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Abstract 

Juvenile criminal offending has become a serious social concern. The strongest predictors 

of juvenile delinquency are low parental attachments, the absence of capable guardians, 

and an unstable family structure. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study 

was to explore the experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as 

children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the incarceration influenced 

attachment between the father and son, and how it also influenced the sons’ involvement 

with the juvenile justice system. The theoretical base for this study was attachment 

theory. This theory was suitable for this study as attachment theory is a framework for 

understanding the development of an individual’s social functioning and social behavior. 

Participants were recruited through a method of purposeful sampling selection. In-depth 

semi-structured interviews with 7 adult male participants were held face-to-face. The data 

from the interviews were analyzed and coded using interpretative phenomenological 

analysis. Three themes emerged from the analysis: trust issues due to feelings of 

abandonment, feeling like an outcast, and feeling lost because of not having a role model. 

By acknowledging participants’ experiences, the results of this study can be used to 

develop literature regarding paternal incarceration, attachment, and the negative effects 

relating to children and their juvenile justice involvement. This knowledge can assist in 

positive social change by focusing on school retention, as the dropout rates for this 

population are high. By engaging families right after the father’s incarceration and 

providing resources, this can help prevent future issues that are caused by paternal 

incarceration.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

 More than 2.7 million children in the United States currently have at least one 

incarcerated parent. That is one in every 28 children (Sickmund, Sladky, & Kang, 2018). 

This incarceration creates disrupted attachments. The absence of capable guardians is 

significantly linked to adolescent criminal actions (McCord, Spaz-Widom, & Crowell, 

2011). Juvenile criminal offending has become a serious social concern. This problem 

developed in the mid-1980s with the noticeable growth of juvenile violence (McCord et. 

al., 2011). Children from single family homes had higher rates of committing crimes than 

those in stable two-parent households. Low parental involvement and unstable family 

structure have been shown to be the most important risk factors in determining future 

juvenile delinquency (Howell, 2015). Parental absence is positively related to aggressive 

behaviors in children (Howell, 2015). Parental incarceration is now recognized as an 

adverse childhood experience (ACE). This is classified as a combination of stigma, 

shame, and trauma (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2017). The purpose of this 

qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the experiences of young adult men 

between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, 

how the incarceration influenced attachment between the father and son, and how it also 

influenced the son’s involvement with the juvenile justice system. Studies on incarcerated 

fathers and the father-child relationship have the potential of advancing the literature and 

identifying the importance of building father-child bonds (Lee, Sansone, Swanson, & 

Tatum, 2012). 
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In this chapter, I will provide a brief summary of researched literature related to 

the topic as well as the importance of this study. The problem statement will be listed in 

detail providing evidence that this problem is significant. The purpose of the study will 

then be presented indicating the intent. This will be followed by the research questions. 

The theoretical framework of the study will be described as well as the relationship 

between the theory and the research questions. The nature of the study, including the 

phenomenon being investigated and methodology, will be listed. Definitions of key terms 

will be provided, and assumptions that give meaningfulness to the study will be listed. 

Lastly, the scope of the study will be given, providing all limitations and identifying any 

potential significant contributions to social change. 

Background 

 Children of incarcerated parents are a particularly vulnerable group and have 

higher chances of behavioral problems, mental health issues, and emotional instability 

than their peers (Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011). Paternal incarceration can disturb many 

aspects of a child’s life, including their financial circumstances, parental attachment, and 

stability. These children can develop unhealthy coping mechanisms and associations with 

delinquent peers, which can lead to juvenile justice involvement (Fagan & Mazerolle, 

2011). Adams (2018) reviewed literature since the early 2000s referencing what was 

known about incarcerated fathers and consequences for their children and families. 

Adams found that paternal incarceration is associated with negative effects on the father-

child relationship. In addition, this burden puts a strain on the mother and reduces 

maternal mental health, which can impact the mother-child relationship and family 
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functioning. This can cause parental custody issues and may have the child entering the 

foster care system. This childhood adversity and trauma to the child can result in further 

instability and create a pathway into the juvenile justice system (Adams, 2018). 

 Swisher and Shaw-Smith (2015) focused on paternal incarceration, juvenile 

delinquency, and depression. The researchers examined how each gender is affected by 

the paternal incarceration. The results from this article found that the chances of 

delinquency were stronger for girls who resided with their father prior to incarceration 

when compared to girls who did not. Girls who had ever lived with an incarcerated 

father, in contrast, had 26.3% higher chances of delinquency than girls without an 

incarcerated father. This article contributes to the growing evidence regarding the 

negative collateral consequences of paternal incarceration for children (Swisher & Shaw-

Smith, 2015). Burgess-Proctor, Huebner, and Durso (2016) compared the effects of 

maternal and paternal incarceration on adult daughters and sons who have criminal 

justice system involvement. The results suggested that both maternal and paternal 

incarceration significantly increase the odds of adult offspring having criminal justice 

involvement. This effect is especially pronounced for same-sex parent–child dyads, 

suggesting that adult offending and parental incarceration is gendered.  

 Lee et al. (2012) examined the importance of the relationship between children 

and their incarcerated fathers and suggested that children appeared to benefit when 

incarcerated fathers were more involved in their lives. Children who continued to have 

close relationships with their fathers were less likely to engage in delinquent behavior. 

Porter and King (2015) indicated that paternal incarceration retains a significant effect on 



4 

 

expressive crime, which is partly mediated by reduced attachment to fathers. Expressive 

crimes are when someone commits a crime that is trigged by an emotion. The authors 

discovered that the association between paternal incarceration and expressive crime 

supports Agnew’s strain theory and elements of control theory (Porter & King, 2015). 

Shannon and Abrams (2007) emphasized strain theory and parental incarceration. The 

authors stated that financial strains and social instability often result from parental 

incarceration and contribute to maladaptive childhood emotional adjustment. 

Complicated relationships with caregivers and lack of stability in a child’s home 

environment may cause feelings of insecurity and in turn lead to increased externalization 

of behaviors (Shannon & Abrams, 2007).  

 Murray and Sekol (2012) conducted a systematic review to synthesize empirical 

evidence on associations between parental incarceration and children’s later antisocial 

behavior. Results of this study showed that parental incarceration predicts increased risk 

for children’s antisocial behavior. Will, Whalen, and Loper (2014) noted that the 

experience of parental incarceration places children at risk for later being incarcerated 

themselves and for increased antisocial behavior throughout their lives. While existing 

literature has been helpful in recognizing and forming themes related to behavioral issues 

and familial and financial strains that are associated with paternal incarceration, there are 

still major gaps in the literature. This is significantly true when it comes to understanding 

the reasons why children from this population have increased juvenile justice 

involvement. Review of past literature (Adams, 2018; Barnert et al., 2015; Burgess-

Proctor et al., 2016; Carlson & Knoester, 2009; Fairchild, 2018; Galardi, Settersten, 
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Vuchinich, & Richards, 2015; Hannon & DeFina, 2012; Howell, 2015; Kautz, 2017;  Lee 

et al., 2012; Murray, Farrington, & Sekol, 2012; Oldrup, 2018; Poehlmann-Tynan, 

Burnson, Runion, & Weymouth, 2017; Porter & King, 2015; Saunders, 2017; Shannon & 

Abrams, 2007; Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015; Walters, 2016) has identified that further 

research is needed on the attachment between the child and incarcerated father, and if a 

lack of attachment is what leads to juvenile justice involvement. Studies on incarcerated 

fathers and the father-child relationship have the potential of advancing the literature and 

recognizing the importance of building parent-child bonds (Will et al., 2014).  

Problem Statement 

 A father’s incarceration can increase their children’s chances of being involved in 

delinquent behavior due to the emotional strain that may be precipitated by weakened 

parental attachments. There is a greater likelihood of delinquency in children of 

incarcerated fathers due to the tendency for these children to grow up in similar 

environments as their fathers (Porter & King, 2015). Galardi, Settersten, Vuchinich, and 

Richards (2015) found that fathers who experienced more childhood risk factors had less 

frequent contact with their children. Fairchild (2009) indicated that incarcerated fathers 

have unresolved-disorganized attachments to their children. This category is 

characterized by possessing a great deal of unresolved loss or trauma and is connected to 

abandonment tendencies and this is directly related to children displaying externalizing, 

internalizing, and behavioral problems (Fairchild, 2009).  

 Most previous research on incarcerated parents focuses on the significance of 

sustaining the relationship between children and incarcerated mothers, with limited 
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studies examining the relationships between children and their incarcerated fathers. 

Maternal and paternal incarceration significantly increases the odds of offspring having 

criminal justice involvement (Will et al., 2014). This effect is especially pronounced for 

same-sex parent-child dyads, proposing that the parental incarceration offending 

outcomes is gendered. This suggests that the incarceration of their fathers is related to 

sons engaging in criminal behaviors. Children who have a close relationship with their 

fathers were less likely to engage in delinquent behavior (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016). 

 In addition, behavioral problems, emotional difficulties and strained relationships 

with others were widely present in children with no to limited contacted with their 

fathers. A child whose father is incarcerated can have developmental issues due to lack of 

emotional bonds, limited father–child contact, and long periods of separation from their 

father (Lee et al., 2012). Kjellstrand and Eddy (2011) argued that incarceration has a role 

in addressing criminality, but there is not a clear understanding as to its broader 

implications. It may inadvertently create a system that increases disadvantage for children 

whose only crime was being born into a family with an incarcerated father. Incarceration 

is a significant barrier when trying to maintain and establish attachments with children. 

Visitations and phone calls are often restricted, and this results in limited contact. This 

then causes children to question the father’s future role in their lives, and they many 

began to emotionally distance themselves (Oldrup, 2018). Loper, Carlson, Levitt, and 

Scheffel (2009) found that incarcerated fathers reported more parenting stress concerning 

their children than incarcerated mothers. This study recognizes the difference of 
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separation from children on fathers in prison. Separation stress in turn is associated with 

difficulties building and maintaining healthy family relationships (Loper et al., 2009). 

Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as children, 

experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the incarceration influenced attachment 

between the father, and son and how it also influenced the son’s involvement with the 

juvenile justice system. The United States has the largest incarceration rate in the world 

(Sickmund et al., 2018). Due to a multitude of factors, many children of incarcerated 

fathers are living in poverty, struggling in school, and expressing maladaptive coping 

tools. The strongest predictors of future juvenile delinquency were low parental 

attachments, absence of capable guardians, and unstable family structures (Howell, 

2015). Children with incarcerated fathers tend to have less cooperative parents with 

poorer relationships. Incarceration is associated with a host of changes in children’s 

families that indirectly link incarceration to children’s behaviors (Dwyer, 2018). This 

study gains insight from these individuals and explores their child-father relationship and 

how that related to their juvenile criminal involvement.  

Research Questions 

1. What are the lived experiences of men in early adulthood with their father 

who was incarcerated during their childhood? 

2. How were son-father relationships and attachment affected by the father’s 

incarceration? 
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3. How did the father’s incarceration influence the son’s juvenile crime? 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework in this study was the philosophical perspectives of 

attachment theory. This theory helped to explain the attitudes and behaviors of research 

participants. The research questions formulated for this inquiry were developed to capture 

the meaning and reality of the lived experience as expressed by children of incarcerated 

fathers. An account of their experiences, represented by the influence of attachments, was 

emphasized. Attachment theory was first developed by John Bowlby (Cassidy & Shaver, 

2002). Bowlby was concerned with the closeness and emotional bonds that are developed 

between children and caregivers. Attachment theory explains how the parent-child 

relationship emerges and influences subsequent development. This theory also suggests 

that the critical period for developing attachment is from infancy to age 5. If an 

attachment has not developed during this period, the child will suffer irreversible 

developmental consequences, such as reduced intelligence and increased aggression 

(Cassidy & Shaver, 2002).  

 A parent’s role in their child’s development is vital. The way that parents interact 

with their child will greatly predict how attachments will form. This relationship is the 

first bond that the child will have and will be the blueprint for relationships throughout 

the child’s life (Miller, 2012). Attachment theory is a framework for understanding the 

development of an individual’s social functioning and social behavior. The theory states 

that all children have a biologically based tendency to seek attachments and bonds with a 

caregiver. The presence of this relationship or lack thereof will then be the foundation for 
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the child’s social behavior (Stern & Cassidy, 2017). Attachment theory predicts that 

secure attachments shape a child’s emotional regulation, cognitive models of 

relationships, and capacity to care for others. These attachments organize cognitive 

processing of social information, inform emotional and physiological responses to 

threats, and guide social behavior across development (Stern & Cassidy, 2017). The 

quality of a child’s attachment may strongly contribute to empathy. In adolescence, low 

empathy is displayed in aggressive and antisocial behaviors (Flight & Forth, 2007). 

Paternal incarceration disrupts contact patterns and meaningful relationships with the 

incarcerated father. Separation from the father can generate a set of adverse emotional 

reactions from anger to sadness which can interfere with the optimal development of the 

child emotionally and socially (Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011). 

Nature of the Study 

 This qualitative study has a phenomenological approach. Qualitative research 

studies groups and individuals in their natural settings to understand meaning that a 

person places on their experiences. Qualitative researchers strive to produce meaningful 

interpretations of phenomena and events. The goal is to make sense of what is going on, 

reach an understanding of the human experience, and describe this understanding 

(Babbie, 2017). Understanding of a phenomenon or event comes from exploring the 

totality of the situation. Qualitative research is a scientific method of observation to 

gather non-numerical data. This can be done through observation, participation, 

interviewing, and ethnography (Babbie, 2017).  
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Phenomenology focuses on lived experience and how people relate, understand, 

and provide meaning to the lived experience (Patton, 2015). Phenomenology is the 

collection and analysis of individuals’ experiences related to a specific phenomenon from 

their point of view. This approach helps researchers understand the human factor. It 

answers questions as to how people perceived a phenomenon and placed it into context. 

This approach is not bound by time or location. It takes into account first person sources 

through interviews and journals. The goal is to understand the world through the eyes of 

the participants who had direct experience with the topic being studied (Ravitch & Carl, 

2016). This approach works well, as it conceptualizes the participants’ lived experience 

and provides an understanding of how this experience felt for them. 

Definitions  

 The following key concepts were fundamental terms used in the current study. 

 

 Attachment. This term describes the initial bond that is formed during childhood 

and is directly associated with physical and mental health and overall functioning in 

adulthood. Attachment has long-term effects on personality development, 

psychopathology, and interpersonal skills. This perceived attachment then reflects one’s 

beliefs, attitudes, and expectations (Hooper, Tomek, & Newman, 2012). 

 Anxious attachment. This is characterized by feelings of inadequacy, intense fears 

of abandonment, and heightened worries of rejection. Children develop this attachment 

style when caregivers are inconsistent at attending to their needs (Hooper et al., 2012). 

  Avoidant attachment. This is developed when a child’s attempts for comfort from 

a caregiver are overlooked. A child with an avoidant attachment will grow up with a 
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dismissive caregiver who does not comfort the child when the child is in distress (Levy & 

Johnson, 2019). 

 Secure attachment. This is developed between a child and a caregiver when the 

caregiver is consistent with attending to a child’s needs. This can promote  comfort, 

reduce negative affect, and allow the child to develop a healthy, realistic sense of self 

(Ungvarsky, 2019). 

 Caregiver. In this study, this term is an adult other than the biological parents who 

are rising the child as a result of parental issues that prevents them from rising their own 

child (Turanovic, Rodriguez, & Pratt, 2012).   

 Delinquent. For this study, this refers to an individual under the age of 18 who is 

disobedient and breaks laws or rules (Bartol & Bartol, 2017). 

 Gendered. This term indicates that father-son and mother-daughter relationships 

are affected due to having the same gender identify (Burgess-Proctor, et al., 2016). 

 Juvenile justice involvement. This term refers to adolescents under the age of 18 

who are accused of committing a delinquent or criminal act. Processes include arrest, 

detainment, petitions, hearings, adjudications, dispositions, placement, probation, and 

reentry (U.S. Department of Justice, n.d.). 

 Lived experience. This refers to the participants’ perceptions regarding the unique 

and complex phenomenon of having an incarcerated father and juvenile justice 

involvement (Van Manen, 2016). 

 Maladaptive behavior. This is behavior that inhibits a child’s ability to adjust to 

having their father incarcerated (Laviola & Macrì, 2013).  
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 Paternal incarceration. For this study, this term refers to fathers who have been 

incarcerated in a state or federally ran prison with a sentence of more than one year 

(Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011). 

Assumptions 

 Prior to conducting the study, certain assumptions were made. These assumptions 

were believed to be true but were yet to be verified. The first assumption was that, 

through interviews with participants, saturation would occur, and the research questions 

would be answered. This assumed that a sufficient sample size and enough data were 

collected to identify all relevant themes. I expected that all participants would be honest 

when providing responses to interview questions. I assumed that all participants would be 

able to reflect on their childhood, feelings that they held, and behaviors that they 

displayed during the incarceration of their father. Another assumption was that I would 

be able to ask semi-structured interview questions in a way that was free of interruptions, 

bias, and judgments and able to capture the lived experiences of the participants. I 

expected that semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions would produce 

detailed responses relevant to the topic of having an incarcerated father and juvenile 

justice involvement.  

Scope and Delimitations 

 In this study, the scope was delimited to adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 

who, had an incarcerated father for at least a period of 1 year or more during their 

childhood, and who also had documented involvement in the juvenile justice system. 

These participants were selected to help provide an understanding of the attitudes, beliefs, 
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and challenges that this population held during their childhood. Children who had an 

incarcerated father and no juvenile justice involvement or no incarcerated father, but 

juvenile justice involvement did not fit the criteria as they did not represent the core focus 

of the study. These key features were important as they helped align the study’s purpose 

and research questions (Patino & Ferreira, 2018). This study was also delimited to 

collecting semi-structured interview data. I believed that semi-structured interviews were 

able to provide relevant understandings of the participants’ lived experiences and 

adequately fulfill the purpose of the study. However, the results may not be transferable 

to the experiences of children who had juvenile justice involvement and an incarcerated 

mother, due to gender differences.  

Limitations 

 The selected participants were located in the United States of America. This 

means that the resulting data may not be transferable to individuals outside of the United 

States. This lack of generalizability derives from the nature of the qualitative research 

design. Rather than focusing on generalizability, qualitative inquiry aims to develop 

theories that are transferable. Transferability allows for connections to be made between 

personal experiences and elements in a study (Babbie, 2017).  

 In addition, self-selection bias may have occurred. This occurs when certain 

characteristics about an individual make them more likely to participate in a study. The 

results of the individuals who chose to participate in the study could be different from 

those who chose not to participate. This could be due to the respondents’ propensity for 

participating in the study correlating with the substantive of the topic. Self-selection bias 



14 

 

can lead to biased data, as the respondents who chose to participate may not have 

represented the entire target population. This can then impact the results of the study, as 

the participant’s perceptions of the experience itself is the source of knowledge (Ravitch 

& Carl, 2016).   

 As this is a sensitive topic, honesty and openness of participants can present a 

challenge. Participants may not have felt comfortable discussing in-depth details 

regarding their juvenile justice involvement or the incarceration of their father. This 

phenomenon may have taken place many years prior, and the participants could have 

forgotten aspects of this experience. It could have been difficult for participants to reflect 

on this challenging time in their life, and it may bring up negative emotions. These 

profound emotions can then affect the results of the study. Another limitation of this 

study was that there was not a focus on if the father's incarceration impacted the 

participants differently based on their age or race. Different lived experiences may exist 

based on these characteristics. In addition, socioeconomic disadvantage was not 

emphasized. However, this socioeconomic disadvantage could have been the result of the 

fathers’ incarceration and the reason for the participant’s involvement in the juvenile 

justice system. This is a limitation, as socioeconomic status can have an impact on a 

child’s behavior.  

Significance 

 This phenomenological study was distinctive as it focused on the lived 

experiences of children with incarcerated fathers, which may be the basis of engagement 

in delinquent behaviors that result in juvenile justice involvement. This research has 
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filled a gap in understanding by focusing specifically on the attachment deficiencies and 

strain experienced by children who grew up with an incarcerated father. There are several 

studies which have focused on the incarceration of a father and attachment issues among 

their children (Adams, 2018; Fairchild, 2018; Galardi, Settersten, Vuchinich, & Richards, 

2015; Lee et al., 2012; Oldrup, 2018; Poehlmann-Tynan, Burnson, Runion, & 

Weymouth, 2017; Saunders, 2017; Shannon & Abrams, 2007). All of these studies 

reported disruption of some sort in attachment, resulting in included insecure or 

disorganized attachment. However, these studies did not report whether children of the 

incarcerated fathers had juvenile justice involvement. Furthermore, there have been 

studies about juvenile justice involvement and incarcerated parents that demonstrated a 

link between these two aspects (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016; Hannon & DeFina, 2012; 

Howell, 2015; Kautz, 2017; Murray, Farrington, & Sekol, 2012; Porter & King, 2015; 

Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015). Similarly, studies have demonstrated a link between 

juvenile justice and attachment (Barnert et al., 2015; Carlson & Knoester, 2009; Walters, 

2016). However, the three phenomena, namely father incarceration, attachment with 

father, and juvenile justice involvement, have not been studied together in a single study. 

In sum, there is some overlap in studies that have focused on two of these three aspects 

(parental incarceration, juvenile justice involvement, and attachment), but there appears 

to be a gap in the research findings in terms of having one study focus on all three 

aspects. 

 The results of this study will potentially contribute to social change by providing 

much-needed insights into what struggles and challenges children with incarcerated 
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fathers grow up with. Studies on incarcerated fathers and the father-child relationship 

have the potential of advancing the literature and identifying the importance of building 

father-child bonds (Lee et al., 2012). A deeper understanding of paternal incarceration, 

attachment, and juvenile delinquency can demonstrate the great need for more resources 

to be put into place to help these children succeed. Putting services into place after the 

father’s incarceration can help the family process feelings and be linked to additional 

financial resources. These services can help reduce internal and external issues that may 

be linked to paternal incarceration and help reduce children’s involvement in the juvenile 

justice system. This would therefore benefit individuals, communities, and society as a 

whole by increasing well-being in this group of men, and fewer victims would be created 

through their offending behavior.  

Summary 

 The problem that this study focused on is the difficulties and challenges 

experienced by children who grew up with incarcerated fathers and had juvenile justice 

involvement. The gaps in the literature that were addressed focused specifically on 

understanding the attachment deficiencies and strain experienced during the participant’s 

childhood. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as children, 

experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the incarceration influenced attachment 

between the father and son and how it also influenced the son’s involvement with the 

juvenile justice system. The theoretical framework for this study was based on Bowlby’s 
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attachment theory. The results of this study provided insights regarding the lived 

experiences of children with an incarcerated father.  

 The next chapter will present a literature review in order to further address the 

research problem and gaps. In addition, this review will provide an extended discussion 

of the theoretical framework. The literature review will focus on themes of caregiver 

stress and child behavioral problems, attachment issues, and gender-specific links. The 

influence of these themes will specifically focus on psychological and social trends. By 

acknowledging participants experiences, the results of this study can be used to increase 

literature regarding paternal incarceration and negative effects relating to children and 

their juvenile justice involvement. This knowledge can assist in positive social change by 

enhancing research, as it will detail much-needed insights into the struggles and 

challenges children with incarcerated fathers grow up with. Studies on incarcerated 

fathers and the father-child relationship have the potential of advancing literature and 

identifying the importance of building father-child bonds (Lee et al., 2012). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

 Since the 1980s, incarceration rates in the United States have increased 

dramatically. Currently, nearly one in every 100 adults are in prisons or jails. Ninety two 

percent of people in prisons are men, and of that, 1.1 million are fathers to minor children 

(Sickmund, Sladky, & Kang, 2018). Approximately half of the children with incarcerated 

fathers are under the age of 10. This exposes many children and their families to a broad 

set of challenges associated with paternal incarceration. Mass imprisonment has made 

paternal incarceration a much more common experience among children in the United 

States. This normalizes children being raised without their biological father. Since 1991, 

the number of children with an incarcerated father has grown by 79% (Galardi, 

Settersten, Vuchinich, & Richards, 2015). 

 It is important to consider the contexts in which families experience the hardships 

of paternal incarceration, and how each contributes to the various pathways of risk and 

resilience for children. Mass incarceration can affect many aspects of individuals’ and 

families’ lives. Children of incarcerated parents can provide insights about their lives that 

others cannot (Dwyer, 2018). The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study 

was to explore the experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as 

children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the incarceration influenced 

attachment between the father and son, and how it also influenced the son’s involvement 

with the juvenile justice system.  
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 In this chapter, I will provide an overview of the literature search strategies, the 

theoretical foundation, and a review of literature related to key concepts that will guide 

the study. The literature review section will include an overview of the current literature, 

as well as the strengths and weaknesses of the researched studies. In addition, I will 

provide rationale for the selected concepts. Finally, the chapter will be summarized and 

concluded with a discussion on how this study contributes to the current gaps in the 

literature. 

Literature Search Strategy 

 The literature review contains research from multiple databases. A search of the 

literature was conducted to locate peer-reviewed journal articles. The Walden University 

Library was a key component of these searches. Key criteria for finding credible sites 

included when the study was published. Outdated material may be superseded by newer 

studies, as new advancements could replace other studies findings (Walden University, 

2015). To ensure validity, I attempted to locate studies published in the last 5 years. 

Scholarly texts and related research information were obtained. In the search for 

scholarly information, the following databases were used: Academic Search Complete, 

EBSCOhost, PsycINFO, Psyc-ARTICLES, PsycBOOKS SAGE Journals Online, and 

SocINDEX. Other research tools used were Google Scholar. The keywords that were 

used in the literature review search were parental incarceration AND juvenile 

delinquency, incarcerated fathers AND attachment, children of incarcerated fathers 

AND behavior issues, juvenile delinquency AND paternal involvement, incarcerated 

fathers AND juvenile crime, children of incarcerated fathers AND development, 
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incarcerated fathers, paternal incarceration, attachment to fathers AND social-emotional 

development.  

Theoretical Foundation 

 Attachment is described as a psychological connection to a meaningful person 

(Levy & Johnson, 2019). Attachment theorists state that early relationships with 

caregivers play a major role in the development of a child. When children are born, they 

have an innate need to form attachment. This attachment can determine behavioral and 

motivational patterns. These relationships also influence future social relationships. 

Attachment allows a child to feel safe and secure (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006). The 

majority of attachment research has focused primarily on mother-child attachment, with 

substantially less attention paid to the father-child attachment. However, research has 

constantly shown that mothers and fathers play different roles in raising children 

(Benware, 2013).  

 John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth’s attachment theory and the succeeding 

research produced from it has made attachment theory one of the most influential 

frameworks in developmental psychology today (Levy & Johnson, 2019). Beginning in 

the 1960s, Bowlby developed the theory that how well a child is attached to their parents 

is important to the child’s psychological development (Levy & Johnson, 2019). The 

initial bond that is formed during childhood is directly associated with physical and 

mental health and overall functioning in adulthood. It also has long-term effects on 

personality development, psychopathology, and interpersonal skills. This perceived 

attachment then reflects one’s beliefs, attitudes, and expectations. Over the years, 
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attachment styles have been characterized by different terms and using different methods 

(Hooper, Tomek, & Newman, 2012). For the purposes of this research, attachment styles 

will be represented by three main categories: secure attachment, avoidant attachment, and 

anxious attachment style. 

 Children who have positive interactions with an empathic caregiver who is able to 

tend to their needs will form secure attachment. Secure attachment between a child and 

caregiver can promote comfort, reduce negative affect, and allow the child to develop a 

healthy, realistic sense of self (Ungvarsky, 2019). Secure attachment with the parents 

then carry over to other relationships. A child raised with secure attachment will feel 

comfortable seeking support from others, allowing the child to have emotionally close 

relationships. A child raised in this way will also demonstrate empathy, the ability to 

understand the emotions of others (Ungvarsky, 2019).  

 Avoidant attachment develops when a child’s attempts for comfort from a 

caregiver are overlooked. A child with an avoidant attachment will grow up with a 

dismissive caregiver who does not comfort the child when the child is in distress (Levy & 

Johnson, 2019). This can cause negative effects on the child’s ability to understand and 

feel their own emotions, resulting in the child giving up on being close to others. 

Avoidant attachment style is characterized by feeling uncomfortable when others want to 

get emotionally close (Levy & Johnson, 2019). Individuals with this attachment style 

often express the need for independence. Children with this attachment style often play 

alone, struggle to make and sustain friends, and feel that being alone is easier than being 
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with others. They often lack empathy, are uncomfortable with intimacy, and use 

avoidance as a defense strategy (Levy & Johnson, 2019). 

 Anxious attachment is characterized by feelings of inadequacy, fears of 

abandonment, and worries of rejection. Children with this attachment style have a strong 

desire for closeness to others. Children develop this attachment style when caregivers are 

inconsistent at attending to their needs (Hooper et al., 2012). At times the caregiver will 

be nurturing and respond effectively to their child’s distress, while other times the 

caregiver is distant and emotionally unavailable. Unhealthy attachment style may lead to 

forms of personality disturbance and emotional distress, including anger, anxiety, 

depression, and emotional detachment (Hooper et al., 2012). Attachment styles affect not 

only the child’s relationship with early caregivers but also their behaviors. Researcher 

have suggested that how children view their relationship with their parents, as well as 

their parent’s relationship with each other, will play a vital role in how they view their 

own relationships later in life. Current adult attachment style classifications are derived 

from the way the individual interprets and describes their childhood experiences (Hooper 

et al., 2012). 

 The issues of father-child attachment have been largely ignored in recent 

literature. Brown, McBride, Shin, and Bost (2007) observed 46 children, 25 boys and 21 

girls between the ages of 2 and 3, and their fathers in their home setting. Qualitative 

interviews and observations were used to understand the interactions of fathers with their 

children. Brown and colleagues found that fathers who engaged in positive parenting 

behaviors, such as having a positive effect, had no effect on attachment security. 
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However, when fathers did not engage in positive forms of parenting, it was detrimental 

to the father-child attachment security (Brown et al., 2007). Caldera (2004) observed 60 

fathers, mothers, and their infants. Caldera found that a significant predictor of father-

child attachment security was the fathers’ involvement in caregiving activities such as 

dressing and feeding the child. Caldera also found that father-child attachment security 

was significantly related to mother-child attachment security (Caldera, 2004). George, 

Cummings, and Davies (2010) interviewed 236 fathers, mothers, and their kindergarten 

age children. Their results showed that less responsive parenting by both mothers and 

fathers was related to children having insecure attachment (George et al., 2010). The 

quality of the attachment has a critical effect on development and has been linked to 

various aspects of functioning and psychological well-being (Levy & Johnson, 2019). 

 Incarceration creates disrupted attachment (Howell, 2015). Saunders (2017) 

conducted a qualitative phenomenological study by interviewing 16 children between the 

ages of 8 to 18 who had an incarcerated parent. Saunders discovered that children who 

described no or limited attachments prior to the parental incarceration continued to 

maintain the same type of attachment during the incarceration. Children who described 

secure attachment with their incarcerated parent prior to incarceration felt that 

maintaining this relationship with their incarcerated parent was a priority. Lee et al. 

(2012) conducted a mixed-methods study interviewing 185 incarcerated fathers. The 

findings indicated that incarcerated fathers who have secure attachment with their 

children prior to the incarceration had more involvement with their children while in 

prison (Lee et al., 2012).   
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 These studies indicate that fathers have an important role in attachment and that 

the type of attachment prior to the incarceration can be a substantial influence for the type 

of attachment and amount of contact during the incarceration. However, there were no 

studies located that applied attachment theory to children of incarcerated parents that 

focused on the children’s experience of attachment with the incarcerated parent during 

their childhood and related this to juvenile justice involvement. My study’s interview 

questions will help provide an understanding on attachment of children with incarcerated 

fathers and if insecure attachment contributed to juvenile justice involvement. These 

finding build upon attachment theory and existing literature. 

Literature Review Related to Key Variables and Concepts 

 My extensive review of the literature found detailed studies on behavioral issues 

related to attachment styles and the important implications attachment can have on future 

development. Yet, studies have insufficiently addressed attachment with incarcerated 

fathers and linked this aspect directly to children becoming involved in the juvenile 

justice system (Dwyer, 2018). It has been noted in the literature that the child’s caregiver 

has a significant influence on maintaining attachment with the incarcerated father (Chui, 

2016).  It is also prominent in the literature that children from single-parent families are 

more likely to engage in criminal activities at an early age when compared to two-parent 

households (Dwyer, 2018). In the following section, the main variables related to this 

study are noted. 
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Attachment Issues  

Paternal incarceration separates fathers from their children. When compared to 

other forms of father absence, paternal incarceration is more confusing, financially 

straining, and stressful for children (Hannon & DeFina, 2012). The consequences of 

incarceration on families are numerous and varied and include stigmatization, weakening 

of the family structure, obstacles to parental-child relating, and difficult visitations (Will, 

Whalen, & Loper, 2014). Previous research on incarcerated parents focused on the 

importance of maintaining attachment between children and incarcerated mothers, with 

few studies focusing on attachment between children and their incarcerated fathers (Will 

et al., 2014). Incarceration creates disrupted attachment. The strongest predictors of 

future juvenile delinquency are insecure parental attachment, the absence of capable 

guardians, and an unstable family structure (Howell, 2015). It is difficult for children to 

maintain contact with an incarcerated father. Separation stress is associated with 

difficulties building and maintaining healthy family relationships. Early separation from 

attachment figures, or absence of attachment figures, can predispose children to develop 

emotional coldness. Children who fail to bond with their caregivers may develop a lack 

of empathy (Loper, Carlson, Levitt, & Scheffel, 2009).  

 Empathy is a basic human emotion and cognitive trait needed to maintain healthy 

relationships. The absence of empathy can lead to serious social-emotional dysfunctions, 

including psychopathologies (Stern & Cassidy, 2017). People are not simply born with 

empathy; it is not something that is hardwired. Individual differences in empathy are 

determined by environmental, biological, genetic, and socialization developments. 
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Empathy appears early on during a child’s development. Variances in empathy can 

meaningfully change a child’s view on relationships and social behaviors throughout 

their lives. For example, a child who lacks empathy may not display prosocial behaviors 

such as sharing, helping, and comforting others. Greater empathy is associated with 

prosocial behaviors and social competence across the lifespan (Stern & Cassidy, 2017).  

A parent’s role in their child's empathic development is vital. The way that 

parents interact with their child will greatly predict how attachment will form. If a parent 

is empathetic towards the child’s needs, the child will not only develop secure attachment 

with this parent but also empathy. This relationship is the first bond that the child will 

have and will be the blueprint for relationships throughout the child’s life. If parents do 

not attend to their child, a secure attachment and empathy is not likely to develop (Miller, 

2012). Attachment theory predicts that secure attachment shapes a child’s emotional 

regulation, cognitive models of relationships, and capacity to care for others. The quality 

of a child’s attachment will strongly contribute to empathy. Particularly, people with 

unsecure attachment and low empathy fail to see the other person’s perspective, and this 

increases the chances of violence (Stern & Cassidy, 2017).  

Attachment is evident in Van Hazebroek, Olthof, and Goossens’ (2017) study. 

The authors conducted a quantitative study by administrating questionnaires with 550 

children between ages 11 and 14. The results showed that a lack of empathic concern was 

linked to proactive aggression. Empathy was positively associated with proactive 

aggression increases, as adolescents without attachment security have a stronger desire to 

become dominant in social situations with peers (Van Hazebroek et al., 2017).  
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In one of the largest studies on the topic to date, Li et al., (2015) investigated 

associations among attachment, empathy, and aggressive behavior in a sample of 6,301 

Chinese children between the ages of 11 to 14.  The authors conducted a quantitative 

study by focusing on the children’s self-reported attachment security with both mothers 

and fathers. The results showed that parental attachment and empathy were significant 

predictors of indirect aggression. Correlation and regression analyses indicated that 

secure parental attachment was negatively associated with indirect aggression. These 

findings support existing literature on the impact of parental attachment on aggression (Li 

et al., 2015).  According to attachment theory, stable interactions with parents could be 

used to explain children continuing to maintain intimate relationships from childhood to 

adulthood. Adolescents securely attached to their parents have greater psychosocial 

competence, more positive coping strategies, and less aggression (Li et al., 2015).  

Parental incarceration may cause disruptions in children’s attachment 

relationships because of the enforced separation that occurs, especially if the parent and 

child had a meaningful relationship prior to incarceration, and insecure attachment can 

lead to psychological distress (George et al., 2010). Research examining the importance 

of the relationship between children and their incarcerated fathers has suggested that 

children appear to benefit when incarcerated fathers were more involved in their lives. 

Children who continued to have a close relationship with their fathers were less likely to 

engage in delinquent behavior (Galardi et al., 2015). Lee et al. (2012) conducted a mixed-

methods study that examined the relationships of incarcerated fathers with their children 

while in prison. A purposeful sample of 185 incarcerated fathers were interviewed from a 
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maximum-security state prison in the southern United States. The findings indicated that 

incarcerated fathers who were connected to their children prior to going to prison had a 

more positive perception about their role in their children’s lives during the incarceration, 

and this increased involvement with their children while in prison. This study provides a 

good argument for not depriving children of the child-father bond despite fathers having 

long sentences. It is noteworthy that the participants were all from maximum-security 

prisons, and their experiences might be different from men in minimum or medium-

security institutions (Lee et al., 2012). 

 Similarly, Poehlmann-Tynan et al. (2017) conducted a mixed-methods study to 

examine young children’s attachment behaviors during paternal incarceration. Seventy-

seven children, age 2 to 6 years old, their jailed fathers, and current caregivers 

participated in this study. The authors looked at disruptions in relationships that occurred 

when the child was separated from the father. The results indicated that 27% of children 

witnessed the father’s crime and 22% of children witnessed the father’s arrest, with most 

children who witnessed these events exhibiting extreme distress and anxiety. Children 

who witnessed these events were more likely to have insecure attachment to their fathers. 

In addition, children’s attachment-related behaviors and emotions during the jail visits 

correlated with the attachment security observed in the home with their caregiver 

(Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2017). This indicates that children who displayed insecure 

attachment in the home, would display this same type of attachment with their parents 

during jail visits. Behaviors and emotions toward their incarcerated father during visits 

correlated with their emotions and behaviors with the caregiver who accompanied them. 
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Caregivers are the ones who regulate the frequency of interactions with the child and the 

incarcerated fathers. This highlights the key part that the caregiver plays in protective 

factors towards child’s adjustment to prison visits and in forming and maintaining secure 

attachment between the father and the child (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2017). One should 

note that this study focused on the attachment development of younger children ages 2 to 

6. Therefore, these findings may apply differently to children who were older when their 

father went to prison. 

 To understand individual experiences of attachment and parental incarceration, 

Saunders (2017) conducted a qualitative study using a phenomenological approach. 

Sixteen children aged 8 to 18 years old with either an incarcerated mother or father, 

participated in interviews. The findings revealed that children who described close 

relationships with their incarcerated parent prior to the incarceration had maintaining a 

relationship with them during imprisonment as an important goal. This was a priority for 

both the child and the incarcerated parent. Children who described a limited relationship 

with their incarcerated parent prior to incarceration, continued to have the same type of 

challenges during incarceration. These children reported feelings of profound loss and 

sadness as they reported that no regular contact in their relationship. A common theme 

was that many of the children participating in this study relied on their caregiver for 

continued contact with the imprisoned parent (Saunders, 2017). This indicates that 

contact between the child and incarcerated father is controlled by the caregiver. If a 

caregiver denies contact between the youth and the incarcerated father, attachment 

security would be affected, and this could then cause the child to have insecure 
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attachment in other relationships throughout their lives. It should be noted that this study 

utilized participants from a wide age range between 8 and 18 years, and due to the 

variations in age the results may not be generalized for a certain age group.   

 Galardi et al. (2015) collected data from the 2004 U.S Department of Justice 

Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities. This is a nationally representative data 

set that was composed of in-person and computer-assisted surveys. The data included 

5,809 incarcerated fathers with children under the age of 18. All participants were 

between 17 to 67 years of age. This study found that fathers who experienced more 

childhood risk factors had less frequent contact with their children. The fathers’ pre-

incarceration contact with the children was also a significant predictor for contact while 

incarcerated. Men who attended a parenting class while incarcerated also had 

significantly more contact with their children. It is noteworthy that there were no 

variables that measured the caregiver’s willingness to aid in the child’s relationship with 

the incarcerated father, and no measure indicating whether the father intentionally chose 

to decrease contact with the children (Galardi et al., 2015). These studies confirmed prior 

research that found that fathers who had a greater commitment to their children before 

incarceration, had more frequent contact while incarcerated. While research highlights 

the value of fathers maintaining relationships with children, other studies have found that 

children can be traumatized by visiting their fathers in prison.    

 Adams (2018) reviewed 15 years of literature, tracing studies on incarcerated 

fathers and family dynamics. The researcher found that visiting prisons is traumatizing 

for children. Common findings were that prison visitations do not allow the ability to 
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create meaningful and natural interactions. The overall environment of a prison is not 

child-friendly, and this can be an intimidating experience for children. The appearance 

and behavior of the parents can be frightening for the child, as some prisons require the 

parent to be shackled, in handcuffs, or behind glass walls. These traumatizing 

experiences can then result in the children not wanting to visit the prisons, causing 

decreased contact, insecure attachment, and more behavioral problems. In addition, some 

fathers will insist on the child not seeing them while they are incarcerated, and this lack 

of contact can also traumatize children as they may feel rejected or abandoned by their 

fathers (Adams, 2018). The issue of child trauma is critical because of the relationship 

between trauma exposure and later adjustment (Arditti, 2012). These traumatizing 

experiences and intense emotions of rejection could result in a loss of the relationship 

between the father and the child for the foreseeable future. Depriving the child of a 

father-child bond and consequently causing the child to develop insecure attachment 

style. 

 A Danish study conducted by Oldrup (2018) of children, aged 5–27, whose 

fathers were incarcerated focused on how the incarceration of a father can lead to the loss 

of attachment between the father and child. This study looked at the incarceration from 

the children’s perspective. A sample was comprised of 36 children who had regular 

contact before and during the father’s imprisonment. This study looked at previous data 

from in-depth qualitative interviews. Oldrup (2018) found that telephone calls with the 

father often did not synchronize with the children’s activities and these phone contacts 

had many children feeling disrupted as they had to reschedule their obligations. After 
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prison visits, younger children were found to have intense emotions. Many of the 

children also reported that the incarceration made the fathers unable to participate in 

significant life events. The study showed that synchrony with the father's prison schedule 

fell on the children with resulting emotional costs as they had to schedule their activities 

around the father’s schedule. It was often difficult for the children to reach their father. 

This distance and inconvenience than had many children questioning their fathers’ future 

role in their lives and many began to emotionally distance themselves resulting in 

insecure attachment (Oldrup, 2018).  

 The above-mentioned studies found that children of incarcerated fathers struggled 

to maintain relationships while the father is incarcerated. This causes many children to 

feel rejected by the father, potentially creating insecure attachment. These studies noted 

that significant attention should be paid to secondary effects of paternal incarceration. 

The absence of quality time with a parent can affect children emotionally. Problem 

behaviors emanate as a result of family factors such as single-parent households, parental 

criminal involvement, and insecure attachment. All of these factors play a significant role 

in predicting engagement in risky behaviors across all participants. This indicates how 

important stable households and secure relationships can be for children’s wellbeing. 

However, regular contact between children and their incarcerated fathers may mitigate 

negative consequences and delinquent behavior. Consistent contact can decrease stress on 

families and this decreased stress can enhance contact and strengthen family bonds. Both 

incarcerated fathers and their children can benefit from regular contact (Galardi et al., 

2015). In the literature, it was shown that a strong relationship between the father and 
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child prior to incarceration can increase attachment and contact during the incarceration 

(Adams, 2018). 

Fathers’ Attachment Problems 

 Definitions of fatherhood may be similar among diverse populations and include 

financially providing, teaching, nurturing, and protecting their children among others 

(Arditti, 2012). Attachment is fundamentally important to child protection. Attachment is 

all-encompassing; a fathers’ job is to show his child through his responses, that close 

relationships are attainable, safe, valuable, and able to withstand separation. However, a 

father who is raised in an environment with insecure attachment will fail to develop 

foundations for attachment. This will cause deficiencies in understanding the benefits of 

closeness, consequently being unable to instill secure attachment in their own children 

(Rees, 2016).   

  Many incarcerated fathers have histories of multiple childhood risk factors. These 

risks include parental alcohol or drug abuse, poverty, and parental incarcerations 

(Fairchild, 2009). This can cause fathers to develop attachment issues as children and 

then display that same type of insecure attachment with their own child. Fairchild (2009) 

conducted a mixed-methods exploratory study to apply attachment theory to a group of 

incarcerated fathers in a minimum-security prison. Thirty-eight imprisoned fathers 

participated and completed an Adult Attachment Interview. The findings indicated that 

the largest category of respondents were classified as having unresolved-disorganized 

attachment. This category is characterized by possessing a great deal of unresolved loss 
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or trauma. In addition, these same participants reported lower levels of expressing 

emotional warmth towards their own children (Fairchild, 2009).  

Fairchild (2009) study results were also corroborated by Shannon and Abrams 

(2007). The authors conducted a qualitative study with seven young incarcerated fathers 

who resided in two different correctional facilities located in Minnesota. Each of the 

young men in this sample ranged in age from 15 to 17 and came from a variety of racial 

backgrounds. All but one of the participants had more than one child. The findings 

highlighted that the majority of the participants had no positive male role model. The 

researchers found that all participants reported insecure attachment with both their parents 

and children (Shannon & Abrams, 2007). Despite this study being conducted in 2007, it 

is valuable as it is the only study, I could identify that included participants who were 

both incarcerated fathers and minors at the time of partaking in the study. These research 

studies highlight that the experience of growing up with insecure parental attachment can 

cause fathers to be distant from their own children due to the inability to form secure 

attachment. Thus, implying the important role that the caregiver plays in developing, 

formulating, and maintaining secure attachments in children with incarcerated fathers.  

Caregiver Stress 

Studies on the effects of parental incarceration have greatly focused on the child-

parent relationship with little focus on the caregivers. Caregivers face many challenges 

and are also adversely affected by parental incarceration. Fathers’ incarceration imposes 

burdens on the caregiver pertaining to family problems, finances, legal issues, and social 

lives (Chui, 2016). Caregiver distress and depression directly relates to children 
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displaying externalizing, internalizing, and behavioral problems. Caregiver stress plays a 

role in the disruption of the incarcerated father's engagement in the family. In confirming 

these findings, Dwyer (2018) conducted a quantitative study utilizing longitudinal data 

from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study. Data for this study focused on 

children at age nine who reported having an incarcerated father. There were 2,936 

children who fit the criteria. The results showed that decreased family well-being 

accounted for almost half of the total association between parental incarceration and 

aggressive behaviors in children (Dwyer, 2018). The author defined family well-being in 

regard to material hardship, caregiver stress, and fathers’ engagement. In addition, the 

results showed that the fathers’ weakened family relationships and families’ increased 

material hardship were the strongest and most consistent reasons behind children 

externalizing and aggressive behaviors. Such hardship leads to caregiver distress, and 

these findings demonstrated that caregiver distress is associated with adverse child 

outcomes (Dwyer, 2018).  

 Children of incarcerated parents may develop emotional and behavioral 

dysfunctions vicariously through their caregiver’s distress as found in studies by Chui 

(2016) and Adams (2018). Chui (2016) conducted a quantitative cross-sectional study 

focusing on the caregivers of children with incarcerated fathers. Forty-four female 

caregivers of children with incarcerated fathers participated. The children ranged in age 

from 6 to 18. The results confirmed that caregivers of children who have an incarcerated 

father are vulnerable to psychosocial distress. The study found that 57% of caregivers 

suffered from borderline personality disorder, 42% indicated having severe depression, 
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and only 1% fell into the “normal” range. In addition, 39% of children demonstrated high 

levels of internalization, and 26% demonstrated high externalizing problems (Chui, 

2016). It is important to note that it is unknown if the psychosocial distress was present 

prior to the incarceration or as a result of the incarceration (Chui, 2016).  

 Similarly, Adams (2018) reviewed 15 years of literature since the early 2000s 

referencing what is known about incarcerated fathers and consequences for their children 

and families. The study found that paternal incarceration puts a strain on the mother and 

has a negative impact on maternal mental health, which can impact the mother-child 

relationship and overall family functioning. This strain can cause parental custody issues 

and may have the child entering the foster care system. This childhood adversity and 

trauma to the child can result in further instability and create a pathway into the juvenile 

justice system (Adams, 2018). This study shows that not only can the incarceration of a 

father affect the emotional and mental well-being of the child, but it affects the family.  

 Researchers have constantly found associations between caregiver characteristics 

and children’s behavioral problems. Geller and Franklin (2014) examined longitudinal 

data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study. The sample consisted of 4,125 

mothers with a five-year-old child. The results indicated that mothers with recently 

incarcerated partners faced odds of housing insecurity that were approximately 50% 

greater than mothers whose partners were never incarcerated. This housing insecurity was 

likely associated with the changes in the financial situation following the male partner’s 

incarceration, thus decreasing the well-being of children with incarcerated fathers (Geller 

& Franklin, 2014). These studies have shown that caregiver psychological and financial 
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distress directly relates to children displaying externalizing and internalizing problems. 

This suggests that greater focus needs to be placed on the mental health of caregivers. 

However, it is unknown if as a result of limited financial resources, the caregiver was 

unable to seek professional treatment, and if financial means to gain treatment could help 

deter caregiver distress and subsequently child behavioral issues. In addition, no 

emphasis was placed on the gender of the child, and if one gender is affected by caregiver 

distress more than the other. 

Gender-Specific Implementations 

Parental incarceration causes a dramatic decline in the level of contact with 

children and increases the likelihood of disruption in family bonding, thus causing 

negative outcomes for children. There may be differences in parenting stress and 

adjustment between incarcerated mothers and fathers as they experience parenting 

differently bringing about gender-specific stresses. Past studies indicate that incarcerated 

fathers typically do not have a relationship with their children’s mother, thus making it 

difficult to facilitate contact with the child (Loper et al., 2009). In comparison to 

incarcerated mothers, fathers have fewer phone calls, letters, and personal visits from 

their children while incarcerated. In addition, more men are convicted of violent and 

serious crimes and this leading to longer sentences and greater separation from the 

children (Loper et al., 2009).  

 To understand the gender difference in adjustment and parenting stress, Loper et 

al (2009) conducted a quantitative study by surveying 100 incarcerated mothers and 111 

incarcerated fathers who resided in eleven different U.S prisons. The results suggested 
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that incarcerated fathers reported more parenting stress concerning their children than 

incarcerated mothers. Compared to incarcerated mothers, fathers had less contact with 

children and poorer relationships with caregivers, and this lack of contact caused more 

stress for fathers. For both incarcerated mothers and fathers, there was an association 

between increased levels of self-reported aggressive and violent behavior in prison. The 

results highlighted the importance of separation from children on parents in prison. The 

separation stress is associated with difficulties in building and maintaining healthy family 

relationships (Loper et al., 2009).  

The incarceration of a same-sex parent has important implications for role 

identification in developing adolescents. The loss of a same-sex parent presents familial 

strain, emotional struggles, and causes stigmata (Burgess-Proctor, Huebner, & Durso, 

2016). Swisher and Shaw-Smith (2015) and Dwyer (2018) focused on parental 

incarceration and how this phenomenon effected children. Swisher and Shaw-Smith 

(2015) conducted quantitative research by viewing data from the National Longitudinal 

Study of Adolescent Health. The sample included students in grades 7th to 12th, their 

parents, and school administrators from 132 randomly selected schools in the United 

States. A group of 20,745 students and one of their parents completed surveys. Of that, 

the authors focused on the 14,579 respondents that indicated having a father in prison. 

The results from this study found that the chances of delinquency were even stronger for 

girls who resided with their father prior to incarceration when compared to girls who did 

not (Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015). Girls who had an incarcerated father with whom they 

had never lived had the same delinquency as girls without an incarcerated father. Girls 
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who had ever lived with an incarcerated father, in contrast, had 26.3% higher delinquency 

than girls without an incarcerated father. For boys, associations between paternal 

incarceration and delinquency did not vary by whether they had ever lived with the 

father, as paternal incarceration alone was associated with significantly higher 

delinquency (Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015). This could be due to the lack of a positive 

male role model and positive associations with male role identification. Implies that boys 

would seek peer associates as role models despite the fact if they were positive or 

negative influences. The overall findings were that paternal incarceration is most 

consistently and positively associated with adolescent delinquency in both boys and girls. 

(Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015). 

 Similarly, Dwyer (2018) conducted a quantitative study that utilized longitudinal 

data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study. A sample of 2,936 children 

were surveyed. The results of the study indicated that there was an association between 

paternal incarceration and aggressive and externalizing behaviors in children. Children 

with recently incarcerated fathers tended to have fewer cooperative parents with poorer 

relationships. This relates to maternal hardship, and disruptions in father's engagement in 

the family. This research, along with past research, suggests that sons of incarcerated 

fathers may be more prone to negative behaviors of aggression than sons without an 

incarcerated father. The total relationship between paternal incarceration and negative 

behavior in sons was larger than for all children (Dwyer, 2018).   

 Burgess-Proctor et al. (2016) collected data from the National Longitudinal Study 

of Adolescent to Adult Health. The authors examined gender differences between 
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incarcerated parents and offspring. The self-reported effects of parental incarceration 

after age 18 were emphasized. The data surveyed 7th through 12th-grade students in the 

United States. Of the sample retained 1,229 or 10% indicated having an incarcerated 

father and 220, or 2%, indicated having an incarcerated mother. The results of this 

quantitative study suggested that both maternal and paternal incarceration significantly 

increase the odds of having criminal justice involvement. This effect was especially 

pronounced for same-sex parent-child dyads, suggesting that parental incarceration for 

adult offending outcomes is gendered. The incarceration of a same-sex parent has 

important implications for later role identification. The loss of a same-sex parent impacts 

emotional and familial strains and these psychological factors can be the basis for 

children committing delinquent acts (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016).  

 These studies contribute to the growing evidence regarding the negative collateral 

consequences of paternal incarceration for children. Limitations to these studies include 

the fact that they were quantitative and solely relied on surveys. This format did not allow 

the researchers to determine if associations observed between child delinquency and 

father incarceration were due to the father's behaviors that led to incarceration or the 

incarceration itself. Paternal incarceration separates a child from their father figure and 

limits their connection to a biological male role model. 

Role Models 

 Researchers suggests that peer relationships are a major risk factor for 

delinquency, and parental relationships are a major protective factor against delinquency. 

Gender socialization is one of many elements of family life (Perry & Langley, 2013). 



41 

 

Traditionally, men and women have very different parenting roles. Generally, parents set 

an early course for the development of their child’s values and are critical factors in 

teaching and modeling behaviors. Children are most likely to model members of their 

own sex. The presence of a same-sex role model may be especially important in 

formulating attitudes about gender. If the gender composition of a parent-child dyad is 

homogeneous this will create higher levels of behavior transmission. Social learning 

theory emphasized that socialization occurs through modeling and reinforcement. Higher 

levels of contact and closeness lead to more successful modeling and reinforcement 

(Perry & Langley, 2013). 

 Walters (2016) analyzed longitudinal data from the Flint Adolescent Study. This 

comprised 425 boys and 425 girls between the ages of 14 to 16 years old. The authors 

focused on questions regarding role models and peer influence. The findings revealed 

that same-sex role models are more effective than opposite-sex role models in promoting 

positive behaviors in youth. Having a same-sex role model predicted what type of peers 

the youth would befriend. These results suggested that same-sex role models can protect 

youth against negative peer selection (Walters, 2016). 

 Confirming the importance of same-sex parental role models, Carlson and 

Knoester (2009) conducted a quantitative study evaluating data from waves 1 and 2 of the 

National Survey of Families and Households. For this study, 1,090 adults with children 

from wave 2 were randomly selected when the child was between the ages of 18-23. The 

authors looked at the self-reported relationship quality across family structures. The 

researchers found that a biological parent’s gender ideology is one of the strongest 
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predictors of a child’s gender ideology. This is also a key factor in predicting the parent-

child attitude. Children reported better relationships with their biological parents in intact 

homes and remarkably better relationships with biological parents than stepparents. 

According to the intergenerational transmission of attitudes, gender ideology may be 

continual and reciprocal (Carlson & Knoester, 2009). The presence or absence of a same-

gender biological parent determines the extent the child will hold similar gender 

ideologies. This study emphasized the importance of parental attitudes in shaping the 

attitudes of their children. A positive emotional relationship and strong identification with 

the same-sex parent have been found to prevent future delinquency in children and 

adolescents. Having no role model, on the other hand, may provide at-risk youth with the 

least amount of protection (Carlson & Knoester, 2009). Despite this study being 

conducted in 2009, it provided a wealth of information from the adult children’s 

perspective on relationship quality and gender ideology. No recent study was able to be 

located that combined these two factors. 

 These research studies show that gender matching is important for effective role 

modeling. Same-sex role models do a better job of buffering against crime and 

delinquency than opposite-sex role models. This indicates that role models serve a 

protective function by keeping youth from associating with antisocial peers and entering 

into delinquent peer groups. Biological male role models are important, particularly for 

boys, as they play a critical role in the development of healthy psychological well-being. 



43 

 

Risk Factors for Criminal Behavior 

  Criminal behaviors are more likely to arise when juveniles are in negative social 

context. Psychosocial deficiencies, combined with developing cognitive abilities, 

contribute to adolescents’ often immature and short-sighted decision-making (Barnert et 

al., 2015). In a social environment, juveniles seem to favor reward-seeking behavior and 

do not weigh risk. As the father is incarcerated and the caregiver has less emotional 

strength to give, the youth often finds themselves spending more and more time with 

peers. They are often seeking approval, acceptance, attachment, and status among their 

peers, especially if they are not receiving this at home (Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011).  

To understand youths’ perspectives on the protective and risk factors for juvenile 

offending, Barnert et al. (2015) conducted semi-structured interviews with 20 

incarcerated participants, 12 males and 8 females between the ages of 12 to 17 years old. 

The analyses identified that three internal needs were expressed by the participants as risk 

factors, this including lack of attention, discipline, and a role model. Youth of both 

genders reported struggles fulfilling these innate emotional needs. Participants who 

reported feeling unloved or neglected has no motivation to spend time with their families 

or do well in school, and ultimately, they ended up on the streets or in jail. Most 

participants said that having parents who set bad examples, such as ex-convicts, 

negatively influenced them, as parental criminal involvement normalized adolescents’ 

delinquency (Barnert et al., 2015).  All of the participants did not perceive their 

communities as a source of stability and support. Instead, they saw their neighborhoods 
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and neighborhood associates as a trap, leading them down a pathway to incarceration 

(Barnert et al., 2015).  

 To better understand the dynamics of peer pressure on juvenile delinquency, Khan 

(2018) conducted a quantitative study consisting of 400 adolescents. Two hundred male 

students, and 200 female students between the ages of 13 to 18. The researchers found 

that youth may feel that they will be alone if they do not follow their peers or peers’ 

interest. The fear of isolation drives them to be a part of a peer group, despite if this 

group engages in negative activities. Adolescents conform to different values, norms, and 

behavior due to peer pressure. Peers have an impact on the behavior of an individual. If 

there is negative influence in a peer group, it leads to negative formulation of character, 

as the youth spends most of their time with their peers. Boys reported significantly higher 

levels of peer pressure than girls, as boys are more willing to engage in risky or 

delinquent behaviors if their peers urge them to do so. Khan (20018) found that youth 

who do not have strong bonds with their families, or positive role models are more at risk 

for becoming involved with negative peer activities (Khan, 2018). The risk of engaging 

with negative peers is especially pronounced when in an environment conducive to this 

behavior. When a child is surrounded by negative influences, they start to relate to these 

individuals, and this way of live becomes standard and accepted.    

Poverty/ Living Arrangements  

 Children are shaped directly by the living circumstances of their families (Hannon 

& DeFina, 2012). Children of incarcerated fathers experience a significant disadvantage 

in terms of loss of family income due to single-parent households. Childcare needs of a 
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single parent can significantly decrease the time and flexibility needed to find and keep a 

job. Paternal incarceration generates additional economic costs for families, including 

those associated with incarceration, such as paying fines, fees, and expenses for legal 

representation. Even after the father's release, the family can still experience limited 

earning capacity due to having an incarceration record (Hannon & DeFina, 2012).  

 Single-parent family households are often associated with an unstable, and 

sometimes unsafe, home environment. Children from single-parent families were more 

likely to engage in criminal activities at an early age when compared to two-parent 

households (Dwyer, 2018). Haskins’ (2015) results indirectly link children’s delinquent 

behaviors to paternal incarceration, by directly relating incarceration to caregiver stress, 

strained resources, and disrupted family relationships. Haskins (2015) suggests that 

economic hardships may affect child development via disrupted family processes 

including marital distress and harsh parenting. Pressures such as the inability to pay bills, 

unmet basic needs, and having to cut back on necessary expenses cause psychological 

responses to economic hardships. These pressures place single parents at increased risk 

for emotional distress causing anger, anxiety, and depression. Disrupted interpersonal 

processes play key roles in connecting economic problems to child developmental 

outcomes (Haskins, 2015).  

 Continued evidence on the links between incarceration and economic hardship 

were shown in Kjellstrand and Eddy’s (2011) quantitative study. The authors used 

prospective, longitudinal, population-based data, to compare children who experienced 

parental incarceration and children who did not. For this study, the authors used data 
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from 655 families. This study collected data from 1st to 5th-grade students who resided 

in 12 different public elementary schools within the metropolitan area of Oregon. The 

study then again looked at these same students when they were in the ninth and tenth 

grades. The data review found that 21 adolescents had a mother who had been 

incarcerated, 53 had a father who had been incarcerated, and seven of the adolescents had 

both a mother and a father who had been incarcerated (Kjellstrand & Eddy, 2011).  The 

results indicated that the majority of parents with a history of parental incarceration had a 

high school education or less. A third of the families with an incarcerated parent had 

incomes less than $15,000 year. This shows that financial hardships are prevalent among 

children with incarcerated parents. In addition to these differences in family context and 

financial means, differences were found in parenting where parents in families with a 

history of incarceration were less likely to use effective parenting strategies (Kjellstrand 

& Eddy, 2011).  

 Further links between limited financial means and child behaviors issues where 

shown in Howell’s (2015) quantitative study. This comprised 50 African American single 

parents that resided in an urban Midwestern city and had children ranging in age from 8 

to 17. The results indicated that 60.4% of the children reported having a history of 

violence, and 58.7% of the children reported being exposed to criminal activity. The 

results showed that as the income of the parent increases, the criminal engagement among 

youth decreases. Therefore, the more income the parents received, the less likely their 

child would engage in criminal activity. Children who are raised in poverty have a higher 



47 

 

rate of exposure to violence due to environmental factors as a result of the loss of income 

caused by parental incarceration (Howell, 2015).   

 Similarly, Perry and Bright (2012) looked at 5-year follow-up data collected from 

the Fragile Families Study. This data included 1,870 African American fathers, mothers, 

and their children. The researcher found that 50.8% of the fathers in the sample reported 

being incarcerated at some point before their child reached age five, and 31.4% of the 

fathers reported having less than a GED or high school diploma. The findings indicated 

that incarcerated African American fathers earned 47% less annual income than their 

never incarcerated counterparts (Perry & Bright, 2012). It is important to note that in both 

Howell (2015) and Perry and Bright (2012) studies data was collected from one cultural 

group. It is also unknown if existing socioeconomic disadvantage increased the likelihood 

of parental incarceration, or if the socioeconomic disadvantage was a result of the 

parent’s incarceration. Despite that, these studies both found that children of incarcerated 

parents experienced more family social disadvantage than children without incarcerated 

parents.  

 Hannon and DeFina (2012) reviewed panel data from North Carolina counties 

covering the years 1995 to 2009, focusing on children with incarcerated parents. The 

authors’ regression models indicated a significant positive accelerating relationship 

between adult imprisonment and juvenile arrest rates. This study shows that parental 

incarceration increases the risk of children becoming involved in the juvenile justice 

system. It is more likely for children to become involved in delinquent behaviors when 

they reside in low-income neighborhoods. Due to the juvenile’s lack of development 
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maturity, they are more susceptible to peer pressures (Hannon & DeFina, 2012). As 

shown in the above studies, being economically disadvantaged is a risk for juvenile 

offending behavior due to single parent households and environmental factors. 

Child Behavior Issues  

Most prisoners in the United States are parents, and this exposes many children to 

a broad set of challenges associated with parental incarceration (Kamptner, Teyber, 

Rockwood, & Drzewiecki, 2017). More than 10 million U.S. children have experienced 

parental incarceration. Children of incarcerated parents are twice as likely to display 

antisocial behaviors when compared to children without an incarcerated parent. Children 

of incarcerated parents tend to exhibit internalization that can bring about depression, 

withdrawals, and externalization. These built-up emotions can then cause fighting and 

violent behaviors (Kamptner et al., 2017). Researchers have indicated that having a father 

spend time in jail or prison is associated with more aggressive behavior among children 

from childhood through adolescence. Paternal incarceration is associated with co-

occurring changes for children and their families, some of which may explain children’s 

negative behaviors (Kamptner et al., 2017). 

To understand why the lived experience of having an incarcerated parent may link 

to juvenile offending, Will et al. (2014) examined historical experiences of 470 first-and 

second-generation incarcerated adults. The authors identified second-generation offender 

status based on the prisoner’s self-reported experience of having a parent who was 

incarcerated during the prisoner’s childhood. For this study, 470 inmates were randomly 

selected from ten prisons, 288 men and 182 women participated. From the sample, 314 
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inmates self-reported a history of juvenile offending. The second-generation offenders 

described more experiences of conduct disorder, juvenile criminal history, and childhood 

adversity. The second-generation male offenders reported more frequent juvenile violent 

and nonviolent offenses than first-generation male offenders (Will et al., 2014). The 

results showed more childhood adversity for second-generation offenders in comparison 

to first-generation offenders. This indicated that the relationship between generation 

status and juvenile conduct disorder was partially caused by the heightened adversities 

present during childhood due to having an incarcerated parent (Will et al., 2014). These 

results confirm that growing up experiencing parental incarceration creates more 

childhood adversity, and this adversity is the likely cause of juvenile criminal 

involvement.  

To elaborate on links between parental incarceration and child behavior issues, 

Kautz (2017) conducted a phenomenological study considering the lived experience of 

having a parent incarcerated during one’s childhood. Fifteen interviews with six 

participants between the ages of 18 and 29 from the city of Chicago were conducted. All 

participants were African American, with half the participants in the sample being young 

men and the other half young women. The results indicated that the phenomenon of 

having a parent incarcerated was a very emotional experience for all participants. The 

authors found that if key aspects were missing the likelihood of criminal behaviors in the 

children increased. The key aspects were truth regarding the incarceration, the kind of 

relationship the participant had with the incarcerated parent prior to incarceration, and the 

availability of a caregiver. These key aspects influenced how the participant adapted to 
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the experience of parental incarceration (Kautz, 2017). However, it is noteworthy that 

due to the small number of participants the findings cannot be generalized. The study also 

did not focus on if the incarcerated parent was the mother or the father, as the gender of 

the incarcerated parent may have a very different effect on the child based on the child’s 

gender. In addition, the study’s participants were all African American and this could be 

seen as a limitation since all findings are based on one racial group’s experience. 

 Similarly, Howell (2015) found that parental absence due to incarceration and 

lack of supervision has been linked to aggressive behaviors in children and is 

significantly connected to adolescent criminal actions. The authors conducted a 

quantitative study by providing questionnaires to 48 single parents with children between 

the ages of 8 and 17. The parents reported that 74% of the children receive no attention 

from the non-custodial incarcerated parent and 22% received attention. Questions were 

then asked regarding violent behaviors and 36.6% reported that their child had no history 

of violent criminal activity, and 60.4% reported they had a history. The results indicated 

that there is a statistically significant relationship between parental absence and violent 

behaviors in their youth (Howell, 2015). 

 Researchers have shown that children have a 10% increased risk for antisocial 

behavior if they had an incarcerated parent when compared to peers. To comprehend this 

further, Murray, Farrington, and Sekol (2012) conducted a systematic review of 

quantitative data. Results from 40 studies that included data from 7,374 children with 

incarcerated parents were compared to 37,325 children without incarcerated parents. The 

findings of this study indicated that parental incarceration predicts increased risk for 



51 

 

children’s behavioral problems (Murray et al., 2012).  Based on the analyzed studies, 

preexisting antisocial propensity and the stressful experiences caused by parental 

incarceration increases chances for antisocial behaviors. In addition, the social modeling 

process where children who grow up seeing their parents respond to stressful life events 

with antisocial behavior, would then encourage children to engage in the same behaviors 

themselves. One drawback of this study was that many children with incarcerated parents 

were not living with their parents before the incarceration. The results may be different 

based on the child’s living situation prior to their fathers’ incarceration (Murray et al., 

2012). As their living situation with the incarcerated father could have exposed them to 

antisocial tendencies. However, past meta-analyses of studies comparing children of 

incarcerated parents with children separated from parents for other reasons has shown a 

significantly higher risk for antisocial behavior among the parental incarceration group 

(Murray et al., 2012).  

 Similarly, Porter and King (2015) wanted to shed light on why associations 

between parental incarceration and children’s antisocial behaviors exist. The authors 

utilized longitudinal data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 

This data is a nationally representative survey of 12,172 students in grades 7 to 12 during 

the 1993 to 1994 academic year. Data was again collected when respondents were 

between 24 and 34 years old. The information gained from this quantitative study was 

able to generate a comparison group of respondents who had an incarcerated father at the 

beginning of the data collection and then those who had one in the future. The results 

found that 2,283 respondents, 15% of the sample, indicated that their biological father 



52 

 

had been incarcerated at some point during their lives. The results indicated that paternal 

incarceration retains a significant effect on expressive delinquency, which is partly 

arbitrated by reduced attachment to fathers. The authors discovered that the association 

between paternal incarceration and expressive crime supports Agnew’s strain theory and 

elements of control theory. Having a father incarcerated increases involvement in 

expressive delinquent behavior because of the emotional strain that may be precipitated 

by weakened parental attachment. In addition, there is a greater likelihood of delinquency 

in children of incarcerated fathers due to the tendency for these children to grow up in 

similar environments as their fathers, poor parenting, financial strains, and lack of 

academic achievement (Porter & King, 2015). Approximately one-quarter of children 

who have an incarcerated parent fail to graduate from high school (Sickmund et al., 

2018). 

Education and Parental Incarceration  

Research on parental incarceration and children’s academic achievement has 

shown that parental incarceration negatively impacts academic outcomes (Sickmund et 

al., 2018).  Individuals who do not graduate high school are more likely to be in state 

prisons, or homeless. These negative outcomes make it very important to understand the 

barriers to high school graduation for children of incarcerated fathers (Sickmund et al., 

2018). Huynh- Hohnbaum, Bussell, and Lee (2015) analyzed data from Waves III and IV 

of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Eighty different high schools 

participated consisting of children in grades 7th to 12th. Wave IV was conducted when 

respondents were between 24 and 32 years old. 12,418 young adults were utilized from 
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the Wave IV dataset. The results showed that the incarceration of either a mother or 

father was found to reduce the likelihood that the child would complete high school when 

compared to children without an incarcerated parent. The results indicated that children 

with incarcerated fathers were found to be at high risk for high school dropout (Huynh-

Hohnbaum et al., 2015).  

To further verify these findings, Shlafer, Reedy, and Davis (2017) conducted a 

quantitative study using data from a school survey of youth in one large Midwestern 

state. The survey was administered to 5th, 8th, 9th, and 11th graders during the 2012–

2013 school year. In this study 124,542 youth were surveyed. The results indicated that 

15% or 17,272 reported they had experienced the incarceration of a parent or guardian, 

and 2.1% or 2369 reported that a parent or guardian was currently in jail or prison. The 

study revealed that parental incarceration was significantly associated with children’s 

school-related outcomes. Children with a parent currently or previously incarcerated had 

significantly lower grades when compared to their peers with no history of parental 

incarceration. Overall, the results showed that children who have ever experienced the 

incarceration of a parent have lower levels of academic achievement and a greater 

likelihood of receiving disciplinary action when compared to their peers who had never 

experienced the incarceration of a parent (Shlafer, Reedy, & Davis, 2017). It should be 

noted that this study did not focus on if the sex of the child had more of an impact on 

maternal or paternal incarceration and the different effects that it may have with 

educational outcomes. 
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School failure undermines a student’s commitment and interest in learning. The 

evidence is clear that poor school performance associates with truancy, and eventually 

leads to dropping out of school at a young age. When a student comes to reject academic 

achievement as a goal, socializing with delinquent peers may be their primary objective 

(Neely & Griffin-Williams, 2013). School is regarded as a central arena for crime 

prevention and after leaving school, the chances of incarceration increase drastically. 

Primarily, it is extremely difficult to find a steady job after dropping out of school. Due to 

the lack of academic skills, and job experience, over half of high-school dropouts are 

unemployed. This then causes the youth to engage in illegal activities as means of 

financial gain (Sandahl, 2016). 

Literature Review of Methodology 

 Most of the research on parental incarceration has utilized quantitative 

methodological approaches. Quantitative studies typically rely on numbers and statistics 

to generalize about populations. These types of analyses were not designed to address 

questions related to the lived experience of having an incarcerated parent, and how this 

phenomenon affects the children and family’s wellbeing. However, qualitative 

phenomenological approaches can help remedy this gap and provide important 

information based on lived experiences, which can be later explored with larger samples 

in quantitative investigations. Qualitative research strives to produce meaningful 

interpretations of phenomena and events. The goal is to make sense of what's going on, 

reach an understanding of the human experience, and describe this understanding. 

Qualitative research is a scientific method of observation to gather non-numerical data 
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(Babbie, 2017). Phenomenological approaches are useful when studying participants 

from a human perspective and are able to elicit information about people, whom society 

knows little about (Easterling & Johnson, 2015). 

 In order to explore the phenomenon of African American fathers’ experiences 

with reentry, recidivism, and family reunification, Skinner-Osei and Stepteau-Watson 

(2018) utilized a qualitative phenomenological approach. Phenomenology helped the 

authors gain an understanding surrounding this experience by conducting interviews with 

participants and emphasizing their descriptions of feelings, understandings, and 

perceptions. Ten African American fathers participated in the study. The findings 

indicated the following major themes: self-identification issues, unaddressed childhood 

trauma, lack of self-esteem, and little self-worth as aspects that may be related to 

recidivism (Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2018). In addition, family reunification 

and barriers to reentry became major challenges. These qualitative phenomenological 

findings were able to shed light on concepts that contributed to these men’s higher rates 

of recidivism and less successful reunifications with their families. The qualitative 

phenomenological approach provided participants the opportunity to verbally share their 

experiences. Most incarceration studies are quantitative in nature and do not produce the 

same outcomes as voiced by those directly impacted by incarceration (Skinner-Osei & 

Stepteau-Watson, 2018).  

 There is a lack of exploration of lived experiences in the existing literature 

regarding children of incarcerated parents. Qualitative interviews can lead to a deep 

understanding of a social phenomenon. The strength of interviews is that they are a great 
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method to utilize when little is known about an issue or when detailed insights are 

required from individual participants. (Sargeant, 2012). Brown (2017) conducted 

qualitative phenomenological interviews. Brown (2017) interviewed five participants for 

this study. Two were female and three were male. All participants were between the ages 

of 17 and 21. All of the participants were currently or formerly involved with the state of 

Connecticut Department of Children and Families. In addition, all participants had at 

least one incarcerated parent during their childhood. The findings revealed that the 

strongest common theme was that all but one of the participants at some point during 

their childhood had become involved in the juvenile justice system. This qualitative 

phenomenological approach allowed each youth to express their individual story and 

highlight the common themes among disadvantaged children with incarcerated parents 

(Brown, 2017). Through the phenomenological approach, Brown (2017) was able to 

determine that all participants were exposed to poverty and environments rich in criminal 

activity. They endured other aggravating factors such as abuse that could also be 

considered contributing factors in increasing the risk of juvenile justice involvement for 

children of incarcerated parents (Brown, 2017). It is clear from this study that all of the 

participants had ACE. However, it is unknown if lack of attachment that might have co-

occurred with this incarceration influenced the youth’s criminal involvement. This is a 

point that will be addressed in the current study.  

Summary and Conclusions 

 Attachment with a caregiver shapes a child’s empathy and ability to form emotional 

bonds with others (Stern & Cassidy, 2017). Paternal incarceration separates the father from 
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the child and disrupts the foundation of a meaningful relationship. Due to substantial 

challenges in forming secure attachments with the incarcerated father, the child may 

display adverse emotional reactions, which can interfere with the child’s emotional and 

social development (Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011). 

 Adams (2018) found that fathers who are incarcerated are overwhelmingly 

fatherless themselves. Research has consistently shown the impact of family transitions on 

children’s behaviors. Children experience many burdens when having an incarcerated 

father, including shame, stigma, stress, financial strain, and lack of external resources. 

Changes in family structure have been found to not only impact child well-being, but also 

the likelihood that children will take part in criminal behaviors (Adams, 2018). 

 Children of incarcerated fathers can develop unhealthy associations with delinquent 

peers due to impoverished geographic locations, as a result of a one-parent income, which 

can lead to criminal activities and involvement in the juvenile justice system (Fagan & 

Mazerolle, 2011). Once a juvenile goes down the path of crime and gains a criminal record 

it is hard for them to get out of the criminal justice cycle. From the perspective of the 

intergenerational transmission of crime, childhood mental and behavioral problems can be 

precursors to serious delinquency and ultimately, adult crime (Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 

2015).  

 This research fills a gap in understanding the lived experiences of young males 

who grew up with an incarcerated father by focusing specifically on the attachment 

deficiencies and strain experienced by these children. There are several studies which 

have focused on the incarceration of a father and attachment issues among their children 
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(Adams, 2018; Fairchild, 2018; Galardi, Settersten, Vuchinich, & Richards, 2015; Lee et 

al., 2012; Oldrup, 2018; Poehlmann-Tynan, Burnson, Runion, & Weymouth, 2017; 

Saunders, 2017; Shannon & Abrams, 2007). All of these studies reported disruption of 

some sort in attachment, resulting in insecure or disorganized attachment. However, these 

studies did not report whether children of the incarcerated fathers had juvenile justice 

involvement. Furthermore, there have been studies about juvenile justice involvement 

and incarcerated parents that demonstrated a link between these two aspects (Burgess-

Proctor et al., 2016; Hannon & DeFina, 2012; Howell, 2015; Kautz, 2017; Murray, 

Farrington, & Sekol, 2012; Porter & King, 2015; Swisher & Shaw-Smith, 2015). 

Similarly, studies have demonstrated a link between juvenile justice and attachment 

(Barnert et al., 2015; Carlson & Knoester, 2009; Walters, 2016). However, all three 

phenomena, namely father incarceration, attachment with father in juveniles, and juvenile 

justice involvement, have not been studied together in a single study. In sum, there is 

some overlap in studies that have focused on two of these three aspects, parental 

incarceration, juvenile justice involvement and attachment, but there appears to be a gap 

in the research findings in terms of having one study focus on all three aspects. In the 

next chapter, I provide the groundwork for the methodology, discuss the setting, sample, 

instrumentation, and analysis that was used to carry out the remainder of this study. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

Introduction  

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

experience of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as children, 

experienced their fathers’ incarceration, and how the incarceration influenced attachment 

between the father and son and how it also influenced the son’s involvement with the 

juvenile justice system. A review of the existing literature unveiled a need for further 

qualitative, phenomenological studies that investigate the adult children’s lived 

experiences surrounding the incarceration of their fathers, their perception of attachment 

with their father while growing up, and how this influenced their juvenile justice 

involvement. The strongest predictors of future juvenile delinquency were low parental 

attachments, the absence of capable guardians, and an unstable family structure (Howell, 

2015). Murray and Sekol (2012) found that parental incarceration predicts increased risk 

for children’s antisocial behavior. Will et al. (2014) noted that the experience of parental 

incarceration places children at risk for later being incarcerated themselves and for 

increased antisocial behavior throughout their lives. 

Existing literature has been helpful in recognizing and forming themes related to 

behavioral issues and familial and financial strains associated with paternal incarceration 

(Chui, 2016; Dwyer, 2018; Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011; Hannon & DeFina, 2012; Haskins, 

2016; Howell, 2015; Murray & Sekol, 2012; Porter & King, 2015; Shannon & Abrams, 

2007; Will et al., 2014). However, there are major gaps in the current literature. This is 

significantly true when it comes to understanding the reasons why children with 
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incarcerated fathers have increased juvenile justice involvement. Past literature on 

attachment has identified the need for further research on the attachment between the 

child and incarcerated father, and if a lack of attachment is what leads to juvenile justice 

involvement (Fairchild, 2009; Flight & Forth, 2007; Galardi et al., 2015; Kamptner, 

Teyber, Rockwood, & Drzewiecki, 2017; Lee et al., 2012; Loper, Carlson, Levitt, & 

Scheffel, 2009; Oldrup, 2018; Porter & King, 2015; Shannon & Abrams, 2007; Will et 

al., 2014). First, this chapter will include a discussion of the research design and the 

rationale, followed by a description of the role of the researcher. Next, the study’s 

methodological plan will be presented, including the population and selection of 

participants. Issues of trustworthiness and the plan for addressing them within the study 

are followed by ethical considerations pertinent to this study.  

Research Design and Rationale 

 The central phenomenon that was explored in this study was the lived experiences 

of male children between the ages of 18 and 25 who grew up with an incarcerated father, 

their lived experiences of relationships and attachment with their father, and how their 

experiences with their father contributed to juvenile offending. Based on the identified 

problem and the corresponding purpose, the research questions for this study were:  

1. What are the lived experiences of men in early adulthood with their father who 

was incarcerated during their childhood? 

2. How were son-father relationships and attachment affected by the father’s 

incarceration? 

3. How did the father’s incarceration influence the son’s juvenile crime? 



61 

 

This study used the qualitative method of inquiry. With little specific prior 

research available, qualitative research was chosen over quantitative, as the research 

design was exploratory by seeking answers through the narrative of participants. The 

purpose of this qualitative analysis was to interpret data and the resulting themes and to 

facilitate an understanding of the phenomenon being studied. Qualitative researchers 

attempt to understand groups and individuals in their natural settings in order to interpret 

the meaning that a person places on their own experiences (Babbie, 2017). 

Comprehension of a phenomenon or event comes from exploring the totality of the 

situation. Qualitative research is a scientific method of observation to gather non-

numerical data. This can be done through observation, participation, interviewing, and 

ethnography (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Qualitative research questions need to articulate 

what a researcher wants to know about the intentions and perspectives of those involved 

in social interactions (Babbie, 2017). Sound research provides knowledge and expertise 

that can influence the way things are done. The scientific information discovered from 

the research can be used to provide beneficial information to practitioners and advance 

the work they do (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

 The nature of this study was qualitative with a phenomenological research 

tradition. Phenomenology is the collection and analysis of individual experiences related 

to a specific phenomenon from their point of view. This approach is used to understand 

the human factor. It answers questions as to how people experience a phenomenon, and 

places it into context (Patton, 2015). Specifically, I used interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA). IPA is an analytical approach to qualitative research. IPA provides 
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comprehension on how an individual, in a particular context, makes sense of the selected 

phenomenon being studied. Typically, the focus of analysis will be on significant 

personal experiences, life events, or developments of relationships (Alase, 2017). As I 

wanted to make meaning of the participants’ experiences, this type of analysis was a 

good fit for this study as it uses a combination of idiographic, interpretive, and 

psychological aspects (Alase, 2017). Participants in an IPA study must have experiences 

in common, and the study should be small-scale in nature. The data for IPA analysis was 

collected through open-ended interviews. Transcripts were then coded in an attempt to 

make sense of the participants’ perception of their own experience. This method helps to 

enhance the clarity of results and allows scholars to use a wide variety of information in a 

systematic manner to increase accuracy in interpreting observations. IPA can set the 

necessary groundwork for establishing a valid understanding of human thinking, feeling, 

and behavior surrounding the phenomenon (VanScoy & Evenstad, 2015). This approach 

is not bound by time or location. The goal was to understand the world through the eyes 

of the participants who have had direct experience with the topic being studied (Ravitch 

& Carl, 2016).  

 This qualitative phenomenological approach worked well to conceptualize the 

participants’ lived experience and gauge how growing up with an incarcerated father felt 

for them, rather than focusing on numerical data (Patton, 2015). Through the 

phenomenology approach, I conducted semi-structured interviews to gather detailed 

descriptions of experiences from the first-person point of view. This format allowed me, 

as the researcher, to gain input from individuals who have experienced the phenomenon 
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directly. With this approach, I interviewed adults who had a father incarcerated and also 

experienced juvenile justice system involvement as a child. The phenomenological 

strategy was chosen as it was best suited to answer the research questions by providing a 

detailed account of the meaning of the lived experiences of all participants. Their insights 

on the phenomenon became the source of knowledge (Patton, 2015). 

Role of the Researcher 

 Qualitative research is subjective, personal, and inductive. The researcher 

interacts with the participants in order to observe emerging patterns. In the tradition of 

phenomenological research, the primary instrument for collecting data is the researcher 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Qualitative researcher requires interaction with each participant 

to obtain a more in-depth understanding of the experiences each participant has 

(Creswell, 2013). Due to this interaction, my role was that of an observer. As the main 

instrument of the study, I was responsible for recruiting participants, collecting data, 

analyzing results, and disseminating findings. I was also the one conducting in-person 

interviews with participants and analyzing the resulting data, which is common practice 

when conducting phenomenological research. The interviews were held in person in the 

neutral setting of a public park and used semi-structured, open-ended questions. These 

were used to elicited detailed answers, ensure credibility, and trustworthiness. 

 In qualitative research, the researcher uses naturalistic engagement, meaning that 

the researcher is physically present with the participants (Babbie, 2017). The researcher is 

the primary source of knowledge when constructing meaning of a qualitative research 

project. The way the researcher views the world, and their personal bias can affect the 
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way that data is explored and interpreted (Laureate Education, 2010). As a result, it is 

important to understand what experiences and biases one brings as a qualitative 

researcher that might affect the analysis of the study, ass biases can affect observations, 

documentation, and coding (Locke, Silverman, & Spirduso, 2010). 

 The research standpoint requires the researcher to be neutral and objective. As the 

researcher, it was important that I committed to critically reflecting on influences in 

specific context. To help manage my biases, I tried to remain aware of myself. Through 

self-awareness, I did believe that I held a bias against those who have committed violent 

crimes against another person or animal. My personal opinion could lead to an inaccurate 

interpretation of the findings. To prevent this, I properly documented my personal views 

to ensure biases were kept in check during the study. Keeping a journal allowed me to 

record my thoughts. These self-reflections were entered in the journal immediately 

following the conclusion of each interview. A copy of these reflections was sent to my 

chair after each entry to help me become more aware of my personal biases and challenge 

them when necessary. During the analysis process, I looked back at my written thoughts 

to ensure they did not affect the study’s findings. This reflective process was key to 

ongoing conceptual engagement. This is an evolving process, and the researcher should 

be accountable for engaging in these reflective processes throughout the research project 

(Laureate Education, 2010). 

 I had no personal or professional relationship with the participants; therefore, no 

dual relationship boundaries were crossed. Each participant received a $10 gift card to 

Taco Bell as an incentive for participation. All interviews took place in a neutral 
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environment where I had no active professional role. Prior to interviews, each participant 

was provided with an informed consent document detailing the background information, 

procedure, privacy, limits to confidentiality, voluntary nature of the study, and risk and 

benefits. I was friendly and practiced positive communication skills such as reflective 

listening in order to build rapport and make the participant feel as comfortable as 

possible.   

Methodology 

Participant Selection Logic 

 Participant selection is vital to qualitative inquiry. The conclusions of the study 

are determined by the information discovered from the participants in the study. 

Sampling approaches are key indicators that distinguish qualitative from quantitative 

methods. Qualitative studies typically focus on relatively small samples that are selected 

for an indicated purpose (Locke, Silverman & Spirduso, 2010). I engaged in a purposeful 

sampling strategy. Purposeful sampling refers to identifying information about a 

participant that can enrich the phenomena being investigated. This sampling selection 

allows for a more in-depth study. The method of purposeful sampling selection relies on 

identifying participants that can bring information to help identify the central importance 

of the study (Patton, 2015). Through in-depth interviews with participants, themes can be 

formulated, and shared commonalities between the lived experiences are identified.  

 The targeted population for this study was male adult participants between the 

ages of 18 and 25 who had previous involvement with the juvenile justice system and had 

an incarcerated father for at least 1 year or more during their childhood. This age range 
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was chosen as these individuals may have more recent memories and views that are 

helpful to understand these relatively recent experiences. The sampling frame included 

adults who reside in the United States of America.  

For my study, I was not concerned with an exact quantitative number of 

participants or interviews but was more concerned with reaching saturation, which is the 

point where no new data is discovered, or if there are new discoveries, they will not add 

anything to the overall framework (Mason, 2010). In qualitative studies, more data does 

not necessarily lead to more information. Saturation has gained acceptance as a 

methodological principle in qualitative research. Saturation refers to accepting the data 

that was collected and indicating that further data is unnecessary. Thus, more participants 

do not necessarily equate to more meaningful results. Saturation for a study is dependent 

upon the research purpose, methods, and questions (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

 I chose to interview adult participants instead of children due to Walden 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines. The IRB states that if 

vulnerable participants are sought out for recruitment, it must be justified by the research 

design that will show it can benefit this vulnerable group at large (Walden University, 

2018). If I were using children, as they are a vulnerable population, the majority of the 

IRB must vote that the cost will outweigh the risk and my research has justifiable benefits 

(Walden University, 2018). Due to these stipulations, I decided it would be more 

beneficial to select adult participants and have them detail what their lived experiences 

were like.  
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 Inclusion criteria is defined as the key features that the researcher is looking for in 

participants that will fit the alignment of the studies purpose and research questions 

(Patino & Ferreira, 2018). Inclusion criteria for my selected study included male adult 

participants between the ages of 18 and 25 who at the time of the interview, have been 

adjudicated delinquent by the Department of Juvenile Justice, and also grew up with an 

incarcerated father for one year or more during their childhood. In contrast, exclusion 

criteria is defined as characteristics that could interfere with the success of the study. 

Exclusion criteria for my selected study was currently incarcerated individuals. In order 

to ensure that each participant fit the inclusion criteria and the exclusion criteria would 

not be an issue, each participant was provided an eligibility checklist (see Appendix A) 

prior to being invited to participant in the study. 

Instrumentation 

 Much of qualitative research relies on spoken interviews with participants to 

gather detailed information regarding the phenomenon under examination (Knox & 

Burkard, 2009). An interview is a conversation in which the interviewer and participant 

interact to gain knowledge about a phenomenon that otherwise would not be understood. 

Through the interview, the participant can express their unique viewpoints and 

experiences. The participant in a qualitative interview is the expert. They hold the 

complete understanding of their feelings, thoughts, and lived experiences. Later, through 

a process of analysis, these spoken words become data, which the researcher interprets 

and synthesizes into a body of knowledge to make participants knowledge more widely 

understood (Knox & Burkard, 2009). 
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 All data for this study was collected from the participants in person through semi-

structured interviews. Semi-structured interview questions were established as a data 

collection instrument. The flexibility of the semi-structured interview ensured that the 

data collection instrument was sufficient to answer the phenomenological research 

questions. The format of the interview consisted of open-ended questions and preplanned 

prompts that offered a plan for data collection while still providing the flexibility needed 

for an efficient interview. These questions were developed to encourage reflective 

descriptions, personal interpretations, and a sense of autonomy. The content gathered 

from scholarly sources for this study influenced the development of the interview 

questions.  

 The questions regarding background and primary caregiver were developed from 

studies conducted by Chui (2016), Adams (2018), Porter and King (2015), and Murray et 

al. (2012). These studies were able to show how a caregiver can influence a child’s living 

circumstances, attachment with their father, and behaviors. The questions regarding the 

perceived attachment and relationship with the father were derived from studies by Lee et 

al. (2012), Poehlmann-Tynan et al. (2017), Oldrup (2018), and Saunders (2017). These 

studies showed links between parental incarceration and insecure attachment. 

  The question asking about prison visitation was derived from Adams (2018) 

study. This study’s findings indicated that prison visitations could be traumatizing for 

children and lead to insecure attachment. Questions regarding the father’s incarcerations 

and the perceived effects were acquired from studies by Geller and Franklin (2014), 

Burgess-Proctor et al. (2016), Khan (2018), and Hannon and DeFina (2012). These 
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studies focused on parental incarceration and how this life event influenced the child’s 

juvenile delinquency.  

 The questions regarding juvenile justice involvement and the father’s influence 

were acquired from studies by Barnert et al. (2015), Kamptner et al. (2017), Howell 

(2015), Carlson and Knoester (2009), Will et al. (2014), and Kautz (2017). These authors 

were able to look at how a father’s incarceration can influence aggressive and negative 

behaviors in children. Each of these studies had findings showing links between 

incarceration of a father and children behavioral issues. The question concerning role 

models was develop based on studies by Swisher and Shaw-Smith (2015), Dwyer (2018), 

and Walters (2016). These studies looked at how the lack of a positive male role model 

can influence negative behaviors.  

  The research questions asking about the lived experiences of the growing up with 

an incarcerated father, the father-son relationship and attachment, and juvenile crime was 

answered with the following questions and prompts: 

1. Let’s begin with you telling me about your background. 

a. Prompt: Who was the person that did the most to raise you? 

b. Prompt: How did you get along with the person who raised you? 

2. Describe your trust level relationship with your father? 

a. Prompt: Do you feel that you could talk to him if you had a problem?  

3. Would you say that you had a really close relationship with your father, semi-

close relationship, or not a close relationship at all with your father growing up?  

a. Prompt: Why did you select this relationship style?  
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4. Looking back, what was it like to have your father go to prison? 

a. Prompt: Did you live with your father prior to the incarceration? Tell me 

more about this. 

b. Prompt: What changed in your life following his incarceration? 

5. What did his incarceration mean to you?  

a. Prompt: How close were you to your father prior to his incarceration? 

b. Prompt: On a scale from 1 to 10 (1 being the lowest and 10 being the 

highest) please rate your perceived attachment to your father prior to his 

incarceration? Tell me more about this.  

c. Prompt: During his incarceration? Tell me more about this. 

d. Prompt: After his incarceration?  Tell me more about this. 

6. Did you visit him your father in prison? If so, what were these visits like? How 

did these visits make you feel? How did these visits make you act? When you 

visited your father in prison did you think about committing crimes yourself? 

a. Prompt: Did you write your father or have regular phone contact? If yes, 

please explain. 

b. Prompt: How long was he incarcerated? Did you visit him the full duration 

of the incarceration? 

7. If you didn’t visit him … What was it like to not visit him? How did not visiting 

him make you feel?  Make you behave? Influence your delinquency? Did you 

think about committing crimes yourself as a teen? 

a. Prompt: How long was he incarcerated? 
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b.   Prompt: Did you have any type of contact during the incarceration? 

8. What is your perception of how his incarceration affected you? 

a. Prompt: Grades?  

b. Prompt: School generally? 

c. Prompt: Living situation? 

d. Prompt: Behaviors?  

e. Prompt: Financially?  

f. Prompt: Family dynamics? 

g. Prompt: How do you think these changes influenced your delinquency? 

9. What do you think others thought about you for having an incarcerated father?  

a. Prompt: How do you think others’ opinions of you influenced your 

criminal involvement? 

10. How did you first become involved in the juvenile justice system? 

11. Did your delinquency occur during your father’s incarceration? 

12. How do you feel that your father’s imprisonment influenced your juvenile justice 

involvement?  

a. Prompt: How Do you feel about not having your biological father as a 

positive male example for either following the law or not following the 

law?  

13. How did having your father at prison and not at home influence the friends you 

selected? 



72 

 

14. Who else and what else influenced your involvement with the juvenile justice 

system?             

a. Prompt: Describe how your friends might have involved you in crimes. 

b. Prompt: Describe home or school situations that might’ve contributed to 

your involvement in crime. 

 The interview guide was not a strict protocol, but a flexible guideline that assisted 

during the interview. To improve the credibility of the interview guide instrument, I had a 

panel of experts review the appropriateness of the questions. I asked my committee 

members, who are experts in the field of psychology to review the interview guide and 

provide feedback to enhance the effectiveness of the instrument. This review by the panel 

of experts provided the validity check needed to ensure that the content in the interview 

questions met all requirement needed to gain in-depth information for this research study. 

To ensure validity, I altered and integrated the feedback received from the committee in 

order to provide the best interview questions for data collection.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

 As the sole researcher for this study, I was responsible for the recruitment of 

participants, collection, and analysis of data. Prior to recruiting any participants, I 

obtained IRB approval from Walden University. The approval number for this study was 

09-22-20-0735613 and it expires on September 21st, 2021. To reach the population for 

this study, I posted flyers (see Appendix B) on the social media platform Facebook and in 

areas such as lobbies of community centers and technical centers. Prior to posting these 

flyers I called the organization and explained that I was a PhD student requesting to post 
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flyers to gain participants for my dissertation. I spoke with representatives of each 

organization to gain verbal approval prior to posting any flyers. Once enough participants 

were recruited, I went back to the location and removed the flyers. The criteria for 

participation along with my contact information was included in the flyer (see Appendix 

B).  

 When a potential participant made contact, I screened the individual to ensure that 

they met all the inclusion and exclusion criteria to be eligible for the study before I 

recruited them (see Appendix A). This included sending the potential participant an email 

with a checklist. They had the option to respond yes or no to questions on the emailed 

check list. If they did not feel comfortable with email, I provided my phone number so 

they could have the option to call me and verbally discuss the details and I would fill out 

the checklist while talking to the participant so that I could have a record of their 

eligibility. I asked questions such as their age, sex, if during their childhood their 

biological father was incarcerated for one year or more, if they had been arrested as a 

juvenile, and if they were currently in jail or prison. If they fit the age range needed 

between the ages of 18-25, were male, not currently incarcerated, and had both an 

incarcerated father during their childhood and experienced their own juvenile justice 

involvement they would receive a follow up email to invite them to participate in the 

research study. This follow-up email included an informed consent document. I would 

send the informed consent at least 5 days prior to the interview, to give the participants 

adequate time to review the form. They would also be provided my cell number to allow 

them the opportunity to call me if they had additional questions. After reading the 
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consent form, the participants then had the ability to email me back with the words ‘I 

Consent’. This indicated that they agreed to the terms in the consent form and were 

willing to participate in the study. I printed the consent email and I kept that locked in a 

filing cabinet in my home office. This will be kept for the allowed time of five years as 

required by Walden University and then physically destroyed.  

 I interviewed each participant one time face-to-face. Each semi-structured 

interview was set to last no more than two hours. With a one on one setting the entire 

interview was individualized for that participant. Each participant was able to elaborate in 

their own words, without feeling pressure from other influences. In addition, individual 

interviews allowed for observations of other cues such as body language and tone of 

voice (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Each interview was audio recorded with participants’ 

consent for later transcription. Interviews were held face-to-face at a local public park.  

 Once the interviews were completed, participants were debriefed and reminded 

about the intended use of the data and the protection of their privacy. All participants 

were provided with a list of nationwide mental health services (see Appendix C). After 

the interview participants were able to ask any questions that they had about the study. I 

explained to the participants that they would be contacted again through email for 

member checking. The process of member-checking was utilized to establish credibility 

of collected data and findings, and to gather feedback from the participants. Following 

the interview, participants were reached via email to review the researcher’s summary of 

their interview for accuracy and additional comments. Therefore, confirming the overall 
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quality, trustworthiness, and credibility of my findings (Mitchell, Boettcher-Sheard, 

Duque, & Lashewicz, n.d.). 

Data Analysis Plan 

 The first step in qualitative IPA data analysis is to immerge oneself in the data. 

This involves reading the interview transcripts and journal entries multiple times and 

listening to the auto recordings (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2012). The purpose of 

qualitative analysis is to interpret data and the resulting themes in order to develop an 

understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Saldaña, 2016). The interviews were 

recorded and then transcribed verbatim, which assisted in the coding analysis process. 

Coding is a method of analyzing qualitative data. A code is a research generated 

construct of a short phrase or word that symbolizes or summarizes assigned portions of 

data (Laureate Education, 2016). A code captures meaning and essence for a portion of 

language, or visual data. Ideally, code words identify distinctive parts of the text and 

compare those to other distinctive features and then combine them together (Laureate 

Education, 2016). The coding process for this study began by making initial notes on the 

transcripts. This code word then will attribute to the interpretation and meaning of the 

individuals experiences.  

 Next, I identified emerging themes. As a qualitative researcher you are looking 

for similarities and patterns in the context, and then grouping those together into 

categories in order to provide an overall comprehension of the phenomenon (Laureate 

Education, 2016). For this study, I first reviewed each transcript line by line and noted 

code words or phrases that stood out and appear similar. I then created a category for 
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these words. A category combines code words that share common meanings, intentions, 

and attributes. It places them together and labels each category with a word or short 

phrase. This method of categorizing arranges content of the text into descriptive groups 

(Saldaña, 2016). Next, I noted common themes within the categories. Major concepts that 

emerge after categorization, can be used to develop themes. Themes can be created based 

on one or more categories. A theme is when sections of text are linked through thematic 

ideas that can capture the participant’s experience of their world. A theme is an outcome 

of coding, categorization, and analytic reflection. A theme is basically a phrase or 

sentence describing the underlining aspect of the phenomena. When a theme is noted, it 

can transcend into the conceptualization of a theory (Saldaña, 2016). No software was 

used for the data analysis process.  

Issues of Trustworthiness 

 Quality is fundamental in academic work. Evaluations are conducted to provide 

confidence in a study’s findings (Flick, 2008). Quality in qualitative research is 

dependent upon trustworthiness. Trustworthiness is a term used to define the credibility 

of findings and is gained through consistency of data. Trustworthiness can be shown 

through transparent research steps and research findings (Shenton, 2004).  

 Qualitative research methodologies are interpretive in nature. Given that fact, 

there are no standardized methods to ensure consistency across all qualitative studies. 

However, establishing inter-rater reliability (IRR) is a recognized method of ensuring the 

trustworthiness of the study (Walther, Sochacka, & Kellam, 2013). For my study, I 

utilized the (IRR) methods by engaging another doctoral student in reviewing a limited 
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portion of my data. This 3rd party created categories from the data and then formed 

resulting themes. I reviewed the themes to see if we both were able to come up with 

similar sounding themes. This process sought to mitigate researcher interpretive bias 

(Walther et al., 2013). 

Credibility 

 Credibility refers to the adoption of suitable, well-recognized research methods 

(Flick, 2008). To be credible a study's measures and tests must be reliable. There must be 

a clear connection between research questions, methods, data analysis, and results. This 

linkage can promote confidence that the researcher has accurately recorded the 

phenomena (Flick, 2008). In order to ensure credibility, I utilized member checking. This 

is where I emailed each participant a summary of their transcript to ensure that the 

essence of what the participant was trying to say was captured for verification. If a 

participant decided that this was not truly what they wanted to say, then changes were 

made to confirm that the true meaning will be presented in the findings (Flick, 2008). In 

addition, triangulation was used to ensure this study’s credibility. This is when two or 

more sources or interview questions are used to provide corroborating data to discover as 

many perspectives as possible (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, & Neville, 

2014). For this study, having multiple participants in order to achieve saturation, helped 

produced triangulation. 

Transferability 

 Transferability refers to the degree of consistency with which instances of the 

same category when duplicated can gain the same results (Shenton, 2004). In 
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phenomenological studies, findings are confined to the study participants and are not 

generalized to the wider population. For example, if the steps were repeated in the same 

context with the same participants, the researcher should obtain similar results. In 

addition, readers of a study should be able to associate elements of the study to their 

context and experiences. This proves that the findings of one study can be applied to 

other situations, verifying the consistency of the data (Shenton, 2004). In this study, I 

addressed transferability by providing detailed accounts of the lived experiences of adults 

who as children had and incarcerated father and experienced their own juvenile justice 

involvement. As the researcher I provided thick descriptions, in order to enable the reader 

to make their own determinations. 

Dependability  

 Qualitative research strives to produce meaningful interpretations of phenomena’s 

and events. The goal is to make sense of what's going on, reach an understanding of the 

human experience, and describe this understanding. The researcher is the most important 

source when constructing meaning of a qualitative research project (Laureate Education, 

2010). Due to this, the researchers own personal bias can affect the way that data is 

interpreted. Thus, indicating the reason why having quality measures are very important. 

As a researcher, it was my responsibility to truly understand what experiences I have had 

and biases I bring that might affect the analysis of the study. As biases can affect 

observations, documentation, coding, and overall results (Laureate Education, 2010).  

Dependability of a research study is met if it can be demonstrated that the 

researcher was careful to make no mistakes in collecting the data, conceptualizing the 
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study, interpreting the findings, and reporting results (Houghton, Casey, Shaw, & 

Murphy, 2013). To attain dependability in this study, I maintained an audit trail of the 

personal field notes and interview transcripts, in order to provide transparent descriptions 

of each research steps taken from the beginning to the end of the research process. This 

allowed my dissertation committee to review the raw data and analysis process. 

Confirmability 

 Confirmability refers to others being able to verify data and its interpretations as 

accurate and true (Jack, 2006). The findings of the study should be based on the 

participants’ experiences and not the researchers. In qualitative research, the researcher is 

actively present. This type of study requires considerable reflection on the part of the 

researcher as they are task with making critical assessments of participant’s comments 

(Jack, 2006). For confirmability, as the researcher I kept reflection journals as they are 

necessary for a detailed audit. With this review, evaluators can assess researcher bias, and 

approve or deny the reliability and consistency of the research (Flick, 2008). Reflective 

journal entries will be used to help crosscheck the data and write the final report of the 

study. 

Ethical Procedures 

 Ethical principles are designed to govern the practice in order to protect 

participants’ rights and ensure high quality of research. Ethics are an essential part of the 

research process. Ethics are more than a set of rules, rather they are guiding the entire 

research study. Ethics exist in our actions, practice, and way of doing things. As a 

qualitative researcher it is vital to always abide by the ethics codes. This type of research 
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places the researcher directly with the participant in their world. Due to this, harm and 

breaches of confidentiality could occur and could be detrimental to the participants 

(Wolff & Hella, 2018). When conducting qualitative research, maintaining participant 

privacy can present unique challenges. Maintaining autonomy of participant’s identities 

and confidentiality of participant information are all requirements for the protection of 

privacy. However, the difficulties inherent in qualitative research can be alleviated by the 

use of the American Psychological Association ethical principles (Hammersley & 

Traianou, 2012). 

 One of the most important ethical considerations in qualitative research is the use 

of human subjects. Reducing the risk to harm is a fundamental ethical requirement of all 

research that is scientifically sound. Risk is defined as the probability of harm (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2016). This can include physical, psychological, social, legal, or economic harm 

occurring as a result of participation in a research study (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

Qualitative researchers focus their research on exploring, examining, and describing 

people and their natural environments. Due to this, ethical problems may arise. All 

studies involving human subjects must have the approval of the Walden University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to beginning the data collection. Walden 

University is mandated to ensure that all studies follow ethical standards and regulations. 

The IRB wants to ensure that no harm will come upon study participants (Walden 

University, 2018). Once the participants are carefully selected, I made sure that they are 

provided with and fully understood the informed consent. This ensured that all 

participants were well-informed about the purpose of the research, understand the risks 
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they may face, and understand the benefits of participating. In addition, limits of 

confidentiality can be found in the consent form. Once the participants agreed to the 

informed consent, I had to continue to make every attempt to maintain participant 

confidentiality during the conduct of the research and during the period that the data was 

being studied, analyzed, and reported. The general rule in maintaining confidentiality in 

research is that identities cannot be displayed without the participant's consent (Kaiser, 

2009). In order to do this for my study, identifiable data contained no names or personal 

information. Each participant was given an identifier number, only I knew the 

participants’ identities. The consent form was the only form to contain identifying 

information.   

 As my study is asking participants to relive hard times in their lives, this may 

bring about difficult emotions. If a participant became psychologically distressed, I had a 

plan to immediately stop the interview so that I would not cause emotional harm to the 

participant. However, this never occurred during the interviews. At the conclusion of the 

interviews, I gave all participants a list of free nationwide counseling services that they 

could access if needed following the interview (see Appendix C). All emails were copied 

to a word processing document with all identifying data removed.  All electronic files 

were password protected and saved on an encrypted removable storage drive. All data 

used for this study was kept in a secure locked cabinet in my home office. The data will 

be kept for the allotted time of five years, and then all data will be destroyed though 

physical destruction. As the researcher, I had no conflict of interests when conducting 

this study, and no incentives were used for participant recruitment. 
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Summary 

 The intent of this research was to gather descriptions of the lived experiences 

faced by the participants and understand how attachment difficulties due to the 

incarceration of their father may have led them down the path to becoming involved in 

the juvenile justice system. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was 

to explore the experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as 

children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the incarceration influenced 

attachment between the father and son, and how it also influenced the son’s involvement 

with the juvenile justice system. This chapter described this study in detail. Semi-

structured interviews and reflective journal notes were used to collect data. IPA was used 

to analyze the findings. The next chapter will provide a description of the setting where 

the study took place, the demographics of the studied population, and the data collection 

process. Finally, the data analysis is described, followed by the findings of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

 The United States has the highest incarceration rate in the world (Craigie, 2011). 

Most male prisoners in the United States are fathers, exposing many children and their 

families to a wide array of challenges associated with paternal incarceration (Emory, 

2018). These experiences can have profound implications for children. Many children 

who are affected by paternal incarceration exhibit similar symptoms as children who have 

experienced traumatic events (Craigie, 2011). Having a father in jail or prison is 

associated with more aggressive and antisocial behavior among children (Foster & 

Hagan, 2013). These aggressive behaviors are more pronounced in boys. Sons may be 

more sensitive to the influence of their fathers, and thereby be more affected by paternal 

incarceration (Foster & Hagan, 2013). These acting-out behaviors among boys may be 

particularly consequential for intergenerational criminal justice involvement (Craigie, 

2011). 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as children, 

experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the incarceration influenced attachment 

between the father and son, and how it also influenced the son’s involvement with the 

juvenile justice system. Based on the identified problem and the corresponding purpose, 

the research questions for this study were: What are the lived experiences of men in early 

adulthood with their father who was incarcerated during their childhood? How were son-

father relationships and attachment affected by the father’s incarceration? How did the 
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father’s incarceration influence the son’s juvenile crime? The intent was to gain an 

understanding on adult men’s’ lived experiences surrounding the incarceration of their 

fathers and their perception of attachment with their father while growing up.  

 This chapter presents the findings of the current study. The setting where the 

study was conducted will be discussed, as well as the demographics of each participant. 

The data collection process will be described follow by an explanation of the data 

analysis process. Lastly, the results of the study will be presented.  

Setting 

The interviews took place face-to-face outside at a mutually agreed-upon public 

park. The environment was quiet and secure from any interruption or violation of the 

participants’ privacy. No known interruptions occurred during the interviews. The 

interviews did not take place in an environment where the researcher previously had an 

active role. A $10 gift card to Taco Bell was used as an incentive for participation. To my 

knowledge, there were no known extraneous conditions present that may have influenced 

participants, nor were there experiences during the interviews that would likely impact 

interpretation of the study’s results.  

Each interview was given a 2-hour time slot; however, most of the interviews 

were completed within the timeframe of 25 to 45 minutes depending upon the length of 

the participant responses, with the shortest time being Participant 6 (P6) at 25 minutes. P6 

would typically provide short one word or sentence answers. The background was quiet, 

and the audio recordings were clear. No video recording took place. 
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Demographics 

 The participants consisted of seven adult men (N=7). All participants identified as 

men between the ages of 18 and 25. The average age of a participant was 21.4. All 

participants reported having an incarcerated father for at least 1 year or longer during 

their childhood and experiencing their own involvement with the juvenile justice system. 

All participants resided in the United States. All participants could speak, read, and 

understand English. Data were collected through in person semi-structured interviews. A 

manual audio recording device was used for recording purposes.  

Data Collection 

 The data and themes appeared to reach saturation with the seventh participant. 

Therefore, the basis for understanding the experiences of young adult men between the 

ages of 18-25 who, as children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how that 

incarceration influenced attachment between the father and son, and how it also 

influenced the sons’ involvement with the juvenile justice system was drawn from in-

depth semi-structured interviews of these seven men. At the conclusion of the analysis 

process, three main themes and 11 subthemes emerged. 

 Prior to each of the seven interviews, I printed a copy of the interview guide with 

the list of questions to bring with me. I used this guide to ask the interview questions and 

take handwritten notes on during the interviews. When a participant made a statement or 

spoke a word that stood out, I would write this on the interview guide. Each participant’s 

interview guide ended up having several words and statements handwritten on the guide 

following the interview. After the interview, I looked at the interview guide with the 
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handwritten notations. I highlighted the most important words. Next, I wrote down my 

impressions of the participant in a journal. Each journal entry ended up being about half a 

page. These entries included my perceptions of the participants’ body language and my 

overall thoughts from the interview. No procedures deviated from details in Chapter 3, 

and no unusual circumstances were encountered during data collection. 

Data Analysis 

To analyze and code the data I used IPA. This process is detailed by Smith et al. 

(2012). To begin the analysis process, I transcribed each of the seven audio recordings. 

This process took time, as I had to constantly pause and rewind the recording to ensure 

that each spoken word was accurately transcribed. On the typed transcripts, I highlighted 

the participants’ responses and selected a bright color font to have their statements stand 

out. I left my own text in black. Each transcript was printed and analyzed separately. 

Then all seven transcripts were analyzed together to see if there were emerging 

relationships between the datasets. I reviewed each transcript multiple times to ensure 

that the participant was the main focus of analysis (Smith et al., 2012).  

With the transcripts in hand, I again listened to the audio from the interviews. By 

printing a copy of the transcripts, I was physically able to hold the transcripts, visually 

able to read the words, and listen to the audio all at the same time. This visualization 

helped keywords stand out. When a notable word or phrase was spoken, it was 

highlighted with a yellow highlighter. I used a red pen to make notes on the transcript 

next to the word or phrase that stood out. I would write a contemplated code word to 

classify the spoken word or phrase, with an emphasis on statements that had linkages to 
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experiences, perceptions, and feelings. After this process, I reviewed all of the 

highlighted words. I reviewed the transcripts multiple times to ensure that important links 

were not missed. This process helped me to understand each participant and their 

response.  

After a detailed review of the audio, transcripts, and written notations, 

comprehensive codes were developed. I used an Excel spreadsheet to type up the code 

words. This helped manage the data more effectively. I entered each participant by their 

identifier number horizontally. The highlighted sections of the transcript were typed into 

the table underneath the related participant identification number. I then created another 

vertical box on the far-right hand side and placed the contemplated code words next to 

the responses. Despite this being a time-consuming step, it helped to visually comprehend 

what the participant was saying and allowed me to examine the content and language on 

an exploratory level. 

The next step was to create categories from the identified code words. Categories 

combine code words that share common meanings, intentions, and attributes (Smith et al., 

2012). The created Excel document with participant responses and code words was 

reviewed. While reviewing this document, I was looking for similarities and patterns in 

the context in order to provide an overall comprehension of the phenomenon. From this 

review, I was able to group code words together that had similar meanings and label them 

with a short word to create distinctive categories. After reviewing the categories, I used 

strategies including comparing and contrasting, contextualization, and abstraction to 

identify connections that were directly associated with the lived experiences of the 
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participants. These connections help to form themes and subthemes that helped with the 

analysis process. The themes were the outcome of coding, categorization, and analytic 

reflection. The themes were phrases that were able to describe the underlining aspects of 

the phenomena from the participant’s perceptions (Smith et al., 2012).  

The next step was to repeat all of the previous steps to ensure that I retained the 

most comprehensive data. Lastly, I looked at the patterns that emerged during the 

interviews and the experiences that where identified through the themes. These patterns 

and experiences were then analyzed for commonalities and how they related to one 

another. Throughout the data analysis process, transcripts were kept close and often 

reviewed. This was to ensure that the emerging themes and subthemes were consistent 

with the meanings that the participants were trying to get across (Smith et al., 2012). 

During the review of this data, there were no discrepant cases encountered. 

 To verify the data in this study, I used member checking, triangulation, and peer 

review. After I transcribed the interviews, each participant received a summary of their 

interview via email. They were able to read this document and email me back with 

questions or concerns. This allowed each participant to make corrections to the summary. 

Additionally, it helped to provide any clarification that was needed regarding their 

responses. The process of member checking was done to ensure that participants’ 

responses were captured accurately (Harper & Cole, 2012).  Participant 7 was the only 

participant that emailed back with corrections. Participant 7 wanted to make sure it was 

clear that they had anxious attachment with their father as a child, but no attachment now.  
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In addition to member checking, I engaged a former co-worker and PhD student 

who is currently working on her dissertation at another University to partake in a peer 

review process. I allowed her to review the collected data to ensure that the results 

indicated an unbiased analysis. The peer was able to review transcripts. She did not 

receive any data that would have disclosed the participants’ information. This peer 

reviewed the themes and confirmed that the interpretation made were not biased. This 

external review process allowed for verification of the research process and findings.  

After the analysis of the interview transcripts, three major themes emerged. These 

themes included: Trust issues due to feelings of abandonment, feeling like an outcast, and 

feeling lost because lack of not having a role model. From these three main themes, 11 

sub-themes emerged (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

Themes and Subthemes Identified Through Data Analysis  

                                          

Themes 

 

Trust issues due to feelings 

of abandonment 

 

 

 

Feeling like an outcast 

 

 

Feeling lost because of not 

having a role model 

Subthemes 

 

Feelings of sadness due to 

being placed in foster care 

as a result of family 

instability 

 

 

Feeling judged by family 

members 

 

 

 

Taking the wrong path due 

to feelings of hopelessness 

attributed to a lack of 

guidance. 

 

Unstable living situations Feelings of anger due to 

rejection 

 

Criminal involvement 

because of hanging out 

with the wrong crowd 
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Physical abuse by father 

that trigged fear 

Feeling unwanted due to 

lack of family support 

 

Feeling all alone due to 

lack of secure attachments 

with parental figures 

 

Distressing childhood 

experiences due to mother 

passing away 

 

  

Overly trusting the wrong 

people 

 

  

 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness is vital in qualitative research and was verified in this study by 

using credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Trustworthiness is an 

essential tool to ensure that the data are assessed appropriately for accuracy. Without 

confirmation of truthfulness, a study’s finding cannot be reliable (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). Trustworthiness was established using multiple methods, including member-

checking, reflexive journaling, and triangulation. 

Credibility 

Having a credible study is key to establishing trustworthiness. Credibility for my 

qualitative phenomenological study occurred through prolonged engagement, reflexive 

journaling, triangulation, and member-checking. To ensure credibility, during each 

interview I provided enough time to build trust and rapport with the participants. This 

was done prior to asking interview questions. This prolonged engagement allowed time 

for me to get to know each participant and their identified population. In addition, after 

each interview I used a journal where I would write down my impressions and any 

observations of non-verbal ques. This reflective journaling helped assist in managing any 
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researcher biases. Triangulation occurred by using seven participants. Having more than 

one participant created a homogenous sample (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). All participant 

interviews were digitally voice recorded and then manually transcribed. A summary of 

the findings was emailed to each participate for member checking. Credibility was shown 

when each participant accepted the findings as their own lived experiences of the 

phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

Transferability  

Transferability refers to the degree in which results can be transferred to another 

context (Smith et al., 2012). Transferability allows readers to comprehend a portion of 

text and relate that to their own lives. This allows readers to understand and interpret 

findings. To enhance transferability, I used thick descriptions of the participants’ lived 

experiences. The exact words used by participants were used in the study, which allows 

the participants’ personality and experiences to be presented. In addition, to support the 

development of the three themes, 11 subthemes were used to provide more explanation.    

Dependability 

Dependability refers to the stability of the data and inquiry process (Houghton et 

al., 2013). Dependability in research can be met when it is demonstrated that there are no 

mistakes in conceptualizing the study. To demonstrate dependability a peer review was 

performed. This process involves having an individual who is not connected to the study, 

review the outcome to ensure that it is supported by the data. A peer review reviews 

transparent descriptions of the steps that were used throughout the research process. This 

included reviews of the transcripts, digital recordings, reflexive journals, and data. A peer 
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review is used as a as a check and balance system when attempting to establish the 

dependability of the study (Smith et al., 2012). In addition to this peer review, my 

committee members also reviewed the research process to ensure dependability within 

the results.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability is achieved when the researcher interprets the participant’s 

experiences without adding personal opinions or feelings (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

Confirmability was established in this study to show that the data and interpretations 

were true and accurate. To establish conformability, I utilized reflexivity. Reflexivity was 

shown in this study by using a journal and audio recorder during the interviews. Each 

individual interview was recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Reflective journals 

were used during each interview to write down impressions and non-verbal ques. As the 

researcher, I was able to go back over the transcripts and journal notes to help check 

biases and gauge the flow of the study (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

Results 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of young adult men 

between the ages of 18 and 25 who, as children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, 

how the incarceration influenced attachment between the father, and son and how it also 

influenced the son’s involvement with the juvenile justice system. Interviews were 

conducted in person with seven participants. The interviews consisted of a preplanned 

interview guide that contained 14 main questions and 22 follow up questions developed 

to respond to the three research questions: What are the lived experiences of males in 
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early adulthood with their father who was incarcerated during their childhood? How were 

son-father relationships and attachment affected by the father’s incarceration? How did 

the father’s incarceration influence the son’s juvenile crime? 

All participants sampled were recruited through flyers posted in lobbies of local 

community centers and technical centers. Advertisements were also posted on the social 

media platform Facebook. In addition, snowball sampling was used. Snowball sampling 

refers to a technique where existing study subjects recruit future subjects from their 

acquaintances (Houghton et al., 2013). Through these recruitment techniques, seven 

participants were located. After consent was received, interviews were scheduled. Each 

participant was allotted a two-hour time slot for the interview, which was generally 

conducted within the timeframe of 25-45 minutes, depending upon the length of the 

participant responses. The interviews were audio-recorded.  

After listening to the audio and reviewing the content of each transcript several 

times, three themes emerged: Trust issues due to feelings of abandonment, feeling like an 

outcast, and Feeling lost because of not having a role model. When identify the themes, I 

looked for patterns in the responses of the participants. The phrases and words that 

emerged most frequent and aligned with a specific topic, were included in the study. Sub-

themes were identified from direct words and quotes from participants that appeared to 

identify a feeling or belief but did not stand out as a major theme.  
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Research Question 1: What Are the Lived Experiences of Men in Early Adulthood 

With Their Father Who was Incarcerated During Their Childhood? 

Theme 1: Trust Issues Due to Feelings of Abandonment.  

Regarding trust issues and feelings of abandonment, all participants expressed 

negative home environments associated with feelings of distrust that led to problems 

forming positive relationships. In addition, many participants experienced unstable living 

situations, family instability, and other traumas. Participant 4 (P4) stated, “I was passed 

around a lot, from my grandma, to my grandpa, to my uncle, everybody,” and Participant 

6 (P6) stated, “For most of my life I was in foster care.” These statements supported 

feelings of distrust due to unstable living situations and constant abandonment. All 

participants also identified trust issues due to lack of a stable provider in their lives. This 

then caused them to seek attachments and trust with the wrong people.  

Sub-theme 1.1: Feelings of sadness due to being placed in foster care as a 

result of family instability. Three of the seven participants expressed sadness due to 

being placed into foster care. Participants used negative terms when describing their 

home environment growing up. P6 stated, “Growing up I was all by myself, I pretty much 

raised myself.” P6 detailed situations of neglect and abuse and being placed into foster 

care at 4 years old due to his mother’s drug use and father’s imprisonment. P6 reported 

feeling sad as a result of aging out of foster care and missing out on family experiences, 

“I never had a typical childhood and that sucks a lot.” Participant 3 (P3) also expressed 

being placed into foster care at a young age due to neglect, “My mother was a drug 

addict, so I went to foster care for 7 years.” He also expressed not being allowed to live 
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with his father due to his father’s own drug use, “My father was a weed dealer,” and “The 

state would not allow me to see him due to his criminal record.” Participant 2 (P2) 

reported that he got placed into foster care at age 12 due to his mother dying, “When I got 

placed into foster care, I was really depressed and angry.”  

All three participants reported not being allowed to see their family members 

while in foster care. P2 felt that foster care caused him to become separated from his 

father, “My foster mother wouldn’t let me see him because I guess she knew him.” P2 

then went on to discuss feelings of sorrow due to limited memories of his sister because 

of foster care, “I can’t really remember much of my childhood for the most part with my 

sister.” P6 also reported mourning and separation when talking about his only sibling, “I 

have a brother, but he got adopted.” P3 reported struggles trying to contact his mother 

while in foster care, “I got a Facebook and found her on there. We talked illegally while I 

was in foster care, never face to face, but text and phone calls.” P3, P2, and P6 all 

reported loss of family connections due to being placed into foster case. The diminishing 

of these relationships then caused feelings of loneliness and sadness for the participants.  

All participants that reported being in foster care (P3, P6, and P2), felt that this 

experience was what led them down the path of criminal involvement, because of their 

lack of family stability. P3 expressed that his juvenile justice involvement was caused by 

living in foster care, “I got a battery charge because I was in foster care. Yo momma 

jokes were popular at the time and someone was talking about my mom. And you know 

my mom was not around, so I beat that kid up in the back of the bus.” He also felt 

changed by foster care, “I have been through stuff most children growing up don’t go 
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through.” P2 also reported being placed into foster care and feeling that this life event 

caused him to become involved with the juvenile justice system. P2 stated, “I was not 

like this before I got put into foster care,” and “I was the new kid and everyone was 

trying to see what I was about.” P6 also felt that his criminal involvement was caused by 

foster care, “If I had a family to look out for me, I would not have been doing bad.”  

Sub-theme 1.2: Unstable living situations. All participants in the current study 

reported challenging living situations growing up. P1, P3, and P4 reported growing up in 

an unstable environment and moving from place to place. This caused many challenges 

and feelings of being discarded. Participant 1 (P1) felt insecure housing growing up due 

to his father being absent and his mother working all of the time. This resulted in P1 

being left with relatives often, “My aunt would babysit me, but I was basically living 

with my aunt full time.” P3 expressed never having a stable house until his later teens, 

due to his mother’s substance abuse “I did go from foster care and then place to place. I 

didn’t have a stable house until I was 15 and moved in with my aunt.” (P4) expressed 

separation from his brother due to family instability “We were separated a lot because he 

was living with his grandma on his dad’s side and we had different dads.” He also 

expressed separation from his mother due to housing issues “I was living with my uncle, 

my mom didn’t really have a stable house. She would bounce back and forth between 

there and her boyfriend’s house.” He also stated being moved around often, “My grandpa 

had a house close to us, I would be brought over there a lot,” and “Sometimes I would 

stay with my grandma.” All of these participants were faced with challenges of 

instability, and this prevented feeling like they had a secure environment.   
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Sub-theme 1.3: Physical abuse by father that triggered fear. P1, P2, P5 and P7 

reported witnessing physical abuse perpetrated by their father against a family member. 

P1, P2, and P5 reported being the victim of physical abused perpetrated by their father. 

P1, P2, P5, and P7 all expressed being afraid of their father, and, as a result, not wanting 

any contact with him because of the physical abuse. P1 expressed his fear by stating that 

“He smacked me and my mom around, so I avoid him,” and “I blocked his number, I 

don’t want to talk to him ever again.” P2 described a time in his life where he had the 

option to go and live with his father, and due to his fear, he did not. P2 stated, “I did not 

want to go with him. Because my mom gave me an option, you can go to the mental 

hospital and they can figure out what they are going to do from there, or you can go with 

your dad. And I’m like oh I’m good.” P2 also described a time where his dad began 

threatening him again at age 17, “Well he said he was going to beat me up and stuff, and 

I was like that’s not going to happen. I got to a point where I snapped on him. I said you 

not fitting to be talking to me like this. I’m like you can keep doing what you do, but I 

promise you it’s not going to end up the same way.” Participant 5 (P5) reported that his 

abuse got so bad that it caused him to have psychological issues, “He was abusive, he 

would sexually touch my sister, I was going to the mental hospital because he would beat 

me and make me want to kill myself… he told me to kill myself, he is a fucked up dad.” 

P5 explained his fear, “When I lived with him, I had bruises and marks on my body. I 

looked like a leopard…. I was scared of him.” When discussing memories of the father 

being locked up, P5 expressed feelings of joy, “It was a good thing, I didn’t have to look 

behind my back and seeing if I am getting hit today.” Participant 7 (P7) stated that he 
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didn’t comprehend the physical abuse because he was so young, “I knew he did bad thing 

and hurt my mom but, I didn’t really understand it… it just made me not want to see 

him.”  

P2, P5, and P7 reported a feeling of justice that the father went to prison due to 

the physical abuse. P2 stated “He was abusive to me and my step-mom, that’s what he 

went to prison for.” P5 stated, “I told my mom I was getting abused and she got him 

arrested. He went for physically abusing me and raping my sister.” P7 discussed, “I just 

have memories of me being 4 and him hitting my mom and me calling 911.” All 

participants experienced some form of physical abuse perpetrated by their fathers. This 

lived experience caused feelings of fear resulting in avoiding behaviors, such as blocking 

the father’s phone number. 

Subtheme 1:4: Distressing childhood experience due to mother passing away. 

P2 and P4 reported distressing childhood experienced due to their mother’s passing away. 

P2 and P4 both reported feelings of change and displacement as they were both placed 

into foster care after their mothers died. P2 reported his distress as “I got angry at my 

family for not even trying to fight for me.” P4 expressed his distress after the passing of 

him mother due to now facing housing challenges, “I got passed around a lot.” P4 also 

recalled how his mother dying change his family dynamics, “It was a huge thing for my 

whole family because when she died my uncle, the one I was living with stated doing 

drugs really bad. He was never the same,” and “She was like the tree of the family. Her 

passing kind of separated everyone.”  
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P4 reported that he felt the biggest contributor to his juvenile justice involvement 

was his mom’s passing, “It was my mom dying. I really had strong emotions to that. It 

kind of stuck with me. I didn’t have anyone, so I did my own thing. I ran away” and “I 

was on the streets, running away, doing drugs and bad shit. Mom’s passing is what 

started it all.”  P2 also stated that his mom’s passing caused his criminal activity, “I 

wouldn’t have been acting the way I done if I had a mom around to care more about 

doing right.” For both P2 and P4 the passing of their mother resulted in lack of family 

support and stability. This then caused them to feel distressed and become involved in 

negative activities as a result of this major loss.  

Sub-theme 1:5 Overly trusting the wrong people. All participants reported 

having trust issues. None of the participants reported being able to trust their family. 

These personal challenges with trust had many participants trusting people who engaged 

in criminal activities. P1 reported that “All my friends were bad, but we had a game plan. 

We had each other’s backs. I had so much trust build up they were family to me.” P2 

stated, “Getting in trouble, it’s my own doing and trusting the wrong people at the same 

time.” P5 stated, “I don’t know what’s up with me and my trust, but I trust everyone.” P6 

described his trust growing up as “I trusted my friends a little too much,” and “They 

would screw me over and go behind my back.”  

When asked to explain what trust meant to them, all participants felt a lack of 

trust for their family. P1 explained, “Trust means I have your back in any situation, if you 

need to go somewhere, I got you.” When P1 was asked if he trusted his family he 

responded, “No never. No trust at all. I can’t rely on them at all.” P2 explained, “Trust is 
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actions, you show me actions to make me trust you. You can’t just say something and 

expect me to trust you.” When asked if he trusted his family P2 said “I didn’t trust them 

at all.” P2 revealed a memory with his father that made him loose the feeling of trust, “He 

said he was going to take me out for my birthday, and he didn’t. That is when he just 

disappeared again, I didn’t trust him after that.” P3 was asked about his trust level with 

his family on a scale from 1 to 10. He started, “0 because I don’t talk to them.” P4 

recalled a memory with his father that caused him to diminish trust, “He called me one 

time and he was like, I will give you money and everything. Then he never called me 

again. I am not going to play a cat and mouse game with him. He knows he has a kid out 

there and it’s like whatever.” When asked about who he trusted, P5 explained “I used to 

trust my mom, but I still hid things from her. There is 0 trust with my dad.” When P5 was 

asked if he trusted his family he stated, “Not anymore. They broke that trust a long time 

ago.” When asked if he had trust with his father, P6 responded, “No, I have no respect for 

him.” P7 described his trust as, “I feel like growing up I was overly trusting and now I 

have a wall up. Like you can only truly trust yourself.” 

Multiple participants explained that due to a lack of trust with their family, they 

started to have more trust in friends. P5 made clear, “The main person I trust out of 

anyone I know, more than my family members, is my friend Chis. We have been through 

it. Like if someone’s about to shoot me and stuff and I want to live, I trust him with my 

life.” P1 stated, “With me it doesn’t have to be blood to be family. It’s basically the trust 

and the way they treat you and you treat them, that’s family right there.” P4 responded, 

“My family, they just lie to me. My friends don’t.” As a result of feeling abandoned by 
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their family members, participants were unable to form feelings of trust and secure 

attachment with their family members. Due to this lack, they sought these connections 

and formed trusting relationship with friends instead.   

Research Question 2: How Were Son-Father Relationships and Attachment 

Affected by the Father’s Incarceration?  

Theme 2: Felling Like An Outcast. 

 The theme about feeling like an outcast was developed as all participants felt that 

they “did not fit in” with their family and were “different” than their family. This 

experience was felt in the home environment and led to feelings of rejection, being 

judged, and lack of family support. Responses from P1 such as “They would beat on me 

because I was different” and “they said we don’t like you, when I was 13” helped support 

feelings of exile.  

Sub-theme 2:1 Feeling judged by family members. Multiple participants 

expressed feeling judged by their family members and this caused them to feel different. 

P1 expressed his feelings of being dissimilar as, “It’s just that I am an outcast to them. I 

look sort of like my father so. They said because I look like my father, we don’t like 

you.” P3 expressed feeling judged by his Caucasian family due to the fact that he was bi-

racial, “In the beginning they would not call me by my given name, as I was named a 

Jamaican name,” and “They didn’t like that my mom made a mixed baby.” He went on to 

detail memories of being judged by his family, “I went to stay with my grandparents and 

then me and my grandfather got into it and he called me the N word and stuff and then I 

had to move out.” P3 also expressed feeling judged by being compared to his father, “My 
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grandfather would tell me that my dad is a drug dealing piece of shit, and I was going to 

end up like him.” P4 recalled feelings of being judged when his family would compare 

him to his incarcerated father, “They would tell me I would end up going to jail like him. 

And I did.” P4 stated that he started to believe the negative things his family would tell 

him, “I began to think it was going to be my time sooner or later.” 

Sub-theme 2:2 Feelings of anger due to rejection. The majority of the 

participants reported experiencing anger towards their family members due to feelings of 

being rejected. P1 expressed not getting along with his family growing up. When asked if 

they ever got along, he stated, “The thing is, we never did,” and “They all got along, but 

never with me. So, I just said screw them. I avoid them.” P1 felt rejected by his family 

due to them being absent from his life, “My mom never really tried to step in. She was 

just there to put food on the table. Just food on the table and ignore you the rest of the 

time.”  P1 recalled a phone call with his father where he had hope for building a 

relationship, “I thought it would go different, kind of hoping. But he just stated yelling at 

me and talking shit about me. It got me upset. I just hung up the phone and blocked the 

number.” P2 reported feelings of rejected as his father would be in and out of his life, “I 

was angry. I mean in my head how I would want a family to be, that’s not how my family 

was.”  

P2 recalled a memory with his father that led to feelings of rejection, “One time 

my dad called me and told me that he was going to come over and bring pizza and 

presents for my birthday, and he didn’t. I got so mad, like don’t tell me you are going to 

do something that will take a year to do.” P2 expressed feelings of anger towards his 



103 

 

family that was caused by being placed into foster care, “I was mad at myself and my 

family. I was more mad at my family for not even trying to fight for me.” P4 expressed 

feeling forgotten by family members after he was placed into foster care, “I was anger 

often, over nothing really… I felt like an outsider.” P5 stated feeling rejected by his 

mother when she began dating, “I use to get along with her, and we would hang out. That 

is until she got her new boyfriend, that’s when we started separating.” P6 expressed his 

anger due to feeling of rejection when his father reached out to him via Facebook at age 

16, “He messaged me one time, I told him I don’t want anything to do with him. I have 

no respect for a man that does not raise his kids.” P7 shared a memory when his father 

tried to come back into his life, “I remember he messaged me on Facebook saying like 

this is your dad and I love and miss you. And I was like my dad who?” P7 revealed that 

he did not want a relationship with his father now, “Just because he was out of my life so 

long and now trying to be a part of it… I felt like it’s too late now.” As a result of 

perceived rejection by their family members, participants began to feel anger, this anger 

then resulting in avoiding behaviors of pushing away their family members. Participants 

declined to have relationships with their family members due to this hurt.   

Sub-theme 2:3 Feeling unwanted due to lack of family support. Several 

participants reported feeling unwanted due to experiences where their family was not 

there for them.  P2 reported feelings of being unwanted when he was placed in foster care 

as none of his family would take him in, “My grandma was like 80 years old then and my 

dad was with his new family. So, no one had time for me.” P1 expressed feeling unloved 

by his family, “The thing is, I was on the streets and they didn’t even care. They didn’t 
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say happy birthday or anything to me. My siblings didn’t even say anything.” P3 

expressed his feelings of not being able to rely on his family, “If I ever called because I 

needed money for food or something, they would just yell and curse at me and hang up.”  

P2 described feelings of being unwanted by his father, “He didn’t think I was his, 

he didn’t claim me until I was 3. He never helped with nothing for me.” P5 recalled times 

where his father would say hurtful things to him that would affect his mental health and 

made him feel unwanted, “He told me to kill myself…you should have killed yourself a 

long time ago…he would yell at me and be like why are you still alive? This made me 

have bad depression.” P6 expressed his feelings of being unwanted when he was placed 

into foster care at age 4, “My dad was locked up and my mom was into drugs, so I had 

nowhere else to go.” As a result of having past experiences where their family was 

unsupportive, this caused participants to feel like they had no one who cared. This led to 

feelings of being all alone.  

Research Question 3: How did the Father’s Incarceration Influence the Son’s 

Juvenile Crime? 

Theme 3: Feeling Lost Because of Not Having a Role Model.  

After developing the first two themes, regarding trust issues and feeling like an 

outcast, it was clear that all participants felt lost and alone. All participants lacked 

positive guidance and secure attachments, and this led them to associate with the wrong 

crowd to feel a sense of belonging. Multiple participants stated that things would have 

been “different” if they had guidance, and they would not have felt so lost. Many 
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participants explained their childhoods as raising themselves, being by themselves, and 

having unstable relationships.   

Sub-theme 3:1 Taking the wrong path due to feelings of hopelessness 

attributed to a lack of guidance. All participants in the study reported getting into legal 

trouble as a juvenile and being involved in the juvenile justice system. P1 described his 

feelings of lack of guidance as not having a stable figure to look up to, “There was no one 

around, it was all on me.” P2 described his lack of a positive male role model as his 

father was abusive, “I mean I would want my dad around, but like not in the way he 

was.” P2 expressed dropping out of school at 15 due to no guidance, “Um I mean I 

wouldn’t been acting the way I done if I had a dad and mom that would care more about 

me doing right.” P3 expressed growing up without his father as a male role model, “He is 

not a father figure. None of my siblings have ever said he is a father figure either.” P3 

reported dropping out of school at age 14 due to having no one to ensure he was 

attending, “I had dropped out of school, no one ever cared.”  

P4 reported never having a father figure to guide him, “Boys need another male to 

look up to. A positive male. Sucked, I never got that. I grew up seeing rappers and guns, 

a false sense of reality.” P4 discussed how his lack of a positive male role model caused 

him to lack hope for his future, “It was like the only male role models I had were fucking 

up and stuff so I thought like damn, I am going to be fucking up.” P4 reported due to 

these feelings of hopelessness, he decided to drop out of school, “It was the 10th grade. I 

just stopped going, I didn’t want to go anymore. I thought why I should even try.” P5 
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reported that after his father went to prison, he started making negative decisions, “There 

was no one to discipline me anymore,” and “I dropped out at 16 and started using drugs.”  

P6 revealed that his lack of guidance changed his view of the world, “I feel like 

my mentality more than anything changed. It made me see things through a whole 

another set of eyes sort of speak.” When asked why he felt he got involved in the juvenile 

justice system P5 responded, “Not having any guidance. I pretty much raised myself. I 

learned from my own mistakes.” P7 felt that his lack of guidance was attributed to his 

father’s imprisonment, “Like other kids got to grow up with a father in their lives and I 

didn’t. I felt like I missed out on the experiences of having a father.” P7 attributed his 

criminal involvement to lack of a role model, “I never learned consequence of my actions 

and how it would affect me when I got older.” 

Sub-theme 3:2 Criminal involvement because of hanging with the wrong 

crowd. Due to lack in attachments, guidance, and trust with family members, participants 

started to view their friends as family. They sought feelings of security through 

friendships. When asked if he hung out with kids who engaged in criminal activities, P1 

stated, “All my friends did.” When asked why he hung out with kids who engaged in 

those activities, P1 stated, “Because they became family.” P2 expressed getting into 

drugs due to his friends, “I didn’t start smoking until I was in the crowd I was in,” and “I 

changed.” P3 reported his criminal involvement started to occur in high school, “I started 

hanging out with the bad crowd then, they were my people.” P4 reported running away 

and this caused him to associate with negative influences, “I was on the streets and doing 

drugs and bad shit. That’s when I met some people. I did whatever I had to do to get by.” 
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P5 stated that he started hanging out with kids who used drugs due to witnessing his 

father abuse drugs, “That’s all he did around me.” When asked what he felt influenced 

his juvenile justice involvement, P5 stated, “Hanging out with the wrong people, that is 

the main thing.” 

Sub-theme 3:3 Feeling all alone due to lack of secure attachments with 

parental figures. All participants reported not having a secure attachment with parental 

figures. Participants reported either having no attachment or having anxious or avoidant 

attachment. This lack of secure attachment left participants feeling alone. Both P2 and P4 

reported having no attachment with their mother due to her passing away. P3 and P6 both 

reported having no attachment with their mother due to her drug use and them being 

placed into foster care. P1 and P5 reported never having a relationship with their mother 

despite her being the primary caregiver. P7 was the only participant who reported 

attachment with his mother.   

P1 reported never wanting to establish a secure relationship with his parents, “I 

had no attachments with my dad, with my mom and other siblings it was avoidant.” P1 

went on to describe that his mother was never home, and this prevented a secure 

attachment, “She had to work three jobs. She was never there. I am glad I did not see her. 

She never really tried to step in.” P2 explained having anxious attachment with his father, 

“He would come around, but it was not a stable thing.” P2 reported seeking a father 

figure and wanting contact with his father despite abuse, “I wanted him as a dad figure, 

but not a person to come around and just punch me,” and “There was something in me 

that he was my father regardless.” P2 expressed that due to the lack of secure attachment 
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with his father he would not call him dad, “I call him pop, I can’t call him dad because I 

feel like pop and dad are two different titles. Because he didn’t raise me, I can call him 

pop.”  

P3 described lack of secure attachment with his father, stating, “He was never 

around, as a kid I saw him maybe 4 or 5 times.” P7 was the only participant in the study 

who reported visiting the father while in prison. P7 reported anxious attachment with his 

father, “I would sometimes go to the prison and see him. It was scary but I also liked 

seeing him.” P4 expressed no attachment with his father due to his mental health and jail 

stays, “He was always in and out of jail and had really really bad mental problems. I 

don’t talk to him.” P4 expressed feeling all alone due to his lack of attachment, “I was 

like there is no one that cares. No one was supportive. I was feeling like I would be 

forgotten about. Nowhere to go. I didn’t have anyone to talk to like that.”   

All participants reported never being able to establish a secure attachment with 

their father as he was absent. All participants described feeling that their lives would have 

been improved if they had secure parental attachments. P4 stated, “I would probably have 

went to the military. That’s what I was going for. I was in ROTC. My life would have 

been a lot different.”  P5 and P6 expressed having to find their own path in life due to 

lack of secure attachments. P2 and P3 reported that after being placed in foster care they 

lost any family connections and had to fend for themselves. P1 and P7 reported that lack 

of parental attachment had them seeking attachment with friends.  
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Summary 

The participants in this study consisted of seven adult men between the ages of 18 

and 25 who, identified themselves as having an incarcerated father for one year or more 

during their childhood and experiencing their own involvement with the juvenile justice 

system. All data collected for this study was from individual interviews with participants 

and based of their verbal accounts of lived experiences. The participants were recruited 

using a recruitment flyer posted in numerous community centers and technical centers, 

and on the online social media platform Facebook. After the participants gave consent for 

participation, semi-structured interviews were audio recorded and took place in person.  

The interview questions were framed effectively in this qualitative study to gain 

an understanding on adult men’s lived experiences surrounding the incarceration of their 

fathers’ and their perception of attachment with their father while growing up. The 

interview process concluded with three main themes and 11 sub-themes emerging to 

answer the three research questions that lead this research study. Major themes identified 

in the current research were: Trust issues due to feelings of abandonment, feeling like an 

outcast, and feeling lost because of not having a role model. All participants appeared to 

give personal reflections including detailed disclosures. Their responses provided deep 

insight into their childhood experiences that shaped their juvenile justice involvement.  

In the next chapter, I will provide an interpretation of the overall findings. I will 

begin with a recap of the introduction, and then the major strengths of this research study 

along with any limitations will be listed. Lastly, implications for positive social change, 

recommendations, and conclusions will be presented. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, Conclusion 

Introduction 

The goal of this interpretative phenomenological study was to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the lived experiences of young adult men between the 

ages of 18-25 who, as children, experienced their fathers’ incarceration, how the 

incarceration influenced attachment between the father, and son and how it also 

influenced the son’s involvement with the juvenile justice system. As the researcher, I 

sought to provide an understanding of how the incarceration of the father impacted the 

attachment with the son, and how this may have influenced the son’s involvement with 

the juvenile justice system. Previous studies examining incarcerated fathers did not 

explore the child’s juvenile justice involvement and attachment with the incarcerated 

parent (Will et al., 2014). The aim of this phenomenological study was to gain an in-

depth understanding of the lived experiences of these individuals.  

The seven participants in this study experienced both the incarceration of their 

father during their childhood and their own involvement with the juvenile justice system. 

Discussions with these seven participants revolved around three main themes: having 

trust issues due to feelings of abandonment, feeling like an outcast, and feeling lost 

because of not having a role model. Those three main themes and 11 sub-themes emerged 

during comparative analysis of the data. Those themes will be analyzed in this chapter in 

relation to existing literature and research. This chapter will summarize the research 

results, discuss the limitations of the current study, provide implications of this study’s 

results, and provide suggestions for future research. 
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Interpretation of the Findings 

In the literature review section of this study (Chapter 2), I provided evidence of 

influencing factors that lead to juvenile justice involvement as a result of paternal 

incarceration. However, my review of the literature on this topic revealed a lack of 

studies that focused on the three phenomena: father incarceration, attachment with father, 

and juvenile justice involvement in a single study. There is some overlap in studies that 

have focused on two of these three aspects, parental incarceration, juvenile justice 

involvement and attachment, but there appears to be a gap in the research findings in 

terms of having one study cover all three aspects. The findings of this study are able to 

extend knowledge by having participants provide their lived experiences with all three 

phenomena.  

All the participants in this study reflected on their experiences growing up with an 

incarcerated father and the challenges this phenomenon presented in their lives. All 

participants responded to interview questions that provided detail on how this event 

shaped their lives and perspectives on attachment. The use of attachment theory as the 

theoretical framework of this study provided the ability to understand each participants’ 

viewpoint on attachment, based on the influences of their childhood. I will now 

synthesize the findings presented in Chapter 4 with applicable literature presented in 

Chapter 2.  

Theme 1: Trust Issues Due to Feelings of Abandonment 

All participants in this study expressed growing up in a negative home 

environment with unstable living conditions and a lack of a stable provider. These 
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findings confirmed existing research that paternal incarceration can disturb many aspects 

of a child’s life, including their financial stability, parental attachment, and housing 

security (Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011). Due to financial issues, participants in this study 

found themselves living in foster care or with relatives and were separated from siblings. 

Past studies found that housing insecurity was likely associated with changes in the 

family’s financial situation following the male partner’s incarceration (Dwyer, 2018). 

Mothers with recently incarcerated partners faced odds of housing insecurity that were 

approximately 50% greater than mothers whose partners were never incarcerated, thus 

decreasing the well-being of children with incarcerated fathers (Dwyer, 2018; Geller & 

Franklin, 2014). P4 stated, “my mom didn’t ever really have a stable house.” 

Children who are raised in poverty have a higher rate of exposure to violence due 

to environmental factors (Howell, 2015). All but one of the participants in this study 

witnessed physical abuse perpetrated by their father. Three of the participants were the 

victim of this physical abuse. This abuse caused participants to fear their fathers, and 

these feelings resulted in participants wanting no contact with the father, which caused 

avoiding behaviors, for example by participants blocking their father’s phone numbers. 

This then resulted in the loss of paternal attachment.  

Participants experienced challenges trusting family members and felt a lack of 

family support. These perceptions and feelings caused participants to overly trust friends 

and individuals who engaged in criminal activities. These findings lined up with those of 

previous studies that showed weakened family relationships and families’ increased 

material hardship were the strongest and most consistent reasons behind children 
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externalizing and aggressive behaviors (Adams, 2018). Childhood adversity and trauma 

to the child can result in further instability and create a pathway into the juvenile justice 

system (Adams, 2018; Dwyer, 2018; George et al., 2010). 

Previous studies found that paternal incarceration puts a strain on mothers and has 

a negative impact on maternal mental health, which can impact the mother-child 

relationship and overall family functioning. This strain can cause parental custody issues 

and may have the child entering the foster care system (Adams, 2018). Three of the seven 

participants in this study reported distress after being placed into the foster care system, 

and one reported being raised by his maternal grandmother. All three participants in the 

foster care system reported not being allowed to see their biological family after this 

placement. Participants reported feelings of sadness and missing out on the family 

experience. This estrangement caused relationships to weaken and left participants 

feeling lonely. This study’s findings add to Adams’ (2018) study, as the placement of two 

of the participants in foster care was the result of their mother passing away. The loss of 

their primary caregiver, and their father not being around to take care of them, caused 

them to become displaced, leaving foster care as the only option. Both participants 

reported that this major loss and lack of connection with family was what caused them to 

engage in criminal activities. All participants that reported being in foster care felt that 

this experience was what led them down the path of criminal involvement. They felt that 

they had no trust with their foster caregivers, as adults in the past had always abandoned 

them. This caused participants to feel that they no longer had anyone to hold them 

accountable or want to do good for.  
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These findings extend past research by showing how unstable living arrangements 

felt for children who experienced it. Lack of stability caused participants to have issues 

forming positive relationships with caregivers. Separation left participants feeling 

abandoned and diminished trust with their primary caregiver. Physical abuse committed 

by their fathers cause participants to engage in avoiding behaviors. These lived 

experiences and feelings of abandonment caused participants to be unable to form 

feelings of trust. Therefore, affecting the participants overall foundation for establishing 

secure attachment with their family. 

Theme 2: Feeling Like an Outcast 

 All participants in this study reported experiencing rejection, being judged, and a 

lack of family support. These experiences caused them to feel different and like they did 

not fit in with their families. Most of the participants in this study reported feeling anger 

towards their family members due to feelings of being rejected. Past studies on paternal 

incarceration (Barnert et al., 2015; Kamptner et al., 2017) confirmed children feeling 

rejected, and this led to criminal involvement. Children of incarcerated fathers struggle to 

maintain relationships while the father is incarcerated. This causes many children to feel 

rejected by the father (Barnert et al., 2015). Participants who reported feeling unloved or 

neglected lacked motivation to spend time with their families or do well in school, and 

ultimately, they ended up on the streets or in jail. 

It is often difficult for children of incarcerated fathers to reach their father. This 

distance and inconvenience left many children questioning their fathers’ future role in 

their lives, and many began to emotionally distance themselves (Oldrup, 2018). Findings 
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in this study confirm these previous findings, as apparent by participants avoiding contact 

with their fathers and P1 blocking his father’s phone number. Due to experiencing 

rejection by their family members, participants began to feel anger, this anger resulted in 

avoiding behaviors and pushing away their family members. Participants withdrew from 

family members due to this hurt. Children of incarcerated parents tend to exhibit 

internalization that can bring about depression, withdrawals, and externalization 

(Kamptner et al., 2017).  

Several participants in this study reported feeling unwanted due to experiences 

where their family was not there for them. P4 expressed his feelings of being unwanted as 

“I was passed around a lot.” As a result of having past experiences where their family 

was unsupportive, participants felt alone. Children of incarcerated fathers are a 

particularly vulnerable group due to the absence of their fathers and financial struggles of 

their mothers. Fathers’ incarceration imposes burdens on the caregiver pertaining to 

family problems, finances, legal issues, and social lives (Chui, 2016).  

Geller and Franklin (2014) and Chui (2016) found that caregivers of children who 

have an incarcerated father are vulnerable to psychosocial distress. Caregiver 

psychological and financial distress directly relates to children displaying externalizing 

and internalizing problems. These children have higher chances of behavioral problems, 

mental health issues, education difficulties, and emotional instability than their peers. 

Feeling like an outcast within their own family was a painful experience for the 

participants. They felt like no one wanted to bond with them. This caused participants to 
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internalize and externalize feelings of anger and rejection, causing further psychological 

distress.  

Theme 3: Feeling Lost Because of Not Having a Role Model 

All participants in this study felt lost and alone because of not having a positive 

role model or secure attachment. These feelings led to participants taking the wrong path, 

as they felt that they had no one to hold them accountable or motivate them to be 

successful. All participants in the current study reported dropping out of high school. 

This was attributed to lack of guidance. These findings contribute to past research by 

Sickmund (2018) and Huynh-Hohnbaum et al. (2015), which found that parental 

incarceration negatively impacts academic outcomes. Children with incarcerated fathers 

were found to be at high risk for high school dropout. Risk factors include lack of 

attention, discipline, and role models (Huynh-Hohnbaum et al., 2015). Approximately 

one-quarter of children who have an incarcerated parent fail to graduate from high school 

(Sickmund et al., 2018). When a student rejects academic achievement as a goal, 

socializing with delinquent peers may be their logical consequence (Neely & Griffin-

Williams, 2013). 

Due to lack in attachment and trust with family members, all participants in the 

current study started to develop more trust and attachment with their friends. Despite 

participants recognizing that these individuals were not the best influences, they 

maintained these friends as they sought feelings of acceptance and belonging through 

their friendships. These feelings confirm Fagan and Mazerolle’s (2011) findings that 
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youth are often seeking approval, acceptance, attachment, and status among their peers, 

especially if they are not receiving this at home.  

As their father was incarcerated and their caregiver had less emotional strength to 

give, the participants often found themselves spending more time with peers. The current 

findings add to past studies that found that youth who do not have strong bonds with their 

families or positive role models are more at risk for becoming involved with negative 

peer activities (Barnert et al., 2015; Khan, 2018). The fear of isolation drives youth to be 

a part of a peer group, even if this group engages in negative activities. Peers have an 

impact on the behavior of an individual. Negative influence in a peer group leads to 

negative formation of character, as the youth spends most of their time with their peers 

(Khan, 2018). Boys are more willing to engage in risky or delinquent behaviors if their 

peers urge them to do so. Criminal behaviors are more likely to arise when juveniles are 

in negative social contexts (Barnert et al., 2015). These children can develop unhealthy 

coping mechanisms and associations with delinquent peers, which can lead to juvenile 

justice involvement (Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011). 

Participants in this study reported having either no attachment, anxious 

attachment, or avoidant attachment. Not one participant reported having a secure 

attachment with parental figures. All participants reported never being able to establish a 

secure attachment with their father due to his absence, leaving participants having a lack 

in family connections and feeling alone. These results add to previous studies, as they 

present how not having a secure attachment with family can feel for individuals who 
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experienced it. Every participant in this study had no attachment with their father and had 

their own juvenile justice involvement. 

 Incarceration creates disrupted attachment. The strongest predictors of future 

juvenile delinquency are insecure parental attachment, the absence of capable guardians, 

and an unstable family structure (Howell, 2015). The consequences of incarceration on 

families are numerous and varied and include, weakening of the family structure and 

obstacles to parental child relating. Having a father incarcerated increases involvement in 

expressive delinquent behavior because of the emotional strain that may be precipitated 

by weakened parental attachment (Howell, 2015; Porter & King, 2015; Will et al., 2014). 

All participants in this study felt if they had a positive male role model to set an 

example for them that things may have been different as they would have been shown 

positive behaviors. Paternal incarceration separates a child from their father figure and 

limits their connection to a biological male role model. These finding confirm the 

findings in past studies that found that the incarceration of a same-sex parent has 

important implications for later role identification. Children are most likely to model 

members of their own sex. The loss of a same-sex parent impacts emotional and familial 

strains and these psychological factors can be the basis for children committing 

delinquent acts (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016; Perry & Langley, 2013). Social learning 

theory emphasizes that socialization occurs through modeling and reinforcement. Higher 

levels of contact and closeness lead to more successful modeling and reinforcement.  

Children who continue to have a close relationship with their fathers were less likely to 

engage in delinquent behavior (Galardi et al., 2015).  
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Walters’ (2016) study revealed that same-sex role models are more effective than 

opposite-sex role models in promoting positive behaviors in youth. Having a same-sex 

role model predicted what type of peers the youth would befriend. These results 

suggested that same-sex role models can protect youth against negative peer selection. 

Same-sex role models do a better job of buffering against crime and delinquency than 

opposite-sex role models. Carlson and Knoester (2009) found that a positive emotional 

relationship and strong identification with the same-sex parent have been found to 

prevent future delinquency in children and adolescents. Having no role model, on the 

other hand, may provide at-risk youth with the least amount of protection. These studies 

indicate that role models serve a protective function by keeping youth from associating 

with antisocial peers and entering delinquent peer groups. Biological male role models 

are important, particularly for boys, as they play a critical role in the development of 

healthy psychological well-being. 

All participants in this study had both an incarcerated father and juvenile criminal 

involvement. They also all reported not having secure attachment with their family and 

grew up without vital bonds or positive guidance. As represented by P6, “I pretty much 

raised myself”. Without a positive role model to guide them down a path of success, 

participants found themselves following the examples set by their friends.  

Theoretical Framework 

Attachment theory was the theoretical framework in this study. This theory helped 

to explain the attitudes and behaviors of research participants. Attachment theory is a 

framework for understanding the development of an individual’s social functioning and 
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social behavior. It was first developed by John Bowlby (Cassidy & Shaver, 2002). 

Bowlby was concerned with the closeness and emotional bonds that are developed 

between children and caregivers. Attachment theory explains how the parent-child 

relationship emerges and influences subsequent development. Bowlby states that all 

children have a biologically based tendency to seek attachments and bonds with a 

caregiver. The presence of this relationship or lack thereof will then be the foundation for 

the child's own social behavior (Stern & Cassidy, 2017).  

Throughout this study, none of the participants reported a secure attachment with 

the father during their childhood. Six of the participants reported feeling that they had 

avoidant attachment, and one reported anxious attachment with the father. The lack of 

secure attachment was caused by being unable to spend quality time with their father. 

The fathers’ forced separation due to imprisonment, and caregivers’ unwillingness to 

engage in bringing the participants to visitation added to the inability to form and 

maintain a bond. 

All participants in this study felt all alone due to not forming a secure attachment 

with their fathers. Prolonged absences, breakdowns in communication, and emotional 

unavailability caused participants to feel rejected and abandoned. Due to feelings of 

insecure attachment, the three participants that were placed into foster care were unable 

to trust their new caregivers. These participants had a history of abandonment by both 

their mothers and fathers, and this led them to feel a lack of trust towards adults. Many 

participants felt that they raised themselves.  
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Lack of bonds and positive male role models caused all participants to seek the 

intrinsic human need of attachment elsewhere. That is, it caused all participants to 

identify more strongly with antisocial peers than their families as the primary attachment 

figure. These friends provided the source of attachment support that was missing. These 

associations, combined with the absence of accountability, ultimately led all participants 

to becoming delinquent and involved in the juvenile justice system. These findings 

confirm Barnert et al. (2015) study that lack of attention, discipline, and a role model 

ultimately led youth to engage with antisocial peers and become involve in the criminal 

justice system. A positive emotional relationship and strong identification with the same-

sex parent have been found to prevent future delinquency in children and adolescents. 

Secure attachments serve a protective function by keeping youth from associating with 

antisocial peers and entering delinquent peer groups (Carlson & Knoester, 2009). 

Limitations of the Study 

This study provided valuable in-depth information describing the lived 

experiences of young adult men between the ages of 18 and 25 who, grew up with an 

incarcerated father, for one year old longer during their childhood, and who also 

experienced their own juvenile justice involvement. Limitations are derived from the fact 

that this study utilized a qualitative research design. As a result, a limited number of 

participants were chosen to participate in the study. A quantitative study would have 

allowed for a larger population. However, using a qualitative method allowed for greater 

personalized detail on the lived experience than what a quantitative method would have 

provided.  
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The race, sexual orientation, spiritual beliefs, or cultural backgrounds were not 

considered for participant criteria. Considering these issues could have shed light on the 

experience of these groups of people, since they may have different or additional 

challenges in their lives that contribute to criminal involvement.  However, conducting 

the study with a general profile of adult men allowed for the focus to be directed towards 

the attachment between sons and their incarcerated fathers.  

The data collection process may pose another limitation, as the semi-structured 

interview responses were based on self-reports. Therefore, participants could possibly 

have, minimized, overstated, or denied certain experiences. However, trustworthiness of 

the study was supported by saturation, which was found with the seven participants. 

Common themes emerged from the study, which also supported confirmability. 

Furthermore, participants seemed willing to share their experiences, suggesting 

truthfulness. This research study only gained participants from the southeastern United 

States who frequented a free community center. Due to this recruiting method, these 

individuals may have all grown up in similar environments and experiences similar 

situations, therefore this study cannot be generalized to a larger population without 

further research. 

Recommendations 

Current research on the lived experiences of adult men between the ages of 18 and 

25 who, grew up with an incarcerated father and experiences their own juvenile justice 

involvement, is very limited. This study’s participants reported mixed feelings regarding 

the incarceration of their father. Some participants reported feelings of justice and others 
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reported feelings of sadness. These feelings could have been impacted by the type of 

relationship the participants had with the father prior to him going to prison, or how 

abusive he was. Brown (2017) study was able to determine that all participants who 

endured aggravating factors such as abuse were contributing factors in increasing the risk 

of juvenile justice involvement for children of incarcerated parents. Research focusing on 

abusive fathers could help determine what types of feelings children had towards his 

incarceration. If this separation was a loss or a relief, and if his abuse affected their 

attachment. In addition, only one of the participants in this study reported visiting their 

father in prison.  

Poehlmann-Tynan et al. (2017) study was the only study that was located that 

examined young children’s attachment behaviors during jail visits The results found that 

behaviors and emotions toward their incarcerated father during visits correlated with their 

emotions and behaviors with the caregiver who accompanied them. This current study 

can be replicated with a group of children who had regular contact and, a group who did 

not, to examine how the populations were affected differently by the incarceration. This 

is important to identify if prison visitation could help build and maintain secure 

attachment.  

Finally, cultural factors were not addressed in this study. Future studies among 

specific races, sexual orientation, and other cultural backgrounds may increase 

understanding of how attachment and criminal involvement is viewed among different 

ethnicities. Comparisons can be made among the varied demographic to learn how 

worldviews are shaped from the influence of cultural beliefs. Also, research relating to 
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certain geographic areas, such as suburban, rural, or other areas may produce interesting 

findings based on the diverse settings.  

Implications 

 The results of the current study contribute to several implications of positive 

social change. This research was undertaken, in part, because of the significant gap found 

in qualitative literature pertaining to all three aspects of attachment, father’s 

imprisonment, and son’s juvenile offending. This study adds to the knowledge base of 

qualitative research concerning the experience that paternal incarceration has on sons, 

and how that relates to attachment, and their juvenile justice involvement. The results of 

this study detail much-needed insights into what struggles and challenges children with 

incarcerated fathers grow up with from their lived experiences. The results have shown 

that all participants felt a lack of trust issues due to feelings of abandonment, feeling like 

an outcast, and feeling lost because of not having a role model. This led them to feel 

unmotivated to do well and rely more on friendships to feel attached. 

Individual 

 This study has shown the great need for more resources to be put into place to 

help these children succeed and the importance of early interventions. All participants in 

this study reported feeling alone. Many of the participants felt if they had support early 

on, thing would have been different. If services are put into place after the father’s 

incarceration this could help the family process feelings and be linked to needed 

resources. These services could include counseling, financial assistance, mentoring, 

tutoring, mental health, and other supportive resources for the mothers/ caregivers.  
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Family and individual counseling would be very beneficial to address traumas due 

to physical abuse, the mother dying, and feelings of rejection, being judged, and 

unwanted by family members. Through counseling, the son’s feelings can be processed 

with the therapist and then addressed with family members. This resource can lead to 

healing, bonding, fostering trust, and attachment. With financial resources this could help 

with the limited funds after the incarceration and help to provide for stable housing. As a 

result, this can help keep the family intact and prevent separation, which caused feeling 

of abandonment.  

Community  

  None of the participants in this study reported graduating from high school. 

Mentoring and tutoring would provide beneficial guidance that is needed to stay on the 

right path and continue with their education. Education could also help deter hanging 

with the wrong crowd. When a student comes to reject academic achievement as a goal, 

socializing with delinquent peers may be their primary objective. School is regarded as a 

central arena for crime prevention and after leaving school, the chances of incarceration 

increase drastically (Neely & Griffin-Williams, 2013). 

Society 

Additionally, the findings of the study could inform social service workers of the 

importance of referring foster children to appropriate therapeutic services. In addition, 

having training for foster parents on the importance of attachment would be vital. This 

could help them understand insecure attachment and how to help these children develop 

attachment with other parental figures in their lives. Three of the seven participant in this 
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study were placed into foster care. All three reported that this placement was what caused 

them to engage in criminal activities, due to the lack of family support, guidance, and 

motivation to do well.  Therapeutic services and trained foster parents could help ensure 

those who have been affected by abuse, abandonment, and trauma are properly treated 

and prepared to live a healthy and sustainable lifestyle. 

All of these services could be beneficial to help improve self-confidence, family 

bonds, teach life skills, encourage education, and deter from future criminal activity. 

Therefore, these services would help reduce internal and external issues that are linked to 

paternal incarceration and help deter and reduce children’s involvement in the juvenile 

justice system. This would not only benefit the son and his family, but the community 

and society as whole, as their will be less crime.  

Conclusion 

Although current research has explored paternal incarceration, juvenile offending, 

and attachment, it has not connected all three aspects. Children of incarcerated fathers are 

the ones who are truly affected by his incarceration. This incarceration affects them in 

every aspect of their lives from financial, to relationships, to emotional stability. This 

phenomenon then leads sons to take negative pathways, and end up involved in the 

criminal justice system, creating a negative cycle of offending. Therefore, it is imperative 

to understand this population. Will et al. (2014) found that juveniles growing up 

experiencing parental incarceration experience more childhood adversity, and this 

adversity is the likely cause of juvenile criminal involvement (Will et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, the current study showed that young men believe that their juvenile 
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criminal involvement was due to their feelings regarding lack of trust, limited family 

support, and insecure attachment as a result of the adversity experienced by paternal 

incarceration.  

The interpretative phenomenological analysis of this research allowed for in depth 

responses from a specific population. The three main themes that emerged included: trust 

issues due to feelings of abandonment, feeling like an outcast, and feeling lost because of 

not having a role model. These themes can serve as additional suggested research for 

future quantitative and qualitative studies, as well as inform mental health professionals, 

social service workers, and other community partners on ways to improve resources 

needed for this population. Future research can include focusing on children who had 

frequent prison visitation with their father, and families with different cultural variations.   

Implications for social change include early interventions aimed at addressing 

issues and exploring familial attachment. This research provides possible suggestions for 

policy makers and social services workers that provide direct services to this population. 

A focus should be on school retention, as the dropout rates for this population are high. In 

addition, another priority should be on strengthening family bonds, as all participants 

lacked secure attachments. By engaging families right after the incarceration and 

providing resources, this can help prevent future issues that are caused by paternal 

incarceration.  

This research highlights a topic that does not get much attention. Ideally, this 

research will begin to fill the current gap in research on sons with incarcerated fathers, 

their attachment, and juvenile offending. This current research study will help provide 
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avenues for social change and develop ways in which support can be employed to serve 

the affected population, which can have a strong impact on their ability to function in 

society.  

 

  



129 

 

References 

Adams, B. L. (2018). Paternal incarceration and the family: Fifteen years in review. 

Sociology Compass, 12(3), 1-14. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12567 

Alase, A. (2017). The interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA): A guide to a good 

qualitative research approach. International Journal of Education and Literacy 

Studies, 5(2), 9-19. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.7575/aiac.ijels.v.5n.2p.9 

Arditti, J. A. (2012). Child trauma within the context of parental incarceration: A family 

process perspective. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 4(3), 181-219. 

Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1756-2589.2012.00128.x 

Babbie, E. (2017). Paradigms, theory, and research. In Basics of social research (7th ed., 

pp. 30-59). Cengage Learning. 

Barnert, E. S., Perry, R., Azzi, V. F., Shetgiri, R., Ryan, G., Dudovitz, R., & Chung, P. J. 

(2015). Incarcerated youths’ perspectives on protective factors and risk factors for 

juvenile offending: A qualitative analysis. American Journal of Public Health, 

105(7), 1365-1371. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2014.302228 

Bartol, C. R., & Bartol, A. M. (2017). Criminal behavior: A psychological approach 

(11th ed.). Pearson. 

Benware, J. P. (2013). Predictors of father-child and mother-child attachment in two-

parent families [Master’s thesis, Utah State University]. Digital Commons. Utah 

State University.  

Brown, G. L., McBride, B. A., Shin, N., & Bost, K. K. (2007). Parenting predictors of 



130 

 

father-child attachment security: Interactive effects of father involvement and 

fathering quality. Fathering, 5(3), 197-219. https://doi.org/10.3149/fth.0503.197 

Brown, M. C. (2017). I'm doing time on the outside: A study of the effects of parental 

incarceration on the life outcomes of adolescent children in the city of Hartford 

[Master’s thesis, Trinity College]. Trinity College Digital Repository. Retrieved 

from http://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/theses/650 

Burgess-Proctor, A., Huebner, B. M., & Durso, J. M. (2016). Comparing the effects of 

maternal and paternal incarceration on adult daughters’ and sons’ criminal justice 

system involvement: A gendered pathways analysis. Criminal Justice and 

Behavior, 43(8), 1034-1055. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854816643122 

Carlson, D., & Knoester, C. (2009). Family structure and the intergenerational 

transmission of gender ideology. Conference Papers American Sociological 

Association. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513x10396662 

Carter, N., Bryant-Lukosius, D., DiCenso, A., Blythe, J., & Neville, A. J. (2014). The use 

of triangulation in qualitative research. Oncology Nursing Forum, 41(5), 545-547. 

Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1188/14.onf.545-547 

Cassidy, J., & Shaver, P. R. (2002). Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and 

clinical applications. Rough Guides. 

Chui, W. H. (2016). Association between caregiver stress and behavioral problems in the 

children of incarcerated fathers in Hong Kong. Maternal and Child Health 

Journal, 5(10), 2074-83. Retrieved https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-016-2034-9 

 



131 

 

Craigie, T.-A. L. (2011). The effect of paternal incarceration on early child behavioral 

problems: A racial comparison. Journal of Ethnicity in Criminal Justice, 9(3), 

179–199. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1080/15377938.2011.594349 

Dwyer E. A. (2018). Explaining the Consequences of Paternal Incarceration for 

Children’s Behavioral Problems. Family Relations, 2, 302. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12301 

Easterling, B. A., & Johnson, E. I. (2015). Conducting Qualitative Research on Parental 

Incarceration: Personal Reflections on Challenges and Contributions. Qualitative 

Report, 20(10), 1550–1567. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08893670802708050 

Emory, A. D. (2018). Explaining the Consequences of Paternal Incarceration for 

Children’s Behavioral Problems. Family Relations, 67(2), 302–319. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12301 

Fagan AA, Mazerolle P. Repeat Offending and Repeat Victimization: Assessing 

Similarities and Differences in Psychosocial Risk Factors. Crime & Delinquency. 

57(5), 732-755. Retrieved from doi:10.1177/0011128708321322.  

Fairchild S. R. (2009). Attachment representations and parental memories of incarcerated 

fathers. Child & Adolescent Social Work Journal, 26(4), 361–377. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-009-0180-2 

Flick, U. (2008). Managing Quality in Qualitative Research. London: SAGE Publications 

Ltd. 

Flight, J. I., & Forth, A. E. (2007). Instrumentally violent youths: The roles of 



132 

 

psychopathic traits, empathy, and attachment. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 

34(6), 739–751. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854807299462 

Foster, H., & Hagan, J. (2013). Maternal and paternal imprisonment in the stress process. 

Social  Science Research, 42, 650–669 .Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1016/j 

.ssresearch.2013.01.008 

Galardi, T. R., Settersten, R. A., Jr., Vuchinich, S., & Richards, L. (2015). Associations 

Between Incarcerated Fathers’ Cumulative Childhood Risk and Contact With 

Their Children. Journal of Family Issues, 38(5), 654–676. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513x15579501 

Gay, L. R., Mills, G. E., & Airasian, P.W. (2006). Educational Research: Competencies 

for analysis and applications (8th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill Prentice 

Hall.  

Geller, A., & Franklin, A. W. (2014). Paternal incarceration and the housing security of 

urban  mothers. Journal of Marriage and Family, 76(2), 411–427. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12098 

George, M. R. W., Cummings, E. M., & Davies, P. T. (2010). Positive aspects of 

fathering and  mothering, and children’s attachment in kindergarten. Early Child 

Development and Care, 180(2), 107-119. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430903414752 

Hammersley, M., & Traianou, A. (2012). Ethics in Qualitative Research: Controversies 

and Contexts. SAGE Publications Ltd. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473957619 



133 

 

Hannon, L., & DeFina, R. (2012). Sowing the seeds: how adult incarceration promotes 

juvenile delinquency. Crime, Law & Social Change, 57(5), 475–491. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1007/s10611-012-9374-1 

Harper, M., & Cole, P. (2012). Member checking: can benefits be gained similar to group 

therapy? The Qualitative Report, 17(2), 510-517. 

Haskins, A. R. (2015). Paternal incarceration and child-reported behavioral functioning at 

age 9. Social Science Research, 52, 18–33. Retrieved from https://doi.org 

/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2015.01.001 

Hooper, L. M., Tomek, S., & Newman, C. R. (2012). Using attachment theory in medical 

settings: Implications for primary care physicians. Journal of Mental Health, 

21(1), 23–37. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.3109/09638237.2011.613955 

Houghton, C., Casey, D., Shaw, D., & Murphy, K. (2013). Rigour in qualitative case-

study research. Nurse Researcher, 20(4), 12-7. Retrieved from 

doi:10.7748/nr2013.03.20.4.12. e326 

Howell, N. (2015). A Link Between Single Parent Families and Crime. Retrieved from 

http://digitalcommons.olivet.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1078&context=edd_ 

Huynh- Hohnbaum, Bussell, & Lee. (2015). Incarcerated Mothers and Fathers: How their 

Absences Disrupt Children’s High School Graduation. International Journal of 

Psychology and Educational Studies, (2), 1. Retrieved from https://doi.org 

/10.17220/ijpes.2015.02.001 

Jack, S. M. (2006). Utility of Qualitative Research Findings in Evidence-Based Public 

Health Practice. Public Health Nursing. Vol. 23 Issue 3, p277-283. Retrieved 



134 

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1525-1446.2006.230311.x 

Kaiser, K. (2009). Protecting respondent confidentiality in qualitative research. 

Qualitative Health Research, 19(11), 1632–1641. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732309350879 

Kamptner, N. L., Teyber, F. H., Rockwood, N. J., & Drzewiecki, D. (2017). Evaluating 

the Efficacy of an Attachment-Informed Psychotherapeutic Program for 

Incarcerated Parents. Journal of Prison Education and Reentry, 4(2), 62–81. 

Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.15845/jper.v4i2.1058 

Kautz, S. V. (2017). Adolescent adaptation to parental incarceration. Child & Adolescent 

Social Work Journal, 34(6), 557–572. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-017-0493-5 

Khan, M. J. (2018). Role of Peer Pressure towards Tendency of Juvenile Delinquency 

among  Male and Female Adolescents. Pakistan Journal of Criminology, 10(4), 1–

14. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.1965.tb00362.x 

Knox, S., & Burkard, A. (2009). Qualitative Research Interview. Marquette University. 

College of Education Faculty Research and Publications. Retrieved from 

https://epublications.marquette.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1121&context=ed

u_fac 

Kjellstrand, J., & Eddy, J. M. (2011). Parental Incarceration During Childhood, Family 

Context, and Youth Problem Behavior Across Adolescence. Journal of Offender 

Rehabilitation, 50(1), 18–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/10509674.2011.536720 

 



135 

 

Laureate Education. (2010). Doctoral research: Ensuring quality in qualitative research 

[Video file]. Baltimore, MD: Author. 

Laureate Education (2016). Introduction to coding [Video file]. Baltimore, MD: Author. 

Laviola, G., & Macrì, S. (2013). Adaptive and maladaptive aspects of developmental 

stress (Vol. 3). Springer Science & Business Media. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?id=1ZlGAAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&sou

rce=gbsgesummary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false 

Lee, C.-B., Sansone, F. A., Swanson, C., & Tatum, K. M. (2012). Incarcerated Fathers 

and Parenting: Importance of the Relationship With Their Children. Social Work 

in Public Health, 27(1–2), 165–186. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19371918.2012.629902 

Levy, K. N., & Johnson, B. N. (2019). Attachment and psychotherapy: Implications from 

empirical research. Canadian Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne, 60(3), 178–

193. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000162  

Locke, L. F., Silverman, S. J., & Spirduso, W. W. (2010). Reading and Understanding 

Research. 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

Loper, A. B., Carlson, L. W., Levitt, L., & Scheffel, K. (2009). Parenting stress, alliance, 

child contact, and adjustment of imprisoned mothers and fathers. Journal of 

Offender Rehabilitation, 48(6), 483503. Retrieved from https://doi.org 

/10.1080/10509670903081300 

Li, X., Bian, C., Chen, Y., Huang, J., Ma, Y., Tang, L., &Yu, Y. (2015). Indirect 

aggression and parental attachment in early adolescence: Examining the role of 



136 

 

perspective taking and empathetic concern. Personality and Individual 

Differences, 86, 499–503. Retrieved from 

https://doiorg/10.1016/j.paid.2015.07.008 

Mason, M. (2010). Sample size and saturation in PhD studies using qualitative 

interviews. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social 

Research, 11(3), article 8. Retrieved from 

http://www.qualitativeresearch.net/index.php/fqs 

McCord, J., Spatz-Widom, C., & Crowell, N. (2011). Juvenile Crime, Juvenile Justice.  

National Academy Press: Washington, DC Retrieved from 

https://www.nap.edu/read/9747/chapter/1#iii 

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 114 

implementation. San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons. 

Miller, L. (2012). Criminal psychology: Nature, nurture, culture. Springfield, IL: Charles 

C. Thomas. Chapter 2, “Biological Theories of Criminal Behavior” (pp. 35–62). 

Mitchell, J., Boettcher-Sheard, N., Duque, C., & Lashewicz, B. (n.d.). Who Do We Think 

We Are? Disrupting Notions of Quality in Qualitative Research. Qualitative 

Health  Research, 28(4), 673–680.  Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732317748896 

Murray, J., Farrington, D. P., & Sekol, I. (2012). Children’s antisocial behavior, mental 

health,  drug use, and educational performance after parental incarceration: a 

systematic review and meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, (2), 175. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026407 



137 

 

National Center for Juvenile Justice. (2017). National Juvenile Court Data Archive: 

Juvenile court case records 1985-2014. Retrieved from 

https://www.ojjdp.gov/enews/17juvjust/170523.html 

Neely, P., & Griffin-Williams, A. (2013). High School Dropouts Contribute to Juvenile 

Delinquency. Review of Higher Education & Self-Learning, 6(22), 66–72. 

Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1037/e515292011-001 

Oldrup, H. (2018). Falling Out of Time: The Challenges of Synchrony for Children with 

Incarcerated Fathers. Children & Society, 32(1), 27–37. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12222 

Patino, C. M., & Ferreira, J. C. (2018). Inclusion and exclusion criteria in research 

studies: definitions and why they matter. Journal Brasileiro De Pneumologia: 

Publicacao Official Da Sociedade Brasileira De Pneumologia E Tisilogia, 44(2), 

84. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1590/s1806-37562018000000088 

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods: Integrating theory and 

practice (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. Chapter 4, “Practical and 

Actionable Qualitative Applications” (pp. 169–242). 

Perry, A. R., & Bright, M. (2012). African American Fathers and Incarceration: Paternal 

Involvement and Child Outcomes. Social work in Public Health, 27(1–2), 187–

203. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1080/19371918.2011.629856 

Perry, A. R., & Langley, C. (2013). Even with the Best of Intentions: Paternal 

Involvement and the Theory of Planned Behavior. Family Process, 52(2), 179–

192. https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12013  



138 

 

Poehlmann-Tynan, J., Burnson, C., Runion, H., & Weymouth, L. A. (2017). Attachment 

in young children with incarcerated fathers. Development and Psychopathology, 

29(2),  389–404. Retrieved From https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579417000062 

Porter, L. C., & King, R. D. (2015). Absent Fathers or Absent Variables? A New Look at 

Paternal Incarceration and Delinquency. Journal of Research in Crime and 

Delinquency, 52(3), 414–443. Retrieved From 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022427814552080 

Ravitch, S. M., & Carl, N. M. (2016). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, 

theoretical, and methodological. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Rees, C. (2016). Children’s attachments. Pediatrics and Child Health, 26(5), 185–193. 

Retrieved From https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paed.2015.12.007 

Saldaña, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Sandahl, J. (2016). School climate and delinquency—On the significance of the 

perceived social and learning climate in school for refraining from offending. 

Journal of Scandinavian Studies in Criminology and Crime Prevention, 17(2), 

110–130. Retrieved From https://doi.org/10.1080/14043858.2016.1260335 

Saunders, V. (2017). Children of prisoners - children’s decision making about contact. 

Child & Family Social Work, 22, 63–72. Retrieved From 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12281 

Shannon, S. S., & Abrams, L. S. (2007). Juvenile Offenders as Fathers: Perceptions of 

Fatherhood, Crime, and Becoming an Adult. Families In Society: Journal Of 



139 

 

Contemporary Social Services, 88(2), 183-191. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.3616 

Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for Ensuring Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research 

Projects. Education for Information, 22(2), 63–75. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.3233/efi-2004-22201 

Shlafer, R. J., Reedy, T., & Davis, L. (2017). School-based outcomes among youth with 

incarcerated parents: differences by school setting. University of Minnesota. The 

Journal of School Health. Retrieved from 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5657233/#ffn_sectitle   

Sickmund, M., Sladky, A., & Kang, W. (2018). Easy Access to Juvenile Court Statistics: 

1985-2014. Retrieved from http://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezajcs/ 

Skinner-Osei, P., & Stepteau-Watson, D. (2018). A qualitative analysis of African 

American fathers’ struggle with reentry, recidivism, and reunification after 

participation in re-entry programs. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social 

Environment, 28(2), 240–255. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2017.1402724 

Smith, J. & Firth, J. (2011). Qualitative data analysis: The framework approach. Nurse 

Researcher, 18(2), 52-62. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.7748/nr2011.01.18.2.52.c8284 

Smith, J.A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2012). Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis: 

Theory, Method, and Research. London: Sage. 

Stern, J. A., & Cassidy, J. (2017). Empathy from infancy to adolescence: An attachment 



140 

 

perspective on the development of individual differences. Development 

Review. 47, 1– 22. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2017.09.002 

Swisher, R. R., & Shaw-Smith, U. R. (2015). Paternal incarceration and adolescent well-

being: life course contingencies and other moderators. Journal of Criminal Law 

and Criminology, (4), 929. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.2307/1134467 

Turanovic, J. J., Rodriguez, N., & Pratt, T. C. (2012). The collateral consequences of 

incarceration revisited: A qualitative analysis of the effects on caregivers of 

children of incarcerated parents. Criminology, 50(4), 913-959. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2012.00283.x 

Ungvarsky, J. (2019). Secure attachment. Salem Press Encyclopedia. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-16999-6_1963-1 

U.S. Department of Justice. (n.d.). Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention. Retrieved from 

https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/structure_process/faqs.asp 

Van Hazebroek, B. C. M., Olthof, T., & Goossens, F. A. (2017). Predicting aggression in 

adolescence: The interrelation between (a lack of) empathy and social goals. 

Aggressive Behavior, 43(2), 204–214. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21675 

Van Manen, M. (2016). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action 

sensitive pedagogy. Routledge. Retrieved from 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?as_ylo=2015&q=lived+experience&hl=en&as

_sdt=0, 10 



141 

 

VanScoy, A., & Evenstad, S. B. (2015). Interpretative phenomenological analysis for LIS 

research. Journal of Documentation, 71(2), 338-357. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-09-2013-0118 

Walden University. (2015). Evaluating Resources: Resource types. Retrieved from 

http://academicguides.waldenu.edu/library/evaluating  

Walden University. (2018). Research Ethics & Compliance: Welcome from the IRB. 

Retrieved from https://academicguides.waldenu.edu/researchcenter/orec 

Walters, G. D. (2016). Someone to Look Up to. Youth Violence & Juvenile Justice, 14(3), 

257– 271. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1177/1541204015569317 

Walther, J., Sochacka, N. W., & Kellam, N. N. (2013). Quality in interpretive 

engineering education research: Reflections on an example study. Journal of 

Engineering Education, 102(4), 626–659. Retrieved from 

http://doi.org/10.1002/jee.20029 

Will, J. L., Whalen, M. L., & Loper, A. B. (2014). From One Generation to the Next: 

Childhood Experiences of Antisocial Behavior and Parental Incarceration Among 

Adult Inmates. Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 53(3), 190–210. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1080/10509674.2014.887606 

Wolff-Michael Roth, & Hella von Unger. (2018). Current Perspectives on Research 

Ethics in Qualitative Research. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 19(3). 

https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-19.3.3155 

  



142 

 

Appendix A: Eligibility Checklist 

Eligibility Checklist 

 Below I have listed the inclusion and exclusion criteria for this study. Please 

answer yes or no to the following questions by typing your response next to the answer 

line. When complete please email this form back to me at Amanda. If you do not feel 

comfortable completing this via email and would like to call me to discuss the questions 

and verbally provide your response, please feel free to call 517-740-5317. Thank you 

again for your time and cooperation. 

Please answer YES or NO to the following questions: 

 

1. I am a male. 

Answer: 

2. I am between the ages of 18 to 25 years old. 

Answer: 

3. As a child (under 18 years old) my biological father was incarcerated for at least 1 

year or longer. 

Answer: 

4. As a minor (under 18 years old) I experienced my own involvement with the 

juvenile justice system and became arrested.  

Answer: 

5. I am currently in jail or prison. 

Answer 
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Appendix B: Recruitment of Participants 

Would you like a $10 Taco Bell gift card? 

 You are invited to take part in a research study about understanding the 

experiences of adults who as children grew up with a father in prison.  

 My name is Amanda Gibson, and I am a doctoral student of Forensic Psychology 

at Walden University. I am conducting this study for my PhD dissertation. For those 

interested in participating, the interviews will be conducted in-person or via Skype. The 

interviews will take no more than two hours. Please email me at 

amanda.gibson3@waldenu.edu or call by phone at 517-740-5317 for more information. 

 You may be eligible to participate in this study if you can answer YES to all of the 

following questions:  

• I am a male between the ages of 18 to 25 years old. 

• As a child (under 18 years old) my biological father was incarcerated for at least 1 

year or longer. 

• As a minor (under 18 years old) I experienced my own involvement with the 

juvenile justice system and became arrested.  

 All selected participants must meet the above criteria.  

  If you would like to participate in this study, please email me at 

amanda.gibson3@waldenu.edu. When I receive your email, I will send you more 

information on the study along with a consent form.   

mailto:amanda.gibson3@waldenu.edu
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Appendix C: Counseling Services 

List of National Resources 

Name                                                                                                                      

Contact Number  

National Suicide Hotline                                                                                        

1-800-SUICIDE 

This is a free, confidential crisis hotline that is available to everyone 24 hours a day, 

seven days a week.  

Crisis Text Line             

Text “HELLO” to 741741 

Text hotline is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week throughout the U.S. 

The National Institute of Mental Health Information Resource Center           

1-866-615-6464 

This agency will connect you with mental health resources in your area. Speak with a 

representative from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. EST  

SAMHSA Treatment Referral Helpline                

1-877-726-4727 

General information on mental health and locate treatment services in your area. Speak to 

a live person, Monday through Friday from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. EST 
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