrangements 
on residential instability, we control for the fre-
quency of repeated adverse events over time, 
including the proportion of prior quarters spent 
in each category of the employment or wage ty-
pology, rates of arrests and positive tests for 
substance abuse (calculated as the number of 
events divided by the number of elapsed weeks 
in the observation period), and the number of 
prior episodes spent in each living arrangement.

We also controlled for an extensive set of 
fixed individual characteristics pulled from 
MDOC’s database (listed in table 2). Most of 
these characteristics were measured at the time 

the person was admitted to prison for the spell 
that ended with parole in 2003. Our list of con-
trols includes measures of race, sex, age at pa-
role (using linear splines with knots that define 
equal intervals at ages twenty-seven, thirty-four, 
and forty-two), marital status, number of de-
pendents, education, mental illness, history of 
substance abuse, time (in years) served in 
prison for the spell that ended with parole in 
2003 (using linear splines with knots that de-
fine equal intervals at 0.96, 1.79, and 3.55), the 
number of prior prison spells (aka the person’s 
“prefix”), the type of offense (related to the 
sampled prison spell), and whether the parolee 
was a sex offender. We also controlled for the 
person’s living arrangements (whether the per-
son lived in a private residence or was home-
less) prior to the sampled prison spell and an 
indicator of whether the person was employed 
in the year before that prison spell.

Methods
To analyze housing insecurity, we model the 
duration of residential episodes using dis-
crete-time event history models.17 The hazard 
of moving during a given week is defined as 
the conditional probability of moving during 
week t (for person j in episode i), given that no 
event occurred during a previous week in that 
episode: ptij = Pr( ytij =1|yt-1, ij = 0), where ytij  is a bi-
nary response variable that is coded as 1 when 
a move occurred during that week and 0 for 
weeks when a person’s living arrangement was 
unchanged from the prior week (Steele 2008).18

We take two different approaches to model-
ing types of discrete-time models in our anal-

16. The residential episodes characterized as living with “other family” can be further classified into the follow-
ing arrangements: 48.4 percent were with a sibling, 17.6 percent were with an aunt or uncle, 13.7 percent were 
with a grandparent, 8.9 percent were with a cousin, 6.7 percent were with one of their children or stepchildren, 
1.1 percent were with a relative of a current or former romantic partner, and 1.0 percent were with other family.

17. In the analysis, we use the term “homeless” to refer specifically to times when a parolee was living on the 
streets, in a shelter, or in a hotel or motel. We use the term “housing insecurity” to refer to the broader spectrum 
of events that we are modeling, namely, the frequency of moves in general and events that represent moves to 
specific types of private and institutional settings. We do not have more direct measures of housing insecurity 
in our data, such as doubling up or being cost-burdened.

18. In the multinomial logit model presented in equation (3), the response variable has seven categories. In this 
case, the hazard is the probability of moving to state r during weekly interval t in episode (for person j in episode i), 
given that no transition has occurred before the start of week t:

= = = =− �Pr( | 0) for 1, , .( )
1,p y r y r Rtij

r
tij t ij
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ysis. In the first, we estimate a discrete-time 
hazard model of moving using a logistic re-
gression model:

	 D xtij tijlog
1

,
p

p
tij

tij
α β

−
= + � (1)

where Dtij is a vector specifying a function of 
the cumulative duration of weeks at week t, 
with coefficients , and xtij is a vector of covari-
ates that include both time-varying and invari-
ant (fixed) characteristics, with coefficients b 
(Steele 2008).19 To estimate the baseline logit-
hazard function, a Dti, we employed a piece-
wise specification of time consisting of five lin-
ear splines, with knots (at weeks 4, 11, 24, and 
49) that partition the data into equal-size 
groups.20 The b  coefficients represent associa-
tions between the covariates and the log-odds 
of moving during a given week. Because having 
a higher probability of moving at any given 
week also means that the episode is likely to 
end sooner, the results of these models are of-
ten interpreted in terms of episode duration, 
whereby positive coefficients indicate associa-
tions with shorter duration and negative coef-
ficients imply longer duration.

The model described in equation (2) can be 
criticized for presenting an overly simplistic 
picture that reduces the phenomenon of hous-
ing insecurity to the duration of time that any 
residential episode lasted, regardless of why 
the episode ended. Put differently, this ap-
proach to modeling episode duration equates 

episodes of equal length that end for reasons 
as diverse as moving to a new private resi-
dence, becoming homeless, incurring a sanc-
tion, or absconding. Since these events are 
produced by very different processes, it is rea-
sonable to believe that the effects of the covari-
ates, xtij, may depend on the type of event that 
ended the episode. To differentiate between 
these types of moves, we coded a response 
variable with the following categories:

ytij =

0, no event
 
(continuing to live in

the same residence as priorr week)

1, move to private residence

2, homeless

3, move to  treatmment  or care  facility

4, intermediate sanction

5, move  to prisson

6, absconding






















The discrete-time hazard function can then be 
defined as the probability of moving to state r 
during weekly interval t (for person j in episode 
i), given that no transition has occurred before 
the start of week t:

p y r y rtij
(r)

tij t ij=Pr( = | = 0)for = 1,2,3,4,5,6.-1,

We estimate this hazard function using a mul-
tinomial logit model that compares the prob-

19. The model described in equation (1) assumes that the durations of the episodes experienced by the same 
person are independent of one another. This assumption breaks down if there are individual-specific factors that 
influence the risk of moving but are not captured by the covariates. We can account for such unobserved het-
erogeneity by adding a person-level random effect to the model:

β
−







= α + +D xtij tijlog

1
,p

p
utij

tij
j

where uj is a time-invariant latent variable (random effect) that is normally distributed, u Nj u(0, )2σ∼ . In event 
history analysis, this is also referred to as a “shared frailty” model. We ran this model and obtained results that 
were very similar. We report the results from the logit model without random effects in this article because they 
are more comparable to the multinomial logit model described here, which also does not contain random effects.

20. To explore the robustness of the results to spline specification and choice of knots we refit the models sub-
stituting the linear splines with restricted cubic splines, using Frank Harrell’s (2001) method for selecting knots. 
We followed this procedure not only for the episode duration splines but also for other continuous variables that 
we measured with splines (episode number, age, and years served on sampled prison spell). In all cases, the 
results were unchanged by using restricted cubic splines. We report the results from linear splines because they 
are much easier to interpret.
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ability of experiencing an event of type r to the 
probability of having no event, (0)ptij : 

D xtij
(r)

tij
(r)log , for 1,2,3,4,5,6.(0)

( )p
p

r((rr)) rrtij
(r)

tij
β= α + = � (2)

This is also known as a discrete-time model for 
recurrent events with competing risks (Steele 
2008).21 As was the case with the logit model, 
positive coefficients in this model indicate as-
sociations with shorter spell duration, and 
negative coefficients mean longer spell dura-
tion. The main difference in the coefficients 
from the multinomial logit model, however, is 
that they are event-specific, meaning that they 
represent associations between the covariates 
and the probability that one of the six different 
types of moving events will occur during a 
given week, relative to the probability that the 
episode will continue without an event.

Results
We begin with a descriptive analysis of residen-
tial episode duration and the types of moves 
that were most common among the sampled 
parolees. There are three important points to 
make about the level and type of residential in-
stability that parolees experienced. First, table 
1 shows that spells of homelessness were rela-
tively rare in this population, occurring in only 
2 percent of all residential episodes. Second, a 
much bigger source of housing insecurity 
among parolees was the risk of having a resi-
dential episode disrupted by some kind of 
sanction-related move. Returning to table 1, we 
see that almost one-third (31.6 percent) of all 
episodes were disrupted by an intermediate 
sanction; when combined with moves to treat-
ment or care or prison, these “forced” moves 
ended just over half (50.4 percent) of all epi-
sodes. This proportion grows still higher when 
absconding (9.8 percent) is added (many parol-
ees abscond to avoid receiving sanctions). Only 
one-quarter (25.7 percent) of episodes ended 
with a move to a new private residence. Thus, 
despite the relative infrequency of street, shel-

ter, or hotel or motel homelessness among 
parolees, housing insecurity brought on by 
sanction-related moves was a large problem in 
this population.

Third, most residential episodes were very 
short, lasting only a few months, which signals 
high levels of housing insecurity. This can be 
seen in figure 1, which shows a stacked area 
graph plotting change over time in the episode-
specific cumulative probability that a move of 
a given type has already occurred. The sum of 
all shaded regions in the graph represents the 
probability that an episode will have ended 
with some type of move by a given time point. 
This area increases dramatically as episode 
time increases during the early weeks. In fact, 
over 50 percent of the episodes ended at or be-
fore week 8, and 75 percent ended by week 27. 
The median spell length was seventeen weeks.

Next, we consider the flows that parolees 
experienced going into and out of different liv-
ing arrangements. Table 3 presents a transi-
tion matrix that cross-tabulates the frequen-
cies of (1) the living arrangements that parolees 
experienced in a given week (in the rows) 
against (2) the living arrangements they expe-
rienced in the following week (in the columns), 
for the 488,675 person-weeks we observed. The 
percentages displayed in the table reflect the 
probabilities of ending up in a given living ar-
rangement during week t + 1, conditional on 
the living arrangement that the parolee expe-
rienced in week t. Note that there are fourteen 
columns but only ten rows in this table. There 
are fewer rows than columns because our an-
alytic sample consists only of residential epi-
sodes during which parolees were living in 
non-institutionalized settings. Thus, the start-
ing points of each transition (the rows) can 
only be a residential setting, whereas the end-
ing points (the columns) can be either a resi-
dential or institutional setting.

One may be tempted to conclude from this 
table that there is a lot of stability in parolees’ 
living arrangements because the modal pat-
tern is to remain in the same category from 

21. We intended to include random effects in this model to account for unobserved risk factors and their poten-
tial correlation across competing risks. We have tried running a multinomial logit model with correlated random 
effects, but thus far we have been unable to get the maximum likelihood function to converge (after letting it 
run for a long time). We will pursue other options, such as using different software packages and running mod-
els on a more powerful computer.
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one week to the next. It is important to keep 
in mind, however, that even small departures 
from this pattern can represent high levels of 
residential insecurity. For example, consider 
the pattern of transitions for weeks in which 
parolees were living with their parents. On the 
one hand, this appears to be a very stable liv-
ing arrangement, since 96 percent of the time 
a parolee was living with a parent during a 
given week the same parolee would be living 
with a parent the following week. On the other 
hand, four out of every 100 weeks in which pa-
rolees were living with a parent, they would 
move to a different living arrangement the fol-
lowing week; in other words, over the course 
of a year (fifty-two weeks), the average parolee 
living with a parent was likely to experience 
roughly two residential moves. The rate of res-
idential mobility was slightly lower (3.51 per-
cent) for parolees living with a romantic part-
ner or alone, but substantially higher for 

parolees living with friends (5.99 percent), liv-
ing in a hotel or motel (13.49 percent), living in 
a mission or shelter (13.19 percent), or living 
on the streets or being homeless (12.15 per-
cent).

Discrete-Time Event  
History Analysis
Results from the discrete-time models of epi-
sode duration are presented in table 4. The ta-
ble shows the results from both the logistic re-
gression model of moving during a given week, 
as described in equation (1), and the multino-
mial logit model predicting whether a specific 
type of move occurred during a given week, as 
described by equation (2). For ease of exposition, 
we consider the results of both models together, 
emphasizing the most central results.

First, as we saw in figure 1, the initial weeks 
of residential episodes are often a very turbu-
lent period when the risk of moving is quite 

Figure 1. Cumulative Probability of Residential Moves, by Type
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high. This is reflected by the coefficients for 
the splines measuring the number of weeks 
since the start of an episode. The first spline 
measuring linear change from weeks 0 to 4 has 
a large and significant negative coefficient in 
the logit model and in every category of the 
multinomial logit model. In the logit model, 
this coefficient implies that the odds of mov-
ing drop by 18 percent (1−exp[−0.200] = 0.18) 
with each passing week during the first four 
weeks of an episode. The spline coefficients for 
weeks 0 to 4 in the multinomial logit model 
indicate which types of moves tend to occur 
early in an episode. Homelessness is the most 
time-dependent of all the moving events: the 
odds of becoming homeless drop sharply with 
each passing week of an episode, declining by 
31 percent (1−exp [−0.37] = 0.31) per week during 
the first month. In other words, episodes that 
end in homelessness tend to have very short 
durations. The coefficients for splines repre-
senting later time periods are much smaller in 
both the logit and multinomial logit models, 
indicating that the passage of time does not 
change the likelihood of a move occurring if 
the episode has already lasted five or more 
weeks. Returns to prison are the least time-de-
pendent types of moves, meaning that as the 
duration of an episode increases, the odds of 
it ending with a move to prison do not drop as 
dramatically as with other types of moves.

Second, parolees who were working and 
earning higher wages were less likely to move, 
primarily because they were at much lower risk 
of experiencing a sanction-related event, such 
as being admitted for treatment or care, having 
an intermediate sanction, being returned to 
prison, or absconding. For example, the odds 
of returning to prison during a given week 
were 74 percent (1-exp[-1.36] = 0.74) lower for 
parolees who were earning at least $6,000 per 
quarter in gross wages—the highest wage cat-
egory in our typology—compared to those who 
were unemployed. Parolees in the highest 
wage category were also significantly less likely 
to become homeless. The effects of wages and 
employment status are weakest in predicting 
moves to private residences, but there is one 
significant difference: those in the lowest wage 
category (earning less than $1,000 per quarter) 
were more likely to move than those who were 

unemployed. One interpretation of the associ-
ation between working for a very small wage 
and moving to a new private residence is that 
when contrasted with being unemployed, es-
tablishing a toehold in the labor market with 
a low-paying job could provide an impetus for 
parolees to move, perhaps to seek a more de-
sirable living situation.

Third, being involved with the criminal jus-
tice system or living under institutional care 
had disruptive effects on subsequent episodes. 
Episodes were less stable (that is, they were 
likely to end sooner) when the parolee had re-
cently been arrested, tested positive for sub-
stance use, been released from a treatment 
center or hospital, incurred an intermediate 
sanction, or been issued an absconding war-
rant. The most disruptive of these events were 
testing positive for substance abuse tests and 
having an absconding warrant in the prior ep-
isode. The odds of moving increased by 37 per-
cent (exp[0.31] = 1.37) with each positive sub-
stance abuse test in the past month and by 40 
percent if the last episode ended with an ab-
sconding warrant. These associations were 
even stronger in predicting moves to treatment 
centers or hospitals. For example, the odds of 
being sent to a treatment center or hospital 
doubled (exp[0.70] = 2.02) with each positive 
substance abuse test a parolee had within the 
past month and were two and a half times 
(exp[0.92] = 2.50) higher for parolees who had 
absconded in the prior episode. The only in-
stance where criminal justice system contact 
did not disrupt subsequent episodes was when 
a parolee was returned to prison and subse-
quently released again to the community. It is 
important to note that many of these episodes 
were censored because they began late in the 
observation period; this censoring could ac-
count for the apparent stability that followed 
a return from prison.

Fourth, some living arrangements were as-
sociated with more stable episodes. Moves 
were less frequent when parolees lived with 
parents (the reference category), with a roman-
tic partner, or by themselves, and this was es-
pecially true of moves to new private resi-
dences. The odds of moving were lowest for 
parolees who lived alone, and this was espe-
cially protective against becoming homeless or 
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moving because of an intermediate sanction 
or prison sentence. The odds of moving were 
higher when parolees were living with other 
family members, with friends, or at other pri-
vate residences or when they were homeless. 
Moreover, the odds of becoming homeless 
were significantly higher among parolees liv-
ing with friends or other family members and 
among those who were already homeless.

Returning “home” (to the same residence 
where they lived prior to the prison spell that 
ended in 2003) was also associated with signifi-
cantly lower odds of moving in general and, 
more specifically, with moving to a new private 
residence or becoming homeless. However, liv-
ing at home was associated with higher odds 
of being admitted for treatment or to a hospi-
tal, which is consistent with the idea that pa-
rolees who return home face more tempta-
tions to return to drug and alcohol use.

Fifth, among fixed (time-invariant) charac-
teristics of parolees, some of the strongest pre-
dictors of episode duration were a parolee’s his-
tory of mental illness, substance abuse, and 
imprisonment. Parolees known to have mental 
illnesses tended to experience shorter episodes, 
principally because they were at greater risk of 
being sent to a residential treatment center or 
hospital. The relationship between substance 
abuse history and episode duration was less 
straightforward. Those who had a history of us-
ing hard drugs (alone or in combination with 
alcohol and THC) were more likely to move be-
cause they were at highest risk of experiencing 
intermediate sanctions or absconding. How-
ever, having a history that involved THC use (ei-
ther alone or with alcohol) was associated with 
longer episodes, in part because people with 
histories of THC use were less likely to be sent 
to treatment or a hospital than those with no 
substance abuse history. Finally, parolees who 
had been to prison more often (that is, who had 
a higher prefix) had significantly shorter epi-
sode durations, owing to their higher risk of 
having a sanction-related event (being sent to 
treatment or care or prison, having an interme-
diate sanction, or absconding).

Discussion and Conclusion
Decades of high incarceration rates and de-
funding of various welfare and public assis-
tance programs have led to an increase in two 

at-risk populations in the United States: former 
prisoners who are reentering society (or are 
struggling to do so successfully), and precari-
ously housed or homeless persons. Despite the 
significant overlap in the demographic compo-
sition of and risk factors for these two popula-
tions, and despite a burgeoning literature on 
prisoner reentry that focuses on outcomes that 
are closely intertwined with housing, such as 
employment, recidivism, and health, few prior 
studies have examined homelessness and hous-
ing insecurity among former prisoners. Former 
prisoners struggling to successfully reenter so-
ciety—while burdened by the “mark of a crim-
inal record” and facing many structural barriers 
to parity—face a compounded disadvantage 
when they are also encumbered by the obstacles 
of housing insecurity. Using administrative data 
on a large sample of parolees in Michigan, we 
have examined the frequency and predictors of 
various forms of housing insecurity and home-
lessness among former prisoners. We empha-
size four key conclusions from our analysis and 
then discuss the limitations of our data and im-
plications for the reentry and homelessness lit-
eratures, including considerations for future 
research. To help interpret our results and high-
light important findings we present the mar-
ginal effects—measured as the proportional 
change in the probability of the outcome per 
unit change in the predictor—for key covariates 
from our models in table 5.

Key Findings
First, there was a great deal of residential mo-
bility among the former prisoners in our sam-
ple. In previous research, we found that this 
same sample of parolees experienced an aver-
age of 2.6 moves per year (Harding et al. 2013, 
226), a rate of mobility higher than that of any 
other population of which we are aware. The 
conventional threshold for residential insta-
bility in housing research is more than one 
move per year (Geller and Curtis 2011). Here 
we show that there was considerable variabil-
ity in the risk of a residential move over time. 
The probability of a residential move de-
creased dramatically after the early weeks at a 
particular residence; 50 percent of the moves 
occurred within the first eight weeks. In other 
words, there was an inverse relationship be-
tween housing tenure and the probability of a 
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Table 5. Marginal Effects of Selected Covariates from Discrete-Time Event History Models for Michigan 
Prisoners Paroled in 2003 (Proportional Change in Probability of Move per Unit Change in Predictor) 

  Logit   Multinomial Logit

Variables
Any 

Move  
Private 

Residence Homeless
Treatment 

or Care
Intermediate 

Sanction Prison Abscond

Wages in last complete quarter (reference = unemployed)
Gross wages less than 

$1,000
0.00 0.14* 0.23 −0.06 −0.18 −0.12* 0.00

Gross wages  
$1,000–$2,900

−0.13* 0.08 −0.14 −0.17* −0.27* −0.29* 0.01*

Gross wages  
$3,000–$5,900

−0.37* 0.00 −0.27+ −0.58* −0.68* −0.56* 0.03*

Gross wages  
$6,000 or higher

−0.37* 0.14 −0.44+ −0.55* −0.74* −0.61* 0.03*

Recent events
Number of arrests  

in past month
0.08* 0.04 0.42+ 0.31* 0.08 0.20* −0.08*

Number of positive 
substance abuse  
tests in past month

0.32* 0.16* −0.01 0.94* 0.27* −0.01 0.48*

Treatment or care  
in last episode

0.26* −0.21* 0.13 1.77* 0.23* 0.30* 0.55*

Intermediate sanction  
in last episode

0.26* −0.22* −0.08 0.54* 0.70* 0.35* 0.53*

Prison in last episode −0.16* −0.24* −0.31 −0.03 −0.24* −0.08 0.18
Absconding warrant in  

last episode
0.34* 0.02 −0.41 1.39* 0.17 0.61+ 0.72*

Living arrangements (reference = living with parents)
Living with romantic 

partner
−0.03 0.04 −0.17 −0.03 0.02 −0.18* −0.26*

Living with other family 0.13* 0.26* 0.54* −0.11 0.05 −0.05 0.26*
Living with friends 0.33* 0.66* 0.96* −0.14 0.11+ 0.03 0.31*
Living alone −0.09+ −0.01 −0.65* −0.08 −0.18* −0.28+ 0.09
Other private 0.14 0.33* −0.04 −0.15 0.02 0.19 −0.05
Homeless 0.97* 2.62* 3.94* −0.09 −0.05 0.03 0.46*
Living at unknown 

residence
0.05 −0.58* −0.26 −0.64* 1.26* 1.95* −0.98*

Living at preprison 
address

−0.09*   −0.41* −0.35* 0.23* 0.09 0.06 −0.05

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Notes: Marginal effects are defined for a black male, age thirty-five, never married, with no dependents, 
between nine and eleven years of education, unemployed, and living in private residence in year prior 
to sampled prison sentence, no history of substance use, not mentally ill, not a sex offender, has been 
to prison once for non-assaultive offense, currently in first week of third postprison residential episode, 
never homeless, with mean values on all cumulative event history variables.
+p < .1; *p < .05
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move; the longer a parolee lived in a residence, 
the less likely it was that he or she would move 
from that residence. This means that instabil-
ity begets instability. When a former prisoner 
moves, he or she is put at heightened risk for 
another move.

Second, the predictors of homelessness and 
housing insecurity identified in the prior liter-
ature on risk factors among the general popu-
lation also seem to operate among former pris-
oners. Mental illness, drug and alcohol use, 
prior incarcerations, and prior experiences 
with homelessness were all predictive of 
greater residential instability. Earnings and so-
cial supports are both protectors against home-
lessness and housing insecurity. As table 5 
shows, former prisoners earning at least $6,000 
in the past quarter had a 37 percent lower prob-
ability of moving compared to those who were 
unemployed, as well as a 44 percent lower prob-
ability of becoming homeless, 55 percent lower 
probability of being moved for residential 
treatment or care, 74 percent lower probability 
of receiving an intermediate sanction, and 61 
percent lower probability of being returned to 
prison. These findings are consistent with the 
idea that there are important commonalities 
among the reentry population and those at risk 
of homelessness and housing insecurity in the 
wider population.

Our third conclusion is that the criminal jus-
tice system is a key player in generating resi-
dential instability: moves due to intermediate 
sanctions, to treatment or care, to prison, or to 
absconding status accounted for nearly 60 per-
cent of all moves made by parolees in our sam-
ple. Absconding is by nature an unstable hous-
ing situation. When individuals go “on the run” 
from authorities in an attempt to avoid crimi-
nal justice sanctions, they put themselves in a 
precarious state in which it is difficult to 
achieve stable housing or employment and to 
maintain social relationships and access social 
supports (Goffman 2014). In table 5, we see 
more evidence of the way the criminal justice 
system influences residential moves: following 
a positive substance abuse test, parolees were 
26 percent more likely to experience a move, 177 
percent more likely to be moved to a treatment 
or care facility, 23 percent more likely to receive 
an intermediate sanction, 30 percent more 

likely to return to prison, and 53 percent more 
likely to abscond (most likely in an attempt to 
avoid being assigned to treatment or to an in-
termediate sanction).

The positive or negative effects of this kind 
of residential mobility triggered by the crim-
inal justice system are unclear. On the one 
hand, intermediate sanctions are an attempt 
by parole agents to intervene by preventing 
unwanted behavior. Sometimes these behav-
iors are illegal, such as drug use or petty theft, 
and sometimes they are violations of the rules 
of parole, such as alcohol consumption, cur-
few violations, failure to report to one’s pa-
role officer, association with other parolees, 
or contact with crime victims. Intermediate 
sanctions are also an alternative to returning 
a parolee to prison as punishment for minor 
crimes or rule violations, and they are often 
intended to stop such behavior from escalat-
ing to more serious offenses. On the other 
hand, temporary removal from the commu-
nity for an intermediate sanction may disrupt 
otherwise stable living situations, separate 
the parolee from family and other forms of 
social support, and cause a parolee to lose a 
job or be unable to search for a job.

Fourth, we found two important postre-
lease “buffers” against residential instability 
among the parolee population: wages and liv-
ing arrangements. Our analysis found that pa-
rolees were significantly more likely to avoid 
intermediate sanctions if they had higher 
quarterly earnings. This finding suggests a pre-
ventative effect of earnings on criminal or pro-
hibited behavior, but it could also reflect un-
observed differences between parolees with 
high earnings and others with lower earnings, 
or the lower likelihood of parole officials as-
signing a parolee to an intermediate sanction 
when he or she is stably employed. This find-
ing also suggests that research attempting to 
uncover the relationship between employment 
and housing among parolees needs to con-
sider the role of intermediate sanctions. More-
over, parolees were least likely to move, expe-
rience homelessness, or move to a correctional 
institution when they were living alone, a sign 
of being economically self-sufficient. Second, 
living with parents, living with a romantic part-
ner, and returning “home” to the preprison 
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residence were all associated with more resi-
dential stability, consistent with prior findings 
that social supports play a key role in both the 
reentry process and avoiding homelessness 
(Bassuk et al. 1997; Harding et al. 2014; Nelson, 
Deess, and Allen 1999, 10; Visher and Travis 
2003).

Limitations of the Study
Data for this research are drawn from one par-
ticular cohort of parolees in one state. Although 
Michigan’s rate of incarceration was close to the 
national average during the time period, other 
features of Michigan make the experiences of 
Michigan parolees potentially less generaliz-
able. Michigan experienced higher rates of un-
employment, less immigration, and greater ra-
cial and economic segregation during the study 
time period than many other states. And with 
their high levels of residential vacancy and 
abandonment, homelessness often takes a dif-
ferent form in Michigan’s central cities than it 
does elsewhere. For instance, squatting is com-
mon and often slips under the radar of author-
ities; thus, it may not be immediately evident 
that a parolee is squatting and therefore actu-
ally homeless. The states also vary in their crim-
inal justice policies on, for instance, prison re-
lease, parole supervision, and the treatment of 
those with a felony record. Michigan has a lon-
ger time to parole than other similar states but 
imposes fewer restrictions than most states on 
access to public benefits by those with a felony 
record. Furthermore, since the 2003 cohort of 
parolees was released, Michigan implemented 
the Michigan Prisoner Reentry Initiative, which 
greatly expanded the services and resources of-
fered to individuals released on parole.

The administrative data used in this re-
search also present potential limitations. Re-
cords may be inaccurate since the data are 
based on parolees’ self-reported residences. 
Although residences are supposed to be veri-
fied by parole agents, their large caseloads may 
prevent them from conducting frequent resi-
dence verifications. In particular, moves to 
new residences may not be recorded right 
away, and some parolees surely have reason to 
report one residence while living elsewhere 
(for example, reporting a mother’s address 
while living with a girlfriend). This is likely to 

lead to underestimation of residential instabil-
ity for some parolees.

Moves to homelessness (as defined by living 
on the streets, in a shelter, or in a hotel or mo-
tel) were relatively rare in our sample, and it is 
likely that such forms of homelessness are un-
derestimated for a few reasons. First, because 
parolees are required to report a viable address 
to their parole agents, some reported addresses 
may have been used by parolees who were not 
actually living there. For example, some parol-
ees may have used the address of a family mem-
ber or acquaintance to report to their parole of-
ficer while actually being homeless or in some 
other living situation not sanctioned by the con-
ditions of their release; such self-reports would 
also have led to overestimating the number of 
episodes spent living with parents, other family 
members, or friends. Second, given the high 
levels of residential vacancy in urban areas of 
Michigan, especially throughout Wayne County 
(where about one-third of the former prisoners 
were paroled), squatting in abandoned homes 
is a common form of residence for homeless 
persons. It is beyond the scope of our study to 
assess whether or not addresses listed as “pri-
vate” are legally occupied or squatted, but high 
rates of squatting present a potentially interest-
ing area for future research. (One soup kitchen 
estimates that 70 percent of its clientele, which 
includes a high rate of returning prisoners and 
parolees in Detroit, are squatting [Herbert 
2014].) Third, unknown residences and periods 
of absconding are likely to include some peri-
ods of homelessness unknown to parole agents.

Finally, not all residential moves are “bad” 
moves. Moving in with a new spouse or roman-
tic partner, moving to a more desirable neigh-
borhood, returning to family, or upgrading 
housing may be indicators of successful rein-
tegration rather than residential instability. 
Our administrative data do not allow us to re-
liably capture these fine-grained distinctions.

Implications for  
Prisoner Reentry
This research indicates that among the formerly 
incarcerated population (1) there is a high level 
of residential instability, and (2) this instability 
is expressed in a unique way because of the role 
of intermediate sanctions in generating resi-
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dential instability. Moves due to intermediate 
sanctions account for over 30 percent of all 
moves. Using the same sample of Michigan pa-
rolees, we previously found that only 74.7 per-
cent of parolees return to their presanction 
neighborhood, and that there is evidence that 
most postsanction moves are to neighborhoods 
with high poverty rates, where fewer opportu-
nities for employment and more of a risk for 
criminal involvement can be expected (Harding 
et al. 2013). What this demonstrates is that in-
termediate sanctions may be having unin-
tended consequences for parolees. Rather than 
just curtailing undesirable activities that might 
lead to recidivism, intermediate sanctions and 
forced moves to prison or treatment facilities 
may put a parolee at greater risk of recidivating 
by creating unstable housing situations. Fur-
thermore, frequent moves in and out of the 
community for intermediate sanctions, to treat-
ment facilities, or for absconding may have un-
foreseen impacts on former prisoners’ ability to 
maintain employment and may stress familial 
relationships. Future reentry research should 
consider (1) the unintended consequences of 
moves forced by the criminal justice system and 
their collateral consequences for families and 
communities; (2) the consequences of abscond-
ing beyond the increased risk of returns to 
prison: and (3) the spectrum of insecure hous-
ing situations other than homelessness as con-
ventionally defined (living on the street or in a 
shelter) that former prisoners may face.

Implications for Homelessness and  
Housing Insecurity
Research on housing insecurity needs to take 
into consideration the unique residential 
moves of former prisoners subject to commu-
nity supervision. Some residential instability 
among former prisoners takes a particular 
form and may have a different temporal trajec-
tory. Further research should consider the im-
pact of not only the very high frequency of 
moves among some former prisoners but also 
the short duration of many of their residential 
episodes. Intermediate sanctions or spells in 
treatment or care programs often last only a 
few days or weeks and may have disruptive ef-
fects not considered by previous research on 
housing insecurity because they involve tem-

porary removal from the community and sep-
aration from social supports and the labor 
market. This oversight also implies a need for 
the broader literature on homelessness and 
housing insecurity to more thoroughly mea-
sure and analyze contact with the criminal jus-
tice system and how it interacts with residen-
tial trajectories. Moreover, the risk of living on 
the streets may be lower for individuals on 
community supervision because parole and 
probation agents, viewing living on the streets 
as a risk factor for recidivism, are likely to 
place people in custodial housing or treatment 
to prevent them from living on the streets. 

Our results also suggest that understanding 
housing insecurity is aided by considering 
time-varying predictors. In general, we found 
that postrelease experiences are strong predic-
tors of housing insecurity, even net of lon-
ger-term histories. For example, recent sub-
stance abuse test results and recent arrests are 
important even when controlling for prior sub-
stance abuse history and criminal history. Some 
of this association is accounted for by interme-
diate sanctions, incarceration in prison, and ab-
sconding, but recent positive substance abuse 
tests are also predictive of moves to private res-
idences. This suggests that future research on 
homelessness and housing insecurity should 
incorporate time-varying predictors capturing 
recent experiences whenever possible.

Policy Implications
From this research, we have identified three 
main policy implications for prisoner reentry. 
First, certain living arrangements—living with 
parents or romantic partners—are predictive 
of greater residential stability. This suggests 
that incentivizing these protective living ar-
rangements would encourage families to take 
in family members who are returning from 
prison. Current policy is counterproductive: 
low-income families in public housing are pro-
hibited from having family members who have 
a felony record reside with them. Second, re-
entry policies need to consider the impor-
tance of stable residences in the first few 
weeks following release: 50 percent of all 
moves in our study occurred in the first eight 
weeks, and when a former prisoner moves, he 
or she is at greater risk for another move in 
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the future. In other words, more residential 
stability in the first few weeks following reen-
try may lower the risk of experiencing residen-
tial instability in the future. Finally, while in-
termediate sanctions are intended to curb 
undesirable behavior among parolees, they 
are very disruptive for residential stability. 
The possible unintended consequences of in-
creased residential instability among parolees 
should be considered when imposing inter-
mediate sanctions.
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American youth transitioning through early 
adulthood in the first decade of the new mil-
lennium were exposed to unprecedented social 
and economic risks resulting from world-lead-
ing levels of parental imprisonment and the 
most severe economic downturn since the 
Great Depression. Some of the risks were fore-
seen and predicted when Sheldon Danziger, 
Sandr a Danziger, and Jonathan Stern (1997, 

183) wrote at the end of the last century that 
“America’s high child poverty rate and its neg-
ative consequences for children are likely to 
persist into the next century.” Of course, this 
prediction was made without foreknowledge 
of the extent of the following decade’s expan-
sion in mass incarceration and the severity of 
the forthcoming Great Recession. Rather, this 
prediction was mainly informed by the aware-
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ness that the previous century’s expansion of 
the w elfare state had been derailed by the 
“Reagan revolution” and a further understand-
ing that “starve the beast” politics was likely to 
follow. What was not as easily anticipated was 
that such politics would fail to hold back the 
oncoming explosive spending on prison con-
struction and the ensuing massive growth in 
American imprisonment.

The children we consider in this article were 
born during the onset of the prison boom in the 
1980s. Not only were they at elevated risk of 
their fathers and mothers being incarcerated, 
but they were also subject to the perils of enter-
ing early adulthood during the 2008 recession. 
The risks presented by mass incarceration be-
fore and during this recessionary era are not 
fully understood. Matthew Desmond and Nicol 
Valdez (2013) point out that in recent decades 
we ac tually have witnessed a “double move-
ment” within the crime control field: a prison 
boom accompanied by greatly intensified polic-
ing, which has contributed to the population 
and eventual overcrowding of prisons. The re-
cent research of Desmond (2012) and Alice Goff-
man (2014) identifies and explains the myriad 
ramifications of these crime control strategies 
in a new economy where human insecurity 
takes many forms, including the severe depri-
vation that is the subject of this volume.

We focus in this article on the destabilizing 
life circumstances and severe deprivation af-
fecting the children of incarcerated parents in 
a nationally representative panel study of ado-
lescents who were transitioning through early 
adulthood when interviewed before and during 
the 2008 recession. The damaged prospects for 
the young children of fathers incarcerated 
during the prison boom are only recently and 
increasingly revealed in a relatively new (Bloom 
1995; Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999) and rapidly 
expanding research literature on parental in-
carceration (for example, Arditti 2012; Foster 
and Hagan 2007; Murray and Farrington 2008; 
Wakefield and Wildeman 2014).

As in many new research literatures, from 
the medical science of cardiovascular disease 
to the American sociology of socioeconomic 
status (Kalmijn 1994), the accumulation of 
findings can increase knowledge while also ex-
posing gaps. For example, the literatures just 
noted both initially focused nearly exclusively 

on men. The new literature on parental impris-
onment similarly has tended to focus on fa-
thers. This is consequential because impris-
oned women are more often parents than are 
imprisoned men (Chesney-Lind and Pollock 
1995), and because the rate of female incarcer-
ation, though still much lower than for men, 
markedly increased during the prison boom 
(Kruttschnitt 2010; Snell and Morton 1994). As 
yet, we have less understanding of the devel-
oping consequences of maternal incarceration 
than we do for paternal incarceration.

The parental incarceration research litera-
ture has also concentrated on young children 
and their early lives before the Great Recession 
(see, for example, Wakefield and Wildeman 
2014). This is pathbreaking work, but the con-
tinuing vulnerability of these youth as they 
moved into early adulthood during the recent 
recessionary period is not yet well understood. 
The children of the prison boom are now in-
creasingly represented among the young adults 
affected by the Great Recession. The National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add 
Health) that we analyze in this article provides 
a unique opportunity to examine the cumula-
tive effects of maternal and paternal incarcera-
tion on young adults who came of age during 
the 2008 recession.

Imprisoned Parents, Severe 
Deprivation, and the Systemic 
E xclusion of Children
Americans are now imprisoned about seven 
times more often than in the early 1970s, with 
two to three million Americans now serving 
sentences in jails and prisons. About half of 
these prisoners are the parents of several mil-
lion children (National Research Council 2014). 
Susan Phillips and Barbara Bloom (1998, 539) 
summarize the severity of the consequences 
when they observe that “by getting tough on 
crime, the United States has gotten tough on 
children.” The second-generation children of 
the first-generation fathers and mothers incar-
cerated in the 1970s and 1980s are now moving 
into and through early adulthood. These are 
the children of the prison generation, and 
many of these children in their childhood, as 
well as now in their early adulthood, have ex-
perienced severe forms of deprivation that in-
volve exclusion from a range of societal insti-
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tutions essential to meeting basic human 
needs—including schools, housing, and med-
ical coverage (Foster and Hagan 2007).

This is the exclusionary toll for children 
that Jeremy Travis and Michelle Waul (2003) 
thematize in their aptly titled book Prisoners 
Once Removed and that Megan Comfort (2007) 
details in her ethnography Doing Time Together. 
We use the severe deprivation framework to 
analyze the acute, chronic, and compounding 
ways in which state and school regimes shape 
and structure parental incarceration effects 
across the life course, while leading to the sys-
temic social exclusion of children from forma-
tive institutions and essential services (Foster 
and Hagan 2015b).

In the introduction to this volume, Matthew 
Desmond identifies three aspects of severe 
deprivation that are also part of the parental 
incarceration effects on children. First, the 
acute nature of parental incarceration effects on 
children is signaled by the sheer massiveness 
of American incarceration: today more than one 
million American parents are imprisoned. The 
compounding impact of parental incarceration 
is expressed at two levels: at the individual level, 
as children directly experience multidimen-
sional forms of insecurity resulting from the 
imprisonment of a parent, and at the contextual 
level, where spillover effects radiate to include 
surrounding children, families, schools, and 
communities (Hagan and Foster 2012a, 2012b; 
Perkins and Sampson, this volume). The chronic 
dimension of parental incarceration stems 
from how early in children’s lives this trauma 
can occur and how persistent its long-term in-
tergenerational consequences can be. Thus, the 
acute, compounding, and chronic features of 
severe deprivation importantly identify the en-
dangered conditions of the everyday lived expe-
riences of the children of incarcerated parents.

Still, something more is required in concep-
tualizing and analyzing this form of severe 
deprivation as it relates to “prison-generation 
children.” Imprisonment is one of the most ex-
clusionary forms of removal or banishment 
practiced in developed societies. For policy pur-
poses, it is important to identify the societal 
agency and political responsibility involved in 
the imposition of this form of exclusionary 
deprivation. Severe deprivation may often be 

the unintended consequence of public policies 
and practices, but the severe deprivation result-
ing from mass incarceration is intended: it is the 
product of deliberate policy choices such as de-
terminate and mandatory minimum sentenc-
ing, prison without parole, and three-strikes 
laws. Identifying the collective agents and agen-
cies responsible for systemic exclusionary 
deprivation can give essential policy direction 
to the identification of leverage points for re-
moving its deliberately enacted origins.

A systemic social exclusion perspective rec-
ognizes and emphasizes the multiple deliber-
ately chosen and overlapping institutional pol-
icy domains by and from which the children of 
incarcerated parents are excluded (Foster and 
Hagan 2015b). Thus, we purposefully combine 
the terms “systemic” and “exclusion” with “se-
vere deprivation” to make two points: the dis-
advantaging outcomes found in studies of the 
children of incarcerated parents are products of 
deliberate policy choices, and these outcomes 
are socially reproduced in intergenerational, 
inter-institutional (across multiple realms such 
as housing, schools, and labor markets), and 
intersectional ways (that is, they are contingent 
on racial-ethnic and gender domains). Unlike a 
focus on poverty per se, a focus on systemic ex-
clusion resulting in severe deprivation is explic-
itly multidimensional and reveals disconnection 
from multiple societal institutions.

A systemic social exclusion framework lo-
cates state punishment and policy regimes 
(Beckett and Western 2001; Esping-Anderson 
1990) as formative contexts for linked lives that 
shape an array of social inequalities in lived 
experiences—from childhood through adult-
hood—across realms of social, cultural, polit-
ical, and economic development. Succinctly 
said, systemic social exclusion is the structural 
condition of being “shut out” from conven-
tional society (Micklewright 2002). Recent 
work on systemic exclusion has examined pa-
rental incarceration effects on powerlessness, 
earnings, perceived socioeconomic standing, 
and financial, housing, and food insecurity 
(Foster and Hagan 2015a). Indicators of sys-
temic social exclusion widen our focus to 
broadly include institutional disconnections 
from the civic, cultural, social, and economic 
realms, as well as the subjectively perceived so-
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cial exclusion (for example, feelings of being 
“left out of society”) explored in new European 
research (Bohnke 2006; Silver 2007).

Social exclusion has been used to concep-
tualize groundbreaking research on the dis-
connection of adult prisoners from society 
(Travis 2002, 19). Research on the collateral 
consequences of imprisonment reveals social 
exclusion from occupational, familial, and 
political life (Manza and Uggen 2006; Pager 
2007; Pettit and Western 2004; Western 2006). 
Becky Pettit (2012) emphasizes the unique sys-
temic exclusion of incarcerated African Amer-
ican males from data collection, including 
important government databases. Young Af-
rican American males are in this way often 
invisible to social science and public policy. 
As a result, spillover effects of imprisonment 
have spread across the lives of their families 
(Comfort 2007; Kamerman and Kahn 2002) in 
a range of exclusionary ways that we are only 
beginning to understand (Foster and Hagan 
2007, 2015a, 2015b; Murray 2007).

Ajit Bhalla and Frederic Lapeyre (1997, 417) 
use social exclusion to conceptually broaden 
attention to the social relational as well as eco-
nomic distributional aspects of severe depriva-
tion. They do this by emphasizing how the dis-
tributional dimension of poverty drives the 
opportunities to achieve what Amartya Sen 
(1992, 110) calls the “functionings” made up of 
“beings and doings,” such as “taking part in 
the life of the community, being able to appear 
in public without shame, and so on.” The point 
is that adequate levels of inclusionary access 
to social and economic institutions and re-
sources are a necessary though not sufficient 
means of meeting basic human needs. From 
this perspective, exclusion is a denial of funda-
mental rights and liberties granted and there-
fore presumably protected by the state. A de-
veloped state fails to fulfill its responsibilities 
when instead of protecting vulnerable 
groups—such as the innocent children of in-
carcerated parents—it discriminates between 
insiders and outsiders and excludes some dis-
advantaged groups of citizens while advantag-
ing others who are included.

We hypothesize in this article that education 
plays a pivotal mediating role in the socioeco-
nomic process that connects the incarceration 

of parents to the social exclusion of their emerg-
ing adult children. Patrick Wightman and Shel-
don Danziger (2014) point out that access to 
public education is like other civil rights in 
American society in that it has expanded only 
fitfully across the social spectrum. They note 
that in the recent history of American educa-
tion, the funding of public schools with local 
property taxes has greatly advantaged children 
living in prosperous communities as contrasted 
with poor communities. Perhaps the most no-
table effort to compensate for the resulting 
community-level disparities were the War on 
Poverty programs initiated in the 1960s and 
1970s, including Head Start and other federal 
subsidies for primary, secondary, and postsec-
ondary education.

Yet disparities in accessing and complet-
ing college persist, and the negative impact 
of the prison boom on schools in poorer 
neighborhoods and communities (Hagan and 
Foster 2012a, 2012b) counteracts the compen-
satory efforts that continue in these settings. 
President Obama in his 2015 State of the 
Union Address called for vastly increasing ac-
cess to postsecondary education in America. 
Wightman and Danziger (2014, 23) explain 
that disparities in educational outcomes are 
especially likely at the college level, because 
going to college requires tuition payments, 
while going to high school is publicly funded. 
They observe that disparities in college out-
comes are especially likely in an era of declin-
ing inflation-adjusted earnings among low-
income parents, with the result that “the ratio 
of college costs to parental income has in-
creased much more for young adults from 
low-SES than from high-SES families. Many 
poor young adults may perceive (rightly or 
wrongly) that college is not a financially fea-
sible option. In addition, government spend-
ing on college subsidies for children from 
low-SES families has not risen as fast as col-
lege costs.” We hypothesize that, as a result, 
restricted postsecondary educational attain-
ment is an important mediating mechanism 
through which maternal and paternal incar-
ceration leads to severe deprivation and the 
social exclusion of children in ways that will 
almost certainly have effects throughout their 
adult lives.
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The ultimate focus of this article is on the 
loss of rights of access among these older chil-
dren of incarcerated parents to the most basic 
requirements for systemic inclusion in conven-
tional society, such as rent or mortgage money, 
phone service, utilities, and even food—the es-
sential economic resources required to be free 
of housing and hunger insecurity in America. 
Recent national estimates (Houseman 2003) of 
severely deprived and disconnected youth ages 
sixteen to twenty-four in American society 
range from 8 to 15 percent. The purpose of this 
article is to examine the likely role of the mass 
incarceration of parents during the recent eco-
nomic recession in explaining the deprivation, 
disconnection, and broader social exclusion of 
these children as they transition into and 
through early adulthood.

Selection and Self- Control
It is important in assessing severe deprivation 
and systemic exclusion to also consider related 
and alternative perspectives on selection and 
self-control. These perspectives emphasize 
that exogenous selection processes render im-
prisoned parents and their children different 
from parents and children who are not impris-
oned. Thus, Daniel Nagin and Raymond Pater-
noster (1991, 167) juxtapose a state dependency 
theory with this kind of population heteroge-
neity perspective. They observe that individu-
als selected for imprisonment would be char-
acterized by Michael Gottfredson and Travis 
Hirschi (1990) as having low self-control, by 
James Wilson and Richard Hernstein (1985) as 
having high impulsivity and low conscience, 
and by some criminologists as having a pro-
pensity for criminal offending resulting from 
low conditionability (Fishbein 1990). As Robert 
Sampson and John Laub (1997) remind us, and 
as we reemphasize later, these individual dif-
ferences may derive from and lead to a mixture 
of factors. Regardless, these perspectives speak 
to the traditional American concern about fail-
ures of personal responsibility in accounting 
for social exclusion.

The most comprehensive explanation of a 
self-control theory of selection is Gottfredson 
and Hirschi’s A General Theory of Crime (1990). 
Their point is that a stable and versatile range 
of exclusionary outcomes, which in their view 

would include economic deprivation and hu-
man insecurity, are the product of a common 
cause—namely, low self-control—and result-
ing processes of self-selection. Their selection 
hypothesis is simply that “people with low 
self-control sort themselves and are sorted in 
a variety of circumstances” (Gottfredson and 
Hirschi 1990, 119).

Past work (for example, Hagan and Palloni 
1990; Nagin and Paternoster 1991) has sought 
to take this kind of “characterological” theory 
of selection into account by statistically mod-
eling selection processes using specific as-
sumptions about distributions in the unmea-
sured heterogeneity of individual background 
conditions and the structural forms of state 
dependence. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) 
propose a more direct measurement approach 
that, when applied to the study of crime, 
seems to risk circularity by positing crime as 
its own best explanation. They assert that “the 
fact that crime is by all odds the major pre-
dictor of crime is central to our theory. It tells 
us that criminality (low self-control) is a uni-
tary phenomenon that absorbs its causes 
such that it becomes for all intents and pur-
poses, the individual-level cause of crime” 
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990, 232, emphasis 
in the original).

Since in contrast with Gottfredson and 
Hirschi our concern is with noncriminal forms 
of social exclusion (economic deprivation and 
human insecurity), it does not pose a problem 
of circularity for us to use repeated measures 
of arrests as indicators of weak self-control 
and as one part of a methodologically conser-
vative consideration of self-selection. We are 
further able to take advantage of Gottfredson 
and Hirschi’s assertion that many other events 
and behaviors are unitary expressions of weak 
self-control. In particular, we include as fur-
ther measures of low self-control and popu
lation heterogeneity indications of parents’ 
alcoholism, parents’ weak social bonds to 
their children, and parents’ low educational 
achievement. Holding these influences con-
stant allows us to more narrowly assess the 
independent effects of mothers’ and fathers’ 
imprisonment and the cumulative mecha-
nisms—especially their children’s educational 
achievement—that transmit the effects of pa-
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rental imprisonment on the deprivation, inse-
curity, and broader social exclusion of their 
emerging adult children.

Data and Methods for Studying 
the Mass Incarcer ation and Gre at 
Recession Gener ations
Parameters of the Study
Assessment of the historic impact on the 
deprivation and insecurity of children transi-
tioning into and through early adulthood of 
the explosion in parental incarceration during 
the prison boom and the Great Recession re-
quires knowledge of when these events oc-
curred and, ideally, longitudinal data on child 
cohorts that appropriately coincide with the 
unfolding of these events. The prison boom 
started in the 1970s, began its steep ascent in 
the 1980s, and reached its approximate peak 
by the end of the first decade of the new mil-
lennium. The Great Recession was sparked by 
the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis and the en-
suing financial crisis that began in 2007. Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) gross domestic 
product (GDP) figures place the onset of the 
Great Recession at the middle of 2008.

The National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health
Pettit (2010, 90) observes that the inadequate 
enumeration of and explanation for the effects 
of mass incarceration policies by social scien-
tists and policy analysts has contributed to our 
“collective blindness” about the effects of high 
U.S. rates of imprisonment. This may be simul-
taneously true of the Great Recession. How-
ever, Pettit (2010, 87) also notes that an import-
ant exception to this generalization is the data 
collected in the ongoing National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). The 
Add Health panel study has not only tracked 
respondents over time and inquired about par-
ent incarceration but also measured important 
intergenerational family, school, and work ex-
periences that prior research on educational 
attainment and economic deprivation has 
identified as important.

Add Health thus provides a well-timed and 
nationally representative sample of the incar-
ceration and recession generations who were 
born in the early 1980s, entered adulthood (at 

average age twenty-one) about the turn of the 
millennium, and were transitioning through 
early adulthood (ranging in age from twen-
ty-four to thirty-two, with an average age of 
twenty-eight) when the Great Recession began 
in mid-2008. Add Health began in 1995 by sam-
pling grades seven to twelve in 132 U.S. schools 
(Chantala and Tabor 2010 [1999]; Udry and 
Bearman 1998; see also Resnick et al. 1997).

The inception of the Add Health survey in 
1995 is propitious for our purposes in that 
Katherine Beckett and Bruce Western (2001, 52) 
have demonstrated the emergence of a strong 
negative relationship between welfare support 
and penal punitiveness at approximately this 
time. Add Health parents participated in one 
wave of data collection, and students partici-
pated in four waves. The fourth-wave inter-
views occurred between 2007 and 2009, with 
about 1 percent of the interviews completed in 
2007 and over 99 percent before the end of 
2008. We consider the effects of the onset and 
unfolding of the recession in 2008 with a count 
measure of days from January 1, 1960, until the 
fourth-wave Add Health interview.

Key Independent and Dependent Add Health 
Variables
Add Health respondents were asked in waves 
3 (2002, 77.3 percent response rate) and 4 (2008, 
80.3 percent response rate) to report retrospec-
tively on parental imprisonment. As we note 
later, the four waves of Add Health provide a 
valuable moving window on incarcerated par-
ents and their backgrounds, adolescents’ back-
grounds, their educational attainments, their 
familial and legal circumstances, and their ex-
periences of economic deprivation and human 
insecurity. These moving measures are sum-
marized in table 1 and described more fully in 
the appendix, including individual-level indi-
cators of deprivation and insecurity (the key 
outcomes analyzed in this article): the wave 3 
and 4 scale measures of not being able to pay 
phone, rent/mortgage, or utility bills and, in 
the final wave, being unable to buy food (al-
pha = 0.64–0.72). As indicated in figure 1, from 
20 to 40 percent of young adult children of in-
carcerated mothers or fathers had experienced 
one or more of these sources of deprivation 
and insecurity. Figure 2 indicates that 10 to 20 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Young Adults with an Incarcerated Parent During the Great Recession

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Range N

Means 
Produced 

with 
Multiple 

Imputation 
(n = 9,401)

Young adult income insecurity
Economic insecurity, wave 4 0.36 0.83 0–4 9,401 0.36
Economic insecurity, wave 3 0.40 0.83 0–4 9,305 0.40
Food insecurity, wave 4 0.11 — 0–1 9,415 0.11
Any economic insecuritya (5), 

wave 4
0.24 — 0–1 9,401 0.24

Any economic insecurity, wave 4 0.20 — 0–1 9,401 0.21
Any economic insecurity, wave 3 0.24 — 0–1 9,305 0.25

Parental imprisonment
Paternal imprisonment, wave 4 0.15 — 0–1 8,885 0.16
Paternal imprisonment, wave 3 0.14 — 0–1 8,831 —
Maternal imprisonment, wave 4 0.03 — 0–1 9,328 0.03

Young adult sociodemographics
Hispanic 0.11 — 0–1 9,406 0.12
African American 0.16 — 0–1 9,406 0.16
White (reference) 0.66 — 0–1 9,406 —
Asian American 0.04 — 0–1 9,406 0.04
Other 0.03 — 0–1 9,406 0.03
Gender (female = 1) 0.50 — 0–1 9,421 0.50

Age, wave 4 27.89 1.67 24–34 9,416 27.88
Parent welfare receipt, wave 1 0.09 — 0–1 8,353 0.09
Lived in single-parent family, 

wave 1
0.23 — 0–1 9,421 0.23

Interview date, wave 4  
(number of days since January 
1, 1960)

17,660.68 93.98 17,259–
17,929 
(April 3, 
2007, to 

February 1, 
2009)

9,421 17,660.65

Log personal income, wave 3 8.57 2.14 0–12.43 8,601 8.57
Number of moves 1995 to 

2001–2002
1.96 2.08 0–10 9,354 1.96

Young adult life circumstances
College degree, wave 4 0.31 — 0–1 9,419 0.31
Bachelor’s degree, wave 3 0.08 — 0–1 9,417 0.08
Ever fired or laid off, 2001 to 

wave 4
0.51 1.43 0–50 9,152 0.55

Ever married, wave 4 0.47 — 0–1 9,410 0.47
Ever married, wave 3 0.16 — 0–1 9,410 0.16
Ever arrested, wave 4 0.29 — 0–1 9,363 0.29
Ever arrested, wave 3 0.12 — 0–1 9,366 0.12



i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  s o u r c e s  o f  d e p r i va t i o n 8 7

Table 1. (continued)

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Range N

Means 
Produced 

with 
Multiple 

Imputation 
(n = 9,401)

Number of children, wave 4 0.87 1.12 0–7 9,378 0.87
Live alone, wave 3 0.08 — 0–1 8,905 —
Live alone, wave 4 0.11 — 0–1 9,339 —
Resident children, wave 3 0.30 0.66 0–5 8,852 —
Resident children, wave 4 0.84 1.11 0–7 9,330 —
Any resident parenting, 

wave 3
0.22 — 0–1 8,852 —

Any resident parenting, 
wave 4

0.45 — 0–1 9,330 —

Differences in life circumstances
Differences in paternal 

imprisonment
0.05 — 0–1 8,122 —

Differences in paternal 
imprisonmenta

0.003 0.31 −1–1 8,508 —

Differences in bachelor’s degree 0.24 — 0–1 9,399 —
Differences in bachelor’s degreea 0.24 0.43 −1–1 9,415 —
Differences in having been 

married
0.31 — 0–1 9,321 —

Differences in having been 
marrieda

0.31 0.47 −1–1 9,399 —

Differences in having been 
arrested

0.18 — 0–1 9,144 —

Differences in having been 
arresteda

0.16 0.14 −1–1 9,338 —

Differences in living alone 0.09 — 0–1 8,279 —
Differences in living alonea 0.03 0.39 −1–1 8,832 —
Differences in residential 

parenting
0.28 — 0–1 8,598 —

Differences in residential 
parentinga

0.25 0.48 −1–1 8,772 —

Differences in residential 
parentingb

0.57 0.92 −4–6 8,772 —

Other parental characteristics
Biological father’s alcoholism, 

wave 1
0.16 — 0–1 7,746 0.16

Biological father’s education 5.38 2.40 1–9 8,348 5.27
Closeness to biological father 4.21 1.26 1–5 7,318 4.15
Biological father smokes 0.64 — 0–1 7,513 0.64
Biological mother’s alcoholism, 

wave 1
0.03 — 0–1 8,240 0.03

(continued)
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Source: Add Health, 2007–2008.
Note: The four types of economic insecurity include being unable to pay utility bills, being without a 
phone, being unable to pay the rent or mortgage, and being without utilities.

Figure 1.  Percentage of Young Adults Experiencing Any of Four Types of Income Insecurity in 
2007–2008
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Table 1. (continued)

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Range N

Means 
Produced 

with 
Multiple 

Imputation 
(n = 9,401)

Biological mother’s education 5.32 2.31 1–9 8,109 5.30
Closeness to biological mother 4.49 — 0–1 8,362 4.49
Biological mother smokes 0.52 — 0–1 8,323 0.52

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), 1994/1995–2007/2008.
a Indicates alternate form of measure used (for example, any economic insecurity at wave 4 with the 
superscript is a dichotomized version of the five-item economic insecurity measure inclusive of food 
insecurity at wave 4). 
b There are three forms of the measure of resident parenthood used. The form of the measure with 
superscript b is the second alternative operationalization.

percent of these young adults had been unable 
to buy food.

The key independent variables in our anal-
ysis are father’s and mother’s incarceration. 
From 14 to 15 percent of the sampled youth 
reported that their biological father “had 

served time in jail or prison” in waves 3 and 4, 
while 3 percent reported that their mother, as 
measured in wave 4, had been incarcerated. In 
wave 4, nearly 3,000 members (n = 2,926) of the 
cohort retrospectively reported having moth-
ers and fathers who had been incarcerated. 
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Retrospective survey items have been effec-
tively used to re-create cohorts’ experiences of 
fertility, social mobility, and other salient be-
havioral events such as parental incarceration 
(Hagan and Palloni 1988; Palloni and Sørensen 
1990). Add Health youth reported paternal in-
carceration reliably in waves 3 and 4: the cor-
relation across waves in reported incarceration 
is 0.82 (p < 0.001, with new onset cases ex-
cluded in wave 4).

Theoretical and Control  
Variables
The additional theoretical and standard young 
adult sociodemographic control variables are 
detailed in the appendix. The latter control 
variables include self-reported and dum-
my-coded respondent race-ethnicity (His-
panic, African American, white, Asian Ameri-
can, “other” as omitted comparison), gender 
(female = 1), and age (in years). Family status 
is measured at wave 1 as receiving welfare (yes 
= 1) and living in a single-parent family (yes = 
1). As noted earlier, exposure to the 2008 reces-
sion is measured as the date of the interview 
minus January 1960. Personal total income is 
logged for 2000–2001 in late adolescence. Res-
idential mobility is a reported count from 1995 
to 2001–2002.

We have argued that a key mediating vari-
able determining economic deprivation and 
human insecurity outcomes is educational at-
tainment by early adulthood, which is mea-
sured in waves 3 and 4 as attaining a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. However, drawing from the 
literature on the importance of local life cir-
cumstances (Horney, Osgood, and Marshall 
1995), we include a number of additional young 
adult self-reported indices at waves 3 and 4, in-
cluding having ever been married (yes = 1), hav-
ing ever been arrested (yes = 1), and number of 
children at wave 4 (count). Given the salience 
of early research on family structure for food 
insecurity, followed by the mixed effects of 
family structure (Miller et al. 2014), we further 
attend to adulthood family circumstances as 
part of the foreground of potential influences.

Five measures of the biological father’s and 
mother’s backgrounds are also controlled: 
mother’s and father’s alcoholism, mother’s 
and father’s education, mother’s and father’s 
smoking, the parent-child social bond, and 
mother’s or father’s absence from the home. 
The controls for father’s and mother’s educa-
tion, family structure in adolescence, and wel-
fare receipt in adolescence are especially im-
portant to our focus on young adult children’s 
educational attainment and family circum-

Source: Add Health, 2007–2008.

Figure 2.  Percentage of Young Adults Experiencing Food Insecurity in 2007–2008
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stances as potential mediating variables in our 
analysis of their early adult economic depriva-
tion and insecurity.

Methods
We use multiple imputation (MI) techniques for 
missing data (MI procedures in Stata using 
twenty multiply imputed data sets) to work with 
all cases with nonmissing information on our 
focal dependent variables (n = 9,401) that also 
have valid wave 4 sampling weights. The multi-
variate analyses initially presented in this article 
use survey-adjusted logistic and negative bino-
mial regression equations to estimate direct 
and indirect effects of mothers’ and fathers’ im-
prisonment on economic outcomes. We believe 
this multivariate approach is persuasive be-
cause of the range of co-occurring factors and 
prior-wave economic outcomes that may be 
spuriously conflated with parental incarcera-
tion. Of course, one can never be certain that 
all relevant variables have been considered, but 
a comprehensive range of alternative causal fac-
tors are included and available for analysis in 
the relevant waves of the Add Health survey.

In addition, we take special advantage of 
the cross-wave repeated measurement of a 
number of key variables in the third and fourth 
waves of the Add Health survey, most notably 
father’s imprisonment. These measures can be 
used to estimate a final set of fixed-effects 
models, or within-person difference models, as 
contrasted with the previous cross-person 
models. We use fixed-effects logistic regression 
models for the two-period case (Allison 2009). 
These models allow us to compare child eco-
nomic outcomes and life circumstances be-
tween entry into adulthood in the third wave 
of the Add Health survey and six years later 
during early adulthood in the fourth wave.

We modeled differences within person 
across waves in obtaining a bachelor’s degree, 
in having been married, in having been ar-
rested, in residential parenthood, and in living 
alone. The unique advantage of these final 
fixed-effects models is that they control for 
time-invariant unobservable factors that may 
be related to selection into paternal imprison-
ment (Allison 2009). Thus, the fixed-effects 
models help to address competing explana-
tions of the relationship between the father’s 
incarceration and the child’s adult economic 

insecurity by ruling out time-invariant sources 
of unobserved heterogeneity.

The findings of our final fixed-effects models 
parallel our findings in the earlier regression 
models and therefore boost our confidence in 
our results. In the two period-case fixed-effects 
regression models, we regress economic inse-
curity at wave 4 on difference scores in the time-
varying independent variables between waves 3 
and 4. Sample sizes are restricted in fixed-effects 
logistic regression models, with cases excluded 
if they have the same value of the outcome vari-
able in both waves 3 and 4, indicating no change 
in status (Allison 2009, 29).

Multivariate Results
The first logistic regression equation esti-
mated in table 2 indicates that both father’s 
and mother’s imprisonment are strongly and 
significantly related to one or more of the five 
measures of early adult economic deprivation 
(inability to pay for phone, rent, mortgage, 
utilities, or food). This continues to be the 
case in the second equation, which, since 
food insecurity was measured at wave 4 only, 
introduces a four-item economic deprivation 
measure from the prior wave. When the eight 
father and mother controls (for alcoholism, 
smoking, education, and parent-child bond) 
are added in the third equation of table 2, the 
effects of father’s and mother’s imprison-
ment are reduced by about one-third, but 
both parental imprisonment effects remain 
highly significant.

The fourth equation further includes the du-
ration of the recession (indicated by the inter-
view date) and sociodemographic characteris-
tics. The results indicate the significant impact 
of the recession and of having a single parent, 
being a woman, and having African American 
or “other” (non-Hispanic) minority status on 
forms of economic insecurity, as well as the sig-
nificant mitigating effect of being Asian Amer-
ican. Still, the effects of maternal and paternal 
imprisonment remain statically significant.

Finally, the fifth equation incorporates sec-
ond-generation child attainment of a bache-
lor’s degree as well as ever having been mar-
ried, ever having been arrested, number of 
children, and having been fired, laid off, or let 
go. The last column in table 2 presents the ex-
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Table 2. Survey-Adjusted Logistic Regression of Any Economic Insecuritya at Wave 4 on Paternal and Maternal 
Imprisonment and Predictors

1 2 3 4 5
6

(Odds Ratio)

Parental imprisonment
Biological father’s 

imprisonment
0.86***

(0.07)
0.78***

(0.08)
0.49***

(0.09)
0.44***

(0.09)
0.35***

(0.10)
1.42***

Biological mother’s 
imprisonment

0.93***
(0.16)

0.86***
(0.17)

0.59***
(0.17)

0.53**
(0.17)

0.47**
(0.17)

1.59**

Controls
Binary economic insecurity, 

wave 3
0.97***

(0.07)
0.87***

(0.07)
0.81***

(0.07)
0.69***

(0.07)
2.00***

Biological father’s alcoholism 0.14
(0.12)

0.12
(0.12)

0.05
(0.13)

1.05

Biological father’s education −0.07***
(0.02)

−0.07***
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

0.97

Bond to biological father −0.09**
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)

0.00
(0.03)

1.00

Biological father smokes 0.20*
(0.09)

0.20*
(0.09)

0.16+

(0.09)
1.17*

Biological mother’s alcoholism 0.21
(0.21)

0.14
(0.20)

0.07
(0.20)

1.07

Biological mother’s education −0.03
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

1.02

Bond to biological mother −0.09*
(0.04)

−0.11*
(0.05)

−0.08+

(0.05)
0.92+

Biological mother smokes 0.25**
(0.08)

0.24**
(0.08)

0.16+

(0.08)
1.17+

Interview date, wave 4 0.0009*
(0.0004)

0.0006+

(0.0004)
1.0001+

Gender (female = 1) 0.23***
(0.06)

0.39***
(0.07)

1.48***

Hispanic −0.12
(0.13)

−0.14
(0.12)

0.87

African American 0.33***
(0.09)

0.10
(0.09)

1.10

Asian American −0.70**
(0.22)

−0.59*
(0.24)

0.55*

Other 0.38*
(0.19)

0.27
(0.18)

1.37

Age −0.02
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)

0.97

Lived in single-parent family, 
wave 1

0.30**
(0.09)

0.27**
(0.09)

1.32**

Parent received welfare, wave 
1

0.14
(0.11)

0.03
(0.12)

1.03

Personal income, wave 3 −0.03+

(0.02)
−0.04*
(0.02)

0.96*

Number of residential moves 
1995 to 2001–2002

0.04*
(0.02)

0.04*
(0.02)

1.04*

(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)

1 2 3 4 5
6

(Odds Ratio)

Young adult life circumstances
Bachelor’s degree, wave 4 −0.95***

(0.10)
0.39***

Ever married, wave 4 −0.31***
(0.08)

0.72***

Ever arrested, wave 4 0.35***
(0.08)

1.42***

Number of children, wave 4 0.27***
(0.03)

1.32***

Ever fired or laid off, before 
wave 4

0.13***
(0.04)

1.14***

Constant −1.34***
(0.04)

−1.61***
(0.05)

−.53*
(0.26)

−16.06**
(6.14)

−11.44+

(6.28)
Adjusted Wald statistic 88.50*** 102.64*** 34.56*** 24.56*** 39.93***

Source: Add Health, 1994/1995–2007/2008.
Note: N = 9,401 Coefficient (b)/ Standard Error (sb).
aOutcome measure is the dichotomized version of the five item version of economic insecurity measure 
(includes food insecurity).
+p < 0.1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

ponentiated logistic regression coefficients, or 
odds ratios, for the fifth equation and confirms 
that child attainment of a bachelor’s degree has 
among the strongest and most significant of 
the effects mediating the influence of parental 
imprisonment. Attaining a bachelor’s degree 
reduces the probability of experiencing any of 
the measured economic deprivations by nearly 
two-thirds. However, in support of a local life 
circumstances perspective, marriage reduces 
the odds of economic insecurity in adulthood, 
while having more children and having been 
arrested increases these odds. Having been 
fired or laid off increases the odds of experienc-
ing any economic insecurity at wave 4. Thus, 
family, legal, and labor market status matter in 
adulthood for changes in economic insecurity. 
Yet even with the full range of independent 
variables taken into account, the early adult 
children in the Add Health sample with a father 
imprisoned are estimated to be 42 percent 
more likely to experience one or more of the 
measured economic deprivations—and 59 per-
cent more likely to experience economic inse-
curity with a mother imprisoned.

The same pattern of results is revealed in 
table 3 when a negative binomial regression is 

used to estimate effects with a five-item addi-
tive scale. Thus, whether a binary or additive 
scale of economic early adult deprivation is 
used, and notwithstanding comprehensive in-
clusion of control measures, the effects of ma-
ternal and paternal imprisonment remain 
highly significant. Furthermore, child educa-
tional attainment in the form of the absence 
of a bachelor’s degree is also clearly shown to 
be an important mediator of these parental im-
prisonment effects. Additionally, we see the sa-
lience of overall local life circumstances in me-
diating the effects of parental imprisonment: 
having been married reduces economic inse-
curity, ever having been arrested increases eco-
nomic insecurity, having more children in-
creases economic insecurity, and having been 
fired or laid off increases economic insecurity.

We next examine food insecurity, which was 
uniquely measured in wave 4 of the Add Health 
study. The inability to pay for food is an espe-
cially telling form of economic deprivation in a 
developed society. Again there is evidence that 
notwithstanding the comprehensive inclusion 
of control measures, both maternal and pater-
nal imprisonment make it more likely that chil-
dren will be less likely in early adulthood to be 
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Table 3. Survey-Adjusted Negative Binomial Regression of Economic Insecuritya at Wave 4 on Paternal 
and Maternal Imprisonment and Predictors

1 2 3 4 5

Parental imprisonment
Biological father’s imprisonment 0.65***

(0.06)
0.57***

(0.06)
0.35***

(0.06)
0.34***

(0.07)
0.29***

(0.07)
Biological mother’s imprisonment 0.76***

(0.13)
0.68***

(0.12)
0.47***

(0.12)
0.43***

(0.12)
0.37**

(0.12)

Controls
Economic insecurity, wave 3 0.44***

(0.03)
0.39***

(0.03)
0.36***

(0.03)
0.28***

(0.03)
Biological father’s alcoholism 0.07

(0.10)
0.06

(0.10)
0.03

(0.10)
Biological father’s education −0.07***

(0.02)
−0.07***
(0.02)

−0.04*
(0.02)

Bond to biological father −0.07**
(0.02)

−0.04
(0.03)

−0.02
(0.03)

Biological father smokes 0.12
(0.08)

0.11
(0.08)

0.09
(0.08)

Biological mother’s alcoholism 0.15
(0.14)

0.09
(0.14)

0.01
(0.13)

Biological mother’s education −0.03
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

Bond to biological mother −0.05
(0.04)

−0.06
(0.04)

−0.04
(0.04)

Biological mother smokes 0.24***
(0.07)

0.23**
(0.07)

0.14*
(0.07)

Young adult sociodemographics
Interview date, wave 4 0.001**

(0.0003)
0.0008*

(0.0003)
Gender (female = 1) 0.17**

(0.06)
0.31***

(0.06)
Hispanic −0.18

(0.11)
−0.21+

(0.11)
African American 0.28***

(0.07)
0.11

(0.08)
Asian American −0.40

(0.24)
−0.25
(0.27)

Other 0.27+

(0.15)
0.10

(0.15)
Age 0.01

(0.02)
−0.00
(0.02)

Lived in single-parent family, 
wave 1

0.08
(0.07)

0.09
(0.07)

Parent received welfare, wave 1 0.11
(0.08)

0.02
(0.08)

Personal income, wave 3 −0.03+

(0.02)
−0.03*
(0.01)

Number of residential moves 
1995 to 2001–2002

0.02
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

1 2 3 4 5

Young adult life circumstances
College degree, wave 4 −0.84***

(0.10)
Ever married, wave 4 −0.19*

(0.08)
Ever arrested, wave 4 0.25***

(0.07)
Number of children, wave 4 0.20***

(0.02)
Ever fired or laid off, before wave 

4
0.13***

(0.03)
Constant −0.93***

(0.04)
−1.16***
(0.04)

−0.31
(0.22)

−17.57**
(5.42)

−15.21**
(5.60)

Log of alpha 1.13
(0.06)

0.97
(0.07)

0.89
(0.07)

0.84
(0.07)

0.63
(0.07)

Alpha 3.11
(0.19)

2.63
(0.18)

2.42
(0.17)

2.31
(0.17)

1.88
(0.13)

Adjusted Wald statistic 81.91*** 110.00*** 39.60*** 27.98*** 33.37***

Source: Add Health, 1994/1995–2007/2008.
Note: N = 9,401 Coefficient (b)/ Standard Error (sb).
aFive-item economic insecurity measure.
+p < 0.1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

able to afford to pay for food. However, while 
the effect of paternal imprisonment on the abil-
ity to afford food is statistically significant at the 
0.10 level, the effect of maternal imprisonment 
on food insecurity is stronger and statistically 
significant at the 0.01 level (see table 4). Expo-
nentiation of the logistic regression coefficient 
indicates that when a mother is imprisoned, the 
likelihood of experiencing the inability to pay 
for food is increased by 81 percent. Again, these 
background effects are partly working through 
foreground local life circumstances to influence 
food insecurity experiences.

 The equations estimated in the survey-ad-
justed logistic regression analyses of experi-
encing any of five forms of income insecurity 
and experiencing food insecurity are used to 
generate exponentiated odds ratios and ad-
justed odds ratios in figure 3. Thus, the odds 
presented in the bars on the left-hand side of 
figure 3 estimate without controls for other in-
dependent variables the likelihood of the child 
of an incarcerated father or mother experienc-
ing any income insecurity or food insecurity, 

while the odds presented in the bars on the 
right-hand side estimate these maternal and 
paternal effects, net of all other independent 
variables in the equation. The bars in figure 3 
thus indicate that without taking other vari-
ables into account, the likelihoods of income 
insecurity and food insecurity are elevated 
from about 100 to 150 percent among children 
with incarcerated fathers or mothers. When 
the range of potentially confounding variables, 
such as father, mother, or child attainment of 
a bachelor’s degree, are taken into account, 
the effect of parental incarceration remains 
large—from 25 to 75 percent. The last more 
pronounced effect is the estimated impact of 
maternal incarceration on food insecurity.

Finally, table 5 presents the more stringent 
fixed-effects assessment of the effects of ma-
ternal and paternal imprisonment on eco-
nomic insecurity. Economic insecurity at both 
waves 3 and 4 in these analyses is measured 
with four items included at both waves, while 
a dichotomous indicator is used to measure 
any economic insecurity at each wave.
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Table 4. Survey-Adjusted Logistic Regression of Food Insecurity at Wave 4 on Paternal and Maternal 
Imprisonment and Predictors

1 2 3 4 5
6 (Odds 
Ratio)

Parental imprisonment
Biological father’s imprisonment 0.69***

(0.10)
0.58***

(0.11)
0.31*

(0.12)
0.31*

(0.12)
0.23+

(0.12)
1.26+

Biological mother’s imprisonment 0.96***
(0.20)

0.89***
(0.20)

0.68**
(0.21)

0.65**
(0.21)

0.59**
(0.22)

1.81**

Controls
Economic insecurity, wave 3 0.48***

(0.04)
0.43***

(0.04)
0.41***

(0.05)
0.34***

(0.04)
1.40***

Biological father’s alcoholism 0.19
(0.15)

0.17
(0.14)

0.10
(0.15)

1.10

Biological father’s education −0.04+

(0.02)
−0.04
(0.03)

−0.01
(0.03)

0.99

Bond to biological father −0.08+

(0.04)
−0.05
(0.05)

−0.03
(0.05)

0.97

Biological father smokes 0.19
(0.13)

0.18
(0.13)

0.14
(0.13)

1.15

Biological mother’s alcoholism 0.07
(0.25)

−0.00
(0.24)

−0.08
(0.24)

0.93

Biological mother’s education −0.07**
(0.02)

−0.07**
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)

0.97

Bond to biological mother −0.00
(0.05)

−0.05
(0.05)

−0.03
(0.05)

0.97

Biological mother smokes 0.17
(0.11)

0.17
(0.11)

0.08
(0.11)

1.09

Interview date, wave 4 0.0007
(0.0006)

0.0004
(0.0006)

1.00

Gender (female = 1) 0.34***
(0.09)

0.49***
(0.11)

1.63***

Hispanic −0.11
(0.17)

−0.13
(0.16)

0.87

African American 0.23+

(0.13)
−0.01
(0.14)

0.99

Asian American −0.44
(0.36)

−0.34
(0.37)

0.71

Other 0.45
(0.24)

0.30
(0.25)

1.35

Age 0.07
(0.11)

0.07
(0.11)

1.07

Lived in single-parent family,  
wave 1

0.16
(0.12)

0.13
(0.12)

1.14

Parent received welfare, wave 1 0.02
(0.15)

−0.06
(0.15)

0.94

Personal income, wave 3 −0.05**
(0.02)

−0.05**
(0.02)

0.95**

Number of residential moves 1995 
to 2001–2002

0.03
(0.02)

0.03
(0.02)

1.03

(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

1 2 3 4 5
6 (Odds 
Ratio)

Young adult life circumstances
Bachelor’s degree, wave 4 −0.75***

(0.15)
0.47***

Ever married, wave 4 −0.26***
(0.12)

0.77*

Ever arrested, wave 4 0.32**
(0.12)

1.38**

Number of children, wave 4 0.26***
(0.04)

1.29***

Ever fired or laid off, before wave 4 0.12***
(0.04)

1.13***

Constant −2.28***
(0.05)

−2.52***
(0.06)

−1.57***
(0.31)

−14.67
(10.65)

−9.69
(10.58)

Adjusted Wald statistic 38.41*** 55.66*** 17.91*** 13.90*** 20.90***

Source: Add Health, 1994/1995–2007/2008.
Note: N = 9,401 Coefficient (b)/ Standard Error (sb).
+p < 0.1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

Figure 3.  Odds Ratios and Adjusted Odds Ratios from Multivariate Survey Adjusted Logistic 
Regression Analyses
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The results of the models shown across the 
columns in table 5 indicate consistently that 
experiencing paternal imprisonment between 
waves 3 and 4 increase the odds of economic 
insecurity from waves 3 to 4. In column 1, hav-
ing a father incarcerated between waves 3 and 
4 increases the odds of experiencing economic 
insecurity by 2.17 (p < 0.01). The measure of 
paternal imprisonment used is a lifetime mea-

sure (ever imprisoned) that respondents re-
ported at waves 3 and 4. However, respondents 
who indicated that their father was impris-
oned at wave 3 but not at wave 4 may have 
wrongly reported this, introducing measure-
ment error. Accordingly, in model 1 we set the 
cases where this happened to missing.

Also in model 1, differences in residential 
parenthood that involve having an additional 
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Table 5. Survey-Adjusted Fixed-Effects Regressions (Two-Period Case) of Differences in Any Economic 
Insecurity on Changes in Paternal Imprisonment and Time-Varying Young Adult Life Circumstances 
Between Waves 3 and 4

1
Coefficient 

(b)/ 
Standard 
Error (sb)

2
Odds 
Ratio

3
Coefficient 

(b)/ 
Standard 
Error (sb)

4
Odds 
Ratio

5
Coefficient 

(b)/ 
Standard 
Error (sb)

6
Odds 
Ratio

7
Coefficient 

(b)/ 
Standard 
Error (sb)

8
Odds 
Ratio

Differences 
in paternal 
imprisonment

0.77**
(0.27)

2.17** 0.80***
(0.23)

2.22*** 0.79***
(0.23)

2.21***

Differences 
in paternal 
imprisonmenta

0.59***
(0.17)

1.81***

Differences in 
bachelor’s degree

−0.96***
(0.17)

0.38*** −0.98***
(0.16)

0.37*** −0.96***
(0.16)

0.38***

Differences in 
bachelor’s 
degreea

−0.88***
(0.16)

0.42***

Differences in 
having been 
married

−0.01
(0.15)

0.99 −0.02
(0.14)

0.98 −0.02
(0.13)

0.98

Differences in 
having been 
marrieda

−0.06
(0.14)

0.95

Differences in 
having been 
arrested

−0.01
(0.15)

0.99 0.03
(0.14)

1.03 0.03
(0.14)

1.03

Differences in 
having been 
arresteda

0.10
(0.14)

1.10

Differences in 
residential 
parenthood

0.26*
(0.14)

1.30*

Differences in 
residential 
parenthooda

0.22+

(0.12)
1.24+ 0.26*

(0.11)
1.30*

Differences in living 
alone

0.50*
(0.21)

1.65*

Differences in living 
alonea

0.71***
(0.15)

2.03*** 0.70***
(0.15)

2.02*** 0.64***
(0.15)

1.90***

Differences in 
residential 
parenthoodb

0.12*
(0.06)

1.13*

Constant −0.25**
(0.09)

0.77**
(0.07)

0.75***
(0.07)

−0.27**
(0.09)

Adjusted Wald 
statistic 

7.99*** 11.43*** 11.10*** 9.65***

Nc 1,821 2,023 2,023 2,141

Source: Add Health, 1994/1995–2007/2008.
aAlternative measure used, see Appendix. bAlternative measure used, see Appendix. cSample sizes are 
restricted in fixed-effects logistic regression models, with cases excluded if they had the same value on the 
outcome variable at both time points, indicating no change in status (Allison 2009, 29).
 +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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child in the home or living alone increase the 
odds of economic insecurity. The living alone 
variable is unfortunately somewhat ambiguous 
in its meaning: it included at least some cases 
in which respondents chose and could afford to 
live alone. However, even choosing to live alone 
is found in the research literature to carry risks, 
and the risk we are concerned with is not having 
someone else in the household to fall back on 
when problems emerge. We find very clear evi-
dence of hardship outcomes associated with liv-
ing alone. Leaving these out of the article would 
be misleading. Unfortunately, we cannot do 
more with this variable, as it is a household 
composition measure in the survey and does 
not permit more nuanced assessment.

In model 2 in column 3, we next use an al-
ternative measure of living alone between 
waves, because this is a wave-specific rather 
than a lifetime indicator. The results for the 
effect of paternal imprisonment on increas-
ing economic insecurity are robust to this 
change in the measurement of living alone. 
In model 3 in column 5, we additionally use 
an alternative measure of differences in resi-
dential parenthood involving a count score of 
the number of children living in the respon-
dent’s household at waves 3 and 4. We find 
again that those who experienced paternal 
imprisonment between waves, net of other 
time-varying covariates, experienced height-
ened economic insecurity.

Finally, in model 4 in column 7, we use an 
alternative measure of paternal imprisonment, 
with respondents reporting a father in prison 
at wave 3 but not at wave 4 kept in the analyses 
(coded as −1) in the difference score rather 
than set to missing. This final model is consis-
tent with those that came before. That is, after 
testing sensitivity to the measurement of the 
difference scores, we obtain the same substan-
tive result: respondents experiencing paternal 
imprisonment between waves encounter more 
economic insecurity at wave 4, net of other 
time-varying covariates.

Furthermore, as seen in column 7 of table 
5, obtaining a bachelor’s degree between waves 
3 and 4 decreases the likelihood of moving into 
economic insecurity, while becoming a resi-
dential parent increases these odds, and a 
transition to living alone also increases the 
odds of economic insecurity. However, differ-

ences in being arrested do not have short-term 
effects on differences in economic insecurity. 
These results are consistent with prior studies 
in showing that college incompletion and fam-
ily status are significant sources of severe 
deprivation, while the results of the present 
analysis are unique in revealing the impor-
tance of changes in paternal imprisonment 
during the recent period.

Human Rights and Severe 
Deprivation in Tr ansitions to 
Adulthood
Glen Elder’s (1999 [1974]) seminal life-course 
study of the Children of the Great Depression 
highlighted the vulnerability of children in per-
ilous economic circumstances. We too have 
found that the children of the 2008 Great Re-
cession experienced economic insecurity, but 
in a notably new way involving the massive and 
unprecedented rise in parental incarceration in 
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries. Even with a wide range of variables taken 
into account, the early adult children in the 
Add Health sample with a father or mother im-
prisoned were uniquely likely to experience 
economic insecurity, including problems of ac-
cess to food. We have built in this article on 
recent research showing that postsecondary 
education has become especially important in 
determining economic outcomes in modern 
American society, and we have demonstrated 
that achieving higher education is similarly im-
portant in reducing the effects of parental im-
prisonment on the economic insecurity of chil-
dren. The salient policy implication of this 
article may be the essential role of education in 
reducing the unprecedented risks and vulner-
abilities imposed by mass parental incarcera-
tion in twenty-first-century American society.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt (1941) re-
sponded to the vulnerability to severe depriva-
tion created by the Great Depression by high-
lighting the right to a “freedom from want” in 
his famous “Four Freedoms” speech. Social 
scientists today recognize the significance of 
“freedom from want” with concepts such as 
economic insecurity and severe deprivation. 
Desmond emphasizes in the introduction to 
this volume that “the severe deprivation ap-
proach engages in an empirically driven values 
conversation about poverty in America, one 
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that is transparent about the moral principles 
undergirding research and policy, that speci-
fies and reimagines desirable ends, and that 
rigorously assesses whether we are living up to 
our professed values.” The rights that Roos-
evelt enshrined in his Four Freedoms speech 
embodied the value commitment to eliminat-
ing severe deprivation in this richest nation on 
the planet.

The tools of social science can be especially 
important in documenting and explaining the 
widespread, disproportionate, and systematic 
vulnerabilities to human want in contempo-
rary society. Life-course research increasingly 
focuses on the cumulative nature of these vul-
nerabilities across the transitions and trajec-
tories of human lives, with recent scholarship 
focusing on transitions from childhood 
through adolescence to adulthood, or what is 
now called early and emerging adulthood (Ar-
nett 2000; Furstenberg, Rumbaut, and Setter-
sten 2005, 18). The challenge is to link the im-
peratives of a human rights framework with 
scientific understandings of severe deprivation 
and with identification of effective mecha-
nisms for its remediation and elimination.

The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (1989) has universalized the 
protection of children in the language of hu-
man rights and with a focus on childhood vul-
nerability to various forms of want and inse-
curity. Interdisciplinary scholars (for example, 
Duncan and Brooks-Gunn 1997) have advanced 
children’s rights by studying how parenting 
and childhood experiences affect the basic 
needs of children protected in the UN Conven-
tion. The ways in which societal institutions 
such as the justice system and educational in-
stitutions respond to parents and children in 
meeting these challenges can facilitate turn-
ing points and trajectories of development 
that extend through adolescence and into 
adulthood.

Article 28 of the 1989 United Nations Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child mandates 
the provision of educational opportunities to 
children. Life-course studies have proven espe-
cially important in focusing on disparities and 
vulnerabilities in transitions from childhood 
to adulthood—for example, in access to and 
completion of higher education. The children 
of incarcerated parents are in special need of 

educational opportunities to reduce the height-
ened vulnerabilities they experience.

Duncan Gallie and Serge Paugam (2000, 
370) provide a perspective that effectively 
summarizes the systemic exclusionary risks 
of the kinds of food and housing deprivations 
we have found among children of incarcer-
ated mothers and fathers during the recent 
economic recession. They write that “social 
exclusion refers to a situation where people 
suffer from . . . cumulative disadvantages” 
and that “the different aspects of deprivation 
become mutually reinforcing over time, lead-
ing to a downward spiral in which the individ-
ual comes to have neither the economic nor 
the social resources needed to participate in 
their society.” These restricted resources 
among children of incarcerated parents may 
especially involve problems of access to, and 
support for sustaining, postsecondary educa-
tion.

We believe it is also important to emphasize 
that the risks of this kind of social exclusion 
among the children of incarcerated parents are 
largely the result of deliberate policy choices en-
acted through determinate and mandatory 
minimum sentencing laws and related policies 
and practices such as prison without parole and 
“three strikes.” Kathleen Daly’s (1987a, 1987b, 
1989a, 1989b) findings on the period before the 
passage of these laws and the adoption of these 
guidelines reflects the background of this con-
sequential policy development.

Daly found that pre-guideline judges ex-
pressed concerns in interviews and at sentenc-
ing that by incarcerating “familied offenders” 
they would “break up families” and “punish 
innocent family members” (see Daly and Bordt 
1995, 163). Pre-guideline research by Daly found 
evidence that judges more leniently sentenced 
women who were also mothers, and further ev-
idence that some judges also leniently sen-
tenced fathers who provided reliable support 
to mothers and children (Daly 1989a). These le-
niency effects based on family care responsibil-
ities conflicted with the subsequent policies 
demanded by federal and state commissions 
for equal treatment based on conviction re-
cords and charges, regardless of parenting ex-
pectations or responsibilities (Stith and Koh 
1993). These were deliberate policy choices with 
far-reaching consequences of the kind empha-
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sized in the concept of systemic social exclu-
sion and in the findings reported in this article.

Daly argued that “equal treatment of defen-
dants whose responsibilities for others not 
only varied but differed by gender may be un-
just” (see Daly and Bordt 1995, 163). She further 
reasoned that a source of this problem was the 
policy choice that made “unfamilied” males 
rather than “familied” females the standard of 
comparison. Daly (1995) argued instead for a 
reversal in this policy, maintaining that provi-
sions allowing consideration of parenting as a 
factor in sentencing for both men and women 
could have spared many fathers as well as 
mothers from prison, and thus reduced rising 
imprisonment. However, federal and state sen-
tencing commissions adopted guidelines that 
reduced judicial discretion, which had been 
the norm since the founding of the republic, 
and directed judges to punish mothers equally 
based on the statutory seriousness of the of-
fense and prior convictions, while disregard-
ing gender-linked family responsibilities.

This policy experiment had profound impli-
cations for mothers and fathers of children. It 
meant treating as equal accused men and 
women whose family-connected vulnerabili-
ties were actually quite different. Since judges 
previously incarcerated many fewer women 
than men, the new guidelines especially in-
creased rates of female imprisonment. Mean-
while, of course, elevated and determinate sen-
tences more broadly increased rates of 
confinement, and increasing numbers of these 
men as well as women were parents. The num-
ber of young people whose lives as a result 
were disrupted by separation from their im-
prisoned parents grew dramatically (Patillo, 
Weiman, and Western 2004).

Social exclusion is the result of a mixture of 
private- and public-sector sources of depriva-
tion. An important body of research has focused 
on the combined roles of family socioeconomic 
status and welfare provisions in determining 
educational attainment and economic depriva-
tion and security. Beckett and Western’s (2001) 
finding that by 1995 the relationship between 
welfare support and penal punitiveness had 
turned strongly negative in the United States 

suggests that criminal sentencing policy is an 
important factor for consideration in studies of 
severe deprivation. American life-course re-
search increasingly informs us that social in-
equality and exclusion is the result of interac-
tions across human lives between private- and 
public-sector institutional arrangements and 
individual biographies (O’Rand 1996a, 1996b) 
and family backgrounds (Warren, Sheridan, 
and Hauser 2002, 433). There may be no more 
consequential shift over the last half-century in 
public-sector treatment of already disadvan-
taged Americans than the exclusionary use of 
incarceration.

Appendix
Young Adult Income Insecurity
Economic insecurity at wave 4 a†

In the past twelve months, was there a time when 
(you/your household) . . .

(1)   . . . (were/was) without phone service because 
you didn’t have enough money?

(2)   . . . didn’t pay the full amount of the rent or 
mortgage because you didn’t have enough 
money?

(3)   . . . didn’t pay the full amount of a gas, elec-
tricity, or oil bill because you didn’t have 
enough money?

(4)   . . . had the service turned off by the gas or 
electric company, or the oil company wouldn’t 
deliver, because payments were not made?

(5)   . . . worried whether food would run out be-
fore you would get money to buy more?

Alpha = 0.75

Economic insecurity at wave 4
In the past twelve months, was there a time when 
(you/your household) . . .

(1)   . . . (were/was) without phone service because 
you didn’t have enough money?

(2)   . . . didn’t pay the full amount of the rent or 
mortgage because you didn’t have enough 
money?

(3)   . . . didn’t pay the full amount of a gas, elec-
tricity, or oil bill because you didn’t have 
enough money?

†  See table 1 notes.
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(4)   . . . had the service turned off by the gas  
or electric company, or the oil company 
wouldn’t deliver, because payments were not 
made?

Alpha = 0.72

Economic insecurity at wave 3
In the past twelve months, was there a time when 
(you were/your household was) . . .

(1)   . . . without telephone service for any reason?

(2)   . . . didn’t pay the full amount of the rent or 
mortgage because you didn’t have enough 
money?

(3)   . . . didn’t pay the full amount of a gas, elec-
tricity, or oil bill because you didn’t have 
enough money?

(4)   . . . had the service turned off by the gas or 
electric company, or the oil company wouldn’t 
deliver, because payments were not made?

Alpha = 0.64

Any economic insecurity at wave 4a

We used a five-item measure dichotomized to 
indicate any economic insecurity at wave 4.

Any economic insecurity at wave 4
We used a four-item measure dichotomized to 
indicate any economic insecurity at wave 4.

Any economic insecurity at wave 3
We used a four-item measure dichotomized to 
indicate any economic insecurity at wave 4.

Food insecurity at wave 4
In the past twelve months, was there a time when 
(you were/your household was) worried whether 
food would run out before you would get money to 
buy more?

Parental Imprisonment
Paternal imprisonment at wave 4
(Has/did) your biological father ever (spent/spend) 
time in jail or prison? 1 = yes, 0 = no.

Paternal imprisonment at wave 3
Has your biological father ever served time in jail 
or prison? 1 = yes, 0 = no.

Maternal imprisonment at wave 4
(Has/did) your biological mother ever (spent/
spend) time in jail or prison? 1 = yes, 0 = no.

Young Adult Sociodemographics
Hispanic, African American, white (reference), 
Asian American, and other
We used adolescent self-reported racial and eth-
nic identification data at wave 1 to construct the 
race-ethnicity dummy variables. Incidences of 
Hispanic status were used to first categorize re-
spondents, followed by other group designa-
tions. The reference group in the analyses was 
the white non-Hispanic group.

Gender
1 = female, 0 = male.

Age at wave 4
We calculated age at wave 4 using birth date 
and interview date.

Parent welfare receipt at wave 1
A parent was asked at wave 1: Are you receiving 
public assistance, such as welfare? 1 = yes, 0 = no.

Lived in single-parent family at wave 1
We used the measure created by Kathleen 
Mullan Harris (1999) to operationalize family 
status using adolescent household roster zin
formation to index living in a single-parent 
household compared to all other family types.

Interview date at wave 4 (number of days since 
January 1, 1960)
The interview date at wave 4 ranged between 
2007 and 2009. We conducted the interviews 
primarily over the twelve months of 2008, com-
pleting 1.23 percent of the interviews in 2007 
and 99.15 percent of them before 2009.

Log personal income at wave 3
Personal income responses were combined 
from two questions.

Including all the income sources you re-
ported above, what was your total personal 
income before taxes in 2000–2001? Please 
include all of the income sources you iden-
tified in the previous question. $0–509,909.

Those who responded that they did not 
know were asked: What is your best guess of 
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your total personal income before taxes? Cat-
egories were: (1) less than $10,000, (2), 
$10,000 to $14,999, (3) $15,000 to $19,999 (4) 
$20,000 to $29,999, (5) $30,000 to $39,999, (6) 
$40,000 to $49,999, (7) $50,000 to $74,999, (8) 
$75,000 or more.

“Don’t know” responses to the first question 
were set to the midpoint of the selected in-
come category.

Number of moves 1995 to 2001–2002
Since the beginning of June 1995, at how many 
(other) addresses have you lived? Answers 
ranged from zero to ten other addresses lived 
at during this period. If respondents indicated 
that they had always lived at their current ad-
dress or had moved there before 1995, they 
were set to 0 on this measure.

Young Adult Life Circumstances
College degree, wave 4
What is the highest level of education that you 
have achieved to date? (1) eighth grade or less; 
(2) some high school; (3) high school gradu-
ate; (4) some vocational/technical training (af-
ter high school); (5) completed vocational/
technical training (after high school); (6) 
some college; (7) completed college (bache-
lor’s degree); (8) some graduate school; (9) 
completed a master’s degree; (10) some grad-
uate training beyond a master’s degree; (11) 
completed a doctoral degree; (12) some post-
baccalaureate professional education (for ex-
ample, law school, medical school, nursing 
school); (13) completed postbaccalaureate 
professional education (for example, law 
school, medical school, nursing school). 1 = 
completed college (bachelor’s degree or 
higher), 0 = else.

Bachelor degree, wave 3
What degrees or diplomas have you received? In-
dicate all that apply. Bachelor’s degree—a BA, 
AB, or BS. 1 = received a degree, 0 = else.

Ever fired or laid off, wave 4 (2001)
Thinking back over the period from 2001 to [the 
previous year], how many times have you been 
fired, let go, or laid off from a job? Answers 
ranged from zero to fifty.

Ever married, wave 4
How many persons have you ever married? Be 
sure to include your current spouse if you are mar-
ried now. 1 = any person married, 0 = else.

Ever married, wave 3
How many times have you been married? 1 = any 
marriage, 0 = else.

Ever arrested, wave 4
We used combined responses from three ques-
tions for this preconstructed variable: (1) Have 
you ever been arrested? 1 = yes, 0 = else; (2) a 
preconstructed indicator of whether the inter-
view was conducted in prison; 1 = yes, 0 = else; 
and (3) How many times have you been arrested? 
1 = one or more, 0 = else.

Ever arrested, wave 3
Have you ever been arrested or taken into custody 
by the police? 1 = yes, 0 = no.

Number of children, wave 4
We used a number-of-children indicator based 
on the number of children reported as still liv-
ing (How many of these children are still living?). 
This composite variable also used information 
from (1) Thinking about all the relationships and 
sexual encounters you have ever had, (how many 
times have you ever been pregnant/how many 
times have you ever made a partner pregnant)? 
Include all pregnancies, whether they resulted in 
a baby born alive, stillbirth, abortion, miscar-
riage, or ectopic or tubal pregnancy, and (2) How 
many live births resulted from (this pregnancy/
these pregnancies)?

Resident parenthood, wave 3
Using information from the household roster 
on nineteen relationships, we coded instances 
of living with a son or daughter as 1 and other 
relationships as 0. A count of sons and daugh-
ters across these relationships indicated re-
spondent resident parenthood. This measure 
was then dichotomized to indicate any resi-
dent parenthood.

Resident parenthood, wave 4
Using information from the household roster 
on sixteen relationships, we coded instances 
of living with a son or daughter as 1 and other 
relationships as 0. A count of sons and daugh-
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ters across these relationships indicated re-
spondent resident parenthood. This measure 
was then dichotomized to indicate any resi-
dent parenthood.

Living alone, wave 3
Do you live (here/there) alone or with others? 
1 = alone, 0 = else.

Living alone, wave 4
Do you live alone or with others? 1 = alone, 
0 = else.

Differences in Life  
Circumstances
Differences in paternal imprisonment
Paternal imprisonment at wave 4 minus paternal 
imprisonment at wave 3: We coded responses 1 
where the respondent did not report their fa-
ther being imprisoned at wave 3 but did report 
their father being incarcerated at wave 4. 0 = 
respondent indicated that their father was not 
incarcerated at wave 3 or 4.

Differences in paternal imprisonmenta

Paternal imprisonment at wave 4 minus paternal 
imprisonment at wave 3: We coded responses 1 
where respondent did not report their father 
being imprisoned at wave 3 but did report their 
father being incarcerated at wave 4. 0 = respon-
dent indicated that their father was not incar-
cerated at wave 3 or 4; −1 = respondent indi-
cated that their father was incarcerated at wave 
3 but not at wave 4.

Differences in bachelor’s degree
Bachelor’s degree at wave 4 minus bachelor’s de-
gree at wave 3: 1 = respondent reported having 
a bachelor’s degree at wave 4 but not at wave 
3; 0 = respondent did not report having a bach-
elor’s degree at wave 3 or 4.

Differences in having been married
Respondent married at wave 4 minus respondent 
married at wave 3: 1 = respondent was married 
at wave 4; 0 = respondent was not married at 
wave 3 or 4.

Differences in having been arrested
Ever arrested at wave 4 minus ever arrested at 
wave 3: 1 = respondent was arrested at wave 4; 
0 = respondent was not arrested at wave 3 or 4.

Differences in living alone
Living alone at wave 4 minus living alone at wave 
3: 1 = respondent was living alone at wave 4; 0 
= respondent was not living alone at wave 3 
or 4.

Differences in living alonea

Living alone at wave 4 minus living alone at 
wave 3: 1 = respondent was living alone at 
wave 4; 0 = respondent was not living alone at 
wave 3 or 4; −1 = respondent was living alone 
at wave 4 but not living alone at wave 3.

Differences in resident parenthood
Resident parenthood at wave 4 minus resident par-
enthood at wave 3: 1 = respondent was a resident 
parent at wave 4; 0 = respondent was not a res-
ident parent at wave 3 or 4.

Differences in resident parenthooda

Resident parenthood at wave 4 minus resident 
parenthood at wave 3: 1 = respondent was a 
resident parent at wave 4; 0 = respondent was 
not a resident parent at wave 3 or 4; −1 = re-
spondent was not a resident parent at wave 4 
but was at wave 3.

Differences in resident parenthoodb

Differences in the count score of the number 
of resident children between waves 3 and 4.

Controls
Biological father’s alcoholism, wave 1
We created a dummy variable where a positive 
response indicated that the child’s biological 
father was alcoholic, as indicated in a question 
posed in the parent questionnaire at wave 1.

Biological father’s education
This variable combined information from 
adolescent reports at wave 1 on biological fa-
thers from the nonresident biological father 
section of the questionnaire and the resi-
dent father section. It used responses to the 
question that reported the father’s level of 
education: How far in school did your biological 
father go? The same response scale was used 
for a question on the education level of the 
resident father that was used if the person 
filling out the parent questionnaire was the 
child’s biological father or if it was indicated 
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that the biological father lived in the house-
hold.

Bond to biological father
This variable combined information from ado-
lescent reports on biological fathers from the 
nonresident biological father section of the 
questionnaire and the resident father section. 
Youth with nonresident biological fathers were 
asked: How close do you feel to your biological fa-
ther? 1 = not close at all, 2 = not very close, 3 = 
somewhat close, 4 = quite close, and 5 = ex-
tremely close. Information was also used on re-
lations with the father figure if the parent inter-
view indicated that the person filling out the 
parent questionnaire was the child’s biological 
father or that the biological father lived in the 
household, using the item: How close do you feel 
to your (father figure)? 1 = not at all, 2 = very little, 
3 = somewhat, 4 = quite a bit, and 5 = very much. 
The two questions were combined to take a 
nonmissing response as the indicator of the re-
spondent’s closeness to the biological father.

Other Parental Characteristics
Biological father smokes
This variable combined information from ad-
olescent reports on biological fathers from the 
nonresident biological father section of the 
questionnaire and the resident father section. 
Adolescents responded to the question on 
nonresident fathers: Has your biological father 
ever smoked cigarettes? 1 = yes. If the parent in-
terview indicated that the person filling out 
the parent questionnaire was the child’s bio-
logical father or that the biological father lived 
in the household, this measure also used in-
formation on the resident father from the 
question: Has he ever smoked? 1 = yes. A positive 
response to either of these two questions indi-
cated that the biological father smoked.

Biological mother’s alcoholism, wave 1
We created a dummy variable where a positive 
response indicated that the child’s biological 
mother was alcoholic, as indicated in a question 
posed in the parent questionnaire at wave 1.

Biological mother’s education
This variable combined information from ad-
olescent reports at wave 1 on biological moth-

ers from the nonresident biological mother 
section of the questionnaire and the resident 
mother section. It used responses to the ques-
tion that reported the mother’s level of edu-
cation: How far in school did your biological 
mother go? The same response scale was used 
for a question on the education level of the 
resident mother that was used if the person 
filling out the parent questionnaire was the 
child’s biological mother or if it was indicated 
that the biological mother lived in the house-
hold.

Bond to biological mother
This variable combined information from ad-
olescent reports on biological mothers from 
the nonresident biological mother section of 
the questionnaire and the resident mother sec-
tion. Youth with nonresident biological moth-
ers were asked: How close do you feel to your 
biological mother? 1 = not close at all, 2 = not 
very close, 3 = somewhat close, 4 = quite close, 
and 5 = extremely close. Information was also 
used on relations with the mother figure if the 
parent interview indicated that the person fill-
ing out the parent questionnaire was the 
child’s biological mother or that the biological 
mother lived in the household, using the item: 
How close do you feel to your (mother figure)? 1 = 
not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = somewhat, 4 = quite 
a bit, and 5 = very much. The two questions 
were combined to take a nonmissing response 
as the indicator of the respondent’s closeness 
to the biological mother.

Biological mother smokes
This variable combined information from ado-
lescent reports on biological mothers from the 
nonresident biological mother section of the 
questionnaire and the resident mother section. 
Adolescents responded to the question on non-
resident mothers: Has your biological mother 
ever smoked cigarettes? 1 = yes. If the parent in-
terview indicated that the person filling out the 
parent questionnaire was the child’s biological 
mother or that the biological mother lived in 
the household, this measure also used informa-
tion on the resident mother from the question: 
Has she ever smoked? 1 = yes. A positive response 
to either of these two questions indicated that 
the biological mother smoked.
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Severe Deprivation and 
System Inclusion Among 
Children of Incarcerated 
Parents in the United States 
After the Great Recession
Brya n L.  Sykes a nd Beck y Pet tit

By the close of 2012, over 2.2 million Americans 
were incarcerated in local, state, and federal 
correctional facilities, and another 4.8 million 
were under some form of criminal justice su-
pervision (Glaze and Herberman 2013), making 
the United States the world leader in incarcer-
ation. The rise of the penal state as a form of 
social exclusion has been likened to other his-
torical configurations of race and social rela-

tions in the United States (Alexander 2010; 
Wacquant 2001). The contemporary incarcera-
tion of entire demographic groups has made 
the risk of imprisonment highly stratified by 
race and class, and incarceration now consti-
tutes a new stage in the life course (Garland 
2001a; Pettit and Western 2004): the lifetime 
risk of imprisonment among young, undered-
ucated African American men hovers around 

The expansion of the criminal justice system over the last four decades and the corresponding rise of parental in-
carceration raises questions about whether the children of current and former inmates are at an increased risk of 
material hardship that necessitates social service intervention. Recent sociological scholarship finds that the 
greater surveillance experienced by former inmates and the criminally involved precludes them from seeking 
medical care and social services. Yet there is no scholarship that assesses health care and social service utilization 
among children exposed to parental incarceration. In this article, we investigate how race and educational in-
equality in parental incarceration were associated with markers of deprivation and social program enlistment 
after the Great Recession. Using data from the 2011–2012 National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH), we not 
only find that children with an incarcerated parent experience greater levels of deprivation—material hardship, 
unmet health needs, and residential instability—but that these children are drawn into social service programs 
at a higher rate than the rate for children unexposed to parental incarceration. Nearly 2.1 million children (or 81 
percent of minors) with an incarcerated parent are enrolled in at least one social service program. Our findings 
are consistent with a “system inclusion” perspective, which aligns with David Garland’s and William Julius Wil-
son’s theoretical and historical explanations of social service participation among disadvantaged minors.
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70 percent (Pettit 2012; Pettit, Sykes, and West-
ern 2009; Western and Wildeman 2009).

The social, economic, and familial conse-
quences of criminal justice contact are stag-
gering. Having a criminal record reduces em-
ployment and earnings (Pager 2003; Pager 
and Quillian 2005; Pettit 2012; Western 2006; 
Western and Pettit 2005), lowers marital pros-
pects and heightens the risk of divorce (Edin 
and Kefelas 2005; Lopoo and Western 2005; 
Massoglia, Remster, and King 2011; Sampson, 
Laub, and Wimer 2006; Western, Lopoo, and 
McLanahan 2004), bars civic participation 
and obscures voter turnout (Pettit 2012; Ug-
gen and Manza 2002), increases health dispar-
ities (Freudenberg 2001; Johnson and Raphael 
2009; Wildeman and Muller 2012), worsens 
communities (Clear 2009), and creates new 
forms of nondischargeable legal debt owed to 
correctional and justice systems (Harris, Ev-
ans, and Beckett 2010). Spending time in 
prison or jail also excludes incarcerated men 
and women from national surveys that mea-
sure employment, high school completion 
and health (Ewert, Sykes, and Pettit 2014; Pet-
tit 2012), particularly after the passage of civil 
rights legislation that was aimed at increasing 
the socioeconomic opportunities and civic 
engagement of racial and ethnic minorities 
(Pettit and Sykes 2015).

The prison boom has produced other col-
lateral consequences that extend to the family 
members of current and former inmates (Ha-
gan and Dinovitzer 1999). Over half of all pris-
oners have children under the age of eighteen 
(Pettit 2012; Pettit et al. 2009), and about 45 per-
cent of fathers and two-thirds of mothers were 
living with their children at the time they were 
sent to prison (Glaze and Maruschak 2010; Mu-
mola 2000). In 2012 nearly 2.6 million children 
had at least one parent in prison or jail (Sykes 
and Pettit 2014), and racial inequality in the 
risk of ever having a parent incarcerated is pro-
nounced: 3.6 percent of white youth experi-
enced parental incarceration by age fourteen 
in 2009, compared to 24.5 percent of blacks 
(Wildeman 2009). The consequences of paren-
tal incarceration exacerbate existing childhood 
disadvantage; children of incarcerated parents 
have increased behavioral challenges (Geller et 
al. 2012; Johnson 2009; Murray, Loeber, and 
Pardini 2012; Wakefield and Wildeman 2011; 

Wildeman 2010), and the learning difficulties 
and grade retention associated with parental 
incarceration place children at risk of early ed-
ucational inequality (Cho 2009a, 2009b, 2010, 
2011; Eddy and Poehlmann 2010; Foster and 
Hagan 2009; Hagan and Foster 2012; Turney 
2014; Turney and Haskins 2014).

The social and economic consequences of 
criminal justice contact among adults raise im-
portant questions about the impact of parental 
incarceration on child well-being. Despite the 
burgeoning literature on the effects of incar-
ceration on communities, families, and society 
as a whole, no empirical research exists on 
how the Great Recession may have placed chil-
dren with an incarcerated parent at greater 
risk of government assistance. Past work on 
material hardship and paternal incarceration 
leverages data prior to the economic downturn 
(Schwartz-Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011; 
Sugie 2012); the fact that these studies are based 
on a cohort of American children in large U.S. 
cities may mask the relative needs of youth at 
different ages in the life course and in non-
urban areas. This article fills a gap in the liter-
ature by examining the association between 
parental incarceration and severe deprivation—
material hardship, unmet health needs, and 
residential instability—as well as enlistment in 
social programs after the Great Recession. We 
situate our study in the existing literature on 
poverty, material hardship, and childhood dis-
advantage.

Povert y, Material Hardship,  and  
Childhood Disadvantage
Poverty remains deeply entrenched in Ameri-
can culture. Rising income inequality since the 
1970s has increased the overall poverty rate, 
concentrating economic hardship and depri-
vation in urban, metropolitan areas (Massey 
1996). In 2012, 21.8 percent of children were 
poor, and because of high unemployment 
rates, economic growth has been less effective 
in reducing poverty than during previous his-
torical periods (Danziger and Wimer 2014). 
The spatial concentration of poverty and resi-
dential segregation creates a permanent un-
derclass by isolating inner-city residents from 
mainstream social institutions known to have 
an impact on their economic well-being 
(Massey, Condran, and Denton 1987; Massey 
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and Denton 1993; Wilson 1987). Increasing 
family and household complexity among chil-
dren is, in part, a response to growing social 
inequality since the latter half of the twentieth 
century (Furstenberg 2014; Guzzo 2014; Man-
ning, Brown, and Stykes 2014).

Growth in the penal system has accentu-
ated the material deprivation of minors. Chil-
dren of incarcerated parents now face social 
exclusion and many hardships, including 
homelessness (Foster and Hagan 2007; Wilde-
man 2014), food insecurity (Cox and Wallace 
2013), and political disengagement (Foster and 
Hagan 2007). Critically, for our purposes, Holly 
Foster and John Hagan (2007, 411) find that 
youth classified as “socially excluded” owing to 
paternal incarceration have a 77 percent 
chance of lacking health insurance, and 
Amanda Geller and her colleagues (2009) show 
that children of incarcerated parents experi-
ence more economic and residential instabil-
ity than their counterparts. The economic 
hardship of children exposed to parental incar-
ceration is in part due to the low remittances, 
if any, from formerly incarcerated fathers, and 
the loss of additional contributions is princi-
pally driven by fathers residing outside the 
household (Geller, Garfinkel, and Western 
2011). Other scholarship shows that incarcera-
tion places children at significant risk of ma-
terial hardship using a variety of indicators 
that include residential instability, having util-
ities disconnected, having unmet medical 
needs, and receiving free food (Schwartz-
Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011).

Official measures of the poverty rate do not 
account for many government benefits that 
the poor receive (Danziger and Wimer 2014). 
Although researchers have called for in-
creased social service participation to amelio-
rate the growing poverty and inequality asso-
ciated with parental incarceration (Foster and 
Hagan 2007; Geller et al. 2009; Schwartz-
Soicher, Geller, and Garfinkel 2011), and past 
work documents that childhood poverty 
would have been significantly higher during 
economic downturns if not for social service 
programs (Fox et al. 2015), we know of no ex-
isting research that quantifies how parental 
incarceration affects program participation 
among children after a severe economic re-

cession. This article examines severe depriva-
tion through four measures of hardship and 
how enrollment in five different needs-based 
programs may attenuate levels of disadvan-
tage.

Theoretical Fr amework
Parental incarceration—as a stressful life 
event—is one of many factors that contribute 
to the social exclusion of children. Having a 
parent in prison or jail deprives household 
members of much-needed resources (Geller, 
Garfinkel, and Western 2011), producing strain 
and opportunities for youth to engage in crime 
and delinquency (Cloward and Ohlin 1960; 
Merton 1938). The adverse socioemotional con-
ditions that children experience during their 
formative years accumulate across the life 
course to reinforce and extend individual and 
familial disadvantage (Sampson and Laub 
1997), with delinquency serving as a transi-
tional state that results from repeated stressful 
life conditions (Hagan and Foster 2003). Stress-
ful events like parental incarceration are 
known to produce a host of childhood behav-
ioral challenges (Wakefield and Wildeman 
2011, 2013; Wildeman 2010), health limitations 
(Turney 2014), and residential instabilities, 
such as homelessness and foster care place-
ment (Andersen and Wildeman 2014; Wilde-
man 2014).

Despite these hardships, one-half to two-
thirds of fathers expect to live with their chil-
dren and families when they reenter society 
(Foster and Hagan 2009), requiring a particular 
public policy intervention aimed at increasing 
both child well-being and familial connected-
ness during periods of parental absence and 
reunification. The positive or protective factors 
that may increase well-being among children 
of incarcerated parents have not been studied 
in great detail. Caroline Lanskey and her col-
leagues (2014) argue that much of the research 
around the well-being of prisoners’ children 
does not account for the intersectionality of 
time, space, and agency, and they contend 
that external manifestations of well-being 
(wealth, environmental conditions, and so on) 
are neither accounts of nor substitutes for the 
subjective experiences (happiness or life satis-
faction) of youth. However, because the mate-



s y s t e m  i n c l u s i o n  a m o n g  c h i l d r e n 111

rial deprivation and insecure attachments that 
children experience are likely to affect their 
cognitive development and emotional states 
(Eddy and Poehlmann 2010), governmental in-
tervention is needed to ensure minimal levels 
of subsistence.

Yet recent scholarship shows that the mark 
of a criminal record facilitates a behavioral 
change among prospective, current, and for-
mer inmates. Alice Goffman’s (2014) ethno-
graphic work details how men on the run 
avoid institutions that may increase their like-
lihood of arrest and incarceration. Hospitals, 
for instance, are surveilled in ways that make 
health care utilization problematic for the 
families and friends of men who are and have 
been criminally involved. Sarah Brayne (2014) 
shows that such surveilling institutions (hos-
pitals, banks, formal employment, and 
schools) produce a form of “system avoidance” 
by former inmates because they expose men 
with criminal records to increased risk of for-
mal monitoring. Both of these works draw on 
data that were collected before the recent eco-
nomic recession, and this body of research 
largely focuses on the avoidance by the person 
incarcerated. Thus, it is unknown whether sys-
tem avoidance extends to children with a par-
ent currently or previously incarcerated.

There are several theoretical reasons why 
parental incarceration should be associated 
with increased governmental assistance, espe-
cially after the Great Recession. First, Wilson 
(1987) originally posited that the underclass in 
urban areas endure heightened levels of pov-
erty, imprisonment, and unemployment that 
place them at risk of increased welfare and so-
cial services. He showed that the United States 
relies on public assistance to aid poor families, 
contrary to social policy in some European na-
tions, which supplement income through “in-
centives to work” programs that allow for “al-
ternative income transfers” in the forms of 
family, housing, and un(der)employment al-
lowances (Wilson 1987, 156–57). The poverty 
and joblessness of young, undereducated men 
who experience criminal justice contact trickle 
down into their families and communities 
(Western and Wildeman 2009). Thus, one 
should expect levels of government assistance 
and program participation to have been higher 

among children of incarcerated parents after 
the Great Recession.

Second, historical understandings of crime 
control implicate social workers in uncovering 
a host of poverty-related social ills within 
households. Garland (2001b) argues that the 
economic and social progress that the welfare 
state ushered in during the 1980s ultimately 
undermined the effectiveness and legitimacy 
of welfarist reforms. Institutions created to 
meet the housing, health care, educational, 
and social service needs of the poor found that 
the most-disadvantaged members of our soci-
ety have a constellation of needs and not a sin-
gular problem (Garland 2001b). Thus, the tat-
tered fabric of American life for residents in 
the urban core revealed severe deprivation re-
quiring immediate government assistance, 
which increased budgets and made problems 
appear larger than previously imagined. Nearly 
thirty years later, the economic recession of 
the early twenty-first century would again 
usher in a moment of extreme need.

Although the Great Recession ended in 
June 2009, the poverty associated with it con-
tinues. The national poverty rate remained at 
14.5 percent for 2013, with black and Hispanic 
poverty rates two to three times higher than 
rates for whites (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 
2014, 13). With the rise of punitive justice and 
increased social control in America, having a 
criminal record now threatens the ability of 
poor families to enroll in, or continue the ben-
efits of, various public assistance programs 
(Sugie 2012; Uggen and McElrath 2014). Such 
barriers to government assistance for needy 
families compromise the general welfare of 
children and accentuate the existing hardships 
of disadvantaged families.

We posit three different hypotheses about 
inequality in deprivation and program partici-
pation. First, we anticipate that children of an 
incarcerated parent will be more likely to live in 
poverty and reside in a working poor house-
hold. Second, we hypothesize that differences 
in levels of poverty during the Great Recession 
exposed children with an incarcerated parent to 
greater levels of deprivation than children un-
exposed to parental incarceration, net of social 
background effects. Finally, we expect higher 
levels of program participation among children 
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who have experienced parental incarceration 
because their households and communities are 
more likely to be visited by social workers (Gar-
land 2001b) and to receive assistance (Wilson 
1987) to buffer or attenuate these forms of depri-
vation. Such findings would support a “system 
inclusion” perspective for children of the prison 
boom during the economic downturn. 

Data
We use data from the 2011–2012 National Sur-
vey of Children’s Health (NSCH) to investigate 
race and class differences in markers of depri-
vation and program participation by parental 
incarceration status. NSCH data are collected 
by the National Opinion Research Center 
(NORC) at the University of Chicago on behalf 
of the Centers for Disease Control (CDC). The 
NSCH randomly sampled (both cell-phone and 
landline) telephone numbers to locate house-
holds with children ages zero to seventeen, 
and within each household one child was ran-
domly selected to be the subject of the inter-
view. The landline and cell-phone samples 
have national response rates of 38.2 and 15.5 
percent, respectively, and the combined du-
al-frame sample has a response rate of 23.0 
percent. Differences between landline and cell-
phone samples do not present nonresponse 
bias between sampling methods because the 
assumed rates of eligibility as well as the defi-
nitions to determine eligibility differed for the 
landline and cell-phone samples. The NSCH 
interview completion rate, defined as the pro-
portion of households known to include chil-
dren that completed all sections, was 54.1 per-
cent for the landline sample and 41.2 percent 
for the cell-phone sample.

Despite the low response rate, these data 
are appropriate for several reasons. First, while 
longitudinal data sources, like the Fragile 
Families and Child Well-Being (FFCW) study, 
follow a cohort of children, such data do not 
describe the current condition of material 
hardship or program participation for all chil-
dren outside particular age groups for any cal-
endar year. Cross-sectional data are necessary 
to investigate how parental incarceration is re-
lated to hardship and the social service needs 
for all minors. Second, the NSCH data are the 
only data available, to our knowledge, that al-

low for post–Great Recession analyses. The low 
response rates may mean that the estimates 
reported here are quite conservative. Thus, 
while the response rates are not ideal, there 
are very few alternative data sources that de-
scribe levels of deprivation and program par-
ticipation for all children after the recent eco-
nomic recession.

The NSCH asked the same demographic 
and health questions of all children; however, 
because children experience the social world at 
different stages of development, specific ques-
tions were asked about early childhood (under 
age five) and later childhood (ages six to seven-
teen). Parents were asked about family func-
tioning, parental health, neighborhood and 
community characteristics, health coverage, 
and other demographic information. Children 
over age six were asked about self-control and 
educational attachment. Each interview lasted, 
on average, about twenty-seven minutes, and 
data were collected between February 28, 2011, 
and June 25, 2012. Over 95,600 child-level inter-
views were completed, with the number of in-
terviews ranging from 1,800 to 2,200 per state. 
When weighted, NSCH results represent the so-
cial experiences and familial conditions of 
non-institutionalized minors.

There are several reasons why these data 
are appropriate for studying severe depriva-
tion and participation in needs-based social 
programs for children who have a parent cur-
rently or formerly incarcerated. First, the data 
contain many measures of program participa-
tion and several markers of social disadvan-
tage (such as parental stress, economic hard-
ship, and parental incarceration). Second, the 
data are nationally representative of all youth 
and their socioeconomic experiences, al-
though recent research shows that survey 
measures of parental incarceration in the 
NSCH are lower than estimates derived from 
population data (Sykes and Pettit 2014). These 
differences may matter for estimating the rel-
ative magnitude of the impact of parental im-
prisonment on childhood deprivation and 
program participation—that is, we may un-
derestimate within- and between-group dif-
ferences—but the effects of having a parent 
in prison or jail on measures of social disad-
vantage are in the anticipated direction. Our 



s y s t e m  i n c l u s i o n  a m o n g  c h i l d r e n 11 3

estimates of racial and educational inequality 
are likely to be statistically conservative be-
cause the number of children with a parent 
in prison or jail is underreported. Lastly, the 
NSCH data provide a rich set of parental in-
dicators that are known to affect enrollment 
in needs-based programs.

Concep tual Me asures
Table 1 displays the operationalization and 
coding of measures in our study. The central 
variables in our study are measures of depriva-
tion and program participation among chil-
dren of incarcerated parents. The NSCH data 
contain several markers of deprivation: mate-
rial hardship, unmet health needs, and resi-
dential instability. Material hardship is mea-
sured as the parent often finding it hard to 
cover the basics like food or housing; over 
one-quarter of U.S. children resided in such a 
household in 2011–2012. Similarly, approxi-
mately 7 percent of children had an unmet or 
delayed health care need, with minors utilizing 
an average of two services in the previous year. 
Residential instability is defined as the num-
ber of times the child has ever moved; parents 
reported that their children had made, on av-
erage, two relocations.

The NSCH data also contain measures of 
enrollment in social services programs. The 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), 
benefits from the Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren (WIC) program, cash assistance from a 
state or county welfare program (Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families [TANF]), Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) benefits, and programs for free or re-
duced-price lunches at school are our mea-
sures of government assistance that consti-
tute program participation. Table 1 shows 
that the percentage of American children en-
listed for these benefits varies substantially 
by program. Roughly 40 percent of all chil-
dren are enrolled in CHIP; 17 percent are on 

WIC; 7 percent are in households that receive 
welfare; one in four minors is a SNAP partic-
ipant; and over one-third of all children re-
ceive a free or reduced-price lunch.1 These 
programs respond to primary forms of eco-
nomic need and are necessary to attenuate 
material hardship and deprivation.

We construct two composite measures that 
summarize the overall system inclusion of 
children based on their economic need. Pro-
gram participation is the sum of all programs 
for which the child or household has been en-
rolled. Using these variables, we create a scale 
of system inclusion that ranges from low (0) to 
high (5) based on the total number of pro-
grams (alpha = 0.73). Additionally, we create a 
measure of whether a child has enrolled in any 
program. On average, children are enrolled in 
1.25 programs, with 51 percent of all youth ex-
posed to at least one program. 

According to NSCH data, roughly 7.1 per-
cent of children have experienced the incarcer-
ation of a parent, almost double the percent-
age observed in other studies (Pettit, Sykes, 
and Western 2009; Wildeman 2009). Rapid 
changes in family life, data, methods, and so-
cial policy may partially explain discrepant es-
timates of parental incarceration in popula-
tion and survey data (Sykes and Pettit 2014). At 
the same time, racial-ethnic and class-based 
inequality in parental incarceration is similar 
to that found in other surveys (Sykes and Pettit 
2014; Wildeman 2009).

Race is measured as non-Hispanic white, 
non-Hispanic black, Hispanic, and non-His-
panic other. The racial distribution of children 
in our sample is broadly representative of 
American minors; roughly 53 percent of white, 
14 percent of black, and 23 percent of Hispanic 
children are included in these data.

Educational attainment is operationalized 
as whether the mother has less than a high 
school education, has received a high school 
diploma, or has received some college educa-

1. Unfortunately, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) reports program 
data in aggregate counts of children who receive WIC and SNAP benefits (see USDA, FNS, “Overview,” at: 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/overview). However, the USDA does report the percentage of children who receive 
reduced-price or free lunches—8.6 percent and 59.6 percent, respectively, in 2012. Our estimate of 33 percent 
is between these figures, suggesting that the NSCH question on food limitation, as an aggregate of these two 
programs, is reasonable given the unknown distribution of children receiving free or reduced-price lunches.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Their Operationalization for Deprivation and Program Participation 
Among Children in the United States, 2011–2012

Variables Operationalization Coding Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Parental incarceration Child lives with a parent or 
guardian who served time in 
jail or prison

Y = 1, N = 0 0.07 0.26

Material hardship Parent often finds it hard to  
cover the basics like food or 
housing

Y = 1, N = 0 0.26 0.44

Unmet health needs Child has any unmet or delayed 
health needs (medical, dental, 
vision, mental health, or other)

Y = 1, N = 0 0.07 0.25

Health service utilization Number of health care services 
utilized

Number of 
services

1.97 0.86

Residential instability Number of times the child has  
ever moved to a new address

Number of 
moves

2.04 2.37

Social service visit Was visited by a social service 
worker (nurse, social worker, 
health professional) if child is 
age three or younger 

Y = 1, N = 0 0.14 0.34

Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP)

Child has been enrolled in 
Medicaid or CHIP

Y = 1, N = 0 0.40 0.49

Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC) 

Someone receives benefits from 
the WIC program

Y = 1, N = 0 0.17 0.37

Welfare Received cash assistance from 
a welfare program in the last 
twelve months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.07 0.26

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 
(SNAP)

Received food stamps or SNAP 
benefits in the last twelve 
months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.25 0.44

Reduced-price lunch Received free or reduced-price 
breakfasts or lunches at school 
in the last twelve months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.33 0.47

Poverty Household is below the poverty 
line for its size

Y = 1, N = 0 0.22 0.41

Social programs (a = 0.73) Number of programs (CHIP, WIC, 
welfare, SNAP, reduced-price 
lunch): 0 = low, 5 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 1.23 1.45

Any social program Child has received any needs-
based assistance (CHIP, WIC, 
welfare, SNAP, or reduced-
price lunch)

Y = 1, N = 0 0.51 0.50

Non-Hispanic white Child is non-Hispanic white 
(baseline)

Y = 1, N = 0 0.53 0.50

Non-Hispanic black Child is non-Hispanic black Y = 1, N = 0 0.14 0.34
Hispanic Child is Hispanic Y = 1, N = 0 0.23 0.42

Non-Hispanic other Child is non-Hispanic other Y = 1, N = 0 0.10 0.30



s y s t e m  i n c l u s i o n  a m o n g  c h i l d r e n 115

tion. The fraction of mothers with some col-
lege education is more than twice the per-
centage of women with a four-year degree or 
more (U.S. Census Bureau 2012). These differ-
ences may reflect either delays in the timing of 
motherhood due to college enrollment or the 

growth in two-year and nontraditional educa-
tional programs for returning students.

Additional measures of social background 
reflect, to varying degrees, the social inequality 
in contemporary America. Past research shows 
that social institutions, neighborhood disorder, 

Table 1. (continued)

Variables Operationalization Coding Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Less than high school 
education

Mother has less than a high 
school education (baseline) 

Y = 1, N = 0 0.14 0.35

High school diploma Mother has a high school diploma Y = 1, N = 0 0.23 0.42

Some college or more Mother has some college 
education or more

Y = 1, N = 0 0.63 0.48

Age Age of child Number of years 8.59 5.19

Male Child is male Y = 1, N = 0 0.51 0.50

Employed full-time At least one adult in the 
household was employed fifty 
out of fifty-two weeks in the 
past twelve months

Y = 1, N = 0 0.84 0.36

Working poor Household is below the poverty 
line even though someone is 
employed full-time

Y = 1,  N = 0 0.13 0.33

Social institutions  
(a = 0.64)

Sum of community institutions 
(sidewalks, playgrounds, 
recreation centers, libraries):  
0 = low, 4 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 3.19 1.10

Residential disorder  
(a = 0.59)

Count of neighborhood disorders 
(litter, dilapidated housing, 
broken windows):  0 = low,  
3 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 0.44 0.79

Social cohesion (a = 0.82) Count of social cohesion (people 
help each other out, residents 
watch each other’s kids, adults 
trust each other, people count on 
one another): 0 = low, 4 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 3.42 1.14

Concentrated disadvantage 
(a = 0.52)

Count of adverse childhood 
experiences (witness  
domestic violence, living in 
a single-parent household, 
renting, is a bother to parents, 
is difficult to care for, angers 
parents): 0 = low, 6 = high

Y = 1, N = 0 1.47 1.36

Source: Authors’ calculations from National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) data, 2011–2012.
Note: Weighted N = 73,716,871 for all variables except social service visit (N = 15,660,308).
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and social cohesion are relevant to understand-
ing inequality in residential stability and crime 
reduction, particularly within communities ex-
posed to high levels of incarceration (Patillo 
1998; Peterson, Krivo, and Harris 2000; Samp-
son, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Wilson 1987; 
Wilson and Kelling 1982). Therefore, we con-
struct four distinct measures of social and 
neighborhood background to include as con-
trols. “Social institutions” include scaled mea-
sures of whether the neighborhood has side-
walks, playgrounds, recreational centers, and 
libraries (alpha = 0.64); “neighborhood disor-
der” is the count of whether litter, dilapidated 
housing, and broken windows are present in 
the neighborhood (alpha = 0.59); “social cohe-
sion” measures the connectedness of residents 
through their ability to help each other, watch 
each other’s kids, trust one another, and count 
on each other (alpha = 0.82); and “concentrated 
disadvantage” contains six measures of adverse 
childhood experiences and parental stress re-
lated to caring for the child (alpha = 0.52).2

We include an indicator of full-time em-
ployment that represents whether a parent or 
guardian was employed fifty out of fifty-two 
weeks in the past year. Approximately 84 per-
cent of children live in households that had at 
least one adult employed for the full year, and 
nearly one in four minors live in poverty. The 
survey also includes a measure of the working 
poor, which is defined as a parent or guardian 
who is employed full-time but lives below the 
poverty line. According to these data, over one 
in eight children in America live in a working 
poor household.

Methods
We employ two different methods to investi-
gate the relationship between parental incar-
ceration and our measures of severe depriva-
tion and program participation. First, we fit 
two incarceration-specific probit models to es-
timate racial differences in the likelihood that 
nonwhite children will experience program 
participation. We report marginal effects, 
which express the rate of change in the depen-

dent variable (the predicted probability) rela-
tive to a unit change in an independent vari-
able (Long 1997; Powers and Xie 2000). All 
models are evaluated at their mean values.

Second, because the likelihood of experienc-
ing parental incarceration is not randomly dis-
tributed across the population, we use propen-
sity score matching methods to reduce the bias 
associated with observable social background 
characteristics. The propensity score is the con-
ditional probability of having a parent incarcer-
ated given a set of demographic, social back-
ground, and labor market covariates that 
predict severe deprivation and program partic-
ipation and are also potential confounders in 
the association between parental incarceration 
and material hardship. The method balances 
the background characteristics of children ex-
posed to parental incarceration with the char-
acteristics of children unexposed to parental 
incarceration to ensure that any differences in 
severe deprivation and enlistment in social pro-
grams are not due to significant variation in the 
likelihood of having a parent in prison or jail 
(that is, to ensure that there are no “pretreat-
ment” differences, in the language of Paul 
Rosenbaum and Donald Rubin 1983, 1984).

Severe Deprivation Among  
American Children
Figure 1 plots racial and educational inequality 
in the percentage of minor children living in 
poverty and working poor households by paren-
tal incarceration status. This two-by-two figure 
displays the measure of hardship (poverty and 
working poor) against the parental incarcera-
tion status by levels of educational attainment 
for each racial or ethnic group. The top half of 
the graph measures poverty, while the bottom 
half measures the percentage of children in 
households designated as the working poor. 
The left side of the figure is for children who 
have never had a parent incarcerated, while the 
right side of the graph depicts the proportion 
of children who had a parent incarcerated. 

Overall, children who have had a parent in-
carcerated are twice as likely to live in poverty 

2. Alpha is a lower bound of reliability (Carmines and Zeller 1979); past research has created indices from survey 
questions with alpha values between 0.48 and 0.69 (King and Wheelock 2007, 1262; Turney and Wildeman 
2013, 973–75).



s y s t e m  i n c l u s i o n  a m o n g  c h i l d r e n 117

as children who have not experienced parental 
incarceration. Roughly one in five children 
who have not experienced parental incarcera-
tion live in poverty, compared to 40 percent of 
minors who have experienced parental incar-
ceration. Pooled estimates conceal extraordi-
nary racial and educational inequality in the 
experience of parental incarceration. Among 
children who have not had a parent behind 
bars, black children at every educational level 
have the highest likelihood of living in poverty, 
followed by Hispanic and white children.

Race and educational gradients in poverty 
are so profound that the overall percentage of 

children living in poverty with a parent incar-
cerated (40 percent) is on par with the percent-
age of white children living in poverty with a 
parent who has not been incarcerated but has 
less than a high school diploma or the percent-
age of black or Hispanic children living in pov-
erty with a parent who has not been incarcer-
ated but has a high school degree.

The bottom half of figure 1 displays the rel-
ative percentage of children who have a parent 
designated as working poor. One in eight chil-
dren who have not had a parent incarcerated 
live in working poor homes, compared to al-
most one in four minors who have had a parent 

Figure 1. Racial and Educational Differences in the Percentage of Minor Children Living in Poverty and 
in Working Poor Households, by Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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behind bars. Interestingly, for African Ameri-
can children with mothers who have low levels 
of education (a high school diploma or less), 
there is no difference in living in a working 
poor household between children exposed and 
unexposed to parental incarceration; roughly 
39 percent of black children with a mother who 
dropped out of high school live in working 
poor homes. This is the highest percentage ob-
served for any of the race-education groupings. 
Higher levels of maternal education are asso-
ciated with a lower fraction of children living 
in working poor households in both panels. 
However, there appears to be racial inequality 
among children classified as working poor 
who live with parents with some college edu-
cation if those parents spent time behind bars. 
The wage and employment inequality associ-
ated with having a criminal record (Pager 2007; 

Pettit 2012; Western 2006; Western and Pettit 
2005) suggests that children of incarcerated 
parents face heightened risks of severe hard-
ships that may require increased social service 
resources.

Figure 2 displays the racial differences in 
material hardship of minor children by paren-
tal incarceration status. Consistent with Sara 
Wakefield and Christopher Wildeman’s (2013, 
51) findings, having a parent incarcerated is as-
sociated with greater economic hardship. Ap-
proximately one in four children without an 
incarcerated parent encounter material hard-
ship, compared to 46 percent of children who 
have experienced parental incarceration. 
White children of current and former inmates 
are 27.2 percentage points more likely to live 
in households experiencing material hardship 
than similarly situated youth whose parents 

Figure 2. Percentage of Children Experiencing Material Hardship, by Race and Parental Incarceration 
Status, 2011–2012
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have not come into contact with the criminal 
justice system. For black and Hispanic chil-
dren, percentage-point differences in material 
hardship between children with and without 
parents behind bars (15.3 and 12.5, respec-
tively) are much lower, largely owing to the 
greater levels of hardship among children of 
never-incarcerated parents. Parental incarcer-
ation appears to worsen material hardship 
above and beyond the levels experienced by 
nonwhite minors.

Figure 3 displays estimates of the percent-
age of minor children with unmet and delayed 
health needs. Overall, children with an incar-
cerated parent are almost twice as likely (12.3 
versus 6.3 percent) to have an unmet or delayed 
health need than children without a parent in 
prison or jail. Racial differences abound. Al-
most one in eight black children with an incar-

cerated parent have an unmet or delayed health 
need, compared to one in eleven African Amer-
ican children without a parent behind bars. Yet 
white children have the largest absolute differ-
ence in unmet health needs due to parental in-
carceration (5.9 percentage points).

Goffman’s (2014) and Brayne’s (2014) find-
ing that hospitals are surveillance sites for 
criminal justice agents indicates that health 
care services will be underutilized by men who 
have been or are likely to be incarcerated. Yet 
no scholarship has examined whether health 
care service deprivation extends to the lives of 
children exposed to parental incarceration. 
Figure 4 shows that the average number of 
health services utilized by children with an in-
carcerated parent is slightly greater than and 
significantly different from the average for 
youth without a parent entangled in the crim-

Figure 3. Percentage of Children with Unmet and Delayed Health Needs, by Race and Parental 
Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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inal justice system (b = 0.14, p < 0.001). This 
finding suggests that surveillance within 
health care institutions is limited to parents 
with a criminal or arrest record and does not 
extend to their children.

Residential stability is important for foster-
ing increased attachments to neighborhoods, 
peers, and institutions, in addition to greater 
physical and mental health. Sarah Burgard, 
Kristin Seefeldt, and Sarah Zelner (2012) show 
that housing instability increases levels of de-
pression and anxiety among renters, the home-
less, and mortgage holders who are behind on 
payments. Wakefield and Wildeman (2013) 
show that paternal incarceration increases the 
risk of homelessness. However, there is no re-
search that documents how increased foreclo-
sures and greater unemployment during and 
after the Great Recession have affected the res-
idential stability of children with an incarcer-

ated parent. Figure 5 highlights the variation 
in residential instability among American chil-
dren. Children who have experienced parental 
incarceration make twice as many moves, com-
pared to children of parents never incarcerated. 
White youth who have a parent with a criminal 
record moved the most—4.26 times, on aver-
age—followed by Hispanics (3.75 moves) and 
blacks (3.53 relocations).

We assess whether these patterns of severe 
deprivation hold after addressing selection 
into families at risk of parental incarceration. 
Table 2 displays matched estimates of the ef-
fect of parental incarceration on measures of 
deprivation. Even after balancing our analysis 
for social background differences, we con-
tinue to find disparities in markers of need. 
Material hardship—that is, often finding it 
difficult to cover the basics like food or 
housing—is 17.9 percentage points higher 

Figure 4. Average Number of Health Services Utilized, by Race and Parental Incarceration Status, 
2011–2012
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Figure 5. Average Number of Residential Moves Among American Children, by Race and Parental 
Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Table 2. Matched Estimates of Parental Incarceration in the United States on Measures of Deprivation, 
2011–2012

Material Hardship
Unmet Health 

Needs
Health Services 

Utilized
Residential 
Instability

Incarcerated 0.430 0.119 2.178 3.520
Non-incarcerated 0.251 0.071 2.055 1.785

Difference 0.179*** 0.048*** 0.122*** 1.735***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a propensity score matching model that estimates the effect of 
parental incarceration on the likelihood of a child experiencing any deprivation.
Notes: All models control for race, maternal education, employment, age, sex, community institutions, 
neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, concentrated disadvantage, and other social background 
characteristics listed in table 1. Given that the distributional form for experiencing deprivation  among 
former inmates is unknown, the standard errors of these estimates have been bootstrapped five 
hundred times to obtain a more precise measure of the finite sampling approximations associated with 
any and total deprivation for children of incarcerated parents.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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among children who have had a parent incar-
cerated. Similarly, children exposed to paren-
tal incarceration are 4.8 percentage points 
more likely to have an unmet or delayed 
health need despite their slightly greater uti-
lization of health services. Yet they experience 
pronounced residential instability. After ad-
justing for social background bias between 
minors exposed and unexposed to parental 
incarceration, children of the prison boom 
are associated with 1.7 more moves (or twice 
as many relocations), on average, than chil-
dren who never had a parent under correc-
tional supervision.

System Inclusion Among the  
Disadvantaged
The foregoing analyses illustrate severe depri-
vation across a variety of measures. Yet policy 
findings are thin on how children with an in-

carcerated parent may have been included in 
social programs during the Great Recession or 
excluded from them. Although some research 
indicates that prospective and former inmates 
may avoid system involvement to circumvent 
additional surveillance, there is no evidence to 
suggest the same is true for their children, par-
ticularly if the other biological parent or resi-
dential guardian has no criminal record and 
requires program assistance to attenuate 
household material hardship.

Figure 6 presents estimates of the percent-
age of minor children who participate in social 
services programs on at least one measure. 
About half of all children who have not expe-
rienced parental incarceration are enrolled in 
at least one social program. Among whites, 
nearly one-third participate in a program, 
compared to 70 percent of black children and 
75 percent of Hispanic children.

Figure 6. Percentage of Minor Children Enrolled in At Least One Public Assistance Program, by Race 
and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Having an incarcerated parent is associ-
ated with a higher likelihood of experiencing 
at least one measure of program participa-
tion. Overall, roughly 85 percent of all chil-
dren who have experienced parental incarcer-
ation receive at least one form of social 
support. Roughly eight out of ten white chil-
dren are enrolled in at least one program, and 
that figure rises to around 91 percent for His-
panic and black children.

Figure 7 displays the average number of so-
cial programs that minor children are enrolled 
in by race and parental incarceration status. 
Children who have not had a parent in jail or 
prison participate in 1.1 programs on average. 
White children are enrolled in less than one 
program, while black and Hispanic children 
are enrolled in an average of 1.8 and 1.9 ser-
vices, respectively.

Children with an incarcerated parent par-
ticipate in more social programs than youth 
who have not had a parent in prison or jail. 
Overall, minors who have had a parent behind 
bars have program enrollment levels twice 
those of children with never-incarcerated par-
ents. Again, there is striking racial inequality 
in government assistance programs. White mi-
nors participate in 2.0 social programs, on av-
erage, while black and Hispanic youth partici-
pate in 2.6 and 2.5 programs, respectively.

Racial differences in system inclusion may 
be explained by factors beyond parental incar-
ceration. Thus, we estimate incarceration-spe-
cific probit models to examine racial differ-
ences in participation rates. Table 3 presents 
the marginal change in the probability of a 
child being enrolled in any governmental pro-
gram, net of social background characteristics. 

Figure 7. The Average Number of Public Assistance Programs with Minor Children Enrolled, by Race 
and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012
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Model 1 includes a limited set of controls (race, 
maternal education, age of child, sex of child, 
and parental employment status), and model 
2 further adjusts for community institutions, 
neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, con-
centrated disadvantage, and other social back-
ground characteristics. In all models, white 
children are the reference group.

Among children who have not experienced 
parental incarceration, nonwhite children are 
significantly more likely to participate in social 
programs than white youth. Blacks and His-
panics are 36.9 and 21.7 percentage points 
more likely, respectively, to have received gov-
ernment aid. Including the additional set of 
controls (model 2) reduces these point esti-
mates by 21.7 percent for blacks and by 18.9 
percent for Hispanic children, but the differ-
ences remain statistically significant in com-
parison to white minors.

Racial differences between youth with an 
incarcerated parent are smaller, in part be-
cause the overall baseline level of participation 
is much higher than that for children who have 
not experienced parental incarceration. Black 
children with an incarcerated parent are 9.1 
percentage points more likely than whites to 
experience any form of deprivation; Hispanic 
youth are at a slightly greater risk, with a 10.2 
percentage-point difference. Again, the ecolog-
ical contexts in which children reside (model 2) 

explain roughly two-fifths (39.2 percent) to over 
one-half (50.5 percent) of the point estimates 
in model 1 for Hispanics and blacks, respec-
tively.

Percentage differences in point-estimate re-
ductions between models 1 and 2 for children 
who did and did not experience parental incar-
ceration suggest that strong selection effects 
may be operating. Table 4 investigates this line 
of inquiry and its implications for understand-
ing how the exposure and extent of program 
participation is associated with parental incar-
ceration. We estimate the effect of parental in-
carceration on social program involvement af-
ter balancing pretreatment differences in 
background characteristics among children. 
Unmatched estimates provide a relative base-
line for understanding how selection matters 
in differences between children with and with-
out an incarcerated parent.

Children who experience parental incarcer-
ation are significantly more likely to experi-
ence at least one measure of assistance. Un-
matched estimates indicate that minors of 
incarcerated parents are 44.1 percentage points 
more likely to enroll in one program, relative 
to children who do not have a parent in the 
correctional system. Matching on observable 
characteristics reveals that children who have 
had a parent behind bars are 35.6 percentage 
points more likely to report participation in at 

Table 3. The Marginal Change in the Probability of a Child in the United States Experiencing Any 
Program Participation, by Race and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012 

Model 1: Limited Controls Model 2: Extended Controls

Non-incarcerated Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Incarcerated

Black 0.369*** 0.091*** 0.289*** 0.045*** 
Hispanic 0.317*** 0.102*** 0.257**  0.062***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a (probit) probability model that estimates the likelihood of a child 
ever experiencing any of the seven measures of deprivation.
Notes: Limited controls for model 1 include race, maternal education, age, sex, and parental employ-
ment status.  Extended controls in model 2 contain measures from model 1 and account for material 
hardship, unmet or delayed health needs, number of health services utilized, residential instability, 
poverty, community institutions, neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, concentrated disadvantage, 
and other social background characteristics listed in table 1. Whites are the reference group. All 
estimates are marginal effects, and measures are evaluated at their mean values. Estimates are also 
adjusted for unobserved differences between states using state fixed effects, and the standard errors 
are clustered on states to account for correlated responses within the same geographic space.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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least one program. Social background differ-
ences between these groups account for 19.3 
percent of the difference between matched 
and unmatched estimates. Using information 
contained in table 4, we estimate that of the 
2.6 million minors who experienced parental 
incarceration in 2012 (Sykes and Pettit 2014), at 
least 2.10 million (2.6*0.808) of them are en-
rolled in at least one social program.

The severe deprivation experienced by chil-
dren of incarcerated parents is profound. On 
average, these children participate in 2.04 so-
cial programs, whereas children who do not 
experience parental incarceration participate 
in 1.06 needs-based programs. The overall dif-
ference is that children of incarcerated parents 
have significantly higher program needs—they 
are enrolled in almost 1.24 more programs on 
average. Matching on observed characteristics 
reduces this difference to almost one program, 
indicating that balancing social background ef-
fects reduces bias in parental incarceration dif-
ferences by 20.9 percent.

We also investigate program involvement 
among children of parents who work but re-
main in poverty. Table 5 presents matched es-
timates of government assistance enrollment 
by parental incarceration status among house-
holds designated as the working poor. Among 
non–working poor households, children of in-
carcerated parents participate in 0.31 more so-

cial programs, on average, than children with-
out an incarcerated parent. Minors from 
working poor families have much lower pro-
gram participation rates; however, the abso-
lute difference between the children exposed 
and unexposed to parental incarceration is 
larger (0.39 programs) among the working 
poor because the non-incarcerated group has 
much lower program enrollment. Neverthe-
less, parental incarceration remains signifi-
cantly associated with participation in more 
needs-based programs.

Perhaps the most important finding comes 
from our measure of any program participa-
tion. Among the non–working poor and work-
ing poor households, between 94 and 99 per-
cent of children participate in at least one 
social program. In both types of households, 
having an incarcerated parent increases pro-
gram participation by two to four percent-
age-points. This finding suggests that for the 
most economically disadvantaged children in 
America, program participation continues to 
depend on parental incarceration, although to 
a lesser extent. In fact, parental incarceration 
may have drawn children from the margins 
and into government assistance to alleviate the 
deprivation and material hardship associated 
with the Great Recession.

Finally, we examine whether social service 
outreach increases program enrollment 

Table 4. Unmatched and Matched Estimates of Children’s Social Program Involvement in the United 
States, by Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012

Total Social Programs Any Social Program

Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference

Unmatched 2.039 0.802 1.237*** 0.808 0.367 0.441***
Matched 2.039 1.061 0.978*** 0.808 0.452 0.356***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a propensity score matching model that estimates the effect of 
parental incarceration on the likelihood of a child being enrolled in any or multiple needs-based programs.
Notes: Total social programs represents the sum of all measures of program participation, and any social 
program is if the child was enrolled in at least one means-tested benefit. All models control for race, 
maternal education, employment, age, sex, community institutions, neighborhood disorder, social 
cohesion, concentrated disadvantage, and other social background characteristics listed in table 1. Given 
that the distributional form for experiencing deprivation among former inmates is unknown, the standard 
errors of these estimates have been bootstrapped five hundred times to obtain a more precise measure of 
the finite sampling approximations associated with any and total deprivation for children of incarcerated 
parents.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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among children who are impoverished or have 
experienced parental incarceration, as posited 
by Wilson (1987) and Garland (2001b). Table 6 
tests this proposition by examining the per-
centage of children under age three who have 
been visited by social service workers. Overall, 
children of incarcerated parents receive more 
social service visits than children who have not 
experienced parental incarceration. Almost 
two-fifths of black youth (38.4 percent), nearly 
one-quarter of Hispanic youth (24.7 percent), 

and over one-fifth (22.6 percent) of white youth 
with a parent under correctional supervision 
have had a nurse, social worker, or health pro-
fessional visit their home, compared to 16.3, 
12.1, and 12.9 percent of black, Hispanic, and 
white children unexposed to parental incarcer-
ation, respectively.

Maternal educational attainment reveals 
stark differences in social service visitation. 
Among children without a parent exposed to 
criminal justice contact, the educational pat-

Table 5. Matched Estimates of Children’s Social Program Involvement in the United States, 
by Incarceration and Working Poor Status, 2011–2012

Total Social Programs Any Social Program
Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference Incarcerated Non-incarcerated Difference

Non-working 
poor

3.24 2.93 0.31*** 0.99 0.97 0.02***

Working poor 3.03 2.64 0.39*** 0.98 0.94 0.04***

Source: Authors’ calculations from a propensity score matching model that estimates the effect of 
parental incarceration on the likelihood of a child being enrolled in any or multiple needs-based programs. 
Notes: The working poor are people who were employed full-time (fifty out of fifty-two weeks) in the year 
prior to being surveyed but remain in poverty, whereas the non-working poor may have been employed 
up to fifty weeks the previous year, if at all, and live below the poverty line. Total social programs 
represents the sum of all measures of program participation, and any social program is if the child was 
enrolled in at least one means-tested benefit. All models control for race, maternal education, employ-
ment, age, sex, community institutions, neighborhood disorder, social cohesion, concentrated disadvan-
tage, and other social background characteristics listed in table 1. Given that the distributional form for 
experiencing deprivation  among former inmates is unknown, the standard errors of these estimates have 
been bootstrapped five hundred times to obtain a more precise measure of the finite sampling approxi-
mations associated with any and total deprivation for children of incarcerated parents.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

Table 6. Children in the United States Under Age Three Who Were Visited by Social Service Workers, 
by Race, Maternal Education, and Parental Incarceration Status, 2011–2012

Non-incarcerated Incarcerated

Non-
Hispanic 

White

Non-
Hispanic 

Black Hispanic

Non-
Hispanic 

White

Non-
Hispanic 

Black Hispanic

Less than high 
school

18.0% 21.6% 14.2% 28.4% 53.3% 6.4%

High school 14.5 18.4 12.9 28.5 34.5 44.2
College 11.9 13.3 8.9 13.4 40.2 41.1

Total 12.9 16.3 12.1 22.6 38.4 24.7

Source: Authors’ calculations from National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) data, 2011–2012.
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terns are consistent with theoretical expecta-
tions: minors in households with lower levels 
of maternal education are more likely to have 
home visitations. Yet, among youth who have 
a parent under correctional supervision, the 
educational patterns vary by race. For in-
stance, there is little difference between white 
children with a mother who has a high school 
diploma and those whose mother failed to 
complete high school. At the other extreme, 
Hispanic children with mothers who com-
pleted high school have the highest visitation 
rates relative to those whose mother has no 
high school degree or those whose mother has 
some college education. It is unclear, however, 
why Hispanic children in households where 
the mother has no high school degree have 
the lowest levels of visitation (6.4 percent). 
One possibility is that these families are avoid-
ing the double jeopardy associated with both 
immigration and criminal justice surveil-
lance. Lastly, there are large educational 
gradients for black children: children of moth-
ers who dropped out of high school have the 
highest rates of visitation (53.3 percent), fol-
lowed by those whose mother is college-edu-
cated (40.2 percent) or a high school graduate 
(34.5 percent).

Conclusions and Implications
Michel Foucault (1977, 268) famously wrote that 
the prison system creates delinquents “by 
throwing the inmate’s family into destitution,” 
in part, through child abandonment, vagabond-
age, and familial begging. Although some schol-
arship indicates that there is system avoidance 
among prospective and former inmates (Brayne 
2014; Goffman 2014), our findings are broadly 
consistent with the theories and historical ac-
counts of Wilson (1987) and Garland (2001b): 
severe deprivation and economic disadvantage 
are triggers for system inclusion through gov-
ernment programs that mollify the harsh eco-
nomic conditions of the poor and marginalized. 
Children of current and former inmates greatly 
participate in these social programs, particu-
larly in the wake of the Great Recession. Our 
findings indicate that the criminal justice sur-
veillance of former inmates does not upend the 
inclusive nature of program participation 
among children of incarcerated parents. In fact, 

the enrollment of children in government pro-
grams may expose and extend services to for-
mer inmates depending on their state of resi-
dence. A recent Pew report finds that states are 
beginning to lift bans on the receipt of food 
stamps and welfare for drug felons, with a ma-
jority of states having partial or no bans for for-
mer felons (Beitsch 2015).

Racial and educational differences in incar-
ceration among adults have significant impli-
cations for understanding the persistence of 
poverty and intergenerational inequality. A sig-
nificant body of work now highlights growing 
race and class disparities in the likelihood of 
incarceration (Pettit 2012; Pettit and Western 
2004; Tonry 1995; Western 2006), and recent 
scholarship has linked the expansion of the 
criminal justice system to growing inequality 
in the risk of having a parent incarcerated (Pet-
tit, Sykes, and Western 2009; Wildeman 2009). 
Yet researchers are only beginning to under-
stand how these inequalities cascade across 
generations and structure particular forms of 
disadvantage for children later in life (Wake-
field and Wildeman 2011, 2013). 

In this article, we investigated how paren-
tal incarceration has affected exposure to and 
levels of deprivation and program participa-
tion among children in America since the 
Great Recession. Using data from the NSCH, 
we show that children who have experienced 
parental incarceration exhibit elevated rates 
of deprivation and greater involvement in a 
range of needs-based programs. Clear major-
ities of children who have had a parent incar-
cerated are involved in at least one needs-
based social program (such as CHIP, TANF, 
free or reduced-price lunch, WIC, and SNAP), 
and many experience material hardship, un-
met health needs, and increased residential 
instability. Black and Hispanic children who 
experience parental incarceration are the 
most likely to enroll in government assistance 
programs, but it is white children with a par-
ent in prison or jail who encounter slightly 
greater material deprivation and residential 
instability.

Although our findings reveal systematic dif-
ferences in children’s social program inclu-
sion based on whether they had a parent in-
carcerated, our results cannot speak to the 
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practical effects of such inclusion on the pov-
erty status of disadvantaged children or the 
material conditions of their lives. Nor can our 
findings address the questions raised by Goff-
man (2014) and Brayne (2014) about whether 
increased contact with welfare and social pro-
grams in fact leads to increased criminal jus-
tice surveillance and ultimately to an in-
creased risk that children, like their parents, 
will become incarcerated. These limitations 
render the normative implications of our 
findings unclear and somewhat unsettling. 
Although increased system inclusion of the 
nation’s most-disadvantaged children seems 
promising for the larger goal of alleviating 
child poverty, the specter of mass incarcera-
tion looms large: it may be that the very so-
cial programs offering a path out of poverty 
simultaneously set a path leading to more 
formal surveillance into adulthood. Research 
shows that the coexistence between welfare 
and penal states is fundamentally orthogo-
nal within modern industrialized societies 
(Beckett and Western 2001; Garland 1985; 
Wacquant 2010), raising the possibility that 
the most-disadvantaged families in America 
face a tragic dilemma: the price they must 
pay for inclusion in the social safety net may 
further their risk of getting caught in the wid-
ening carceral net. To this point, Kaaryn Gus-
tafson (2011) illustrates the intersectional na-
ture of welfare and penal institutions when 
poverty becomes criminalized because some 
social welfare recipients employ devious 
methods to cheat the system. Other impover-
ished families, however, pay the price of pu-
nitive social welfare policies meant to curtail 
the fraudulent behavior of some program 
participants.

This article joins a chorus of recent re-
search drawing attention to the collateral con-
sequences of mass incarceration for families 
and their children. Incarceration levies signif-
icant penalties against those who spend time 
behind bars. Yet the costs of incarceration ex-
tend to the children of current and former in-
mates, who are at heightened risk of severe 
deprivation. Although many of the children 
who experience parental incarceration may 
have already been at risk of severe deprivation, 
our research indicates that incarceration inde-
pendently and significantly contributes to chil-

dren’s need for social support to meet basic 
living standards.

Our findings are important and timely for 
several reasons. First, the American public is 
deeply concerned that government policies 
since the beginning of the Great Recession 
have done little to help the poor and the mid-
dle class. A recent Pew report shows that 71 
percent of Americans believe that govern-
ment economic policies since the recession 
have helped large banks and financial institu-
tions a fair amount or a great deal, and 
roughly two-thirds of individuals polled said 
the same about laws and programs that have 
enabled large corporations to navigate diffi-
cult financial times. By comparison, 72 per-
cent say that economic policies since the re-
cession have done little or nothing to help the 
middle class, and slightly fewer (65 percent) 
feel the same when asked about the poor (Pew 
Research Center 2015). In light of childhood 
poverty associated with having an incarcer-
ated parent, social policies must be expanded 
to aid the children of poor families, including 
those who are considered the working poor.

Second, our findings highlight the impor-
tance of continued government spending on 
social programs aimed at attenuating poverty 
and deprivation. Yet recent debates in Con-
gress have focused on the need to reduce 
spending on Medicare and the food stamps 
programs that were expanded during the Great 
Recession (CBS 2015; Tracy 2015). The pro-
posed cuts are in addition to the $8.7 billion 
food stamp reduction contained in the 2014 
farm bill, which resulted in the loss of about 
$90 per month in food stamp benefits for 
850,000 households (Resnikoff 2014). These 
cuts risk deepening and entrenching poverty 
among the children of ex-prisoners currently 
being served by such programs.

Children’s deprivation and program in-
volvement are largely driven by both parental 
incarceration and growing economic inequal-
ity: children of the working poor who have not 
had a parent in prison or jail are suffering fates 
similar to those of their counterparts with a 
parent in prison or jail. Inmates are drawn 
from the most-disadvantaged segments of so-
ciety and are often banished from particular 
domains of social life (Beckett and Herbert 
2009). Thus, it should come as no surprise that 
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children of inmates also experience agony and 
distress. But parental incarceration is more 
than a symbol of disadvantage. Parental incar-
ceration serves to crystallize social inequality 
by exposing children to additional risks, hard-
ships, and severe deprivation that may further 
fuel the intergenerational transmission of dis-
advantage.
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