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Racial Inequality in the Prevalence, Degree, Extension,  
and Permeation of Incarceration in Family Life

Youngmin Yi

ABSTRACT The prev a lence, con se quences, and unequal dis tri bu tion of paren tal and 
own incar cer a tion in the United States are well documented. However, much of our 
knowl edge of the reach of the carceral state into fam ily life is focused on incar cer a tion 
of a par ent, roman tic part ner, or child, to the exclu sion of other impor tant rela tion ships. 
Using data from the Family History of Incarceration Study, a nationally representative 
survey of U.S. adults (N = 2,029), this study intro duces novel descrip tive mea sures 
that pro vide a more com pre hen sive pic ture of the demog ra phy and racially unequal 
dis tri bu tion of fam ily incar cer a tion: degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and per me ation. 
This anal y sis shows that Black adults in the United States are not only more likely to 
have expe ri enced fam ily incar cer a tion but are also more likely to have had more fam ily 
mem bers incar cer ated (5.3 mem bers vs. ≤2.8 mem bers for adults of other racial/eth nic  
groups) and to have had fam ily mem bers from more gen er a tions ever incar cer ated 
(1.7 gen er a tions vs. ≤1.1 gen er a tions for those of other groups). Further, the sta bil ity 
of these esti ma tes across model spec i fi ca tions under scores the impor tance of inter ro
gat ing longstand ing approaches to the anal y sis of link ages between race, the crim i nal 
legal sys tem, and fam ily life and the inves ti ga tion of racialized sys tems and social 
inequal ity more broadly.

KEYWORDS Family • Incarceration • Race • Racial inequal ity • Family History of  
Incarceration Study

Introduction

Nearly half of all  res i dents of the United States have ever had an imme di ate fam ily 
mem ber incar cer ated (Enns et al. 2019). Black res i dents are sub stan tially more likely 
than res i dents of other racial/eth nic groups to have had a fam ily mem ber incar cer ated 
(Enns et al. 2019; Wildeman 2009) or to have been incar cer ated them selves (Enns 
et al. 2019; Pettit and Western 2004). Further, expe ri ences of one’s own incar cer a
tion and that of one’s fam ily mem bers are linked to adverse out comes in vir tu ally all  
domains of wellbeing across the life course (e.g., Foster and Hagan 2007; Wakefield 
and Wildeman 2014). These fea tures of incar cer a tion sit u ate it as a core com po nent of 
racial inequal ity and strat i fi ca tion in the United States (e.g., Alexander 2012; Roberts 
2004; Wakefield and Uggen 2010; Wildeman and Muller 2012; Wilson 1987).
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16 Y. Yi

The cen tral role of mass incar cer a tion as part of the land scape of U.S. inequal ity 
includes its inter sec tion with fam ily life. Incarceration has the poten tial to put tre
men dous pres sure on fam i lies, straining social and finan cial resources (e.g., Bruns 
2020; Green et al. 2006), restructuring social roles and respon si bil i ties (e.g., Braman 
2004; Nurse 2002; Turney 2014), and adding logis ti cal and emo tional chal lenges to 
fam ily rela tion ships dur ing and after incar cer a tion (e.g., Comfort 2008; Gurusami 
2019; Waller and Swisher 2006). Incarceration is also linked to fam ily life through 
its impacts on core demo graphic pro cesses. For exam ple, a grow ing schol ar ship has 
explored whether and how incar cer a tion shapes fer til ity (e.g., Cancian et al. 2016), 
mor tal ity (e.g., Pridemore 2014; Wildeman and Muller 2012), and fam ily insta bil ity 
(e.g., Sykes and Pettit 2014; Wildeman et al. 2016).

However, exam i na tions of incar cer a tion and fam ily life have two char ac ter is tics 
that limit our under stand ing of the demo graphic con tours of fam ily incar cer a tion. First, 
prior ana ly ses focus nearly exclu sively on rela tion ships cen tered in the White, upper
mid dleclass con struct of the nuclear fam ily (e.g., Coontz 1992; Letiecq 2019; Nelson 
2014). This work focuses on imme di ate fam ily—par ents, part ners, and chil dren— 
to the exclu sion of other rela tion ships that may be equally or more impor tant to a 
per son’s social world (e.g., Amorim 2019; Eriksen and Gerstel 2002; Meek 2008) 
and with out con sid er ation of how fam ily size and com po si tion may be related to 
dif fer en tial risks of fam ily incar cer a tion.1 A sec ond lim i ta tion to ana ly ses of fam ily 
incar cer a tion is their focus on prev a lence (e.g., Enns et al. 2019). As descrip tions of 
the reach of the carceral state, prev a lence esti ma tes of fam ily incar cer a tion are cer
tainly more infor ma tive than mea sures lim ited to cur rent incar cer a tion. However, 
prev a lence mea sures effec tively flat ten expe ri ences of fam ily incar cer a tion, obscur
ing dif fer ences in num bers of fam ily mem bers incar cer ated, gen er a tions of fam ily 
impacted, and other ways in which this expe ri ence might vary. The focus to date on 
imme di ate fam ily and prev a lence in the study of mass incar cer a tion may there fore 
yield an incom plete under stand ing of the impacts of this pol icy regime, poten tially 
underestimating racial inequalities in the reach and con se quences of fam ily incar cer
a tion (Chung and Hepburn 2018; Lee et al. 2015; Wildeman and Wakefield 2014).

This study uses nation ally rep re sen ta tive data from the Family History of Incar
ceration Study (FamHIS) to exam ine racial/eth nic inequalities in the depth and dis
tri bu tion of incar cer a tion in fam i lies of U.S. adults. I intro duce three new descrip tors 
of fam ily incar cer a tion to look beyond prev a lence and beyond par ents, part ners, and 
chil dren: degree (num ber of fam ily mem bers), gen er a tional exten sion (hor i zon tal, 
upward, or down ward gen er a tion), and per me ation (num ber of gen er a tions). This 
descrip tive anal y sis sheds light on pre vi ously unex am ined dimen sions of inequal ity 
in fam ily incar cer a tion expo sure. I find that in addi tion to being more likely to expe
ri ence fam ily incar cer a tion, Black adults expe ri ence sub stan tially greater degree and 
per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion than adults in other racial/eth nic groups. Further, 
disparities between Black and nonBlack adults in fam ily incar cer a tion prev a lence, 
degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and per me ation are sta tis ti cally dis tin guish able even 

1 See Chung and Hepburn (2018), Enns et al. (2019), Goldman (2020), Lee et al. (2015), Meek (2008), 
Sirois (2020), and Wildeman and Wakefield (2014), and jour nal is tic cov er age in LantiguaWilliams 
(2016), for some key excep tions.
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17Racial Inequality in Family Incarceration

after account ing for key cor re lates of fam ily con fig u ra tion and crim i nal legal sys tem 
con tact.

Background

In an era of per sis tently high rates of incar cer a tion in the United States ( Walmsley 
2018), research ers have documented the reach of the carceral state into life out
side jail and prison walls (Braman 2004; Clear 2007; Lerman and Weaver 2014). 
This work focuses pri mar ily on the incar cer a tion of par ents, roman tic part ners, and 
 chil dren (e.g., Comfort 2008; Foster and Hagan 2015; Wildeman 2009; Wildeman and 
Wakefield 2014) and has found that their incar cer a tion has the poten tial to reshape 
the tempo, struc ture, and tenor of fam ily and daily life (e.g., Arditti et al. 2003;  
Comfort 2016; Miller 2021).

Parent, part ner, and child incar cer a tion have also been found to be con sis tently 
and neg a tively asso ci ated with wellbeing over the life course (e.g., Arditti 2012; 
Wakefield and Uggen 2010; Wildeman et al. 2018). Incarceration of these rela tions is 
asso ci ated with lower lev els of school engage ment and attain ment (e.g., Cho 2009; 
Hagan and Foster 2012; Haskins 2014) and higher risks of rela tion ship insta bil ity 
(e.g.,  Turney 2014, 2015), infant mor tal ity (e.g., Wildeman 2012), and poor adult 
health (e.g., Lee et al. 2014), for exam ple. The racially unequal dis tri bu tion of par ent, 
part ner, and child incar cer a tion across the pop u la tion, cou pled with these mul ti fac
eted neg a tive asso ci a tions, posi tions incar cer a tion as a core com po nent of fam ily 
inequal ity in the United States (e.g., Patillo et al. 2004; Wildeman and Wang 2017).

Beyond Partners, Parents, and Prevalence

However, there are some crit i cal lim i ta tions to our cur rent under stand ing of this 
dimen sion of fam ily inequal ity. First, as pre vi ously men tioned, the schol ar ship is 
constrained by its focus on social rela tion ships con strued to be most cen tral to one’s 
life (i.e., par ents, roman tic part ners, and chil dren; Wildeman and Muller 2012). So 
far, this lim ited view of the fam ily, com bined with the absence of appro pri ate quan
ti ta tive data, has made it dif fi cult or impos si ble to detail incar cer a tion of rela tions 
beyond the imme di ate or nuclear fam ily.2 This focus on bio log i cal prox im ity effec
tively priv i le ges famil ial rela tion ships and norms pre dom i nantly held by the White 
mid dle to upper class (Coontz 1992; Roberts 2002; Smith 1993). In doing so, prior 
ana ly ses have taken a pre scrip tive approach, per haps inad ver tently, defin ing the 
 rela tion ships assumed to be most con se quen tial for those “left behind” by their incar
cer a tion (Wildeman and Wakefield 2014:372, 375).

Yet, fam i lies include rela tions other than par ents, part ners, and chil dren, and rela
tion ships with these other indi vid u als are also impor tant cor re lates of wellbeing and 
out comes over the life course (e.g., Cross 2020; Hall and Crowder 2011; Turney 2014; 

2 This point is also made by oth ers, includ ing Chung and Hepburn (2018), Enns and col leagues (2019), 
Lee and col leagues (2014), and Wildeman and Wakefield (2014).
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Youngblut et al. 2015). Siblings, for exam ple, influ ence one another’s wellbeing  
in child hood and can later serve as sources of sup port in adult hood (e.g., Brody 1998; 
White and Riedmann 1992). Grandparents and other rela tions—par tic u larly grand
moth ers and aunts—often serve as pri mary or sec ond ary care giv ers and as crit i cal 
sources of inkind sup port in fam i lies (e.g., Gerstel 2011; Jaeger 2012).

Additionally, prior work documenting var i a tion in fam ily and sup port net works 
across racial/eth nic groups and fam ily con fig u ra tions (e.g., sin glepar ent fam i lies) 
found that peo ple who are more likely to have extended fam ily centrally involved 
in daily life (e.g., Sarkisian 2007; Sarkisian and Gerstel 2012) are of the same social 
groups that are dis pro por tion ately likely to expe ri ence fam ily incar cer a tion (Enns 
et al. 2019). Family demo graphic research would sug gest that the impacts of incar cer
a tion of fam ily mem bers other than par ents, part ners, or chil dren may be more severe 
for Black per sons and fam i lies, who are simul ta neously at higher risk of carceral 
con tact (Enns et al. 2019; Pierson et al. 2020) and more likely to be close to, receiv
ing sup port from, or liv ing with extended fam ily (e.g., Benin and Keith 1995; Cross 
2018; Erola et al. 2018; Moore 1990). Family dis rup tion and strain linked to incar
cer a tion could there fore be related to inequal ity in at least two ways: through unequal 
dis tri bu tion and unequal impact.

Further, recent esti ma tes show that the incar cer a tion of fam ily mem bers other than 
part ners, par ents, and chil dren is com mon. Sibling incar cer a tion (27%) is 1.5 times 
to twice as com mon as paren tal (18%), part ner (14%), or child incar cer a tion (12%) 
(Enns et al. 2019). Moreover, anal y sis of these other types of fam ily carceral con tact 
finds that these expe ri ences are unequally dis trib uted, with indi vid u als iden ti fy ing as 
Black dis pro por tion ately and more likely to be exposed (Boen et al. 2022; Enns et al. 
2019). To date, many ana ly ses draw ing on data on extended fam ily incar cer a tion use 
that infor ma tion in attempts to account for “fam ily effects” or sup posed pre dis po si
tions to crim i nal ity, rather than as a type of carceral con tact itself (e.g., Besemer et al. 
2018; Buhller et al. 2018; Harding et al. 2017; Norris et al. 2021).

A sec ond lim i ta tion to cur rent under stand ing of fam ily incar cer a tion in the United 
States is the focus to date on prev a lence, and par tic u larly, as noted above, prev a lence 
of par ent, part ner, and child incar cer a tion. This focus on prev a lence may mask other 
key dif fer ences in incar cer a tion risk and expo sure. Just as fam i lies vary in size, struc
ture, and com po si tion (e.g., Cross 2018; Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Perkins 2017; 
Swartz 2009), the struc ture and dis tri bu tion of incar cer a tion within fam i lies also 
likely vary in impor tant ways.

To illus trate the impact of these lim i ta tions, con sider two hypo thet i cal indi vid u als, 
one whose father was incar cer ated and a sec ond whose father and aunt were incar cer
ated. The most com mon con tem po rary approaches to study ing fam ily incar cer a tion 
would cap ture the fact that both indi vid u als have had fam ily incar cer ated, but not 
dif fer ences in the num ber of fam ily mem bers ever incar cer ated or dif fer ences in the 
rela tion ships affected. Indeed, pre dom i nant approaches that focus on imme di ate fam
ily would entirely fail to cap ture the aunt’s incar cer a tion in this exam ple.

Without a more com pre hen sive under stand ing of the con fig u ra tions of incar cer a tion 
within fam i lies and how these vary across racial/eth nic groups (or not), descrip tion and 
anal y sis of fam ily incar cer a tion are sus cep ti ble to over sim pli fi ca tion of the expe ri ence 
and poten tial mis iden ti fi ca tion of the out comes and effects of carceral con tact. Put in 
tech ni cal terms, with out a bet ter han dle on the het ero ge ne ity of  fam ily incar cer a tion, 
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19Racial Inequality in Family Incarceration

the expe ri ence of hav ing one rela tion incar cer ated is mea sured as sim i lar or as hav ing 
sim i lar “effects” as hav ing a fam ily with mul ti ple gen er a tions of incar cer a tion expo sure.

Detailing Family Incarceration: Social Network and Family Demographic Approaches

In this study, I exam ine racial/eth nic inequal ity in expo sure to fam ily mem ber incar
cer a tion using mea sures beyond prev a lence. For this task, con cep tual tools com
monly lev er aged in fam ily demo graphic and social net work ana ly ses are espe cially 
use ful. The fam ily is, after all , a social net work (e.g., Bott 1957; Chung and Hep
burn 2018; Stack 1974), one with socio cul tural and legal defi  ni tions (e.g., Bea and 
Poppe 2021). The con cep tu al i za tion of fam i lies as social net works and incar cer a tion 
as a shock that moves through them is cen tral to our under stand ing of incar cer a tion 
as a mech a nism of inequal ity (e.g., Haynie et al. 2018; Mowen and Visher 2016;  
Wakefield 2016; Wildeman and Wakefield 2014). Here, I pro vide new detail about 
fam ily incar cer a tion in the United States and racial/eth nic inequalities therein by 
com bin ing fam ily demo graphic tools, a social net work per spec tive on the fam ily, 
and an eye to the racialized effects of incar cer a tion on fam i lies. To do so, I describe 
fam ily incar cer a tion using race/eth nic ityspe cific esti ma tes of the prev a lence, degree 
(num ber of fam ily mem bers), gen er a tional exten sion (same, older, or youn ger gen er
a tion), and per me ation (num ber of gen er a tions) of incar cer a tion in fam i lies of adults. 
I use regres sion anal y sis to account for var i a tion in fam ily and life course con texts 
(e.g., paren tal sta tus) and other socio eco nomic and demo graphic char ac ter is tics and 
con texts that are under stood to be cor re lates of expo sure to fam ily incar cer a tion.

Given the racialized his tory of the crim i nal legal sys tem in the United States 
(Beckett and Western 2001; Miller 2013; Muller 2012; Thompson 2020), I antic i
pate that these new descrip tors of fam ily incar cer a tion will pro vide addi tional detail 
about racial disparities in fam ily incar cer a tion that prev a lence mea sures can not cap
ture. Indeed, prev a lence esti ma tes may mask other crit i cal dimen sions of inequal ity 
related to incar cer a tion, namely, the pro fun dity and inten sity with which incar cer a
tion rever ber ates through fam ily sys tems. Existing knowl edge of fam ily and house
hold diver sity sug gests mul ti ple plau si ble hypoth e ses about racial/eth nic dif fer ences 
in fam ily incar cer a tion. Accounting for dimen sions of social var i a tion related to, but 
not wholly dis tinct from, race and rac ism in the United States might par tially explain 
antic i pated racial/eth nic dif fer ences in fam ily incar cer a tion. On the other hand, it is 
pos si ble that social orga ni za tion in the United States is so pro foundly racialized that 
any racial/eth nic dif fer ences in fam ily incar cer a tion are not fur ther clar i fied by incor
po rat ing infor ma tion about other dimen sions of social life linked to fam ily struc ture 
and com po si tion or crim i nal legal sys tem con tact.

Data, Measures, and Methods

The Family History of Incarceration Study

This anal y sis uses data from the Family History of Incarceration Study, a nation ally 
rep re sen ta tive sur vey of non in sti tu tion al ized adults resid ing in the United States in 
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2019. These data were the basis for the firstever esti ma tes of the prev a lence of fam ily 
incar cer a tion in the coun try (Enns et al. 2018; Enns et al. 2019). The FamHIS is based 
on the AmeriSpeak panel oper ated by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) 
at the University of Chicago (NORC 2019) and has fea tures that make it uniquely 
appro pri ate for study ing fam ily incar cer a tion at a national scale. The FamHIS  
sam ple is a prob a bil itybased sam ple drawn from a respon dent panel that oversam
ples adults from age and racial/eth nic groups often under rep re sented in sur vey data 
(Dennis 2016). Additionally, the sur vey was admin is tered in both English and Span
ish and through web and phone response options, miti gat ing poten tial non re sponse 
and social desir abil ity bias (Dennis 2016).

The FamHIS sur vey instru ment includes a set of ros terbased items about fam
ily incar cer a tion that respon dents expe ri enced at or before the time of sur vey. The 
 sur vey was designed to min i mize respon dent fatigue/satisficing and recall and 
social desir abil ity bias by itemizing fam ily incar cer a tion infor ma tion early in the 
sur vey, pre ceded by an opin ion item that asks about respon dents’ con fi dence in 
their local crim i nal jus tice sys tem. Prior to collecting infor ma tion about incar cer
ated rela tions, the FamHIS also walked respon dents through a gen eral fam ily ros ter 
to prime recall of fam ily rela tion ships and to ease the respon dent into these more 
detailed ques tions (Enns et al. 2018). These fea tures are in line with best prac tices 
for sur veybased social net work data col lec tion (Fischer and Bayham 2019; Paik 
and Sanchagrin 2013).

The sur vey opens with a screen ing item that asked a base line sam ple of 4,041 
respon dents recruited from the NORC AmeriSpeak panel whether they had ever had 
any imme di ate fam ily mem bers incar cer ated in a jail or prison for at least one night 
(Enns et al. 2019). At the con clu sion of this screen ing mod ule, all 1,808 respon dents 
who reported any imme di ate fam ily incar cer a tion and a ran dom 1,009per son sam
ple from the remaining 2,233 respon dents who did not report any imme di ate fam ily 
incar cer a tion were recruited to par tic i pate in the rest of the sur vey. The sur vey went 
on to ask about respon dents’ own jail or prison incar cer a tion as well as that of their 
extended fam ily.

With this design, 2,817 respon dents (70% of the screener respon dents) were ulti
mately asked about own and imme di ate and extended fam ily incar cer a tion over 
the course of the sur vey. To define the ana lytic sam ple, I took addi tional steps to 
exclude indi vid u als miss ing infor ma tion nec es sary for the anal y sis. This resulted in 
the exclu sion of two respon dents who were not assigned sam pling weights because 
they skipped nearly the full sur vey (Enns et al. 2019:2); those who did not pro vide 
infor ma tion about fam ily incar cer a tion (n = 718); and those miss ing any sociodemo
graphic infor ma tion required for the ana ly ses (n = 18).3

Table 1 pres ents a sta tis ti cal descrip tion of the final ana lytic sam ple of 2,029 
respon dents. The char ac ter is tics of the ana lytic sam ple are nearly iden ti cal to those 
reflected in bench mark data, illus trat ing its rep re sen ta tive ness. The sole observed dif
fer ence between the ana lytic sam ple and com par i son data is in the dis tri bu tion of 
respon dents across met ro pol i tan and non met ro pol i tan areas. In the ana lytic sam ple, 
most respon dents were from met ro pol i tan areas (88%), whereas that was the case for 

3 Twentyone of the excluded respon dents were miss ing infor ma tion on both fam ily incar cer a tion and 
sociodemographic mea sures required for the regres sion ana ly ses.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/15/1803537/15yi.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



21Racial Inequality in Family Incarceration

Table 1 Analytic sam ple descrip tion and pop u la tion com par i son

Characteristic
Analytic Sample

(N = 2,029)
FamHIS Sample

(N = 4,401)a
Population 
Estimate

Race/Ethnicity (%)b

 Black .12 .12 .12
 His panic .17 .16 .15
 White .62 .63 .65
 Other .09 .08 .08
Sex (% female)b .52 .52 .51
Age (years)b 47.71 47.40 46.99

(17.73) (17.76) (18.36)
Born Outside United States (%)b .14 .14 .17
Parental Status (%)c .66 .65 .72
Partnership History/Status (%)b

 Currently mar ried .47 .47 .50
 Previously mar ried .20 .20 .20
 Living with part ner .07 .07 na
 Never mar ried .26 .25 .30
Household Sizec 2.82 2.82 2.79

(1.51) (1.51) (1.47)
Region (%)b

 Northeast .17 .17 .18
 Midwest .21 .21 .21
 South .38 .38 .37
 West .24 .25 .23
Live in Metropolitan Area (%)b .88 .88 .42
Educationb

 No high school diploma .10 .11 .13
 High school diploma/GED/equiv a lent .27 .29 .28
 Some col lege .28 .28 .31
 Bachelor’s degree + .35 .33 .28
Household Income (%)b

 $0–$24,999 .21 .23 .21
 $25,000–$49,999 .27 .26 .22
 $50,000–$74,999 .17 .17 .18
 $75,000–$99,999 .14 .13 .13
 $100,000+ .21 .20 .27
Phone Survey (vs. web; %) .15 .13 na

Notes: Estimates are weighted to be rep re sen ta tive of the non in sti tu tion al ized adult U.S. pop u la tion. Standard 
devi a tions from means are shown in paren the ses. “na” indi cates that com par i son data were not avail  able.
a Estimates for the full FamHIS sam ple draw on data from all 4,401 respon dents for all  mea sures except 
for U.S. nativ ity, which was only asked of the 2,806 respon dents who com pleted the full ques tion naire 
(Enns et al. 2018).
b Population esti ma tes from the 2012–2016 Amer i can Community Survey (Ruggles et al. 2020).
c Population esti ma tes from the 2012–2016 General Social Survey (Smith et al. 2019).

42% in com par i son data. Supplementary ana ly ses draw ing on imputed infor ma tion 
for the 786 of the 2,815 respon dents excluded owing to miss ing data show that the 
imputed and ana lytic sam ples are nearly iden ti cal; a sta tis ti cal com par i son of the full 
FamHIS sam ple, the ana lytic sam ple used here, and the imputed sam ple is presented 
in Table A1 of the online appen dix.
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Family Incarceration

The FamHIS sur vey col lected infor ma tion about imme di ate fam ily incar cer a tion in 
two ways. First, respon dents were asked a gen eral ques tion about imme di ate fam ily 
incar cer a tion, intro duced as a “screen ing item”:

Many peo ple have been held in jail or prison for a night or more at some point 
in their lives. Please think about your imme di ate fam ily, includ ing par ents; 
broth ers; sis ters; chil dren; and your cur rent spouse, cur rent roman tic part ner, 
or any one else you have had a child with. Please include step, fos ter, and adop
tive fam ily mem bers. Confidentially and for sta tis ti cal pur poses only, have any 
mem bers of your imme di ate fam ily, NOT includ ing your self, ever been held in 
jail or prison for one night or lon ger? (Enns et al. 2018; Enns et al. 2019)

Those who responded affir ma tively were asked for addi tional detail: the num ber 
of fam ily mem bers ever incar cer ated and the respon dents’ rela tion ships to them. To 
encour age rec ol lec tion of all  rela tions while miti gat ing respon dent fatigue, the sur
vey moved through the fol low ing rela tion ships using a ros ter: mother, father, brother, 
sis ter, son, daugh ter, spouse/roman tic part ner, and nonpartner coparent. Specifically, 
respon dents were asked:

You men tioned a moment ago that a mem ber of your imme di ate fam ily has been 
held in jail or prison for one night or lon ger. How many peo ple from the fol low ing  
groups have ever been held in jail or prison for one night or lon ger? Include step, 
fos ter, and adop tive fam ily mem bers. (Enns et al. 2018; Enns et al. 2019)

After this ini tial set of ques tions about imme di ate fam ily incar cer a tion, those who 
went on to com plete the full sur vey were asked about extended fam ily incar cer a tion 
with the fol low ing ques tion: 

Now we would like you to think about any other, more extended, fam ily mem
bers you feel close with who are not included in the ear lier groups. As far as 
you are aware, have any of those other fam ily mem bers you feel close with ever 
been held in a jail or prison for a night or more at some point in their lives? 
(Enns et al. 2018; Enns et al. 2019)

As with imme di ate fam ily, the sur vey then proceeded to a rela tion shipspe cific  
ros ter that asked, 

How many peo ple in each group have ever been held in jail or prison for one 
night or lon ger? (Enns et al. 2018; Enns et al. 2019)

The respon dent was asked about grand par ents, grandchildren, cous ins, aunts/un
cles, nieces/neph ews, god par ents, moth ers/fathersinlaw, sis ters/broth ersinlaw, 
and “other fam ily.” Finally, respon dents were asked if they them selves had ever been 
incar cer ated in jail or prison for at least one night.

Using this infor ma tion, I constructed descrip tors of U.S. adults’ expo sure to fam
ily incar cer a tion: the prev a lence of fam ily incar cer a tion, pre vi ously esti mated in 
other work using the FamHIS (Enns et al. 2019; Sundaresh et al. 2020), and three 
new descrip tors of fam ily incar cer a tion: degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and per me
ation. The set of three mea sures describ ing the prev a lence of fam ily incar cer a tion 
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 indi cates whether a respon dent ever had imme di ate, extended, and any (imme di ate or 
extended) fam ily incar cer ated for more than one night, using sep a rate mea sures for 
each of the three types of fam ily incar cer a tion. To pro vide fur ther insight into var i
a tion in the inten sity of expo sure, I use a mea sure of the degree of fam ily incar cer a
tion. Drawn from social net work meth ods, the term “degree” refers to an indi vid ual 
or social unit’s total num ber of net work ties (Wasserman and Faust 2009:100). Here, 
degree is con cep tu al ized as a tie to the carceral state and mea sured as the total num ber 
of fam ily mem bers ever incar cer ated for at least one night, reporting totals for imme
di ate, extended, and any fam ily.

To explore var i a tion in the struc ture of incar cer a tion through fam ily sys tems, I use 
two addi tional mea sures: gen er a tional exten sion and per me ation. The term “exten
sion” draws from fam ily demo graphic lan guage used to describe the inclu sion of 
nonimmediate fam ily in liv ing arrange ments or house holds (e.g., Angel and Tienda 
1982; Glick et al. 1997; Sarkisian et al. 2007). Generational exten sion of fam ily 
incar cer a tion is cap tured here using a set of three dichot o mous mea sures: hor i zon tal 
exten sion, or the incar cer a tion of any one of the same gen er a tion as the respon dent 
(sib ling, cousin, sib linginlaw, spouse/roman tic part ner, coparent); down ward exten
sion, or incar cer a tion of any one in a gen er a tion below the respon dent (child, niece/
nephew, grand child); and upward exten sion, or the incar cer a tion of any one who is of 
a gen er a tion above the respon dent (par ent, aunt/uncle, par entinlaw, grand par ent, 
god par ent).

Finally, per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion reports the num ber of gen er a tions in a 
respon dent’s fam ily that have had any incar cer a tion, includ ing that of the respon dent. 
The FamHIS mea sures of fam ily incar cer a tion include 16 fam ily rela tion types. These 
rela tional categories span up to five gen er a tions of a respon dent’s fam ily, extending 
two gen er a tions below (e.g., grand child) to two gen er a tions above the respon dent 
(e.g., grand par ent). Therefore, my mea sure of fam ily incar cer a tion per me ation ranges 
from a min i mum of zero (no fam ily ever incar cer ated) to a max i mum of five gen er
a tions (fam ily mem bers incar cer ated in two gen er a tions below, in two gen er a tions 
above, and in the same gen er a tion as the respon dent).

To con tex tu al ize the ana ly ses discussed later, it is impor tant to con sider the ways 
in which the FamHIS mea sures of fam ily incar cer a tion are unique. Indeed, these 
sur vey items are dis tinct from many other sur vey mea sures of fam ily incar cer a tion 
in three ways that make them both broader and more spe cific: response eli gi bil ity, 
rela tion ship range, and dura tion. Unlike other sur veys that ask about incar cer a tion, 
the FamHIS asks about incar cer a tion regard less of other poten tially pre ce dent crim
i nal legal encoun ters. The crime mod ule of the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth (NLSY97; Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor 2019), for 
exam ple, asks respon dents about incar cer a tion con di tional on ear lierstage crim i nal 
legal involve ment (e.g., con vic tion, sen tenc ing). Because the FamHIS does not, these 
data can cap ture con fi ne ment at all  stages of sys tem con tact, includ ing pre trial deten
tion, and allow for the uncer tainty of pro cesses lead ing to incar cer a tion that often 
char ac ter ize the expe ri ence (Walker 2022).

In addi tion to cap tur ing a broader range of rela tion ships than those in other 
sur veys that inquire about fam ily incar cer a tion (e.g., Add Health; Harris 2018; 
see also, Wildeman et al. 2016), the FamHIS is also more spe cific. These data, 
as described pre vi ously, item ize ros ters of fam ily rela tion ships and also detail the 
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dura tion and facil ity types of incar cer a tion to be con sid ered. The FamHIS mea
sures spec ify incar cer a tion spells of “one night or lon ger” and incar cer a tion spells 
“in jail or prison,” miti gat ing ambi gu ity and resul tant incon sis tency across respon
dents about whether an incar cer a tion spell “counts” (Enns et al. 2018; Enns et al. 
2019), while also discounting incar cer a tion spells of less than a day in dura tion. 
Combined, these dif fer ences sug gest that the FamHIS would pro duce higher esti
ma tes of fam ily incar cer a tion prev a lence, but in large part owing to an inten tion
ally broader defi  ni tion of the numer a tor, rather than mea sure ment error. Indeed, 
these mea sures may even under es ti mate over all lev els of carceral con tact because 
of exclu sion of incar cer a tion spells of less than a day.

Respondent Characteristics and Contexts

This study seeks to expand under stand ing of racial/eth nic inequal ity in fam ily incar
cer a tion. Therefore, a key mea sure is that of respon dent’s race/eth nic ity. FamHIS’s  
two mea sures of race/eth nic ity use six mutu ally exclu sive categories in one (Asian, 
Black, His panic, other, White, and two or more racial/eth nic groups) and five in the 
other (Amer i can Indian/Alaska Native, Black, His panic, other, White). I  com bine these 
mea sures, cre at ing four mutu ally exclu sive categories of selfiden ti fied race and eth nic
ity: Black, His panic, White, and mul ti ra cial or other racial/eth nic group. Further dis ag
gre ga tion was not pos si ble owing to small cell sizes that ren dered mod els ines ti ma ble.

One’s expo sure to fam ily incar cer a tion is shaped, in part, by life course expe ri ences 
that impact one’s fam ily ties, struc tures, and liv ing arrange ments. For exam ple, the 
 like li  hood of expe ri enc ing a spouse’s incar cer a tion is directly linked to whether one 
was ever mar ried. The mod els account for mea sures of life course expe ri ences and con
texts that shape fam ily and house hold rela tion ships, and there fore, the num ber and types 
of fam ily mem bers poten tially incar cer ated. These covariates are  con tin u ous mea sures 
of respon dents’ age (in years) and house hold size (num ber of house hold mem bers); a 
cat e gor i cal mea sure of part ner ship his tory/sta tus (pre vi ously mar ried and not liv ing 
with a spouse/part ner, liv ing with a spouse/part ner, never mar ried and not liv ing with a 
spouse/part ner); and dichot o mous mea sures of paren tal sta tus (whether the respon dent 
has chil dren) and nativ ity (born out side the United States).4

Family life and risks of crim i nal legal sys tem con tact are also gen dered (Braman 
2004; Daly 1989). Women are slightly more likely than men to have ever had any 
imme di ate fam ily mem bers incar cer ated (Enns et al. 2019) and are often tasked with 
the work of maintaining famil ial ties with loved ones who are behind bars and sup
porting for merly incar cer ated rela tions as they tran si tion back into civil ian life upon 
release (Arditti et al. 2003; Braman 2004; Comfort 2008). The anal y sis there fore 

4 The FamHIS data also include a fam ily ros ter that could pre sum ably be used to deter mine respon dents’ 
fam ily size. However, exam i na tion of the data indi cates that those mea sures do not reli ably cap ture the 
size of respon dents’ fam i lies. For exam ple, respon dents some times reported hav ing no fam ily mem bers of 
a cer tain type but then reported hav ing had rela tions of that type incar cer ated (Enns et al. 2019). Therefore, 
I elected not to use those mea sures.
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includes a dichot o mous mea sure of respon dent gen der not ing whether the respon dent 
identifies as male or female.5

Risks of crim i nal legal sys tem con tact also vary spa tially, with uneven risks of 
impris on ment and trends in incar cer a tion and carceral expan sion across the United 
States (Eason 2017; KangBrown and Subramanian 2017). The mod els there fore also 
account for respon dents’ region of res i dence (Northeast, Midwest, South, West) and 
whether they live in a met ro pol i tan area. Socioeconomic con texts are also strong 
cor re lates of incar cer a tion risk (Pettit and Western 2004; Western and Muller 2013; 
Wildeman 2009). Therefore, the anal y sis uses cat e gor i cal mea sures of respon dents’ 
edu ca tional attain ment (no high school edu ca tion, high school degree or equiv a
lent, some col lege, bach e lor’s degree or more) and house hold income ($0–$24,999; 
$25,000–$49,999; $50,000–$74,999; $75,000–$99,999; $100,000+). Finally, because 
inter viewer effects are known poten tial sources of bias and unre li abil ity in name gen
er a tor sur vey items such as those in the FamHIS (Fischer and Bayham 2019; Paik and 
Sanchagrin 2013), I account for respon dents’ sur vey mode (phone sur vey with a live 
inter viewer vs. web sur vey).

Analytic Approach

This com pre hen sive descrip tive anal y sis begins with a sta tis ti cal sum mary of fam ily 
incar cer a tion expo sure of non in sti tu tion al ized adults. I then pro ceed by esti mat ing 
nested regres sion mod els that exam ine racial/eth nic dif fer ences in the prev a lence, 
degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion, account ing 
for increas ingly com pre hen sive sets of mea sures of char ac ter is tics and con texts cor
re lated with one’s fam ily struc ture and risks of carceral con tact. I esti mate sep a rate 
regres sion mod els for each racial/eth nic group and begin by esti mat ing char ac ter
is tics of fam ily incar cer a tion as func tions of respon dents’ race/eth nic ity and sur
vey mode (Model 1). The three sub se quent spec i fi ca tions account addi tion ally for 
respon dents’ life course char ac ter is tics (Model 2), geo graphic con text (Model 3), and 
socio eco nomic con text (Model 4), with dis cus sion of the results focus ing on com
par i sons across racial/eth nic groups. Variation with respect to social char ac ter is tics 
and con texts often treated as inde pen dent of race—such as socio eco nomic sta tus, 
mar i tal sta tus, and res i den tial con text—are them selves com po nents of racialized life 
and rac ism (e.g., Faber 2020; Ray 2019; Sewell 2016; Williams and Collins 1995). 
Therefore, these regres sion adjust ments, rather than “con trol ling away” pre dic tors 
of fam ily incar cer a tion, serve to sit u ate this anal y sis in rela tion to prior schol ar ship 
inves ti gat ing race and incar cer a tion in the United States.

Associations between racial/eth nic group and prev a lence and gen er a tional exten
sion of fam ily incar cer a tion are esti mated using logis tic regres sion mod els, account
ing for the binary form of those mea sures. Models for the con tin u ous mea sure of 
degree of fam ily incar cer a tion are spec i fied as lin ear regres sions and for the count 
mea sure of per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion as Poisson regres sions. All ana ly ses 

5 Although this prob lem at i cally con flates gen der with sex, I use this ter mi nol ogy to be con sis tent with the 
lan guage used in the FamHIS sur vey instru ment.
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apply sam pling weights that account for the FamHIS sam pling design and unequal 
eli gi bil ity for par tic i pa tion in the full sur vey and bench mark the FamHIS sam ple to 
the U.S. non in sti tu tion al ized adult pop u la tion.

Results

The sta tis ti cal snap shot presented in Table 2 pres ents an unad justed sum mary of fam
ily incar cer a tion expo sure in the ana lytic sam ple, over all and by racial/eth nic group. 
Forty per cent of adults have ever had imme di ate fam ily incar cer ated, 34% have ever 
had extended fam ily incar cer ated, and over half of adults have ever had any fam ily 
incar cer ated (52%). On aver age, U.S. adults have had two or three fam ily mem bers 
incar cer ated for at least one night. Additionally, hor i zon tal (same gen er a tion) fam ily 
incar cer a tion is the most com mon (44%) of the three types of gen er a tional exten sion 
of fam ily incar cer a tion expe ri enced. Thirty per cent and 19% expe ri enced upward and 
down ward exten sion of fam ily incar cer a tion, respec tively.

Adults who are Black are sub stan tially more likely to expe ri ence both imme di
ate and extended fam ily incar cer a tion and likely to expe ri ence more inten sive expo
sure to fam ily incar cer a tion than those of other racial/eth nic groups. For exam ple, on 
aver age, White respon dents report hav ing 0.75 imme di ate and 1.17 extended fam ily 
mem bers ever incar cer ated, while those num bers are more than twice as high among 
those who are Black (2.11 imme di ate and 3.20 extended fam ily mem bers).

These unad justed esti ma tes of the prev a lence, degree, gen er a tional exten sion, 
and per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion pro vide a detailed illus tra tion of the reach of 
incar cer a tion and racial/eth nic inequal ity therein. My anal y sis now turns to a series 
of nested mul ti var i ate regres sion mod els to fur ther explore the racialized nature of 
this adverse expo sure. These mod els allow for a com par i son of race/eth nic ityspe cific 
esti ma tes of the prev a lence, degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and per me ation of fam ily 
incar cer a tion while incor po rat ing var i a tion in other char ac ter is tics, expe ri ences, and 
con texts pre vi ously iden ti fied as cor re lates of fam ily diver sity and carceral con tact.

Prevalence of Family Incarceration

Estimated asso ci a tions from mod els that incor po rate only infor ma tion about respon
dents’ race/eth nic ity and sur vey mode show great var i a tion in the prev a lence of imme
di ate, extended, and any fam ily incar cer a tion across racial/eth nic groups (Table 3,  
Model 1). Models 2–4, although adding sub stan tial detail about respon dents’ char
ac ter is tics and social con texts, tell a story that is vir tu ally iden ti cal to that of the 
base line model. Indeed, even after adjusting for mea sures that describe life course 
char ac ter is tics (age, gen der, paren tal sta tus, part ner ship/cohab i ta tion his tory and sta
tus, house hold size; Model 2), spa tial con text (region, met ro pol i tan area; Model 3), 
and socio eco nomic con text (edu ca tional attain ment, house hold income; Model 4), 
the racial/eth nic disparities esti mated in Model 1 remain sta tis ti cally dis tin guish able 
and sta ble in mag ni tude across spec i fi ca tions.

According to esti ma tes from the fully adjusted mod els (Model 4), indi vid u als who 
iden tify as Black are sub stan tially more likely than adults of all  other racial/eth nic 
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27Racial Inequality in Family Incarceration

groups to have expe ri enced the incar cer a tion of a fam ily mem ber, whether focus ing 
on imme di ate fam ily, extended fam ily, or both imme di ate and extended fam ily. Sixty 
per cent of Black adults have expe ri enced an imme di ate fam ily mem ber’s incar cer a tion, 
53% have expe ri enced extended fam ily incar cer a tion, and 74% have expe ri enced either 
of those events. Alongside this stark Black–nonBlack dis par ity, it is also nota ble that at 
least one third of adults in each racial/eth nic group have expe ri enced imme di ate fam ily 
incar cer a tion. The adjusted pro por tions of adults who have expe ri enced extended fam
ily incar cer a tion are greater than three in 10 in all  groups (Table 3, Model 4).

Individuals iden ti fy ing as Asian, Amer i can Indian/Alaska Native, or of another 
racial/eth nic group (com bined because of pro hib i tively small cell sizes) have the low est 
predicted prob a bil i ties of imme di ate (33%), extended (31%), and any fam ily incar cer
a tion (44%). However, these esti ma tes should be interpreted with cau tion. Prevalence 
esti ma tes for those in the “other” cat e gory are not sta tis ti cally dis tin guish able from 
those describ ing the expe ri ences of White or His panic adults and rep re sent an aggre ga
tion of mem bers of racial/eth nic groups with dis tinct his tor i cal and con tem po rary con
texts of crim i nal i za tion and appre hen sion (e.g., Franklin 2013; Hall and Simkus 1975).

Degree of Family Incarceration

Prevalence is but one way to describe the reach of incar cer a tion and its var i a tion 
across racial/eth nic groups. The next set of mod els esti ma tes asso ci a tions between 

Table 2 Statistical sum mary of mea sures of fam ily incar cer a tion

Measure

Race/Ethnicity

Overall
(N = 2,029)

Black
(n = 291)

His panic
(n = 289)

White
(n = 1,270)

Other
(n = 179)

Prevalence/Risk (%)
 Immediate .40 .60 .42 .37 .33
 Extended .34 .53 .36 .31 .31
 Immediate or extended .52 .74 .52 .49 .44
Degree (num ber of fam ily mem bers)
 Immediate 0.99 2.11 1.12 0.75 0.91

(1.87) (2.93) (1.98) (1.43) (1.99)
 Extended 1.53 3.20 1.68 1.17 1.53

(3.06) (4.38) (3.15) (2.54) (3.30)
 Immediate or extended 2.52 5.30 2.80 1.92 2.44

(4.32) (6.26) (4.37) (3.47) (4.86)
Extension (%)
 Horizontal .44 .66 .49 .39 .39
 Upward .30 .49 .34 .26 .31
 Downward .19 .34 .14 .18 .13
Permeation (num ber of gen er a tions) 1.06 1.72 1.10 0.93 0.95

(1.26) (1.42) (1.26) (1.18) (1.28)

Notes: Estimates are weighted to be rep re sen ta tive of the non in sti tu tion al ized adult U.S. pop u la tion.  
Standard devi a tions from means are shown in paren the ses.
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Table 3 Associations between fam ily incar cer a tion prev a lence and race/eth nic ity, by fam ily mem ber type

Immediate Family

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Overall 0.40 0.40 0.40 0.40
 (0.38, 0.43) (0.38, 0.43) (0.38, 0.43) (0.38, 0.43)
By Race/Ethnicity
 Black 0.60H,O,W 0.60H,O,W 0.60H,O,W 0.60H,O,W

 (0.52, 0.69) (0.52, 0.69) (0.51, 0.69) (0.52, 0.69)
 His panic 0.42B 0.42B 0.42B 0.42B

 (0.34, 0.50) (0.34, 0.50) (0.34, 0.50) (0.34, 0.50)
 Other 0.33B 0.33B 0.33B 0.33B

 (0.25, 0.41) (0.26, 0.40) (0.26, 0.40) (0.27, 0.40)
 White 0.37B 0.37B 0.37B 0.37B

(0.34, 0.40) (0.34, 0.40) (0.34, 0.40) (0.34, 0.40)

Extended Family

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Overall 0.34 0.34 0.34 0.34
(0.32, 0.37) (0.32, 0.37) (0.32, 0.37) (0.32, 0.37)

By Race/Ethnicity
 Black 0.53H,O,W 0.53H,O,W 0.53H,O,W 0.53H,O,W

 (0.45, 0.60) (0.45, 0.61) (0.45, 0.61) (0.45, 0.61)
 His panic 0.36B 0.36B 0.36B 0.36B

 (0.28, 0.44) (0.28, 0.44) (0.28, 0.44) (0.28, 0.44)
 Other 0.31B 0.31B 0.31B 0.31B

 (0.23, 0.40) (0.24, 0.39) (0.24, 0.39) (0.24, 0.39)
 White 0.31B 0.31B 0.31B 0.31B

(0.27, 0.34) (0.27, 0.34) (0.27, 0.34) (0.28, 0.34)

Any Immediate or Extended Family

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Overall 0.52 0.52 0.52 0.52
(0.49, 0.55) (0.49, 0.55) (0.49, 0.55) (0.49, 0.55)

By Race/Ethnicity
 Black 0.74H,O,W 0.74H,O,W 0.74H,O,W 0.74H,O,W

 (0.66, 0.82) (0.65, 0.82) (0.65, 0.82) (0.65, 0.82)
 His panic 0.52B 0.52B 0.52B 0.52B

 (0.43, 0.61) (0.43, 0.61) (0.43, 0.61) (0.43, 0.61)
 Other 0.44B 0.44B 0.44B 0.44B

 (0.34, 0.53) (0.36, 0.52) (0.36, 0.52) (0.36, 0.52)
 White 0.49B 0.49B 0.49B 0.49B

(0.45, 0.52) (0.45, 0.52) (0.45, 0.52) (0.45, 0.52)
Race/Ethnicity  

and Survey Mode X X X X
Life Course Context X X X
Spatial Context X X
Socioeconomic Context X

Notes: N = 2,029. Estimates are presented as predicted prob a bil i ties from weighted logis tic regres sion mod
els. 95% con fi dence inter vals are shown in paren the ses. Superscript let ters denote esti ma tes that are sta tis
ti cally dis tin guish able from respon dents who iden ti fied as Black (B), His panic (H), Other (O), and White 
(W) race/eth nic ity at the 95% con fi dence level.
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29Racial Inequality in Family Incarceration

race/eth nic ity and degree, or the num ber of fam ily mem bers ever incar cer ated for 
at least one night. Models that adjust only for respon dents’ race/eth nic ity and sur
vey mode reveal sub stan tial racial disparities in the degree of fam ily incar cer a tion 
expe ri enced. As observed for the mod els of prev a lence, esti ma tes of degree of fam
ily incar cer a tion are remark ably sta ble across mod els (see online appen dix Table 
A3a). This is true for all  sub se quent ana ly ses; there fore, the remaining dis cus sion 
of results focuses on esti mated asso ci a tions from the fully adjusted mod els (Model 
4), with full model results presented in the online appen dix (see Tables A3a, A4a, 
and A5a).

As shown in Figure 1, the fully adjusted mod els of degree of fam ily incar cer a
tion esti mate that, on aver age, U.S. adults have had one imme di ate fam ily mem ber, 
1.5 extended fam ily mem bers, and 2.5 fam ily mem bers of any rela tion incar cer ated. 
Turning now to race/eth nic ityspe cific esti ma tes, the impor tance of looking beyond 
prev a lence when exam in ing carceral con tact in fam ily life is imme di ately evi dent. 
This descrip tor of fam ily incar cer a tion allows us to see that in addi tion to being sub
stan tially more likely to have ever expe ri enced fam ily incar cer a tion, Black adults 
are likely to have expe ri enced a higher degree of fam ily incar cer a tion, or a greater 
num ber of fam ily mem bers ever incar cer ated. This is true even after adjusting for 
char ac ter is tics that are mechanically asso ci ated with fam ily size, such as paren tal and 
part ner ship sta tus, which shape the “risk pool” of fam ily mem bers who could have 
been incar cer ated (Figure 1 and online appen dix Table A3a).

On aver age, White adults have had fewer than one imme di ate fam ily mem ber, 
1.2 extended fam ily mem bers, and 1.9 imme di ate or extended fam ily mem bers 
ever incar cer ated. Among those of His panic eth nic ity, adults have had 1.1 imme di
ate fam ily mem bers, 1.7 extended fam ily mem bers, and 2.8 fam ily mem bers of any  
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Fig. 1 Estimated associations between degree of family incarceration and race/ethnicity, by family member 
type. N = 2,029. Dots indicate the predicted degree of family incarceration, reported in numbers of fam
ily members ever incarcerated. Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals. Results presented here are 
from fully adjusted and weighted overall or race/ethnicityspecific regression models (Model 4), which 
include covariates for race/ethnicity, life course characteristics, spatial characteristics, and socioeconomic 
characteristics of the respondent, as well as the mode of survey administration. Estimates for all model 
specifications are presented in online appendix Table A3a.
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rela tion incar cer ated, although these esti ma tes were not sta tis ti cally dis tin guish able 
from those for respon dents in the other racial/eth nic group. Again, Black adults’ 
expe ri ences con trast sharply with those in all  other groups: on aver age, Black adults 
have had 2.1 imme di ate fam ily mem bers, 3.2 extended fam ily mem bers, and 5.3 fam
ily mem bers of any rela tion incar cer ated.

Generational Extension of Family Incarceration

Taking a demo graphic per spec tive, we can also con sider poten tial var i a tion in the 
struc ture of incar cer a tion within fam ily sys tems. I explore this using three  descrip tors 
of gen er a tional exten sion of fam ily incar cer a tion: hor i zon tal (e.g., cousin), upward 
(e.g., aunt), and down ward (e.g., grand child) exten sion. Adjusted asso ci a tions 
between race/eth nic ity and gen er a tional exten sion of fam ily incar cer a tion are pre
sented in Figure 2 and online appen dix Table A4a. The fully adjusted mod els show 
that hor i zon tal fam ily incar cer a tion—of sib lings, cous ins, coparents, or roman tic 
part ners—is the most com mon gen er a tional exten sion of fam ily incar cer a tion expe
ri enced over all. Fortyfour per cent of adults have expe ri enced fam ily incar cer a tion 
through hor i zon tal exten sion, 30% through upward exten sion, and 19% through 
down ward exten sion.

Family incar cer a tion through hor i zon tal exten sion is also the most prev a lent type 
of gen er a tional exten sion of fam ily incar cer a tion expe ri enced among Black, other 
race/eth nic ity, and White adults. Again, race/eth nic ityspe cific esti ma tes reveal sub
stan tial betweengroup dif fer ences in mag ni tude that remain con stant across mod els. 
Two thirds of Black adults (66%) have ever expe ri enced fam ily incar cer a tion through 
hor i zon tal exten sion, a sta tis ti cally dis tin guish ably higher adjusted pro por tion than 
that of White adults (39%). Among adults of His panic eth nic ity, 49% have expe ri
enced fam ily incar cer a tion through hor i zon tal exten sion, but this pro por tion is not 
sta tis ti cally dis tin guish able from the share of His panic adults who have expe ri enced 
fam ily incar cer a tion through upward exten sion (i.e., 49% [95% con fi dence inter val 
= 40%–58%] vs. 34% [95% con fi dence inter val = 26%–42%]).

Proportions of indi vid u als reporting upward or down ward fam ily incar cer a tion, 
though lower than the pro por tions reporting hor i zon tal exten sion, are still sub stan tial. 
Upward fam ily incar cer a tion is the sec ond most com monly expe ri enced gen er a tional 
exten sion of fam ily incar cer a tion for all  racial/eth nic groups. Approximately half of 
Black respon dents (49%) reported expe ri enc ing upward fam ily incar cer a tion, along 
with about one third of His panic adults (34%) and adults of another race/eth nic ity  
(31%), and one quar ter of White adults (26%). Differences between esti ma tes for 
Black adults and adults iden ti fy ing as White or of other racial/eth nic groups are sta
tis ti cally dis tin guish able. Other pairwise com par i sons do not reveal sta tis ti cally dis
tin guish able dif fer ences.

Finally, down ward fam ily incar cer a tion is the least prev a lent type of gen er a tional 
exten sion for all  racial/eth nic groups, but again, it is sub stan tially and  sta tis ti cally 
more com mon for those iden ti fy ing as Black. Eighteen per cent of White adults, 
14% of His panic adults, 13% of those in the other racial/eth nic group, and 34% 
of Black adults report hav ing had a child, nephew/niece, grand child, or god child 
incar cer ated.
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31Racial Inequality in Family Incarceration

Permeation of Family Incarceration

Finally, to fur ther detail the reach of fam ily incar cer a tion, I esti mate asso ci a tions 
between racial/eth nic categories and the per me ation of incar cer a tion through fam ily 
sys tems, mea sured as the num ber of gen er a tions in which a respon dent has had ever
incar cer ated fam ily mem bers (Figure 3 and online appen dix Table A5a). Consistent 
with the pic ture of the racialized nature of carceral con tact presented so far, these 
ana ly ses show that fam ily incar cer a tion per me ates deeper into the fam i lies of Black 
adults than those who are White, of His panic eth nic ity, or in the other racial/eth nic  
group (Figure 3). Black adults have had an aver age of 1.7 gen er a tions with any fam
ily incar cer a tion, a sta tis ti cally higher num ber of gen er a tions than for those who are 
 His panic (1.1 gen er a tion) or White or in another racial/eth nic group (<1.0 gen er
a tion). No other pairwise com par i sons of the per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion 
revealed sta tis ti cally dis tin guish able dif fer ences.

Discussion

Unequal risks of crim i nal legal sys tem con tact and its con se quences are well doc
umented (Foster and Hagan 2015; Massoglia and Pridemore 2015; Wakefield and 
Uggen 2010). However, with out a more detailed demog ra phy of fam ily incar cer a
tion, we risk mis un der stand ing and misestimating the reach of mass incar cer a tion, 
its effects on fam i lies, and the poten tial impact of inter ven tions intended to lower 
incar cer a tion rates, num bers of incar cer ated per sons, and con se quences of incar cer
a tion (Chung and Hepburn 2018; Enns et al. 2019; Wildeman and Wakefield 2014). 
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Fig. 2 Estimated associations between generational extension of family incarceration and race/ethnicity, 
by direction. N = 2,029. Dots indicate the predicted probability of experiencing family incarceration for 
each type of generational extension. Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals. Results presented here 
are from fully adjusted and weighted overall or race/ethnicityspecific regression models (Model 4), which 
include covariates for race/ethnicity, life course characteristics, spatial characteristics, and socioeconomic 
characteristics of the respondent, as well as the mode of survey administration. Estimates for all model 
specifications are presented in online appendix Table A4a.
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This inves ti ga tion pro vi des new detail about racial/eth nic inequal ity in carceral con
tact in the United States, sum ma rized here in three points. First, unad justed esti ma
tes show that fam ily incar cer a tion is not only prev a lent, but also deeply embed ded 
through fam i lies. On aver age, a non in sti tu tion al ized U.S. adult has had 2.5 fam ily 
mem bers ever incar cer ated and 1.1 gen er a tions in which a fam ily mem ber has been 
incar cer ated.

Second, for Black adults, the like li hood of fam ily incar cer a tion and the degree, 
gen er a tional exten sion, and per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion far exceeds that of 
other racial/eth nic groups. On aver age, a Black adult has had 5.3 fam ily mem bers 
incar cer ated and 1.7 gen er a tions with fam ily mem bers who have been incar cer ated. 
Third, esti mated racial/eth nic inequalities in the degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and 
per me ation of incar cer a tion do not change with incor po ra tion of addi tional infor
ma tion about adults’ char ac ter is tics and con texts. There is a ten dency to inter pret 
ana ly ses that inte grate mea sures of cor re lates of race as “con trol ling” for dif fer
ences to cre ate a raceneu tral vac uum for com par i son (e.g., Gillborn et al. 2018; 
 Stewart 2008:116–119). However, the strik ing sta bil ity in esti mated disparities in 
fam ily incar cer a tion observed here pro vi des addi tional evi dence of the over whelm
ing salience of race for crim i nal legal sys tem con tact and the inex tri ca bly racialized 
nature of sociodemographic and eco nomic con texts in the United States (e.g., Ray 
2019; Reskin 2012; Sewell 2016).

Although this study pro vi des impor tant and novel pop u la tionbased detail about 
the demog ra phy of fam ily incar cer a tion in the United States, my esti ma tes come 
with impor tant lim i ta tions, includ ing chal lenges shared with other sur vey research on 
racialized insti tu tional con tact and race and fam ily life (e.g., Geller et al. 2016; Pettit 
2012). First, the data’s under rep re sen ta tion of U.S. adults in non met ro pol i tan areas 
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Fig. 3 Estimated associations between permeation of family incarceration and race/ethnicity. N = 2,029. 
Dots indicate the predicted permeation of family incarceration, reported as numbers of generations with 
family incarceration. Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals. Results presented here are from the 
fully adjusted and weighted overall or race/ethnicityspecific regression models (Model 4), which include 
covariates for race/ethnicity, life course characteristics, spatial characteristics, and socioeconomic charac
teristics of the respondent, as well as the mode of survey administration. Estimates for all model specifica
tions are presented in online appendix Table A5a.
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could mean that these esti ma tes are biased, although it is unclear whether that implies 
over es ti ma tion or under es ti ma tion of the prev a lence, degree, gen er a tional exten sion, 
and per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion and racial disparities therein. Recent expan
sion of incar cer a tion in rural places (Eason 2017; KangBrown and Subramanian 
2017) means that if peo ple liv ing in rural areas are likely to have fam ily mem bers 
incar cer ated locally, these esti ma tes poten tially under es ti mate fam ily incar cer a tion. 
This could be all  the truer for His panic adults, who are more likely to be sur veilled 
and detained as part of immi gra tion enforce ment, a com po nent of carceral expan sion 
in the rural United States (Arriaga 2017; Menjívar et al. 2018; National Research 
Council 2014:61–64; Pickett 2016). Second, my inabil ity to pro duce esti ma tes for 
Asian, Pacific Islander, Alaska Native, and Amer i can Indian per sons owing to pro
hib i tively small cell sizes is a major lim i ta tion. The aggre ga tion of these racial/eth nic 
groups in an “other” cat e gory com bines racial/eth nic groups with starkly dif fer ent 
his to ries of con tact with the carceral state (Beckett and Evans 2015; Franklin 2013; 
Hall and Simkus 1975; Madley 2019).

Third, the FamHIS data are nation ally rep re sen ta tive of U.S. adults in house
holds, mean ing that the sam ple sys tem at i cally misses those who are insti tu tion al ized, 
includ ing incar cer ated adults (Pettit 2012). Evidence of the clus ter ing of carceral con
tact, shown here and in prior work (e.g., Lee et al. 2015; Wildeman and Wakefield 
2014), sug gests that those not represented in these ana ly ses as a result of the FamHIS 
design may be more likely to have everincar cer ated fam ily mem bers than non in sti
tu tion al ized adults. Additionally, I can not be cer tain that respon dents con sid ered all  
fam ily, liv ing or deceased, cores i dent or not, in com plet ing the sur vey. Although it 
is likely that respon dents were  able to report on incar cer a tion of their clos est fam ily 
mem bers, the mea sures of fam ily ana lyzed here, even though broadly inclu sive, may 
not cap ture incar cer a tion of more dis tant rela tions. As extended fam ily net works are 
gen er ally larger than imme di ate fam ily net works, the find ing that the prev a lence of 
imme di ate fam ily incar cer a tion is greater than that of extended fam ily incar cer a tion 
is sur pris ing (40% vs. 34%; Table 2). This may be due to respon dents’ incom plete 
knowl edge of the incar cer a tion his to ries of more dis tant rela tions.

Relatedly, it is pos si ble that these esti ma tes are impacted by the same racial/eth nic 
dif fer ences in fam ily life that moti vate this study’s inves ti ga tion of the demog ra phy 
of fam ily incar cer a tion. The FamHIS cap tures a greater range of rela tion ships than 
many other data sets on fam ily incar cer a tion. However, racial pat tern ing in fam ily 
struc ture and change (Amorim et al. 2017; Cross 2018) may mean that respon dents 
of dif fer ent racial/eth nic groups are dif fer en tially likely to be knowl edge able of the 
incar cer a tion sta tus and his to ries of the rela tion ships enu mer ated in the FamHIS. 
Additionally, dif fer ences in the inclu sion of non bi o log i cal and non le gal rela tions in 
defin ing fam ily may mean that the FamHIS ros ters of rela tion ships are unequally 
effec tive in cap tur ing respon dents’ “doing” of fam ily (Naples 2001:31–33; Smith 
1993). The greater prev a lence of “fic tive” or “cho sen” fam ily among those who are 
Amer i can Indian/Alaska Native, Black, or of His panic eth nic ity sug gests that my 
mea sures of the prev a lence, degree, exten sion, and per me ation of incar cer a tion are, 
too, poten tially lim ited by labels used to item ize these rela tion ships (Letiecq 2019; 
Nelson 2014; Smith 1993).

Finally, inter viewer or sur vey mode effects, as well as social desir abil ity bias 
and resul tant underreporting of fam ily incar cer a tion, may also pose threats to my 
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 con clu sions. To explore poten tial social desir abil ity bias and sur vey mode effects, I 
esti mated mod els that do (main ana ly ses) and do not (sup ple men tary ana ly ses) con
trol for sur vey mode. This exer cise shows that esti mated prev a lence, degree, exten
sion, and per me ation of fam ily incar cer a tion and racial/eth nic disparities therein 
remain iden ti cal across both sets of mod els. This com par i son stems some of the con
cern about the poten tial impact of social desir abil ity bias on my find ings.6

However, if social desir abil ity bias in mea sure ment of fam ily incar cer a tion is 
sta tis ti cally cor re lated with race/eth nic ity or fam ily struc ture and com po si tion, my 
con clu sions would still be vul ner a ble to mis es ti ma tion. The stigma of crim i nal legal 
sys tem con tact (Brew et al. 2022; Sugie and Turney 2017), racially dis pro por tion ate 
like li hoods of that expe ri ence, and evi dence of higher like li hoods of non re sponse 
among minoritized social groups (Klein et al. 2011; TomaskovicDevey et al. 2006) 
sug gest poten tial underreporting of fam ily incar cer a tion. This underreporting may 
be more severe among those who are Black, are His panic, or have lower incomes 
or edu ca tional attain ment, all  of which are also cor re lates of incar cer a tion (Western 
and Pettit 2010). These may lead to my under es ti ma tion of racial/eth nic disparities 
in fam ily incar cer a tion prev a lence, degree, gen er a tional exten sion, and per me ation.

A look beyond the scope of this anal y sis high lights impor tant con sid er ations for 
future inves ti ga tion. The sub stan tial racial het ero ge ne ity and inequal ity in fam ily 
incar cer a tion iden ti fied here lead to ques tions about poten tially het ero ge neous effects 
of incar cer a tion across rela tion ships. For exam ple, is paren tal incar cer a tion nec es sar
ily more con se quen tial for one’s wellbeing than the incar cer a tion of a sib ling, aunt, 
or friend? Future work that can build on the descrip tors of fam ily incar cer a tion that 
I pres ent here may be fruit ful for answer ing such ques tions and other inves ti ga tions 
of the con se quences of state involve ment in fam ily life. Examples of tools that could 
be lev er aged for this include social net work and social psy cho log i cal mea sures of 
the sig nifi  cance, qual ity, and con di tions of social ties (e.g., val ued graphs, fre quency 
of inter ac tion, close ness) (Bearman and Parigi 2004; Brashears 2014; Burt 1984; 
 Wasserman and Faust 2009) and house hold, fam ily, and net work ros ters (Marsden 
1987; Tach and Cornwell 2015).

My find ings also moti vate addi tional areas for inves ti ga tion that are more epi ste
mic in nature, inter ro gat ing how we study race, rac ism, and racialization, as well as 
fam ily and crim i nal legal sys tem con tact. The util ity and validity of esti mated effects 
of incar cer a tion are often eval u ated visàvis ana lysts’ abil ity to account for selec
tion (Wakefield and Uggen 2010; Wildeman 2020).7 This gen er ally takes the form 
of sta tis ti cal con trols for racial/eth nic iden tity or local pop u la tion com po si tion, as 
well as char ac ter is tics and con texts con cep tu al ized as dis tinct from race but related 
to crim i nal legal sys tem con tact. However, details about the racialized demog ra phy 
of fam ily incar cer a tion presented in this study fur ther under score the neces sity of 
crit i cal eval u a tion of the inclu sion of sta tis ti cal con trols in ana ly ses of incar cer a tion 

6 The main ana ly ses, which adjust for sur vey mode, are presented in Table 3, Figures 1–3, and Tables A3a, 
A4a, and A5a of the online appen dix. The sup ple men tary ana ly ses, which do not adjust for sur vey mode, 
are presented in Tables A2, A3b, A4b, and A5b of the online appen dix.
7 A deeper dis cus sion of causal esti ma tion of fam ily incar cer a tion effects is beyond the scope of this study. 
See work by Billings (2018), Cho (2009), Dobbie et al. (2018), and Norris and col leagues (2021) for exam
ples of such ana ly ses and Wildeman (2020) for a dis cus sion.
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and its unequal form, func tion, and con se quences. What does it mean to esti mate 
effects of incar cer a tion “net of” race/eth nic ity and fam ily char ac ter is tics when this 
may ulti mately con trol away disparities in carceral con tact that are cen tral to U.S. 
incar cer a tion, such as those described here? What does it mean to model pop u la tion 
dynam ics and wellbeing as func tions of incar cer a tion rates while “con trol ling for” 
racial/eth nic com po si tion when the ele vated degree, exten sion, and per me ation of 
incar cer a tion in Black fam i lies are them selves part of pop u la tion inequal ity?

This anal y sis details the demo graphic char ac ter is tics and struc ture of fam ily incar
cer a tion in the United States, offer ing new infor ma tion about the mul ti fac eted nature 
of racial/eth nic inequal ity at the inter sec tion of carceral and fam ily life. In addi tion 
to confirming the dis pro por tion ate bur den of incar cer a tion for Black lives iden ti fied 
pre vi ously (Alexander 2012; Enns et al. 2018; Roberts 2004; Wildeman 2009), these 
esti ma tes pro vide new mea sures and infor ma tion about the unequal and racialized 
creep of the carceral sys tem into fam ily life and fam ily his to ries. ■
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