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How does paternal incarceration affect children’s 
cognitive and noncognitive development?

been limited. Within the past decade, there has been an 
explosion of research investigating whether and in what 
ways a parent’s (usually the father) incarceration affects 
his children.8 Most consistently, studies have shown that 
paternal incarceration results in behavioral problems for 
children, concentrated primarily among boys. For example, 
paternal incarceration has been found to increase aggression, 
depression, anxiety, attention problems, and delinquency in 
young boys and adolescent men. These negative effects on 
behavioral functioning and mental health have been identified 
throughout boys’ and young mens’ lives, from age 5 into early 
adulthood.9 The studies producing these findings focused 
mainly on antisocial behaviors. Few studies of parental 
incarceration on children in middle childhood have looked 
beyond these negative behaviors to measures of prosocial 
noncognitive skills, such as task completion or self-discipline, 
which are critical to future socioeconomic success.

The extremely consistent findings for boys and their 
behavioral outcomes have been pivotal in establishing the 
existence of harmful intergenerational consequences of 
paternal incarceration. However, the findings also may have 
narrowed the focus of policy interventions, the majority of 
which have revolved around addressing intergenerational 
transmissions of criminality in early childhood or 
adolescence.10 Could the effects of paternal incarceration 
extend beyond boys’ antisocial behaviors to have broader 
intergenerational implications? 

Effects of paternal incarceration on direct measures of 
children’s cognitive skills have yet to surface. In fact, 
some previous studies have found no effect of paternal 
incarceration on preschool children’s receptive vocabulary, 
an often-used but incomplete measure of early cognitive 
ability.11 Findings like these have led scholars to conclude 
that while paternal incarceration has strong negative impacts 
on children’s socio-behavioral outcomes, its association with 
cognitive development is weak to nonexistent. However, 
few studies have yet to fully investigate the impact paternal 
incarceration has on the broad range of cognitive skills 
beyond receptive vocabulary that children possess and 
develop. Such skills may evolve or surface over time, calling 
for a need to assess the impact of paternal incarceration 
throughout childhood and across a larger range of child 
cognitive outcomes.

Two new studies of paternal incarceration’s 
effects

The studies summarized here use data from the Fragile 
Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFS), a longitudinal 

Anna R. Haskins

Anna R. Haskins is Assistant Professor of Sociology at 
Cornell University.

Nearly one in every 100 adults in the United States is in 
prison or jail, and an additional one in 50 is under probation 
or on parole.1 Extensive research has documented the long- 
and short-term, direct and indirect consequences of this mass 
incarceration for the imprisoned individual or former inmate, 
and a quickly growing literature examines potential extended 
effects of incarceration on families and communities.2 The 
number of school-age children in the United States with 
incarcerated or formerly incarcerated parents was recently 
estimated at over 32 million, or about one in every 28 
schoolchildren.3 The work summarized in this article adds 
to previous work on the effects of paternal incarceration 
on school-age children using newly available longitudinal 
data to assess the negative effects of a father’s incarceration 
on child mental health, socioemotional development, and 
cognitive skills, focusing especially on 9-year-olds.4

What we know about mass incarceration’s 
effects on children

There is mounting evidence that the effects of mass 
incarceration extend beyond the imprisoned individual to 
his family, community and especially his children. Given 
data availability and the high cumulative risk of paternal 
incarceration, the majority of work in this area has focused on 
fathers. Men are incarcerated at far higher rates than women. In 
fact, fathers account for 91 percent of all incarcerated parents.5 
The pathways through which parental incarceration may affect 
children’s well-being include: trauma resulting from parent-
child separation; a sense of social isolation and shame brought 
on by the stigma associated with having an incarcerated family 
member; and stress and strain caused by family disruption, 
dissolution, or the prolonged financial hardship experienced 
due to the loss of the incarcerated parent’s income.6 Recent 
work on paternal incarceration has also shown that harmful 
effects on child well-being can occur regardless of the resident 
status of the father at the time of his imprisonment, suggesting 
that there is something about incarceration that affects children 
beyond mere paternal absence.7

Paternal incarceration and child outcomes

The trauma, stigma, and strain theories allow for parental 
incarceration to affect both boys and girls, and to have 
consequences on child outcomes beyond behavior; however, 
evidence of these connections from empirical studies has 
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birth-cohort study that follows nearly 5,000 children and 
their parents. The FFS data set is one of the few broadly 
representative data sources currently available to explore 
contemporary questions related to the effect of paternal 
incarceration on child outcomes. Not only does it follow 
both parents over time as their child develops, it also allows 
sufficient variation by race and paternal incarceration 
experiences to assess the effects of a father’s incarceration 
on his children.

Effects on noncognitive skills

Children’s noncognitive skills can include dimensions of 
physical health or motor functioning as well as social and 
emotional behaviors, personality traits, or abilities linked 
to self-discipline and effortful control. In my analysis, I 
look specifically at the attention, social, and behavioral 
components of learning, which correspond to a child’s ability 
to concentrate, stay on task, cooperate, interact appropriately 
with peers, and exercise emotional self-regulation.12 
Noncognitive skill development is cumulative, begins during 
the earliest years of life, and is powerfully shaped—both 
negatively and positively—by experiences and environments 
in early childhood.13 During early childhood (approximately 
birth to age 5) the foundation for one’s skill capacities is 
laid, while in middle childhood (approximately ages 5 to 
10) these skills crystalize, establishing a trajectory for future 
development.14 Thus, negative experiences—whether social, 
environmental, or physical—occurring during the first 10 
years of a child’s life have the potential to influence a range 
of later outcomes, such as schooling, employment, and 
earnings.15

I consider how paternal incarceration may affect children’s 
behavioral functioning and socioemotional skill development 
by age 9, relying for the first time on children’s self-reports 
of prosocial and antisocial behaviors recorded in FFS data.16 
My findings suggest that experiencing first-time paternal 
incarceration between the ages of 1 and 9 is associated 
with higher child-reported antisocial behaviors, including 
internalizing, externalizing, and early delinquency problems. 
The overall effect of paternal incarceration on these 
antisocial behaviors suggests a schooling setback in the 
range of 1 to 2 months.

However, no detrimental effects of paternal incarceration 
are found for one particular measure of children’s prosocial 
skills—task completion—suggesting that there may be types 
of noncognitive skills that paternal incarceration affects 
less than others. While promising, this finding is far from 
conclusive, as there is potential for measurement concerns.17 
Very few studies to date have explored the impact of parental 
incarceration on children’s prosocial skill development, so 
these early findings may stimulate more work in this area.18  
Prosocial skills are important to future socioeconomic 
success, so efforts made toward fine-tuning our understanding 
of the ways in which paternal incarceration is most 
detrimental to children’s development can help us better 
develop targeted policy interventions.

Just as previous work has documented the deleterious effects 
of paternal incarceration for parent reports of preschool-
age boys’ behavior, analyses by gender subgroup across 
this diverse set of child-reported noncognitive outcomes 
demonstrates that among 9-year-old boys in the FFS sample, 
the negative impacts of paternal incarceration persist into 
middle childhood. Among girls, associations are in the 
expected direction—increasing self-reports of antisocial 
behaviors—but the magnitude of the effect is much weaker 
than that for boys and does not reach statistical significance. 
While a growing literature shows that compared to girls, 
young boys are more sensitive to family disruptions across 
a range of outcomes, some recent research suggests that 
paternal incarceration is negatively associated with cognitive 
skills and likelihood for early grade retention at age 9 among 
both boys and girls.19 Thus, while evidence is mounting for 
the vulnerability of young boys to paternal incarceration, 
future work should continue to explore effects for girls 
across a range of outcomes and developmental stages.

Lastly, comparisons across parent and child reports of 
externalizing and internalizing behaviors illuminate 
differences in both the perceived magnitude of overall effects 
of paternal incarceration and how effects by respondent 
perceptions might vary depending on the gender of the child. 
Parent reports of behavioral outcomes produced the largest 
impacts of paternal incarceration, while child self-reports 
of their own behaviors showed fewer significant differences 
and were of smaller magnitude (often nearly half the size). 
If this study relied only on reporting by parents, slightly 
different conclusions by gender would have been made, 
since parent reports of both externalizing and internalizing 
problem behaviors for girls with incarcerated fathers 
reached significance while child self-reports did not. These 
findings suggest a more nuanced understanding is needed. 
If we believe children are the most accurate reporters of 
their own behavior and skills, and social desirability bias is 
not a major concern, then it is possible that studies relying 
solely on parent perceptions of children’s behaviors may 
be overestimating impacts of paternal incarceration. Future 
work comparing agreement of child and parent reports across 
a range of outcomes would better inform our understanding 
of both the lived experiences of children of the incarcerated 
and how non-incarcerated parents, educators, and other 
interested adults perceive the well-being and skill capacities 
of this growing group of children.

Effects on cognitive skills

Of the nearly two million minor children in the United States 
with currently incarcerated fathers, the majority are under 
age 12.20 For children, the developmental stages of early and 
middle childhood are marked by time in primary school and 
are often when children build their academic competencies, 
learn to understand societal roles, begin to interact with 
peers, and develop intimate relationships with friends, 
family, and other significant adults. It is also a time when 
socioemotional behaviors and academic competencies begin 
to crystalize into relatively consistent patterns of behavior 
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and skill trajectories that persist into adolescence and early 
adulthood. Therefore, this is a time in young children’s 
lives when they are especially vulnerable to disruption and 
instability.

The incarceration of a parent could certainly be seen as an 
event capable of producing trauma, stigma, and strain, all 
of which might negatively affect elementary-age children’s 
sense of academic competence. Moreover, earlier impacts 
on behavior and attentional capacities may have lagged 
impacts on cognitive skill acquisition via mechanisms such 
as grade retention and special education placement (Haskins 
2014, Turney and Haskins 2014) or decreased connection to 
school, as evidenced in work by Dallaire (2007) and Dallaire 
and Aaron (2010), which finds that parental incarceration 
for school-age children produces unique risk factors related 
to the stable development of strong school ties and healthy 
academic environments. Lastly, a fairly extensive literature 
indicates there are benefits of paternal involvement for 
children’s cognitive ability; consequently, through inhibited 
involvement, a father’s incarceration has the potential to have 
damaging consequences.21 Thus, the social and emotional 
volatility along with inhibited involvement produced by 
paternal incarceration can place school-age children at a 
heightened risk for academic difficulties.

Previous work has consistently documented the negative 
influence of paternal incarceration on boys’ behavioral 
capacities across the life course. This study’s finding of 
detrimental effects on cognitive outcomes for both boys and 
girls in middle childhood contributes new knowledge and 
an expanding accounting of the negative effects of paternal 
incarceration on school-age children in the United States.22 
Girls with incarcerated fathers have statistically significant 
lower reading comprehension and math problem-solving 
skills compared to same-gender matched peers, while 
boys have reduced attentional capacities. The differences I 
find in cognitive skills between various groups of children 
with incarcerated fathers and their matched controls are 
equivalent to a loss within the range of 1 to 3 months 
of schooling. The surfacing of effects on cognitive skill 
acquisition may be attributed to a number of factors. First, 
this study investigated a much larger range of cognitive 
outcomes than previously studied. In addition, the majority 
of prior studies have focused on either preschoolers or 
adolescents, missing the developmental age of middle 
childhood, an important stage for the growth of academic 
skill competencies. The novelty of these findings, however, 
should not lead one to conclude that children of incarcerated 
parents have a lack of intellectual capacity. Rather, as 
noted in a recent report by the National Research Council 
(2014), paternal incarceration’s role in school failure, and 
in this case, decreases in scores on cognitive assessments, 
may arise initially from socioemotional problems that then 
produce lagged impacts on cognitive skill acquisition via 
mechanisms such as stress, teacher stigma leading to grade 
retention, or placement in special education.

Conclusions

Early to middle childhood is a critical period in young 
children’s lives for the healthy development of both 
noncognitive and cognitive skills. During the first 10 years 
of life, children’s cognitive, social, and behavioral skills 
begin to solidify into relatively consistent patterns that 
persist into adulthood. Paternal incarceration during this 
critical childhood period can cause disruptions, stress, and 
instability that may have not only short-term implications for 
children’s development, but also long-term ramifications for 
future academic attainment and labor market experiences.

My findings on noncognitive skills corroborate recent work 
suggesting that the incarceration of a father presents a 
significant hindrance to a child’s healthy socio-emotional 
development, especially among boys, and consequently 
to the child’s future prospects. I also present findings on 
paternal incarceration’s impact on a large range of cognitive 
skills that contribute new knowledge, and offer a nuanced 
account of the effects of paternal incarceration on child well-
being and development.

Together, these findings of negative effects on both 
noncognitive and cognitive outcomes for children provide 
additional evidence that paternal incarceration is likely an 
important avenue through which educational inequality is 
produced and reproduced among children in the United 
States.

Some reassurance can be found in work that shows that 
socioemotional and behavioral capacities appear to be quite 
responsive to social policy, so it may be possible to develop 
interventions that would restrict transmission of disadvantage 
attributable to paternal incarceration.23 The finding that 
paternal incarceration does not appear to be detrimental for 
a measure of children’s prosocial development suggests that 
more research is needed on the potential protective functions 
of prosocial behaviors for children of the incarcerated. 
Future empirical work on the intergenerational effects of 
paternal incarceration is also necessary, and qualitative work 
should be done in order to better understand the mechanisms 
through which these effects operate.

The two studies summarized here contribute to a growing 
body of literature on the implications of mass incarceration 
for inequality among children in the United States, 
suggesting consequences may be more expansive than 
previously documented.n
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