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AAuutthhoorr’’ss  nnoottee:: Points of view
expressed in this article do not repre-
sent the official position or policies of
the U.S. Department of Justice.

Is a mother’s incarceration directly
responsible for her child’s place-
ment in foster care, and how likely
is a mother to be reunited with

her child? Interim findings from an
ongoing NIJ-funded study1 revealed
surprising answers: most incarcerated
mothers lost their children to foster
care prior to incarceration and most
are very unlikely to be reunited with
their children.

The study, which was jointly funded
by the National Institute of Justice
(NIJ), the Open Society Institute, The
Chicago Community Trust and the
Russell Sage Foundation, was awarded
to researchers at the Universities of
California and Chicago. The resea-
rchers focused on mothers who were
incarcerated in Illinois State prisons
and the Cook County Jail in Chicago
from 1990 to 20002 to examine the
relationship between a mother’s
imprisonment and the probability
that her child would be placed in 
foster care. They also studied the
children’s foster care placement out-
comes (see Figure 1). 

Which Came First?
Researchers found that 27 percent

of the incarcerated mothers had a
child who had been placed in foster
care at some point during the child’s
life. Surprisingly, researchers found
that in most cases the mother’s incar-
ceration was not the reason the child
was placed in foster care. In almost

three-quarters of the cases, the child
was placed in foster care prior to his
or her mother’s first incarceration.
And in more than 40 percent of those
cases, the child entered foster care
as many as three years before his or
her mother went to jail.

This finding contradicts a widely
held assumption that children are
placed in foster care as a direct result
of their mothers’ incarceration. The
early findings indicate that a child’s
foster care status is rarely a direct
result of a mother’s imprisonment.

Likelihood of Mother-
Child Reunification

Researchers also compared the
outcomes for the children of these
incarcerated mothers with outcomes
for all children in foster care. Figure 1
shows that other children in foster
care are twice as likely to reunite
with their parents as children of
incarcerated mothers in foster care.
Additionally, children of imprisoned
mothers are more likely to be adopted
than all children in foster care. This
could be for a number of reasons, but
mostly because many of the children
are placed in kinship/foster care,
where they are taken care of by other
relatives who adopt them.

Perhaps most notable is that chil-
dren of incarcerated mothers were
four times more likely to be “still in”
foster care than all other children
(see Figure 1). These children linger
in foster care until they are 18 when
they “age out” of the system; they do
not reunify with their parents, get
adopted, enter into subsidized
guardianship, go into independent

living or leave through some other
means. Moreover, another recent
study has found that children who
“age out” have a high probability of
ending up incarcerated as adults,
regardless of whether their parents
were incarcerated or not.3

Getting The 
Research Right 

The interim findings from the
study represent a significant step for-
ward in the development of knowl-
edge regarding incarcerated parents
and their children. Until now, no
study of this magnitude focused
exclusively on the status of children
of incarcerated parents. Instead,
researchers had focused primarily on
the incarcerated parent; data on chil-
dren and their custody status were
incidental to that inquiry.

Previously, several other factors
also impeded research on these chil-
dren: small sample sizes; reluctance
of incarcerated parents, family mem-
bers, and caregivers to provide infor-
mation that might disrupt formal or
informal custody arrangements;
reliance on self-report; and insuffi-
cient funding and resources to locate
and track children over time.

NIJ Builds on Prior
Research

The interim findings from this
study are the latest in NIJ’s 15-year
history of work in this area. In 1992
the field asked NIJ to provide a prac-
tical research-to-practice solution to
address the needs of these at-risk
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children, their imprisoned parents,
and the lack of visitation between
parent and child. NIJ responded by
creating a first-of-its-kind partnership
between an adult correctional institu-
tion and a major youth service orga-
nization — the Girl Scouts Beyond
Bars4 program — and tested its feasi-
bility. This program has since been
replicated in more than 20 states and
40 correctional institutions across
the country and has won several
national awards. Recently, the Public
Broadcasting System (PBS or public
television) aired a nationally tele-
vised documentary on this program,
and it was also recently replicated by
a boys’ youth service organization.5

Since the early 1990s, NIJ has con-
ducted research on female offenders,
reentry and family reunification
efforts. One publication resulting
from this effort was the NIJ Program
Focus, Women’s Prison Association:
Supporting Women Offenders and
Their Families.6 This effort was fol-
lowed in the late 1990s by two studies
on incarcerated fathers and their chil-
dren. The first examined the attitudes
and perceptions of incarcerated men
toward child care and raising 
children.7 The second study was a
three-year ethnographic examination
of the effects of male incarceration on
families in the District of Columbia.8

While significant, NIJ’s research
efforts were generally frustrated by
the same barriers that had stymied
others — small sample sizes, reliance
on self-report, and the lack of funding
and resources for a long-range study

of such children. The researchers at
the universities of California and
Chicago have the potential to push
the field forward in building knowl-
edge in this evolving discipline. The
study’s reliance on large administra-
tive datasets provides objective and
verifiable data on very large samples
of incarcerated mothers and their
children over a decade. It offers the
opportunity to shed light on a popu-
lation about which we have had
many speculations, but, until now,
very little reliable data. 

What Is Next?
Researchers from the universities

of Chicago and California will continue
to examine other questions posed by
the relationship between child welfare
and parental incarceration, such as:

• Do families in which the mother
is incarcerated before the child
is placed in foster care differ
from families in which the child
is removed before the parent is
incarcerated?

• What effect does the mother’s
incarceration have on termina-
tion of parental rights?

• What is the relationship between
the offense that resulted in the
mother’s incarceration and the
types of child maltreatment
that prompted child welfare
services to intervene?

• What are the similarities and
differences between the moth-
er’s type of incarceration (jail
or prison) and the child welfare
issues?

The researchers hope that
answers to these questions will illu-
minate the crossroads of the foster
care and criminal justice systems
and provide information that will
have important implications for both
practitioners and policy-makers. As
well noted in the field, while there
are more children affected by a
father’s incarceration due to the
overwhelming majority of men in
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prison, a child’s stability appears to
be most threatened by a mother’s
incarceration.9 Thus, future findings
could guide efforts to develop crime
prevention and family reunification
strategies — especially for mother
and child — and create other effective
collaborative efforts between the cor-
rections and child welfare systems. 
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