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ABSTRACT 

THE IMPACT OF FAMILY CONTACT DURING INCARCERATION ON POST-
RELEASE FUNCTIONING: AN EXPLORATION OF EXPLANATORY 
MECHANISMS AND GROUP DIFFERENCES 

Johanna B. Folk, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2017 

Dissertation Director: Dr. June P. Tangney 

 

Within a longitudinal framework, the current studies examine mechanisms (i.e., family 

connectedness, post-release planning) by which contact with family during incarceration 

impacts post-release functioning (i.e., recidivism, substance misuse, mental illness, 

community functioning). Study 1 included 507 general population jail inmates, some of 

whom were eventually transferred to prison. Structural equation modeling results 

demonstrated having more frequent contact with family during incarceration predicts 

increases in family connectedness, which in turn predicts better mental health during the 

first year post-release. Although not related to frequency of contact, making plans for 

post-release predicted adaptive community functioning during the first year post-release. 

There were no differences in the overall model based on type of contact or incarceration 

in a jail vs. prison setting. Study 2 included 244 incarcerated parents from the same 

longitudinal sample as Study 1. Structural equation modeling demonstrated family 



x 
  

connectedness at the onset of incarceration predicts more frequent contact with adult and 

child family, but contact does not predict increased family connectedness. Contact with 

adult, but not child, family was a marginally significant predictor of post-release 

planning, which in turn predicted adaptive community functioning during the first year 

post-release. Effects were largely consistent across contact types. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Each year, 12.9 million individuals are released from jails into communities in the 

United States (Minton, 2011; West, Sabol, & Greenman, 2010). Facing the daunting 

possibility of re-arrest, which two-thirds will experience within three years of release 

(Durose, Cooper, & Snyder, 2014), ex-inmates attempt to reintegrate into their 

communities and reconnect with their families and friends. Yet even if an individual 

manages to comply with the terms of their probation or parole and adopt a crime-free 

lifestyle, rates of substance dependence, mental illness, and unemployment are staggering 

(c.f. Spjeldnes, Junt, & Yamatani, 2014), making positive adjustment seem implausible. 

Despite this sobering reality, there are those who manage to rehabilitate and function as 

productive members of society. This dissertation centers around one contributing factor 

to post-release adjustment: the maintenance of family relationships during incarceration. 

Empirical evidence suggests the maintenance of family ties during incarceration is 

crucial to facilitating positive post-release outcomes (Bales & Mears, 2008; Barrick, 

Lattimore, & Vischer, 2014; Cochran & Mears, 2013; De Claire & Dixon, 2015; Liu, 

Pickett, & Baker, 2014; Visher, Bakken, & Gunter, 2013). Of note, individuals who 

maintain contact with family during incarceration are less likely to recidivate (Bales & 

Mears, 2008; Barrick et al., 2014; De Claire & Dixon, 2015), more likely to have and 

secure opportunities for post-release employment (Liu et al., 2014; Visher et al., 2013), 
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less likely to be depressed (De Claire & Dixon, 2015), and more likely to be involved 

with their children post-release, which is related to lower levels of depression (Visher, 

2013) and less substance use (Visher et al., 2013). But the benefits of maintaining contact 

during incarceration may not be universal. There is some evidence receiving visits from 

one’s children during incarceration is associated with higher risk of recidivism (Bales & 

Mears, 2008), and rule-breaking behavior within the prison environment (Casey-

Acevedo, Bakken, & Karle, 2004; Day et al., 2005; Dyer, 2005; Jiang, Fisher-Giorlando, 

& Mo, 2005). Limitations to the current body of literature make it challenging to draw 

conclusions about why contact may or may not influence post-release functioning. Most 

studies have simply examined bivariate effects, failing to examine mediators and 

moderators which would enhance our understanding of why these constructs are related 

and whether there are subgroup differences in the effects. 

Within a longitudinal framework, the current studies examine mechanisms (i.e., 

family connectedness, post-release planning) by which contact with family during 

incarceration impacts post-release functioning (i.e., recidivism, substance misuse, mental 

illness, community functioning). Study 1 examines these processes using a sample of 

general population jail inmates. Differences between type of contact (visits, phone calls, 

letters) and jail vs. prison incarceration are examined. Study 2 focuses specifically on 

incarcerated parents, considering differences between having contact with adult vs. child 

family. 



3 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO: HOW AND UNDER WHAT CIRCUMSTANCES DOES 
CONTACT WITH FAMILY DURING INCARCERATION IMPACT POST-

RELEASE FUNCTIONING? 

By design, incarceration separates inmates from their families and communities. 

Contact with the outside world is strictly controlled, monitored, and limited by the 

constraints of a correctional environment. Nonetheless, inmates who maintain contact 

with their families during incarceration tend to function more adaptively post-release in 

the domains of recidivism (e.g., Bales & Mears, 2008), substance misuse (Visher, 

Bakken, & Gunter, 2013), mental health (e.g., De Claire & Dixon, 2015), and 

employment (e.g., Liu, Pickett, & Baker, 2014) than inmates who do not have contact 

with their families. Although research has demonstrated predominately beneficial effects 

of contact with family during incarceration, the existing body of evidence is small, lacks 

consistency in operational definitions of contact and outcomes, lacks exploration of 

explanatory mechanisms, and has relied predominately on single sex and prison inmate 

samples. Within a longitudinal framework, the current study examines mechanisms by 

which contact with family during incarceration impacts post-release functioning, 

considering differences between type of contact (visits, phone calls, letters) and whether 

it occurred in a jail or prison setting. 

Contact with Family During Incarceration 
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Empirical evidence suggests maintaining social ties with one’s family during 

incarceration facilitates positive post-release functioning (Bales & Mears, 2008; Barrick, 

Lattimore, & Visher, 2014; Cochran & Mears, 2013; De Claire & Dixon, 2015; Liu et al., 

2016; Mears, Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 2012; Visher et al., 2013). Individuals who 

have contact with family during incarceration are less likely to recidivate (Bales & 

Mears, 2008; Barrick et al., 2014; De Claire & Dixon, 2015; Duwe & Clark, 2013), more 

likely to have and secure opportunities for post-release employment (Liu et al., 2016; 

Visher et al., 2013), less likely to be depressed (De Claire & Dixon, 2015), and more 

likely to be involved with their children post-release, which is related to lower levels of 

depression (Visher, 2013) and less substance use (Visher et al., 2013). But these 

beneficial effects are not universal. The literature on contact during incarceration 

suggests differential impacts for different forms of communication (e.g., in person 

visitation, phone call, letter) and different contexts (i.e., jail vs. prison); the nature of the 

contact may be qualitatively different and impacted by different barriers, resulting in 

differential effects on psychological and behavioral outcomes. 

Visitation. Regarding type of contact, most research has focused on the effects of 

in-person visitation (for a review see De Claire & Dixon, 2015). Of note, in a study of 

7,000 state prison inmates incarcerated for at least 12 months, receiving visits from a 

significant other, relative, or friend significantly reduced the odds of recidivism (i.e., new 

felony conviction) within the first two years of release; the odds of recidivism were 

30.7% lower for those who were visited at least once during the 12 months prior to 

release compared to those not visited (Bales & Mears, 2008). Furthermore, when 
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examining frequency of visitation, each additional visit reduced the odds of recidivism by 

3.8% and each additional month in which inmates were visited was associated with a 

4.8% reduction in the odds of recidivism. There were, however, subgroup differences in 

these effects – the strongest reduction in recidivism was for men, non-whites, and for 

those with a prior incarceration history. Contrary to expectations, receiving more frequent 

visits from one’s children was related to an increased risk of recidivism. The authors 

posit that receiving visits from one’s children may strain inmates by increasing awareness 

of their limited ability to parent during incarceration. 

In addition to predicting lower levels of recidivism in most cases, visitation 

protects against attenuation of social ties and increases the likelihood of having post-

release employment opportunities. In a study of 414 male state prison inmates, those who 

received more frequent visits and visits by more people perceived less weakening in their 

bonds with family and friends during incarceration (Liu et al., 2016). Furthermore, those 

with greater overall frequency of visitation and greater frequency of visitation by children 

or other family were more likely to report having a post-release employment opportunity. 

It is possible in person visits with family help inmates feel more connected to them and 

enhance their confidence in capitalizing on employment opportunities, which family 

members often facilitate. Liu et al. (2016) did not evaluate contact other than visits, so it 

is unclear whether contact through phone or letters would produce similar effects. In 

addition, data were collected concurrently (not longitudinally) and did not allow for 

examination of changes in social bonds, only retrospective reporting on changes. 
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Differential effects based on type of contact. Beyond the literature focusing on 

visitation, some research has considered the impact of different forms of contact (phone 

calls, letters) on post-release outcomes. Of note, one study of 319 male inmates who 

served at least one year in state prison and had at least one child under the age of 18 

considered the impact of receiving visits or mail from one’s children on post-release 

recidivism, substance use, depression, and employment; post-incarceration father-child 

involvement (e.g., spending time with children, participating in school activities, placing 

limits on children) was tested as a mediator (Visher et al., 2013). Although the direct 

relationship between family contact and 8-month post-release outcomes was not 

presented, receiving visits or letters during incarceration (examined as a single 

categorical variable) predicted higher levels of father-child involvement immediately 

following release, which predicted working more hours at one’s job per week, as well as 

marginally less criminal activity and less substance use; there was no effect of 

involvement on post-release depression.  

In a study of 255 high-risk female offenders (e.g., extensive criminal and 

substance use histories, low levels of education and employment skills, families and 

friends who were substance- and criminal justice system-involved), more frequent family 

contact during incarceration was associated with a reduced likelihood of reincarceration 

within five years post-release (Barrick et al., 2014); phone contact was most consistently 

related to preventing and delaying reincarceration within five years of release; receiving 

visits was marginally related to a lower likelihood of reincarceration within five years of 

release and mail contact was unrelated. 
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Different effects based on whether contact occurred in jail or prison. 

Regarding the context in which contact occurs, to the authors’ knowledge the research on 

the impact of contact with family during incarceration on post-release outcomes has been 

conducted solely in prison settings. Whereas prisons typically hold inmates with 

sentences longer than one year and are operated at the state or federal level, jails are 

locally operated facilities that hold inmates awaiting trial or sentencing or sentenced to 

one year or less. Research on contact in jails has focused on the experience of visitation 

during incarceration (e.g., rules and restrictions, interactions with deputies) and the 

impact of contact on children of incarcerated parents (for a review see Poehlmann, 

Dallaire, Loper, & Shear, 2010). 

It is possible that in jails, different barriers may alter the impact of contact on 

post-release outcomes. Of note, whereas jails are typically located close to inmates’ 

families, prisons are often more than 100 miles away (Poehlmann, et al., 2010); visiting 

inmates in prison therefore requires additional resources such as time and money, which 

may result in less frequent visitation or may make visitation less viable for families with 

fewer financial resources. As such, having fewer visits from family members while 

incarcerated in prison may not reflect how connected an inmate is with his or her family, 

but rather whether they have the resources (e.g., transportation, child care, schedule 

flexibility) to make the trip to the prison. Although empirical evidence is not available to 

address this, an inmate who receives fewer visits may have contact with family through 

other modes of communication, thereby maintaining connections and accessing social 
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support. Whether relationships between types of contact with family and post-release 

outcomes generalize between prison and jail settings remains an open question. 

In sum, most evidence suggests maintaining contact with one’s family during 

incarceration facilitates positive adjustment post-release. But does the impact of contact 

with family on post-release outcomes differ based upon whether it occurred in a jail vs. a 

prison setting, where barriers to contact and one’s length of stay may differ? 

Furthermore, why is contact so beneficial? We consider two possible mediating factors 

between contact and post-release outcomes: family connectedness and making post-

release plans. 

Social Relationships and Post-Release Functioning 

Social connections “influence the type of people we are, the things we do, the 

attitudes and values we hold, and the way we perceive and react to people around us” 

(Hogg, 2003, p. 462). In community samples, social connectedness is related to desirable 

emotional outcomes such as lower trait anxiety (Lee & Robbins, 2000), less perceived 

stress in daily life (Lee, Keough, & Sexton, 2002), and lower levels of psychological 

distress (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Resnick et al., 1997). Furthermore, social connectedness 

is inversely related to dysfunctional interpersonal behaviors such as being domineering 

and standoffish (Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001), as well as to substance use (Resnick et al., 

1997; Sale, Sambrano, Springer, & Turner, 2003). It is likely these effects generalize to 

incarcerated populations. 

Theories in criminology (social bond; Hirschi, 1969) and psychology (e.g., self-

expansion; c.f. Aron, Lewandowski, Mashek, & Aron, 2013) suggest prosocial 
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conforming behavior (e.g., desistance from criminal activity, positive functioning in the 

community) results from attachment to conventional others. Some individuals have 

access to social and economic support during the reintegration process through 

relationships with conventional others (Petersilia, 2003; Visher & Travis, 2011); these 

relationships impose social obligations, time constraints, and informal supervision 

(Sampson & Laub, 1990; Shover, 1996), as well as help inmates maintain optimism about 

life during incarceration and their ability to secure conventional opportunities upon 

release (Visher & O’Connell, 2012). Furthermore, the self-expansion model asserts that 

connectedness leads individuals to adopt the resources, perspectives, and identities of 

others (c.f. Aron et al., 2013). By extension, connectedness with conventional others 

promotes adaptive post-release functioning (c.f., Folk, Mashek, Tangney, Stuewig, & 

Moore, 2016). 

Family Connectedness 

One key source of social support for many inmates is the family. Of note, 

offenders identify strong attachments with family members as a source of support during 

the reentry process (Luther, Reichert, Holloway, Roth, & Aalsma, 2011) and strong 

family relationships can prevent engagement in criminal behavior (Sampson & Laub, 

2003). Family support is related to less recidivism (e.g. Brown, St. Amand, & Zamble, 

2009; Shinkfield & Graffam, 2009) and less substance use (Staton-Tindall, Royse, & 

Leukefeld, 2007; Carmody, 2008). 

Given the implications of family connectedness for post-release functioning, it is 

important to understand how incarceration impacts family connectedness. The physical 



10 
 
 

separation and barriers to contact during incarceration have the potential to strain family 

connections – alternatively, family connectedness may be enhanced by contact with 

family during incarceration. Overcoming the numerous challenges of maintaining 

relationships during incarceration may serve to fortify family bonds.  

Relatedly, it is important to consider the possibility that individuals who begin 

incarceration more connected to their family may have more frequent contact with family 

during incarceration than those who are less connected. Although incarceration may serve 

as a time to reestablish connections with one’s family, it seems less likely for an 

individual who is completely disconnected from their family prior to incarceration to 

receive frequent visits, phone calls, and letters from family members. As such, initial 

level of family connectedness may impact how frequently inmates are in contact with 

family during incarceration. 

Furthermore, having more frequent contact with family may promote changes in 

family connectedness. For example, individuals who are initially less connected to their 

families, but who receive visits, phone calls, and letters, may become more connected to 

their families over time, resulting in greater family connectedness prior to release. It is 

likely family connectedness just prior to release is most impactful on post-release 

functioning, as this is most proximal. 

Planning for Post-Release 

On a more practical level, families may facilitate proactive post-release planning. 

The re-entry experience is a key transition in the lives of ex-inmates, yet it is often a time 

of uncertainty. Many individuals on the verge of release do not know where they will be 
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living (McLean, Robarge, & Sherman, 2006), let alone working or how they will 

financially support themselves. This lack of clarity in plans may be a recipe for failure 

given findings that for prisoners, having a job arranged prior to release positively predicts 

time spent employed during the first two months post-release (Visher, Debus-Sherrill, & 

Yahner, 2011). Making plans prior to release may facilitate successful reentry and set 

offenders on a path to conventional living at the onset of their reintegration into the 

community. 

Families may act as key facilitators during the reentry experience, assisting with 

housing, employment, and finances. Prisoners report heavily relying on family support 

while navigating the reentry process (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). In a study of 413 men 

interviewed 2-3 months following release from state prison, 86% reported they were 

currently living with at least one family member and 73% of those who looked for a job 

talked to family as a means of finding employment (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). 

Thus, maintaining contact with one’s family during incarceration may facilitate 

post-release planning. It is challenging to navigate seeking new opportunities during 

incarceration due to limited contact with the outside world, and, depending upon one’s 

charges, inmates may be unable to return to prior living situations and jobs. Visits, phone 

calls, and letters may provide opportunities for inmates to discuss post-release plans with 

family members. 

Current Study 

The primary aims of the current study are to determine whether: 1) having contact 

with one’s family during incarceration leads to increases in family connectedness; 2) 
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family connectedness and/or post-release planning mediate the relationship between 

contact and post-release outcomes; 3) these relationships differ based upon whether one 

is incarcerated in jail or prison; and 4) these relationships differ based upon the type of 

contact one experiences. Both adaptive (i.e., community functioning) and maladaptive 

(i.e., recidivism, substance misuse, mental illness) post-release outcomes are considered 

within a longitudinal framework. 

As shown in Figure 1, it is hypothesized having more contact with one’s family 

during incarceration will promote adaptive functioning post-release. Specifically, higher 

levels of contact are expected to predict lower rates of recidivism, fewer symptoms of 

substance dependence and mental illness, and higher levels of community adjustment 

(e.g., legal employment, residential stability). These effects are expected to be fully 

mediated by pre-release family connectedness and post-release planning. Based upon the 

literature on social connectedness in community populations (e.g., Lee & Robbins, 2000; 

Sale et al., 2003), higher levels of family connectedness just prior to release are 

anticipated to mediate the effects of contact on post-release outcomes. Further, higher 

levels of family connectedness are expected to both predict and result from more frequent 

contact with one’s family. Specifically, higher levels of family connectedness at the onset 

of incarceration are expected to predict having more contact with one’s family during 

incarceration, which in turn is expected to predict increased levels of family 

connectedness. Regarding post-release plans, individuals who have more contact with 

family are expected to make more plans for post-release housing, employment, and 
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continued education, which is expected to mediate the effect of contact on post-release 

outcomes. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Proposed Structural Model.  
 
 
 

The generalizability of the models to both jail and prison incarceration will be 

examined. To the authors’ knowledge, there is no research on this subject focusing on jail 

inmates; the current sample includes inmates incarcerated in a local suburban jail, some 

of who were transferred to prison. The distinction between jail and prison is crucial to 

consider because differences such as length of incarceration and distance from one’s 
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family may impact the frequency of contact and the strength of its relationship to factors 

such as family connectedness. 

 Furthermore, it is possible different types of contact (visits, phone calls, letters) 

will differentially impact post-release outcomes through these mediators. Each form of 

contact presents unique challenges (e.g., typically chaotic nature of visitation; for an 

overview see Folk, Nichols, Dallaire, & Loper, 2012), as well as opportunities (e.g., 

temporal distance involved in letter writing allows for time to think prior to responding, 

potentially inhibiting emotional reactivity and allowing for thoughtful planning); it is 

plausible each form could differentially influence each of the mediators and outcomes. Of 

note, since phone contact can typically occur any day of the week and multiple times per 

week, it is possible this will be more strongly related to these mediators because it allows 

inmates to be more involved in the day-to-day functioning of the family, which may 

increase family connectedness more than for example, the non-real time interactions 

through letter writing. 

The current study adds to the literature in several ways. Most research to date has 

utilized samples of prison inmates and failed to consider all types of contact (e.g., visits, 

phone, mail); this limits the generalizability of results across sexes and ignores the 

potential for different effects based upon the type of contact, which have been found in 

some prior studies (e.g., Barrick et al., 2014). As such, the current sample includes male 

and female inmates, jail and prison inmates, and assesses contact through visitation, 

phone calls, and letters. 

Method 
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Participants and Procedure 

 Participants were 507 pre- and post-trial inmates held on felony charges in a 

county jail, located in a suburb of Washington DC, who participated in a larger 

longitudinal study (Tangney, Mashek, & Stuewig, 2007). At the time of enrollment, 

participants were on average 32 years old (SD = 10, range 18 to 69), male (70%), had 

completed 11.77 years of education (SD = 2.25, range 0 to 19), and were diverse in terms 

of race and ethnicity (44.3% Black, 36.4% White, 8.7% Hispanic, 3.0% Asian, 4.1% 

“Mixed,” and 3.4% “Other”).  

Participants were recruited for baseline assessment shortly after assignment to the 

jail’s medium and maximum security “general population” (Time 1). Because a key 

interest of the parent project was the effectiveness of short-term interventions with 

relatively serious offenders, selection criteria were developed to identify incoming 

inmates likely to serve at least four months (i.e., long enough to complete the 4-6 session 

baseline assessment and to have the opportunity to request and engage in at least some 

jail programs and services). Individuals fitting this profile were either sentenced to 4 

months or more or arrested and held on at least one felony charge other than a probation 

violation, with no bond or greater than $7,000 bond. 

Participants were arrested for a broad range of felony offenses. Participants in the 

current sample were incarcerated for approximately ten and a half months (SD = 10.9 

months) at the county jail, with 205 participants serving additional time at other facilities 

(M = 17.2 months, SD = 19.0 months). Participants were re-interviewed prior to release 

from the host jail or prior to release following transfer to another facility (Time 2) and 
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approximately one year following release (Time 3). Participants received honoraria of 

$15-18 at baseline (Time 1), $25 at pre-release and post-transfer pre-release (Time 2), 

and $50 at the one-year follow-up (Time 3). All procedures were approved by the George 

Mason University Institutional Review Board. 

Of the 508 participants originally enrolled in the longitudinal study, one 

participant did not have valid data on any of the constructs of interest for the current 

study, leaving a sample of 507. Data on Time 1 variables of interest are available for 449 

participants; the rest are missing due to validity concerns and incomplete interviews. At 

Time 2, we re-interviewed 163 of the 220 (74%) inmates eligible for a pre-release 

interview and 123 of the 190 (65%) eligible for a post-transfer-pre-release interview. 

Regarding post-release, we re-interviewed 370 of 478 (77%) participants eligible for one 

year post release interview (Time 3). Attrition analyses were conducted to compare 

eligible individuals who were re-interviewed vs. those who were not re-interviewed (not 

found, refused, withdrew). Variables were from domains including demographics (e.g. 

sex, education), mental health (e.g. schizophrenia, borderline), psychological (e.g. shame, 

self-control), criminality (e.g. criminal history, psychopathy), and substance dependence 

(e.g. alcohol, opiates). Of the 34 background variables tested at each time point, there 

were very few differences at p < .05. Missed individuals tended to be younger (Times 2 

and 3), Spanish only speakers (Time 3), and reported more symptoms of paranoia (Time 

2). Using a Benjamini-Hochberg (1995) correction to control for the false discovery rate, 

no significant differences were found for the time points being analyzed in the current 

study. 
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Measures 

Onset of incarceration (Time 1). The following measures were administered at the 

beginning of incarceration when participants first entered the study. 

Demographics. Participants self-reported a wide range of demographic 

characteristics including sex, age, race, and educational attainment. 

Family connectedness. Connectedness to ones’ family was measured using the 

Inclusion of Community in Self (ICS) scale (Mashek, Cannaday, & Tangney, 2007). A 

single-pictorial measure consisting of six pairs of overlapping circles was presented, with 

each pair of same–sized circles overlapping slightly more than the preceding pair (see 

Figure 2). Participants were told the circle on the left of the pair represents themselves 

and the circle on the right represents their current family; they were asked to circle the 

picture that best describes their relationship with their current family. The ICS is an 

explicit derivation of the Inclusion of Other in Self (IOS) Scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 

1992), which demonstrates test-retest, discriminant, predictive, and convergent validity. 

The family connectedness item has yet to be used in published empirical research, but 

other items from the ICS have demonstrated test-retest, discriminant, predictive, and 

convergent validity (Folk et al., 2016; Mashek et al., 2007). 

 

 

Figure 2.  Inclusion of Community in Self Scale.   
Note.  S=Self, C=Community 
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Pre-release or post-transfer pre-release (Time 2). The following measures were 

administered just prior to release into the community from the host jail or the transfer 

facility. 

Family connectedness. Connectedness to one’s current family was assessed using 

the ICS (Mashek et al., 2007), as described above. 

Contact with family. Participants self-reported how frequently they had contact 

with various family members (i.e., spouse/significant other, parent(s), children under the 

age of 18, children 18 years and older, other/extended family members) during the 

current incarceration and the type of contact (i.e., in person visitation, phone calls, letters) 

that occurred. For inmates transferred to prison, contact reflects that which occurred in 

the transfer facility. Responses were rated on a 7-point scale: 0 (never), 1 (once), 2 (less 

than once per month), 3 (once per month), 4 (two or three times per month), 5 (once per 

week), 6 (a few times per week), and 7 (every day). Responses were collapsed across all 

family members to create an average frequency of in person visits (M = 1.30, SD = 1.29), 

phone contact (M = 2.72, SD = 1.62), and letter contact (M = 1.87, SD = 1.35). The mean 

of these three variables was used to represent overall frequency of contact. 

Post-release plans. Participants reported whether they had plans following release 

for living arrangements, employment, and continued education. Participants were asked, 

“Do you know where you are going to live after your release?” “Do you have a plan for 

supporting yourself after release?” “Do you have a job lined up?” and “Do you have any 

plans for continued education after your release?” Response options were 0 (no), 1 (yes). 

The mean of these four items was used to represent post-release plans. 
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One year post-release (Time 3). The following measures were administered one year 

after release from jail or prison. Time 4 assessments were conducted by phone or, for 

those reincarcerated, in person. 

Recidivism. Recidivism was assessed using self-report and official records. 

Participants reported whether they were arrested for any of 16 different types of crime 

(i.e., theft, robbery, assault, murder, domestic violence, weapons offenses, major driving 

offenses, prostitution, drug offenses, sex offenses, fraud, kidnapping, arson, resisting 

arrest, miscellaneous, and other) during the first year post-release. To assess undetected 

offenses, participants reported whether they had committed, but were not caught for, any 

of the same 16 different types of crime. Official National Crime Information Center 

criminal records of arrests in the first year post-release were also collected; 119 charge 

codes found on official records were categorized into the 16 types of crimes used for the 

self-report variables. To capture criminal versatility in these three sources, three variables 

were created to reflect the number of types of crimes (0-16) that people were arrested for 

(official arrests and self-reported arrests) and reported committing (self-reported 

offenses). Versatility - the number of different types of crimes – was employed rather 

than frequency of arrest/offense because type of crime is confounded with frequency 

(e.g., illegal substance use vs. violent offenses). In addition, versatility indices exhibit 

higher reliability than frequency scales, have a higher correlation with official reports of 

delinquency than other measures formed from self-reports (Hindelang et al., 1979, 1981), 

and have greater predictive validity than frequency and weighted frequency scales 

(Farrington, 1973). Technical violations (e.g., violations of the conditions of probation or 
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parole) were not included in the versatility variables because they represent infractions 

such as missed appointments, failed drug tests, etc. 

Mental health symptoms. A shortened version of the Personality Assessment 

Inventory (PAI; Morey, 1991) was used to assess depression, anxiety, stress, and 

borderline personality disorder symptoms at one-year post-release. Item responses ranged 

from 1 (false, not at all true) to 4 (very true). The PAI uses T-scores (standardized scores 

with a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 10) based on a census-based normative 

sample; the alphas for each scale were .85 for depression (24 items), .89 for anxiety (24 

items), .74 for stress (8 items), and .88 for borderline features (24 items). 

Substance dependence. The Texas Christian University: Correctional Residential 

Treatment Form, Initial Assessment (TCU-CRTF; Simpson & Knight, 1998) was used to 

assess symptoms of dependency on alcohol (17 items), marijuana (8 items), cocaine (14 

items), and opiates (18 items) during the first year post-release. Participants rated the 

frequency with which they experienced symptoms of substance dependence on each 

substance in the domains specified by the DSM-IV-TR (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2000). Item responses ranged from 0 (never) to 4 (7 or more times). For 

domains with multiple items (e.g., different withdrawal symptoms), responses were 

averaged within that domain and a total score was computed by taking the mean across 

the seven domains (six in the case of marijuana because withdrawal is not considered part 

of the criteria). Each scale had acceptable reliability (alcohol, α = .93; marijuana, α = .87; 

opiates, α = .98; cocaine, α = .98). Given the similarities between cocaine and opiates 

(illegal, highly addictive) and the low rate of opiate use in our sample, opiates and 
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cocaine were combined into a category of “hard drugs.” Frequency of dependence 

symptoms related to cocaine/opiate use was defined as the higher of the two ratings for 

either cocaine or opiates. 

Employment. Participants self-reported whether they were unemployed, or had 

odd jobs, part-time employment, or full-time employment during the first year post-

release; if employed, follow-up questions assessed length of employment during that 

year. Of those who reported their employment status (n = 332), the majority (67.8%) had 

full-time employment during the year after release. A continuous variable (total hours 

employed) was created to represent the amount of employment in the first year post-

release. Based on the typical workweek for an average individual living in the U.S., the 

response “yes, held full-time jobs (35 hours or more per week)” was coded as 40 hours. 

The response “yes, held part-time jobs (35 hours or less per week)” was coded as 20 

hours. The response “yes, did odd jobs (occasional or irregular work)” was coded as 5 

hours. The number of hours a participant was employed was multiplied by the number of 

weeks they were employed during the year after release to determine total hours 

employed. 

Community functioning. A community functioning index was created to assess 

the degree to which participants were functioning in, and contributing to, the community 

in an adaptive manner. We were specifically interested in identifying adaptive, prosocial 

forms of community functioning, which is not merely the flip side of poor outcomes such 

as re-arrest and reincarceration, but instead represents a distinct source of variance 

(Moore, Stuewig, & Tangney, 2016). Eight items were selected from a detailed 



22 
 
 

demographic questionnaire completed at the one-year post-release interview, with each 

coded as adaptive (1) or non-adaptive (0). Coding was based on prior theory and 

research, not value judgments, and this index has been used in prior research (Folk et al., 

2016; Moore et al., 2016). Items include: 1) residential stability, 2) homeownership, 3) 

current marital status, 4) largest source of support, 5) valid driver’s license, 6) financial 

support of children, 7) educational and vocational upgrades, and 8) volunteerism in the 

community. Additional information regarding the coding of specific items can be found 

in Folk et al., (2016) and Moore et al., (2016). Scores were averaged across the eight 

dichotomous indicators to create a total functioning index. Cronbach’s alpha was not 

calculated because this is a formative construct composed of different areas of 

functioning that may or may not be correlated with one another. 

Results 

 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between variables included in the 

structural model are presented in Table 1. As hypothesized, family contact is positively 

related to each of the mediators – family connectedness prior to release and post-release 

planning. Family connectedness is positively related to self-reported arrests and official 

records of arrest, as well as each of the mental health indicators. Post-release plans in 

contrast, is only related to official records of arrest, hours employed, and community 

functioning. Also in line with our hypotheses, family contact predicts fewer self-reported 

offenses and official records of arrest, symptoms of alcohol dependence, depression,
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Table 1 
Bivariate Relations and Descriptive Statistics 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 M (SD) 
Time 1                  
1. Family Connectedness - .55*** .23*** .09* -.02 -.07  .02 -.08 -.09*  .07 -.21*** -.23*** -.22*** -.20*** -.02  .07 4.50 (1.65) 
Time 2                  
2. Family Connectedness  - .29*** .01  .15*** -.05  .17***  .00 -.21*** -.06 -.19*** -.24*** -.16*** -.24*** -.11*  .06 4.55 (1.75) 
3. Family Contact   - .10* -.05 -.09* -.18*** -.07 -.13**  .05 -.22*** -.06 -.20*** -.12**  .15***  .28*** 1.96 (1.15) 
4. Post-Release Plans    -  .07  .03  .09* -.06  .01  .01  .04  .07  .05  .08  .25***  .20*** 0.81 (0.19) 
Time 3                  
5. Self-Reported Arrests     -  .46***  .63***  .28***  .26***  .26***  .11*  .09*  .14**  .16*** -.03 -.17*** 0.48 (0.90) 
6. Self-Reported Offenses      -  .36***  .42***  .31***  .33***  .23***  .22***  .27***  .39*** -.07 -.25*** 1.01 (1.42) 
7. Official Record Arrests       -  .25***  .24***  .24***  .12**  .10*  .20***  .15*** -.17*** -.23*** 0.70 (1.18) 
8. Hard Drug Dependence        -  .35***  .23***  .31***  .32***  .31***  .41*** -.09* -.13** 0.66 (1.27) 
9. Alcohol Dependence         -  .39***  .32***  .30***  .26***  .25*** -.11* -.16*** 0.53 (0.91) 
10. Marijuana Dependence          -  .11*  .12**  .12**  .08 -.12** -.14** 0.22 (0.57) 
11. Depression           -  .78***  .67***  .70*** -.28*** -.28*** 54.88 (11.00) 
12. Anxiety            -  .61***  .76*** -.19*** -.18*** 52.86 (10.90) 
13. Stress             -  .65*** -.35*** -.30*** 59.04 (11.70) 
14. Borderline Personality              - -.27*** -.32*** 6.04 (1.19) 
15. Total Hours Employed               -  .46*** 1103.00 

(750.00) 
16. Community Functioning                - 0.39 (0.18) 
Note. ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; Correlations and descriptive statistics are drawn from Mplus, which uses FIML. 
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stress, and borderline personality disorder, and more hours employed and adaptive 

community functioning. 

Measurement Model for Post-Release Adjustment 

Using Mplus statistical software, four latent dependent variables (indicated with 

capital letters throughout the remainder of the manuscript) were created to capture 

Recidivism, Substance Dependence, Mental Health Symptoms, and Community 

Adjustment. Recidivism was composed of self-reported arrests, self-reported offenses, 

and official records of arrests; Substance Dependence was composed of symptoms of 

hard drug dependence (combination of cocaine and opiate dependence), alcohol 

dependence, and marijuana dependence; and Mental Health Symptoms was composed of 

depression, anxiety, stress, and borderline personality disorder features scales. 

Community Adjustment was composed of total hours employed and community 

functioning. Missing data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood 

(FIML; Graham, 2009; Kline, 2005; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012; Schafer & Graham, 

2002).1 

A confirmatory factor analysis using maximum likelihood estimation was 

conducted for the four latent variables, including intercorrelations among all latent 

variables and a correlated residual for self-reported arrests and official records of arrest 

(Folk et al., 2016; Moore et al., 2016). Latent variables were identified using the fixed 

                                                
1 FIML uses all the data available about a participant, including other measures at that time point and 
outcome measures, to determine the model parameters. Data values are not imputed - model parameters are 
estimated using all available information. This technique is widely accepted (Enders, 2001; Enders & 
Bandalos, 2001; Little, Jorgensen, Lang, & Moore, 2014; Schafer & Graham, 2002), especially in 
longitudinal research where people sometimes miss an entire wave of data collection, and provides more 
reliable results than Listwise deletion (Schafer & Graham, 2002). 
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factor method to freely estimate all loadings (Kline, 2005). This model fit the data 

acceptably (χ 2 (47) = 102.44, p < .001; RMSEA = .05 with 95% CI .04 to .06, CFI = 0.96, 

SRMR = .05) Factor loadings were all significant and standardized estimates ranged from 

.48 to .88. On Recidivism, Substance Dependence, and Mental Health Symptoms, higher 

scores indicated worse functioning; higher scores indicated more adaptive functioning on 

the Community Adjustment latent variable (see Figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3. Measurement Model.  All parameter estimates are standardized.  p < .001**; χ 2 

(47) = 102.44, p < .001; RMSEA = .05 with 95% CI .04 to .06, CFI = .96, SRMR = .05 
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Structural Model:  Family Contact, Connectedness, Planning, and Post-Release 

Outcomes 

 The structural model depicted in Figure 4 fit the data acceptably (χ 2 (89) = 

178.67, p < .001; RMSEA = .05 with 95% CI .04 to .05, CFI = 0.93, SRMR = .06) using 

maximum likelihood estimation. Results indicate family connectedness at the onset of 

incarceration is positively related to having contact with one’s family and pre-release 

family connectedness. Further, pre-release family connectedness mediates the 

relationship between having contact with one’s family during incarceration and Mental 

Health Symptoms during the first year post-release. The indirect effect from Time 1 

family connectedness to Mental Health Symptoms through Time 2 family connectedness 

was also significant, ß = -.16, p < .001, as was the indirect effect from contact to Mental 

Health symptoms through Time 2 family connectedness, ß = -.06, p < .05. The indirect 

effect from Time 1 family connectedness to Mental Health Symptoms through contact 

with family and Time 2 family connectedness was also significant, ß = -.02, p < .05. 

Inmates who are more connected to their family at the onset of incarceration tend to have 

more contact with their family during incarceration. This in turn predicts increased family 

connectedness prior to release, which predicts having fewer symptoms of mental illness 

during the first year post-release. 
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Figure 4. Structural Model with Results. All parameter estimates are standardized. 
Although not depicted in the figure for ease of representation, disturbance terms for all 
latent variables are correlated.  p < .01**; p < .01*; χ 2 (89) = 178.67, p < .001; RMSEA = 
.05 with 95% CI .04 to .05, CFI = 0.93, SRMR = .06. The indirect effect from Phase 1 
family connectedness to mental health symptoms through contact with family and Phase 
3 family connectedness was significant, ß = -.02, p < .05. 
 
 
 
 
Family contact did not influence inmates’ post-release planning, but having more post-

release plans was significantly related to Community Adjustment. Inmates who made 

post-release plans tended to function more adaptively in the community during the first 

year post-release. No other structural pathways were significant. 

Type of family contact. To evaluate whether type of contact influences the 

structural relationships, the mean family contact variable was substituted by each mode 

of contact (Table 2). We employed this method rather than entering all forms of contact 
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at once to avoid partialling of variance, which makes interpretation and real world 

applicability challenging. 

 

Table 2 
Differences Based on Contact Type 

 Visits Phone Calls Letters 
 B (SE) ß B (SE)  B (SE) ß 

T1 ICS àContact  0.13 (0.06)  0.17*  0.19 (0.07)  0.20**  0.16 (0.06)  0.20** 
T1 ICS àT2 ICS  0.59 (0.07)  0.55***  0.57 (0.07)  0.53***  0.57 (0.07)  0.53*** 
ContactàT2 ICS  0.15 (0.10)  0.11  0.22 (0.08)  0.20**  0.24 (0.09)  0.18** 
ContactàPost-release Plans  0.01 (0.07)  0.08  0.09 (0.06)  0.13  0.03 (0.07)  0.03 
T2 ICS àRecidivism -0.01 (0.03) -0.02 -0.01 (0.03) -0.02 -0.01 (0.03) -0.02 
T2 ICS àSubstance Misuse -0.07 (0.04) -0.15 -0.06 (0.04) -0.14t -0.06 (0.04) -0.15t 
T2 ICS àMental Illness -0.16 (0.04) -0.29*** -0.16 (0.04) -0.30*** -0.16 (0.04) -0.30*** 
T2 ICSàCommunity Functioning  0.01 (0.01)  0.06  0.01 (0.01)  0.07  0.01 (0.01)  0.07 
Post-release PlansàRecidivism  0.28 (0.31)  0.09  0.05 (0.06)  0.09  0.05 (0.06)  0.10 
Post-release PlansàSubstance Misuse -0.06 (0.41) -0.02  0.01 (0.07)  0.01  0.01 (0.07)  0.01 
Post-release PlansàMental Illness  0.18 (0.44)  0.04  0.02 (0.08)  0.03  0.03 (0.08)  0.04 
Post-release PlansàCommunity Functioning  0.23 (0.07)  0.31**  0.04 (0.01)  0.31**  0.04 (0.01)  0.30** 
Note. tp<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; T1=Time 1; T2=Time 2; ICS=Inclusion of Community in Self 

 

The model for visits fit the data acceptably (χ2= 168.70, p < .001; RMSEA = .04 

with 95% CI .03 to .05; CFI = .94; SRMR = .06). With the exception of visits not 

significantly predicting Time 2 family connectedness, the pattern of direct effects 

paralleled the initial model. There was a significant indirect effect from Time 1 family 

connectedness to Mental Health Symptoms through Time 2 family connectedness (ß = -

.16, p < .001). 

The model for phone contact fit the data acceptably (χ2 = 180.93, p < .001; 

RMSEA = .05 with 95% CI .04 to .06; CFI = .93; SRMR = .06). The pattern of direct 

effects paralleled the initial model. There was a significant indirect effect from Time 1 

family connectedness to Mental Health Symptoms through Time 2 family connectedness 

(ß = -.09, p < .001) and from phone contact to mental illness through Time 2 family 

connectedness (ß = -.04, p = .02); the indirect effect from Time 1 family connectedness to 
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mental illness through phone contact and Time 2 family connectedness was marginally 

significant (ß = -.01, p = .068). 

The model for letters fit the data acceptably (χ2 = 174.81, p < .001; RMSEA = .04 

with 95% CI .03 to .05; CFI = .94; SRMR = .07). The pattern of direct effects paralleled 

the initial model. There was a significant indirect effect from Time 1 family 

connectedness to Mental Health Symptoms through Time 2 family connectedness (ß = -

.16, p < .001) and from letters to Mental Health Symptoms through Time 2 family 

connectedness (ß = -.05, p = .031); the indirect effect from Time 1 family connectedness 

to Mental Health Symptoms through letters and Time 2 family connectedness was 

marginally significant (ß = -.01, p = .072). 

Contrary to hypotheses, family contact was unrelated to post-release planning, 

regardless of the type of contact being considered. Further, as in the full model, neither 

family connectedness nor post-release plans were related to Recidivism and Substance 

Dependence. 

Multiple-group Analyses 

 Multiple-group analysis was used to examine differences between inmates who 

were released from jail and those who were transferred to and released from prison. 

These analyses were conducted on the model with frequency of contact aggregated across 

type since there were few differences when considering type of contact. 

 Measurement invariance. A series of nested multiple-group models were tested 

to determine whether factorial invariance existed in the measurement of the outcome 

variables between inmates who were and were not transferred prior to release. Chi-square 
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difference tests were computed to compare the models. In the fully unconstrained model, 

a Heywood case emerged in the transfer group due to negative residual variance in the 

community functioning indicator. Since the confidence interval for this residual 

contained 0, it is likely due to sampling error (Dillon, Kumar, & Mulani, 1987) and was 

therefore fixed to 0.  

As shown in Table 3, scalar invariance was achieved (i.e., loadings and intercepts 

are constrained to be equal across groups). This implies the meaning of the construct (i.e., 

factor loadings) and the levels of the underlying items (i.e., intercepts) are equal across 

groups. In other words, the two groups are comparable on their scores on the latent 

variables. 

 
Table 3 
Measurement Invariance Models 
Model χ 2 df 
Unconstrained 169.864 102 
+Constrained community functioning residual in the transfer groupa 170.227 103 
+Constrained factor loadings and intercepts 192.096 115 
+Constrained correlation between latent variables 196.113 121 
+Constrained residuals 228.601* 132 
Note. The final model is denoted in bold. +Denotes constraints added to the prior best 
fitting model; aA Heywood case was present in the transfer group, so the residual for the 
community functioning variable was constrained to be 0 to correct this. *Denotes a model 
that is significantly worse fitting than the prior best-fitting model. 
 
 
 

Full uniqueness measurement invariance was not achieved, as the model fit 

significantly worse when the residuals were constrained to be equal. Without full 

uniqueness measurement invariance, groups can still be compared on the latent variable, 

but they are measured with different amounts of error between groups (Van de Schoot, 
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Lugtig, & Hox, 2012). As such, we use the model where the factor loadings and 

intercepts, as well as the correlation between the latent variables, are constrained to be 

equal across groups. 

 Structural invariance. Two models were tested and compared to determine 

whether structural invariance was present. In the unconstrained model (χ2 (202) = 323.66, 

p < .001; RMSEA = .05 with 95% CI .04 to .06, CFI = 0.91, SRMR = .10), all structural 

paths were allowed to be freely estimated for each group; in the constrained model (χ2 

(215) = 336.46, p < .001; RMSEA = .05 with 95% CI .04 to .06, CFI = 0.91, SRMR = 

.10), all structural paths were set to be equal across the two groups. The two models were 

not significantly different from one another (Δχ 2 (13) = 12.80, p > .05)2, so we accept the 

constrained model as the more parsimonious one. This suggests individuals who were 

released directly from the jail and those who were transferred prior to release do not 

differ in the model overall (except for the differences in residuals at the CFA level). 

Discussion 

 Results of the current longitudinal study of inmates confirm having contact with 

family during incarceration is beneficial to post-release functioning. Specifically, our 

study shows having more frequent contact with family during incarceration facilitates 

increased family connectedness, which in turn promotes better mental health during the 

first year post-release. On the bivariate level, we also replicate and extend prior research 

                                                
2 Although there were 12 structural paths, we also constrained the mean of the exogenous variable, Time 1 
family connectedness, in the fully constrained model; this results in the 13 degree of freedom difference. 
The mean of Time 1 family connectedness was specified in the model to include all participants with 
available data (“Why is,” n.d.). 
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by documenting a link between family contact and lower rates of recidivism, substance 

misuse, and mental health symptoms, as well as more adaptive community functioning. 

The link between pre-release family connectedness and better post-release mental 

health is consistent with prior literature documenting the strong association between 

perceived social support and mental health (e.g., Berkman, Glass, Brissette, & Seeman, 

2000; Coyne & Downey, 1991; Kawachi & Berkman, 2001; Thoits, 1995). In accordance 

with the stress buffering hypothesis, perceived social support buffers against stress when 

support meets the demands of the stressor (Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Cutrona 

& Russell, 1990; Thoits, 1986). One way to meet the needs of the stressful situation of 

incarceration is through maintaining contact with one’s loved ones. The current study 

suggests having contact with family promotes increased feelings of family 

connectedness, which in turn predicts better post-release mental health. 

Contrary to our hypotheses, family connectedness was unrelated to recidivism, 

substance misuse, or community adjustment - the more behavioral outcomes. It may be 

that perceived support from family is not sufficient to promote behavioral change. Other 

factors such as one’s ability to obtain tangible support may be stronger predictors, as ex-

prisoners frequently rely on family for support with housing and employment (Naser & 

La Vigne, 2006); unfortunately, tangible support was not assessed in the current study. 

Post-release plans, on the other hand, were related to more adaptive community 

functioning during the first year post-release. Inmates who make plans for where they 

will live and work, and whether they will pursue further education, seem more likely to 

execute these plans and function adaptively in the community. Surprisingly, frequency of 
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contact with family was unrelated to the number of plans inmates made. It is possible this 

relationship is being suppressed due to differences based on who inmates have contact 

with. For example, it seems more likely for an inmate to discuss post-release employment 

with an adult family member than a minor age child, who would be unable to facilitate 

employment opportunities. Exploration of differences based on which family members 

inmates have contact with is an important avenue for future research (Folk, Tangney, & 

Stuewig, in preparation). 

 There were no differences in the structural model based on whether inmates were 

incarcerated in jail or prison. This lack of overall difference was surprising given the 

different average lengths of incarceration, barriers to contact, and rules surrounding 

visitation in jail compared to prison environments. This study is the first, to our 

knowledge, to compare inmates incarcerated in jail and prison. Future studies should 

continue to make such comparisons to determine where differences between the two 

settings exist.  

 Results further suggest visits, phone calls, and letters have roughly equivalent 

effects on family connectedness and ultimately on former inmates’ mental health during 

the first year post-release. The direction and magnitude of effects were similar across the 

three models. Although visitation was not significantly related to changes in family 

connectedness, the effect was positive. Visits may have a weaker relationship with 

changes in family connectedness because visits are restricted to occur less frequently and 

tend to entail multiple logistical barriers (e.g., distance to travel, expenses). It is also 

possible effects of visitation on family connectedness differ as a function of who is 
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visiting. Of relevance, some evidence suggests receiving visits from one’s children 

during incarceration is related to higher risk of recidivism (Bales & Mears, 2008), as well 

as rule-breaking behavior within the prison environment (Jiang, Fisher-Giorlando, & Mo, 

2005). Future investigations are needed to determine whether receiving visits from 

different family members has different implications for these processes. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Although the results of this study hold implications for understanding how contact 

with family during incarceration impacts post-release functioning, it has several 

limitations. First, family connectedness was assessed using a one-item measure of 

perceived connectedness. This did not allow us to examine the impact of different forms 

of social support (e.g., tangible vs. intangible), which may differentially impact post-

release functioning. Future studies should consider assessing not only perceived 

connectedness, but also the ways in which inmates feel supported by their families (e.g., 

emotional support, tangible support). 

 Second, contact with family included visits, phone calls, and letters received, but 

not letters sent. Frequency of writing letters likely contributes to the amount of contact 

received, as inmates who write more letters may tend to receive more letters as well. The 

frequency with which inmates write letters may also influence family connectedness and 

degree of post-release planning. Future studies should assess both letters sent and 

received by inmates, as well as electronic communication such as email in facilities 

where this option is available. 
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 Also, regarding contact, the quality of the contact is likely a key predictor of 

whether it is beneficial to inmates’ functioning. For example, inmates who have contact 

characterized by hostility and fighting may be less likely to experience increases in 

family connectedness and make post-release plans. Relatedly, the effects of contact may 

differ based on whether inmates have contact with adult family or their minor age 

children. This distinction may be particularly relevant to post-release planning, as 

children are unlikely to be able to facilitate connections for employment, housing, etc. 

Exploration of this difference would also allow for increased understanding of why some 

studies find having visits from children increases one’s risk for recidivism (Bales & 

Mears, 2008). 

  Finally, as with any non-experimental design, there are limitations to the extent 

to which we can make causal claims based on longitudinal data. To strengthen our 

understanding about directionality of effects, we evaluated family connectedness at the 

start and end of incarceration, which allows us to look at what predicts change in this 

construct. Although there are no doubt unmeasured variables, the mediating role of 

family connectedness between contact and post-release mental health makes it unlikely 

the relationship between contact and mental health is a spurious one. Randomly assigning 

inmates to receive differing amounts of contact from family members would help clarify 

the true causal nature of these relationships. Unfortunately, this is impractical, ethically 

questionable, and unlikely to occur, so we are forced to rely on naturalistic explorations 

of these phenomena. 

Applied Implications 
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 Allowing families to connect during incarceration can positively impact post-

release functioning, particularly in regard to former inmates’ mental health. Results of the 

current study suggest form of contact does not matter, but rather the overall frequency 

with which families communicate. Yet there are still numerous barriers maintaining 

contact. Distance, lack of transportation, and the cost of traveling to correctional facilities 

is often prohibitive. Literacy, both of the inmate and of the family member, can impede 

communication through letters. The cost of phone calls, which cannot be returned if the 

family member misses it due to being unavailable, is often extremely limiting. And, given 

the screening of communication by correctional officers, concerns regarding privacy may 

inhibit families’ ability to connect during contact. Given these barriers, findings that 

overall frequency is predictive are encouraging, as different forms of contact will be more 

feasible for some families than others. 

Additional resources and macro-level changes are needed to make contact more 

feasible for families. Actions such as the Federal Communications Commission’s 2013 

caps on the cost of making phone calls from correctional facilities (and proposed 2015 

caps which were stayed by court order) are an important step to ensuring families can 

afford to maintain contact, but for many this is still likely not enough. It still costs 21 

cents per minute to make a debit interstate call (and 25 cents per minute for a collect 

interstate call) from a correctional facility, compared to typical commercial rates of 4 

cents per minute; this does not include the exorbitant fees charged to add money to an 

account to make the call. This is certainly a step in the right direction, but does not 

eliminate the disparity in cost entirely. 
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 In addition to encouraging more frequent contact with family, facilities should 

take steps to allow for higher quality contact. Visitation can be extremely stressful for 

visitors due to long wait times, invasive searches, and the lack of child-friendly spaces 

within correctional facilities – these conditions can undermine the benefits of family 

contact and as such need to be addressed (Poehlmann et al., 2010). Interventions which 

allow for more family focused contact (e.g., not through Plexiglas, ability to play with 

and hold children) and which combine programming such as parenting interventions 

(e.g., Grayson, 2007) may be most useful in promoting high quality contact, although 

systematic evaluations of such programs are still needed. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE IMPACT OF FAMILY CONTACT DURING 
INCARCERATION ON POST-RELEASE FUNCTIONING: A COMPARISON OF 

CONTACT WITH ADULT AND CHILD FAMILY 

Empirical evidence suggests maintaining contact with family during incarceration 

facilitates adaptive functioning post-release (Bales & Mears, 2008; Barrick, Lattimore, & 

Visher, 2014; Cochran & Mears, 2013; De Claire & Dixon, 2015; Liu, Pickett, & Baker, 

2016; Mears, Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 2012; Visher, Bakken, & Gunter, 2013). There 

is some evidence, however, that maintaining contact with one’s children has different 

implications for inmates’ functioning than maintaining contact with one’s adult family 

members (e.g., Bales & Mears, 2008). Of note, receiving visits from one’s children 

during incarceration has been associated with higher risk of recidivism (Bales & Mears, 

2008), as well as rule-breaking behavior within the prison environment (Casey-Acevedo, 

Bakken, & Karle, 2004; Day et al., 2005; Dyer, 2005; Jiang, Fisher-Giorlando, & Mo, 

2005). The current study examines mechanisms to explain the differential effects of 

contact with one’s children versus adult family in a longitudinal study of jail and prison 

inmates. 

Adult vs. Child Family Contact 

Research comparing contact with one’s children to one’s adult family members 

has found varying effects on post-release functioning. Of note, in contrast to the 

reduction in the odds of recidivism associated with visits from adult relatives, receiving 
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more visits from one’s children predicted an increased risk of recidivism during the first 

two years post-release for 7,000 male state prison inmates (Bales & Mears, 2008). 

Whereas visitation is generally associated with lower likelihood of engaging in 

misconduct during incarceration, (e.g., Cochran, 2012; N = 2,070), there is some 

evidence inmates who receive visits from children during incarceration are more likely to 

engage in drug and property rule-breaking behavior (N = 14,000; Jiang, et al., 2005). 

There is also evidence that mothers who receive visits from or write to and receive letters 

from children are more likely to be written up for rule-breaking behavior than mothers 

who do not receive visits or write to or receive letters from the children (N = 751; 

Benning & Lahm, 2016). Furthermore, although receiving more visits and visits by more 

people, including family and friends, results in less perceived weakening in social bonds 

with family during incarceration (Liu et al., 2016), frequency of visitation from one’s 

children (ages 5 to 18) was unrelated the closeness of the parent-child relationship during 

incarceration, as reported by 69 incarcerated parents (Beckmeyer & Arditti, 2014). It may 

be the often-chaotic nature of visitation, particularly when children are involved, adds 

additional stress for both incarcerated parents and caregivers, making meaningful 

connections difficult to achieve and maintain (Bales & Mears, 2008). 

This is not to say that maintaining contact with one’s children during 

incarceration is universally harmful for parents; in fact, other studies find beneficial 

effects. Of note, men who receive more visits from their children are more likely to report 

having a post-release employment opportunity (Liu et al., 2016) and women who receive 

more visits from their children report fewer depressive symptoms during incarceration 
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(Poehlmann, 2005). Furthermore, having phone contact with one’s children is related to a 

lower likelihood of engaging in rule-violations during incarceration for both men and 

women (Jiang & Winfree, 2006). The mixed findings in the existing literature necessitate 

further empirical investigation into the relationships between family contact and post-

release outcomes, as well explanatory mechanisms. We consider two possible mediating 

factors between family contact and post-release outcomes: family connectedness and 

making post-release plans. 

Family Connectedness 

 Families are a key source of social support for many inmates. Offenders often 

identify strong attachments with family as supports during reentry (Luther, Reichert, 

Holloway, Roth, & Aalsma, 2011) and strong family relationships can reduce the 

likelihood of recidivism (Brown, St. Amand, & Zamble, 2009; Sampson & Laub, 2003; 

Shinkfield & Graffam, 2009) and substance use (Staton-Tindall, Royse, & Leukefeld, 

2007; Carmody, 2008). Furthermore, the stress buffering hypothesis posits perceived 

social support buffers against stress when support meets the demands of the stressor 

(Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Thoits, 1986). One way 

to meet the demands of incarceration is through maintaining contact with key sources of 

social support.  

Previous research with inmates drawn from the same longitudinal sample as the 

current study shows inmates who are more connected to their families at the start of 

incarceration tend to have more frequent contact with family during incarceration, which 

facilitates increases in family connectedness and, in turn, promotes better mental health 
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during the first year post-release (Folk, Tangney, Stuewig, Mashek, & Grossman, in 

preparation). These findings are consistent with prior literature documenting the strong 

association between perceived social support and mental health (e.g., Berkman, Glass, 

Brissette, & Seeman, 2000; Coyne & Downey, 1991; Kawachi & Berkman, 2001; Thoits, 

1995), as well as the stress buffering hypothesis. Folk et al. (in preparation) included a 

broad range of general population inmates, however, including both parents and non-

parents. It is unclear whether these findings generalize to incarcerated parents. 

When evaluating the impact of family contact for incarcerated parents, the 

distinction between contact with adult family vs. one’s children is particularly relevant. 

This study further extends Folk et al. (in preparation) by examining differences in the 

implications of inmate contact with adult vs. child family members. We consider the 

possibility that contact may not universally increase family connectedness.  

Further, we explore whether there are differences in the effects of adult and child 

contact on family connectedness across three types of contact: visits, phone calls, and 

letters. For example, does the often chaotic nature of visitation, which may be heightened 

when children are involved, inhibit the establishment of meaningful connections? Since 

not all inmates are able to engage in all types of contact due to individual (e.g., illiteracy 

precludes letter writing) and institutional factors (e.g., rules regarding visitation), 

understanding whether type of contact matters is of practical relevance. 

Planning for Post-Release 

In addition to providing emotional support, families are often a crucial source of 

practical support during re-entry. Families frequently aid with housing, employment, and 
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finances, and prisoners report heavily relying on family support while navigating the 

reentry process (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). In a study of 413 men interviewed 2-3 months 

following release from state prison, 86% reported they were living with at least one 

family member and 73% of those who looked for a job talked to family about finding 

employment (Naser & La Vigne, 2006).  

Making plans prior to release may facilitate successful reentry and set offenders 

on a path to conventional living at the onset of their reintegration into the community 

(Folk et al., in preparation), and it is possible contact with family can facilitate such 

planning. But it is likely post-release planning will occur with some family members but 

not others. Specifically, adult family may be most supportive in this process, as children 

are not able to help their parents make realistic plans for post-release or to help build 

connections for them on the outside. 

Whether certain modes of contact facilitate post-release planning more than others 

also remains an empirical question. For example, phone contact allows for more day-to-

day communication than visits, which can occur on a less frequent basis, and for the two-

way conversation is not possible in a single letter. Phone contact may allow for more 

frequent, practically focused conversations and updates regarding steps taken to solidify 

plans for post-release. Given the numerous potential barriers associated with each form of 

contact, (e.g., physical distance to visits; exorbitant phone call fees; lack of literacy skills 

necessary for writing letters), understanding whether it matters how families stay in 

contact has applied implications.  

Current Study 
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 In extension of Folk et al. (in preparation), the primary aims of the current study 

of incarcerated parents are to determine whether: 1) there are differential effects of 

having contact with adults vs. minor age children on changes in family connectedness 

and/or post-release planning; 2) family connectedness and/or post-release planning 

mediate the relationship between family contact and post-release outcomes; 3) these 

relationships differ based upon the type of contact (phone, letter, visit). Both adaptive 

(i.e., community functioning) and maladaptive (i.e., recidivism, substance misuse, mental 

illness) post-release outcomes are considered within a longitudinal framework (Figure 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Proposed Structural Model. 
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As in Folk et al. (in preparation), higher levels of family connectedness are 

expected to both predict and result from more frequent contact with one’s adult and child 

family. Specifically, higher levels of connectedness to one’s family at the onset of 

incarceration are expected to predict having more contact with one’s adult and child 

family during incarceration, which in turn is expected to predict increased levels of 

family connectedness. Higher levels of family connectedness just prior to release are 

anticipated to mediate the effect of contact on post-release outcomes. 

Regarding post-release plans, parents who have more contact with adult family 

members are expected to make more plans for post-release housing, employment, and 

continued education, which is expected to mediate the effect of adult contact on post-

release outcomes. Based on the findings from Folk et al. (in preparation) and since stable 

living, employment, and educational upgrades are adaptive forms of community 

functioning, the strongest effect is anticipated between post-release planning and 

community adjustment. It is unlikely having contact with minor age children will 

facilitate post-release planning, as children are not able to assist in these matters. 

Lastly, the generalizability of these relationships to visitation, phone calls, and 

letters, will be examined. Each form of contact presents unique challenges (e.g., typically 

chaotic nature of visitation; for an overview see Folk, Nichols, Dallaire, & Loper, 2012), 

as well as opportunities (e.g., temporal distance involved in letter writing allows for time 

to think prior to responding, potentially inhibiting emotional reactivity and allowing for 

thoughtful planning); it is plausible each form differentially influences each of the 

mediators and outcomes. For example, visitation is often chaotic, particularly when 
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children are involved and in need of attention – this may inhibit adults’ ability to discuss 

post-release plans. Phone contact may be more suited for post-release planning because it 

can occur more frequently and allow for facilitation of plans. 

The current study adds to the literature in several ways. First, the current study 

compares the effects of contact with adult vs. child family members across three different 

modes of contact: visits, phone calls, and letters. Furthermore, the current sample of 

incarcerated parents includes male and female inmates and jail and prison inmates. Most 

prior research has used samples of prison inmates and not considered multiple types of 

contact (e.g., visits, phone, mail); this limits the generalizability of results across sexes 

and ignores the potential for different effects based upon the type of contact. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 Participants were 244 pre- and post-trial inmates held on felony charges in a 

county jail, located in a suburb of Washington DC, who participated in a larger 

longitudinal study (Tangney, Mashek, & Stuewig, 2007) and had at least one child under 

the age of 18. At the time of enrollment, participants were on average 32.37 years old 

(SD = 8.24, range 18 to 53), male (66.8%), had completed 11.60 years of education (SD 

= 2.30, range 0 to 18), and were diverse in terms of race and ethnicity (47.9% Black, 

34.7% White, 9.1% Hispanic, 1.2% Asian, 5.4% “Mixed,” and 1.7% “Other”). 

Participants were recruited for baseline assessment shortly after assignment to the 

jail’s medium and maximum security “general population” (Time 1). Because a key 

interest of the parent project was the effectiveness of short-term interventions with 
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relatively serious offenders, selection criteria were developed to identify incoming 

inmates likely to serve at least four months (i.e., long enough to complete the 4-6 session 

baseline assessment and to have the opportunity to request and engage in at least some 

jail programs and services). Individuals fitting this profile were either sentenced to 4 

months or more or arrested and held on at least one felony charge other than a probation 

violation, with no bond or greater than $7,000 bond. 

Participants in the current sample were incarcerated for approximately six months 

(SD = 4.1 months) at the county jail, with an additional 105 participants serving 

additional time at other facilities (M = 23.7 months, SD = 21.7 months).   Participants 

received honoraria of $15-18 at baseline (Time 1), $25 at pre-release and post-transfer 

pre-release (Time 2), and $50 at the one-year follow-up (Time 3). All procedures were 

approved by the George Mason University Institutional Review Board.  

Measures 

Onset of incarceration (Time 1). The following measures relevant to the current report 

were administered at the beginning of incarceration when participants first entered the 

study. 

Demographics. Participants self-reported a wide range of demographic 

characteristics including sex, age, race, and educational attainment. 

Family connectedness. Connectedness to ones’ family was measured using the 

Inclusion of Community in Self (ICS) scale (Mashek, Cannaday, & Tangney, 2007). A 

single-pictorial measure consisting of six pairs of overlapping circles was presented, with 

each pair of same–sized circles overlapping slightly more than the preceding pair (see 
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Figure 6). Participants were told the circle on the left of the pair represents themselves 

and the circle on the right represents their current family; they were asked to circle the 

picture that best describes their relationship with their current family. The ICS is an 

explicit derivation of the Inclusion of Other in Self (IOS) Scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 

1992), which demonstrates test-retest, discriminant, predictive, and convergent validity. 

The family connectedness item has yet to be used in published empirical research, but 

other items from the ICS have demonstrated test-retest, discriminant, predictive, and 

convergent validity among individuals involved in the criminal justice system (Folk et al., 

2016; Mashek et al., 2007). 

 

 

Figure 6.  Inclusion of Community in Self Scale.   
Note.  S=Self, C=Community 

 

Pre-release or post-transfer pre-release (Time 2). The following measures were 

administered just prior to release into the community from the host facility or transfer 

facility. 

Family connectedness. Connectedness to one’s current family was assessed using 

the ICS (Mashek et al., 2007), as described above. 
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Contact with family. Participants self-reported how frequently they had contact 

with various family members (i.e., spouse/significant other, parent(s), children under the 

age of 18, children 18 years and older, other/extended family members) during the 

current incarceration and the type of contact (i.e., in person visitation, phone calls, letters) 

that occurred. For inmates transferred to prison, contact reflects that which occurred in 

the transfer facility. Responses were rated on a 7-point scale: 0 (never) to 7 (every day). 

Responses were averaged across adult family members (including children over the age 

of 18 years) to create an average frequency of in person visits, frequency of phone 

contact, and frequency of letter contact. All indicators were positively correlated above 

.34 for adults (visits and phone calls, r = .46; visits and letters, r = .34; phone calls and 

letters, r = .53). The mean of these three variables was used to represent overall 

frequency of adult family contact. The same method is used to create an indicator of child 

family contact, which includes contact with children under the age of 18. All indicators 

were positively correlated above .29 for children (visits and phone calls, r = .38; visits 

and letters, r = .29; phone calls and letters, r = .41). 

Post-release plans. Participants reported whether they had plans following release 

for living arrangements, employment, and continued education. Participants were asked, 

“Do you know where you are going to live after your release?” “Do you have a plan for 

supporting yourself after release?” “Do you have a job lined up?” and “Do you have any 

plans for continued education after your release?” Response options were 0 (no), 1 (yes). 

The mean of these four items was used to represent post-release plans. 
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One year post-release (Time 3). The following measures were administered one year 

after release from jail or prison by phone or, for those reincarcerated, in person. 

Recidivism. Recidivism was assessed using self-report and official records. 

Participants reported whether they were arrested for or committed but were not caught 

for, any of 16 different types of serious crime. Official National Crime Information 

Center criminal records of arrests in the first year post-release were also collected and 

charges were categorized into the 16 types of crimes used for the self-report variables. 

Three variables were created to reflect the number of types of crimes (0-16) people were 

arrested for (official arrests and self-reported arrests) and reported committing (self-

reported offenses). Technical violations were not included in the versatility variables 

because they represent infractions such as missed appointments, failed drug tests, etc. 

This method has been used in previous papers (e.g., Folk et al., 2016; Moore et al., 2016). 

Mental health symptoms. A shortened version of the Personality Assessment 

Inventory (PAI; Morey, 1991) was used to assess depression (DEP; 24 items), anxiety 

(ANX; 24 items), stress (STR; 8 items), and borderline personality disorder (BPD; 24 

items) symptoms at one-year post-release. Item responses ranged from 1 (false, not at all 

true) to 4 (very true). The PAI uses T-scores (standardized scores with a mean of 50 and 

a standard deviation of 10) based on a normative sample; alphas for the full sample are 

reported in Folk et al. (in preparation). 

Substance dependence. The Texas Christian University: Correctional Residential 

Treatment Form, Initial Assessment (TCU-CRTF; Simpson & Knight, 1998) was used to 

assess symptoms of dependency on alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, and opiates during the 
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first year post-release. For each substance, participants rated the frequency with which 

they experienced symptoms of substance dependence in the domains specified by the 

DSM-IV-TR (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Each scale had acceptable 

reliability of .87 and above in the full longitudinal sample (Folk et al., in preparation). 

Given the similarities between cocaine and opiates (illegal, highly addictive) and the low 

rate of opiate use in our sample, opiates and cocaine were combined into “hard drugs.” 

Frequency of dependence symptoms related to cocaine/opiate use was defined as the 

higher of the two ratings for either cocaine or opiates. 

Employment. Participants self-reported whether they were unemployed, or had 

odd jobs, part-time employment, or full-time employment during the first year post-

release; if employed, follow-up questions assessed length of employment during that 

year. Of those who reported their employment status (n = 332), the majority (67.8%) had 

full-time employment during the year after release. A continuous variable (total hours 

employed) was created to represent the amount of employment in the first year post-

release. Based on the typical workweek for an average individual living in the United 

States, the response “yes, held full-time jobs (35 hours or more per week)” was coded as 

40 hours. The response “yes, held part-time jobs (35 hours or less per week)” was coded 

as 20 hours. The response “yes, did odd jobs (occasional or irregular work)” was coded 

as 5 hours. The number of hours employed was multiplied by the number of weeks 

employed during the year after release to determine total hours employed. 

Community functioning. A community functioning index was created to assess 

the degree to which participants were functioning in, and contributing to, the community 
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in a positive manner. Eight items were selected from a detailed demographic 

questionnaire completed at the one-year post-release interview, with each coded as 

adaptive (1) or non-adaptive (0). Items include: 1) residential stability, 2) 

homeownership, 3) current marital status, 4) largest source of support, 5) valid driver’s 

license, 6) financial support of children, 7) educational and vocational upgrades, and 8) 

volunteerism in the community. Additional information regarding the coding of specific 

items can be found in Folk et al., (2016) and Moore et al., (2016). Scores were averaged 

across the eight dichotomous indicators to create a total functioning index. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among variables included in the 

structural model are presented in Table 4. As hypothesized, adult and child family contact 

are related to family connectedness and adult family contact is related to post-release 

planning. Pre-release family connectedness is positively related to self-reported arrests 

and official records of arrest, as well as community adjustment. Post-release plans is 

related to self-reported arrests, borderline personality disorder features, hours employed, 

and community functioning. Also in line with our hypotheses, adult family contact 

predicts fewer self-reported offenses and official records of arrest, symptoms of 

depression and borderline personality disorder, and more adaptive community 

functioning. Child family contact is negatively related to each of the recidivism and 

mental health indicators, as well as symptoms of hard drug and alcohol dependence; it is 

also related to more adaptive community functioning. 
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Table 4 
Bivariate Relations and Descriptive Statistics 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 M (SD) 
Time 1                   
1. Family Connectedness - .47*** .20** .30*** .17** .02 -.10  .10 -.12 -.04  .04 -.13* -.16* -.10 -.13 -.03 .06 4.42 (1.75) 
Time 2                   
2. Family Connectedness  - .21** .18** .12  .24** -.10  .21**  .05  .01 -.12  .05 -.06 -.01 -.16 -.01 .13* 4.62 (1.65) 
3. Adult Family Contact   - .60*** .25*** -.12 -.23** -.19** -.09 -.05  .03 -.13*  .04 -.11 -.19**  .07 .15* 2.27 (1.18) 
4. Child Family Contact    - .06 -.12 -.21** -.21** -.15* -.16*  .09 -.21** -.21** -.19** -.39***  .05 .20** 2.58 (1.94) 
5. Post-Release Plans     -   .17**  .07  .18**  .03  .18** -.04 -.04  .06 -.01  .15*  .24*** .26*** 0.81 (0.19) 
Time 3                   
6. Self-Reported Arrests      -  .43***  .68***  .27***  .29***  .17** .18**  .08  .14*  .13* -.03  .57*** 0.50 (0.95) 
7. Self-Reported Offenses       -  .37***  .42***  .31***  .37*** .27***  .24**  .34***  .41*** -.15* -.30*** 0.97 (1.42) 
8. Official Record Arrests        -   .27***  .18**  .31*** .23**  .11  .21**  .18** -.11 -.25*** 0.69 (1.16) 
9. Hard Drug Dependence         -  .38***  .27*** .37***  .34***  .36***  .44*** -.18* -.18** 0.72 (1.35) 
10. Alcohol Dependence          -  .42*** .33***  .30***  .32***  .35*** -.11 -.13* 0.47 (0.83) 
11. Marijuana Dependence           - .13*  .14*  .14*  .26*** -.17* -.22*** 0.24 (0.57) 
12. Depression            -  .75***  .68***  .69*** -.35*** -.31*** 53.60 (9.90) 
13. Anxiety             -  .61***  .75*** -.24** -.22** 52.60 (10.00) 
14. Stress              -  .68*** -.44*** -.39*** 58.88 (11.50) 
15. Borderline Personality               - -.34*** -.41*** 6.14 (1.19) 
16. Total Hours Employed                -  .57*** 1144.00 (75.00) 
17. Community Functioning                 - 0.43 (0.19) 
Note. ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; Correlations and descriptive statistics are drawn from Mplus, which uses FIML. 
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Measurement Model for Post-Release Adjustment 

Using Mplus statistical software, four latent dependent variables (indicated with capital 

letters throughout the remainder of the manuscript) were created to capture Recidivism, 

Substance Dependence, Mental Health Symptoms, and Community Adjustment. Recidivism was 

indicated by self-reported arrests, self-reported offenses, and official records of arrests; 

Substance Dependence was indicated by symptoms of hard drug dependence (cocaine and opiate 

dependence), alcohol dependence, and marijuana dependence; and Mental Health Symptoms was 

indicated by depression, anxiety, stress, and borderline personality disorder features scales. 

Community Adjustment was indicated by total hours employed and community functioning. 

Missing data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML; Graham, 2009; 

Kline, 2005; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012; Schafer & Graham, 2002).3 

A confirmatory factor analysis using maximum likelihood estimation was conducted for 

the four latent variables, including intercorrelations among all latent variables and a correlated 

residual for self-reported arrests and official records of arrest (Folk et al., 2016; Moore et al., 

2016). Latent variables were identified using the fixed factor method to freely estimate all 

loadings (Kline, 2005). This model fit the data acceptably (χ2 (47) = 66.09, p = .035; RMSEA = 

.04 with 95% CI .01 to .07, CFI = .97, SRMR = .05). Factor loadings were all significant and 

standardized estimates ranged from .51 to .87. On Recidivism, Substance Dependence, and 

Mental Health Symptoms, higher scores indicated worse functioning; higher scores indicated 

more adaptive functioning on the Community Adjustment latent variable (see Figure 7). 

                                                
3 FIML uses all the data available about a participant, including other measures at that time point and outcome 
measures, to determine the model parameters. Data values are not imputed, but rather the model parameters are 
estimated using all available information. This technique is widely accepted (Enders, 2001; Enders & Bandalos, 
2001; Little, Jorgensen, Lang, & Moore, 2014; Schafer & Graham, 2002), especially in longitudinal research where 
people sometimes miss an entire wave of data collection, and provides more reliable results than are found with 
Listwise deletion (Schafer & Graham, 2002). 
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Figure 7. Measurement Model.  All parameter estimates are standardized.  p < .001**; χ 2 (47) = 
66.09, p = .03; RMSEA = .04 with 95% CI .01 to .07, CFI = .97, SRMR = .05 
 

Structural Model: Family Contact, Connectedness, Planning, and Post-Release Outcomes 

 The structural model depicted in Figure 8 fit the data acceptably (χ 2 (101) = 131.83, p = 

.021; RMSEA = .04 with 95% CI .01 to .05, CFI = 0.96, SRMR = .09) using  
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Figure 8. Structural Model with Results. All parameter estimates are standardized. Although not 
depicted in the figure for ease of representation, disturbance terms for all latent variables are 
correlated.  tp < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; χ 2 (101) = 131.83, p = .021; RMSEA = .04 with 95% CI 
.01 to .05, CFI = 0.96, SRMR = .09. 
 

maximum likelihood estimation. Results indicate family connectedness at the onset of 

incarceration positively predicts more frequent contact with both children and adult family 

during incarceration, as well as pre-release family connectedness. Neither form of family contact 

predicted changes in family connectedness nor were these paths were not significantly different 
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from one another (Wald = 0.61, p = .43). Pre-release family connectedness was not significantly 

predictive to any of the post-release outcomes. 

 Contact with adult family was a significant predictor of post-release planning, but contact 

with child family was not; these paths were marginally significantly different from one another 

(Wald = 3.36, p = .07). As in the full sample (Folk et al., in preparation), post-release planning 

among parent inmates was a significant predictor of Community Adjustment. Inmates who made 

post-release plans tended to function more adaptively in the community during the first year 

post-release. The indirect effect from adult contact to Community Adjustment through post-

release planning was not significant, ß = .09, p = .09 No other structural pathways and no 

indirect effects were significant. 

Type of family contact. To evaluate whether type of family contact (phone, letter, visits) 

influences the structural relationships, the mean family contact variable was substituted by each 

mode of contact (Table 5). We employed this method rather than entering all forms of contact at 

once to avoid partitioning of variance, which makes interpretation and real world applicability 

challenging. 

The model for visits fit the data acceptably (χ2 (101) = 144.58, p = .003; RMSEA = .04 

with 95% CI .03 to .06; CFI = .95; SRMR = .08). In this model, Time 1 family connectedness 

(assessed at the outset of incarceration) predicted Time 2 (pre-release) family connectedness and 

having more visits with one’s children, but not adult family members, during incarceration; these 

paths were not significantly different from one another (Wald = 1.72, p = .19). Neither adult nor 

child visits significantly predicted post-release planning and these paths were not significantly 

different from one another (Wald = 1.61, p = .20). Post-release plans significantly predicted 

Community Adjustment. 
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Table 5 
Differences Based on Contact Type 

 Visits Phone Calls Letters 
 B (SE) ß B (SE)  B (SE) ß 

T1 ICS àAdult Contact  0.10 (0.09)  0.12  0.14 (0.09)  0.16  0.17 (0.09)  0.21* 
T1 ICS à Child Contact  0.37 (0.15)  0.27*  0.36 (0.18)  0.22*  0.25 (0.14)  0.19 
T1 ICS àT2 ICS  0.50 (0.10)  0.52***  0.44 (0.09)  0.46***  0.42 (0.09)  0.44*** 
Adult ContactàT2 ICS  0.23 (0.18)  0.20  0.16 (0.13)  0.14  0.21 (0.13)  0.18 
Child ContactàT2 ICS -0.16 (0.13) -0.22  0.03 (0.08)  0.05  0.06 (0.10)  0.09 
Adult ContactàPost-release Plans  0.03 (0.02)  0.22  0.03 (0.02)  0.28*  0.03 (0.02)  0.22 
Child ContactàPost-release Plans -0.02 (0.01) -0.19  0.00 (0.01)  0.01 -0.02 (0.01) -0.21 
T2 ICS àRecidivism -0.02 (0.05) -0.06 -0.03 (0.05) -0.07 -0.03 (0.05) -0.09 
T2 ICS àSubstance Misuse -0.02 (0.06) -0.04 -0.02 (0.06) -0.04 -0.02 (0.06) -0.05 
T2 ICS àMental Illness -0.06 (0.06) -0.11 -0.06 (0.06) -0.12 -0.07 (0.06) -0.13 
T2 ICSàCommunity Functioning  0.01 (0.01)  0.08  0.01 (0.01)  0.05  0.01 (0.01)  0.07 
Post-release PlansàRecidivism  0.52 (0.48)  0.16  0.48 (0.48)  0.15  0.58 (0.48)  0.18 
Post-release PlansàSubstance Misuse  0.54 (0.66)  0.12  0.50 (0.66)  0.11  0.64 (0.66)  0.13 
Post-release PlansàMental Illness  0.13 (0.60)  0.03 -0.01 (0.60) -0.00  0.16 (0.60)  0.03 
Post-release PlansàCommunity Functioning  0.27 (0.10)  0.33**  0.28 (0.10)  0.33**  0.26 (0.10)  0.31* 
Adult Contact ßà Child Contact  2.32 (0.40)  0.73***  2.10 (0.49)  0.50***  1.53 (0.35)  0.48*** 
Note. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; T1=Time 1; T2=Time 2; ICS=Inclusion of Community in Self 
 

The model for phone contact fit the data acceptably (χ2 (101) = 131.11, p = .024; RMSEA 

= .04; CFI = .96 with 95% CI .01 to .05; SRMR = .08). Family connectedness at the outset of 

incarceration predicted pre-release family connectedness and more frequent phone calls with 

one’s children, but not adult family; these paths were not significantly different from one another 

(Wald = 0.47, p = .49). Neither phone contact with adult nor child family predicted increased 

family connectedness. Having more frequent phone calls with adult family was a significant 

predictor of making more post-release plans, but phone calls with child family did not; these 

paths were not significantly different from one another (Wald = 2.64, p < .10). Post-release plans 

predicted better post-release Community Adjustment and the indirect effect from adult phone 

calls through post-release plans was marginally significant, ß = .10, p < .10. 

The model for written letters fit the data acceptably (χ2 = 125.33, p = .051; RMSEA = .03 

with 95% CI .00 to .05; CFI = .97; SRMR = .08). Family connectedness at the outset of 

incarceration predicted pre-release family connectedness, more frequent letters from adult family 
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members, and marginally significantly more letters from their children; these paths were not 

significantly different from one another (Wald = 0.56, p = .45). Neither adult nor child letters 

significantly predicted post-release planning and these paths were marginally significantly 

different from one another (Wald = 3.67, p = .056). As in the initial model, post-release plans 

significantly predicted post-release Community Adjustment. 

Discussion 

Results of the current study suggest inmate contact with adult and child family has 

distinct effects on family connectedness and post-release planning, which are largely consistent 

across type of contact. Furthermore, as in Folk et al. (in preparation), making plans for post-

release predicts more adaptive community functioning during the first year post-release. On the 

bivariate level, we also replicate and extend prior research by documenting a link between 

contact with adult and child family and lower rates of recidivism, substance misuse, and mental 

health symptoms, as well as more adaptive community functioning. 

The current study provides some evidence that having more frequent contact with one’s 

adult family aids in post-release planning; this was not the case for contact with one’s children. 

Although not a statistically significant difference, in general the relations between adult and child 

contact and post-release plans were in opposite directions across all contact types. Adult contact 

was consistently positively predictive of post-release plans, whereas child contact was either 

negatively related (visits, letters) or unrelated (phone calls). It seems despite the inherent 

differences between visits, phone calls, and letters, having contact with adult family is beneficial 

in regards to planning. Each form of contact likely has unique aspects which contribute to post-

release planning. Of note, the transactional nature of phone contact allows for one-on-one 

conversations between adults on a more frequent basis, where in the moment decisions can 
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occur. During visits, reading non-verbal cues can facilitate more effective communication. And 

in letters, one has the time to think out responses for a longer period and take steps to execute 

plans prior to responding. 

Conversely, contact with children is unrelated to post-release planning. Minor age 

children are not able to support their parents in making realistic plans for post-release, and may 

make unrealistic requests of their parents (e.g., asking a parent to come live with them when the 

parent has lost parental rights). Future research should explore the specific content of planning 

conversations during family contact, as well as whether planning occurs when both adult and 

child family are present. 

Regarding family connectedness, how connected an inmate feels to their family at the 

outset of incarceration predicts more frequent contact with one’s children across all modes of 

communication; for adult family, the relations were all positive, but only statistically significant 

for frequency of letter writing. Inmates who feel highly connected to their families may be more 

likely to have supportive spouses or family members who are willing to bring children to visit, 

incur costly phone calls, and assist children with writing and sending letters. Caregivers often act 

as the gatekeeper between incarcerated parents and their children (Enos, 2001), so maintaining 

strong connections in these relationships is vital.  

Two key differences emerged between the current paper and Folk et al. (in preparation). 

First, unlike in Folk et al. (in preparation) where frequency of contact predicted increased family 

connectedness across the period of incarceration in the larger sample of parent and non-parent 

“general population” jail inmates, among this subsample of incarcerated parents no form of 

contact predicted changes in family connectedness. Although the directions of effects for adult 

family contact were all positive, for child contact there was either no effect or a negative 
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relationship (in the case of visits). Second, whereas pre-release family connectedness predicted 

better mental health during the first year post-release among the full sample in Folk et al. (in 

preparation), this was not the case for the incarcerated parents in the current report.  

It is possible these differential findings result from differences in the family composition 

for parents vs. non-parents. Participants in the two studies were asked to report how connected 

they feel to their family and were asked to self-identify who was included in their current family. 

It is possible non-parent inmates may identify “family” as a spouse or partner, their own parents, 

and perhaps siblings - individuals able to provide support. In contrast, parents likely include their 

children in “family” – individuals requiring not providing support. Needing to provide support 

and possibly serve as the primary caregiver to one’s children upon release is undoubtedly 

stressful and may counteract benefits of contact on family connectedness and familial 

connectedness on mental health. Future research should examine the makeup of inmates’ 

families and how this may influence the reentry process. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although results of this study hold implications for understanding how contact with adult 

and child family during incarceration differentially impact post-release functioning, it has several 

limitations. First, we used a single-item measure of perceived family connectedness, which did 

not allow us to examine the impact of different forms of social support (e.g., tangible vs. 

intangible), which may have different effects on post-release functioning. Future studies should 

assess perceived connectedness and the specific ways inmates feel supported by their families 

(e.g., emotional support, tangible support). 

 Second, family contact did not include letters sent, only those received. How frequently 

inmates write letters likely contributes to the number of letters they receive and may also 
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influence family connectedness and post-release planning. Future studies should assess both 

letters sent and received by inmates, as well as other forms of contact (visits, phone calls). 

 Third, since the familial circumstances surrounding maternal and paternal incarceration 

are distinct, one avenue for future research is to explore differences in mothers’ and fathers’ 

experiences with contact during incarceration. In families where mothers are incarcerated, 

children are more likely to become incarcerated themselves and to reside in foster and other non-

familial care situations, compared to families with incarcerated fathers (e.g., Dallaire, 2007). 

These child placements may influence not only the frequency of contact with one’s children, but 

also the quality. For example, if mothers are visited by their children, accompanied by non-

familial foster parents, they may feel less able to connect with their children and experience 

increased stress as they are confronted with their inability to parent at that time. In the current 

study, an insufficient number of women precluded multiple-group analysis to make comparisons 

between mothers and fathers in the complex structural model. Future research with larger 

samples of men and women would be better suited to answer questions regarding gender 

differences.4 For example, does having contact with one’s children differentially impact mothers’ 

and fathers’ ability to make post-release plans? 

Finally, as with any non-experimental design, there are limitations to our ability to make 

causal claims based on longitudinal data. Randomly assigning inmates to receive differing 

amounts of contact from adult and child family members would help clarify the true causal 

nature of these relationships, but this is impractical, ethically questionable, and unlikely to occur. 

As such, we are forced to rely on naturalistic explorations of these phenomena. Given the 

                                                
4 Attempts to explore gender differences in the structural model were unsuccessful due to insufficient sample size 
which resulted in multiple technical difficulties (e.g., Heywood cases, linear dependency, inability to test as separate 
interaction terms due to issues with the Psi matrix). 
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temporal nature of our assessments, it appears having contact with adult family predicts how 

many post-release plans inmates make, but future research is needed to replicate these findings. 

Applied Implications 

 Allowing incarcerated parents to have contact with their families can impact post-release 

functioning, particularly in regard to community adjustment. Results of the current study suggest 

having contact with adult family can facilitate post-release planning, which predicts more 

adaptive functioning in the community post-release. Inmates would likely benefit from guidance 

on how to make realistic plans for post-release living, employment, and education, as well as 

how to have these conversations with family members to obtain any necessary support. Provision 

of something as simple as a worksheet guiding inmates to begin making plans in different 

domains, with inclusion of tips on how to talk to family members and where to seek community 

resources, could provide crucial instrumental support.  

Interventions targeting family processes (e.g., parenting) could also integrate a focus on 

post-release planning and improving the quality of family contact. Of note, it seems having adult 

focused time during contact to have discussions about plans would be beneficial, yet this is likely 

not possible in many cases when children are involved. Visitation in particular can be extremely 

stressful for visitors due to long wait times, invasive searches, and the lack of child-friendly 

spaces within correctional facilities – these conditions can undermine the benefits of family 

contact and as such need to be addressed (Poehlmann, Dallaire, Loper, & Shear., 2010). Having 

a more child-friendly environment could allow more flexibility for adults to speak about 

practical matters, as well as to connect with one another. Interventions which allow more family 

focused contact (e.g., not through Plexiglas, ability to play and hold children) and which 

combine programming such as parenting interventions (e.g., Grayson, 2007) may be most useful 
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in promoting high quality contact which facilitates family connectedness and practical planning, 

although systematic evaluations of such programs are still needed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONCLUSION 

 The current studies highlight the need to understand mechanisms by which family contact 

during incarceration impacts post-release functioning, as well as factors that result in individual 

differences in these effects. Results of the current studies suggest family contact contributes to 

better mental health outcomes through its effect on family connectedness among both jail and 

prison inmates and across visits, phone calls, and letters. But these effects do not generalize 

when specifically examining incarcerated parents. When evaluating incarcerated parents’ contact 

with family, it is crucial to consider whether contact is with adult or child family. More frequent 

contact with adult family members appears to be a promising way to increase post-release 

planning, which ultimately facilitates more adaptive community adjustment during the first year 

post-release; this is not true of contact with child family. Identifying differences based on who 

contact is with, in what setting it occurs, and in what form, enhance our understanding of the 

diverse experiences of this population during a stressful family separation and high-risk 

transition. 
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