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Background: Prisoners’ children appear to suffer profound psychosocial difficulties during their par-
ents’ imprisonment. However, no previous study has examined later-life outcomes for prisoners’ chil-
dren compared to children separated from parents for other reasons. We hypothesise that parental
imprisonment predicts boys’ antisocial and delinquent behaviour partly because of the trauma of
separation, partly because parental imprisonment is a marker for parental criminality, and partly be-
cause of childhood risks associated with parental imprisonment. Method: This study uses prospective
longitudinal data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD). The CSDD includes
data on 411 Inner London males and their parents. We compare boys separated by parental impris-
onment during their first 10 years of life with four control groups: boys who did not experience separ-
ation, boys separated by hospital or death, boys separated for other reasons (usually disharmony), and
boys whose parents were only imprisoned before their birth. Individual, parenting, and family risk
factors for delinquency were measured when boys were aged 8–11. Eleven antisocial and delinquent
outcomes were assessed between ages 14 and 40. Results: Separation because of parental impris-
onment predicted all antisocial–delinquent outcomes compared to the four control conditions.
Separation caused by parental imprisonment was also strongly associated with many other childhood
risk factors for delinquency. After controlling for parental convictions and other childhood risk factors,
separation caused by parental imprisonment still predicted several antisocial–delinquent outcomes,
even up to age 32, compared with other types of separation. Conclusions: Prisoners’ children are a
highly vulnerable group with multiple risk factors for adverse outcomes. Parental imprisonment
appears to affect children over and above separation experiences and associated risks. Further research
on possible moderating and mediating factors such as stigma, reduction in family income and reduced
quality of care is required to identify the mechanisms by which parental imprisonment affects chil-
dren. Keywords: Parent, prison, intergenerational, crime, antisocial behaviour.

Since Bowlby reported an association between par-
ent–child separation and delinquency (Bowlby,
1946), research has continued to show that children
from disrupted families are at increased risk of
antisocial behaviour and delinquency compared to
children from intact homes (Juby & Farrington,
2001). However, it is still unclear whether it is sep-
aration that causes children’s difficulties in dis-
rupted families, or whether it is risks associated with
the disruption. Different types of parent–child
separation are likely to carry different meanings for
children. For example, children who experience
parental divorce are more likely to become delin-
quent than children who experience parental death
(Juby & Farrington, 2001). In this article we in-
vestigate the effects of parental imprisonment on
children, and examine the hypothesis that parent–
child separation caused by parental imprisonment is
more harmful for children than separation because
of other reasons. We use the term ‘imprisonment’ to
refer to any form of custodial confinement, including
local or training prisons (in the UK) or jail or prison
(in the USA).

We found 35 previous studies of prisoners’ chil-
dren. Only 13 of them included any direct interviews
with children; only 11 used standardised instru-
ments or official records to measure children’s out-
comes; only 6 used a longitudinal design; only one
followed up prisoners’ children for more than one
year; and only 10 included a control group of chil-
dren who did not experience parental imprisonment.
Because of limited space, literature on prisoners’
children is only briefly reviewed here (for more de-
tailed reviews see Johnston, 1995, and Murray, in
press).

Although previous studies of prisoners’ children
have numerous methodological weaknesses, they
consistently report that children experience a range
of psychosocial problems during parental imprison-
ment, including: depression, hyperactivity, aggres-
sive behaviour, withdrawal, regression, clinging
behaviour, sleep problems, eating problems, run-
ning away, truancy, poor school grades and delin-
quency. Unfortunately, there is almost no evidence
on outcomes for prisoners’ children in later life. It is
often stated that prisoners’ children are six times
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more likely than their peers to be imprisoned them-
selves; however, there appears to be no documented
evidence to support this claim (Myers, Smarsh,
Amlund-Hagen, & Kennon, 1999). The challenge for
research is to establish the actual risk of adverse
outcomes among prisoners’ children, particularly in
later life, and to identify the mechanisms by which
parental imprisonment affects children.

Parental imprisonment as a risk mechanism

There are a number of mechanisms by which par-
ental imprisonment might affect children. According
to trauma theories, parental loss in the form of
separation or abandonment directly causes chil-
dren’s adjustment difficulties in the short and long
term (Bowlby, 1973). The only study which com-
pared prisoners’ children with children separated
from parents for other reasons (divorce) found simi-
larly high rates of ‘poor self-concept’ and behavioural
problems among the two groups of children (Moerk,
1973). However, the study relied on mothers’ reports
of children’s adjustment and did not examine out-
comes in later life. Parental imprisonment might
imply worse outcomes for children, particularly
antisocial outcomes, because prisoners’ children
might model their parents’ behaviour. In Sack’s cli-
nic study some of the boys with fathers in prison
mimicked their fathers’ crimes (Sack, 1977). Paren-
tal imprisonment might also have an official labelling
or stigmatising effect on children, making prisoners’
children more likely to be prosecuted for their
crimes. In this study we compare children according
to whether they were separated because of parental
imprisonment or for other reasons. We use both
official and self-reported measures of delinquency to
consider the labelling hypothesis.

Individual, parenting, and family risk factors
might also mediate the effects of parental imprison-
ment on children. Qualitative research suggests that
parental imprisonment can lead to severe financial
hardship for prisoners’ families and relationship
breakdowns, which can have knock-on effects on
children. Children’s care arrangements are also
likely to be disrupted by parental imprisonment,
particularly when mothers are imprisoned, and
remaining carers might experience reduced capacity
to support and supervise children. It is also possible
that the experience of imprisonment reduces
imprisoned parents’ capacity to care for their chil-
dren when they are released. Other possible mech-
anisms linking parental imprisonment and
children’s antisocial behaviour–delinquency include:
traumatic experiences of prison visits (Richards
et al., 1994); and inadequate explanations given to
children about their parents’ absence. In Shaw’s
(1992) study, one-third of children with a father in
prison were told lies to explain their father’s
absence, and a further third were told nothing at
all.

Parental imprisonment as a risk marker

A critical question is whether parental imprisonment
represents a risk mechanism for children (as out-
lined above) or whether it is only a marker for other
risk factors (as we outline here). Of course, it is
possible that parental imprisonment is both a risk
mechanism and risk marker, which we hypothesise
in this study. Parental imprisonment is likely to
confer genetic risk for antisocial behaviour and
delinquency among children, even before parents are
imprisoned. In a retrospective study among prison-
ers’ children, Crowe (1974) found that adopted chil-
dren of incarcerated biological mothers were more
likely than controls to have been arrested, incarcer-
ated, and have a psychiatric record at age 25. If the
effect of parental imprisonment on children were
very highly genetic then the timing of parental
imprisonment would be of little importance. In this
paper we compare children’s outcomes according to
whether parents were imprisoned before or after
children’s births.

Prisoners are also more likely to have previous
criminal convictions than the general population. In
the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development
(CSDD), parental convictions was one of the most
important predictors of later offending by the Study
males (Farrington, 2003). Only two projects have
tested whether prisoners’ children are more likely to
have delinquent outcomes than children with con-
victed parents who received a non-custodial sen-
tence (Osborn & West, 1979; Stanton, 1980).
Although both found higher rates of delinquency
among prisoners’ children, neither controlled for the
number of parental convictions, which might have
influenced the results. In this study we control for
the number of parental convictions when comparing
prisoners’ children with controls.

Prisoners’ children are also likely to be exposed to
parenting and family risk factors for delinquency
before the imprisonment takes place. Prisoners are
more likely to have been unemployed, to be of low
social class, have multiple mental health problems,
marital difficulties, and to have their own experien-
ces of abuse and neglect than the general population
(Dodd & Hunter, 1992; Singleton, Meltzer, Gatward,
Coid, & Deasy, 1998) In this study we control for
individual, parenting, and family risk factors that
previously were shown to predict boys’ antisocial
behaviour and delinquency in the CSDD (Farrington,
2003), and that are associated with parental
imprisonment.

The present study

We use data on male children in the CSDD and their
mothers and fathers to examine outcomes of chil-
dren separated because of parental imprisonment.
Use of the CSDD represents a considerable advance
on previous research into the effects of parental
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imprisonment on children. This is the first time that
a prospective longitudinal study has been used to
investigate long-term effects of parental imprison-
ment. It is the first time that appropriate control
groups of children have been used, including chil-
dren separated from parents for other reasons and
children of parents who have been imprisoned only
before the child’s birth. It is the first time that pris-
oners’ children have been studied using a wide
range of standardised measures derived from the
children themselves, their parents, their teachers,
social workers, psychologists, and official criminal
records. We test four hypotheses about the effects of
parental imprisonment on children’s antisocial–
delinquent behaviour through the life-course. Al-
though some children might actually benefit from
having an antisocial parent imprisoned (Shaw,
1992), we hypothesise that, on average, parental
imprisonment will have a negative impact on chil-
dren.

Hypotheses

1. Separation because of parental imprisonment
predicts boys’ own antisocial and delinquent
outcomes through the life-course.

2. Separation because of parental imprisonment
predicts worse outcomes for boys than other
forms of parent–child separation, and worse out-
comes than parental imprisonment before the
boy’s birth.

3. Parental imprisonment is associated with many
other childhood risk factors for delinquency (i.e.,
parental imprisonment is a risk marker).

4. Parental imprisonment still predicts boys’ antiso-
cial–delinquent outcomes after controlling for
parental convictions, and after controlling for
other childhood risk factors (i.e., parental
imprisonment is a plausible risk mechanism).

Method

The CSDD is a prospective longitudinal survey of the
development of offending and antisocial behaviour in
411 males. At the time they were first contacted in
1961–62, these males were all living in a working-
class inner-city area of South London. The sample
was chosen by taking all the boys who were then
aged 8–9 and on the registers of 6 state primary
schools within a one-mile radius of a research office
that had been established. Hence, the most common
year of birth of these males was 1953. In nearly all
cases (94%) their family breadwinner at that time
(usually the father) had a working-class occupation
(skilled, semi-skilled or unskilled manual worker).
Most of the males were white (97%) and of British
origin. The study was originally directed by Donald
J. West, and it has been directed since 1982 by
David P. Farrington, who has worked on it since

1969. It has been funded mainly by the Home Office
and also by the Department of Health.

In this article we compare five mutually exclusive
groups of boys according to whether they were sep-
arated from a parent, and according to whether their
parent was imprisoned. The experimental group
consists of 23 boys who experienced parental
imprisonment in their first 10 years of life. The first
control group consists of 227 boys who did not
experience parent–child separation in their first
10 years, and whose parents were not imprisoned at
any time before the boys’ 18th birthdays. The second
control group consists of 77 boys whose parents
were not imprisoned, but who experienced separa-
tion from either parent in their first 10 years be-
cause of hospitalisation or parental death. The third
control group consists of 61 boys whose parents
were not imprisoned, but who experienced separ-
ation from either parent in their first ten years for
other reasons than hospitalisation or death. The
fourth control group consists of 17 boys of parents
who were imprisoned before the boy’s birth, but not
again between the boy’s birth and his 18th birth-
day.1

Given the small number of cases of parental
imprisonment, individual outcomes were less
important than average effects on boys’ antisocial–
delinquent behaviour across the life-course. We used
t-tests and meta-analyses of odds ratios to investi-
gate average effects of parental imprisonment on
boys’ outcomes through the life-course. Outcomes
used in meta-analyses are derived from the same
subjects in the study, and component measures of
antisocial personality include some of the other
outcomes that we measure separately (see Meas-
urement below). Therefore, the assumption of inde-
pendence of measurements is not fully met in these
analyses.

In the final analyses, logistic regression was used
to control for effects of parental convictions and
other childhood risk factors previously shown to
predict boys’ antisocial–delinquent outcomes. Be-
cause logistic regression excludes missing data case-
wise and we wanted to maximise the number of
cases, we only included control variables that inde-
pendently predicted outcomes. To identify which of
the risk factors were independent predictors (and not
just correlates) of antisocial and delinquent out-
comes, all twelve age-10 risk factors (listed in
Table 2) were entered in a forward stepwise logistic
regression model for each outcome variable. Those
variables retained in the final step using p ¼ .05 as
the cut-off point (listed in Table 3) were selected as
control variables for the analyses of the explanatory
variables.

1 Six cases were excluded from analyses because boys’ parents

were first imprisoned between the boy’s 11th and 18th birth-

days, and we wanted the explanatory variable to be genuinely

predictive of outcomes.
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Measurement

Most outcomes and childhood risk factors in the study
were dichotomised into the worst quarter versus the
remainder. As well as simplifying the presentation of
results, dichotomous variables do not necessarily cause
a decrease in measured strength of associations; they
equate the sensitivity of measurement of all variables,
and make it possible to compare the predictive
strengths of explanatory variables (Farrington & Loe-
ber, 2000). Measures and major findings on earlier
phases of the study have been reported in four books
(West, 1969, 1982; West & Farrington, 1973, 1977) and
in many publications, including two summary articles
(Farrington, 1995, 2003).

Parental imprisonment and parent–child
separations

For the present analyses, cases of parental imprison-
ment were identified from searches of the central
Criminal Record Office in London for findings of guilt of
boys’ biological parents. Parents had to be convicted for
a relatively serious offence to have a criminal record;
offences of common assault, traffic infractions and
drunkenness are excluded from these records. Social
workers’ files were used to identify further cases of
parental imprisonment for minor offences or on remand
(up to the boys’ 15th birthdays). Parents must have
been imprisoned for at least one month to appear on
social worker files. Four cases were coded as ‘no parent
imprisoned’ where parents had only been held in cus-
tody for one day.

According to these criteria, 20 boys’ fathers had been
to prison, two boys’ mothers had been to prison, and
one boy’s mother and father had been to prison in the
boys’ first 10 years of life. The mean time these boys’
parents were imprisoned during the boys’ first 10 years
of life was 9.6 months (SD ¼ 14.2). None of the boys
were permanently separated from their parent before
the imprisonment. Boys who were separated from their
parents by hospitalisation or death, or for other reasons
(usually disharmony), were separated for at least one
month from their operative parent up to age 10 (see
West & Farrington, 1973). Separations were coded ac-
cording to repeated inquiries with the boys’ parents by
successive social workers.

Boys’ outcomes

We chose to analyse mainly antisocial and delinquent
outcomes because they are the best measures available
in the CSDD. However, we believe that other possible
effects of parental imprisonment, for example on inter-
nalising behaviours, ought to receive similar research
attention. Official criminal history measures were de-
rived from searches of the central Criminal Record Of-
fice in London (see Farrington, Barnes, & Lambert,
1996). Self-reported delinquency and violence were
measured in interviews with cohort members at ages 18
and 32 (West & Farrington, 1973). Antisocial person-
ality scales were derived from interviews with the boys
themselves, parents, teachers, and official records.
Antisocial personality at age 14 is a combined scale

including: convicted, self-reported delinquency, steals
outside home, regular smoking, had sex, bully, lies
frequently, lacks concentration/restless, daring, fre-
quently disobedient, hostile to police, truant. At age 18
the antisocial personality scale included: convicted,
self-reported delinquency, self-reported violence,
involvement with an antisocial group, taken drugs,
heavy smoking, heavy drinking, drunk driving, irres-
ponsible sex, heavy gambling, an unstable job record,
an anti-establishment attitude, tattooed, and impuls-
ive. At age 32 the antisocial personality scale included:
convicted, self-reported delinquency, involved in fights,
taken drugs, heavy drinking, poor relationship with
parents, poor relationship with wife, divorced or child
elsewhere, unemployed frequently, anti-establishment,
tattooed, and impulsive. For further details on all
measures of antisocial personality, including inter-
correlations, see Farrington (1991). Poor life success at
age 32 was measured from interviews with Study males
and official records on the basis of accommodation
history, cohabitation history, success with children,
employment history, recent fights, abuse of substances,
recent self-reported offences, GHQ score (measuring
anxiety-depression), and recent criminal convictions
(see Farrington, 1989).

Childhood risk factors

Individual, parenting and family risk factors were
measured when boys were aged 8–11. For convenience
they are referred to as age-10 risk factors. These are the
most important risk factors measured in the CSDD.
Their importance as predictors of antisocial outcomes
has been demonstrated elsewhere (see Farrington,
2003). Low junior attainment was measured by Arith-
metic, English and verbal reasoning tests. IQ was
measured on Raven’s Progressive Matrices test. Daring
was based on teachers’ and parents’ ratings of the boy’s
propensity to take risks. The boys’ parents provided
details about such things as family income, family size
(also checked against school records), the social class of
the family breadwinner, and their degree of supervision
of the boy. Poor attitudes of mothers and fathers
reflected combined scales of cruel, passive or neglecting
attitudes, and harsh or erratic discipline. Neuroticism
of fathers and mothers refers to a combined measure of
the parents’ nervousness and psychiatric treatment
(and neuroticism in the case of mothers). Further de-
tails of these and other childhood risk factors in the
study can be found in West and Farrington (1973).
Convictions of mothers and fathers up to when boys
were age 10 were summed to create the ‘parents’ con-
victions’ variable.

Results

Parental imprisonment as a predictor of antisocial–
delinquent behaviour

Separation because of parental imprisonment was a
strong predictor of antisocial and delinquent out-
comes of boys through the life-course (Table 1). For
example, 71% of boys who experienced parental
imprisonment during childhood had antisocial per-
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sonalities at age 32, compared to only 19% of boys
who were not separated and whose parents never
went to prison (OR ¼ 10.6, 95% CI ¼ 3.9 to 28.9).
Conventionally, an odds ratio of 2.0 or greater is
considered to indicate a strong relationship (Cohen,
1996). Odds ratios were large for 10 out of 12 com-
parisons of self-reported delinquency and violence,
suggesting that the effects of parental imprisonment
were not accounted for by official labelling of pris-
oners’ families.

We compared the average number of antisocial–
delinquent outcomes for prisoners’ sons and
controls. For each boy we added up the number of

adverse outcomes out of 11. Boys who were separ-
ated because of parental imprisonment had, on
average, more antisocial–delinquent outcomes (M ¼
6.7, SD ¼ 3.7) than boys who did not experience
separation from a parent (M ¼ 2.2, SD ¼ 2.9) (t ¼
5.47, df ¼ 24, p < .001). Boys separated because of
parental imprisonment also had more antisocial–
delinquent outcomes than boys separated by hos-
pitalisation or death (M ¼ 2.2, SD ¼ 3.0) (t ¼ 5.88,
df ¼ 94, p < .001) and boys who were separated
for other reasons (M ¼ 3.5, SD ¼ 3.6) (t ¼ 3.61,
df ¼ 80, p ¼ .001). Separation because of parental
imprisonment conferred more risk on boys than

Table 1 Parental imprisonment versus sons’ outcomes

Sons’ outcomes (Age)

History of parental imprisonment Odds ratios

No prison (A)
no separation
% (n ¼ 227)

No prison (B)
separatedb

% (n ¼ 77)

No prison (C)
separatedc

% (n ¼ 61)

Prison (D)
pre-birth
% (n ¼ 17)

Prison (E)
0–10

% (n ¼ 23) E/A E/B E/C E/D

Antisocial personality (14) 15.9 15.6 32.8 11.8 60.9 8.3* 8.4* 3.2* 11.7*
Antisocial personality (18) 17.1 15.7 23.3 46.7 71.4 12.2* 13.4* 8.2* 2.9
Antisocial personality (32) 19.1 16.4 29.6 40.0 71.4 10.6* 12.7* 5.9* 3.8
Poor life success (32) 20.1 19.2 35.2 26.7 52.4 4.4* 4.6* 2.0 3.0
Convicted juvenile (10–16) 15.9 16.9 26.2 29.4 47.8 4.9* 4.5* 2.6 2.2
Self-reported delinquency (18) 24.0 18.6 20.0 40.0 52.4 3.5* 4.8* 4.4* 1.7
Self-reported violence (18) 18.0 15.7 25.0 20.0 42.9 3.4* 4.0* 2.3 3.0
Convicted (17–25) 21.9 20.8 34.4 52.9 65.2 6.7* 7.1* 3.6* 1.7
Self-reported delinquency (32) 18.7 17.8 25.9 40.0 52.4 4.8* 5.1* 3.1* 1.7
Convicted adult (26–40) 14.1 18.2 24.6 31.3 47.8 5.6* 4.1* 2.8* 2.0
Imprisoned by 40 8.1 9.2 11.5 6.3 30.4 4.9* 4.3* 3.4* 6.6

2.2 2.2 3.5 4.2 6.7 5.7* 5.9* 3.4* 2.6*
Mean number of outcomes Weighted mean OR

*95% confidence interval does not include 1.
Note: Some numbers on individual outcomes are lower than the total n because of missing cases.
bParent–son separation within first ten years of son’s life because of death or hospitalisation.
cParent–son separation within first ten years of son’s life for reasons other than death/hospitalisation/imprisonment.

Table 2 Parental imprisonment versus childhood risk factors

Risk Factors (Age 10)

History of parental imprisonment Odds ratios

No prison (A)
no separation
% (n ¼ 227)

No prison (B)
separatedb

% (n ¼ 77)

No prison (C)
separatedc

% (n ¼ 61)

Prison (D)
pre-birth
% (n ¼ 17)

Prison (E)
0–10

%(n ¼ 23) E/A E/B E/C E/D

Low junior attainment 21.7 14.5 17.0 40.0 54.5 4.3* 7.1* 5.9* 1.8
Low IQ 19.4 24.7 26.2 52.9 52.2 4.5* 3.3* 3.1* 1.0
High daring 27.0 24.7 36.7 41.2 45.5 2.3 2.5 1.4 1.2
Poor supervision 9.0 26.8 24.6 20.0 42.9 7.5* 2.1 2.3 3.0
Poor attitude father 16.9 14.9 31.9 28.6 42.1 3.6* 4.1* 1.6 1.8
Poor attitude mother 27.6 35.2 20.0 13.3 30.0 1.1 .8 1.7 2.8
Neurotic father 17.8 30.9 16.3 14.3 33.3 3.5* 1.7 2.6 3.0
Neurotic mother 27.7 34.2 21.8 33.3 15.8 .7 .5 .7 .4
Poor marital relations 16.3 22.9 41.7 28.6 36.8 3.0* 2.0 .8 1.5
Large family size 15.7 28.0 17.5 40.0 61.9 8.7* 4.2* 7.6* 2.4
Low family SES 14.3 18.7 24.6 13.3 47.6 5.4* 4.0* 2.8 5.9*
Low family income 12.6 22.7 33.3 20.0 61.9 11.3* 5.5* 3.3* 6.5*

2.3 3.0 3.4 3.8 5.4 3.8* 2.2* 2.1* 1.6*
Mean number of risks Weighted mean OR

*95% confidence interval does not include 1.
Note: Numbers on individual outcomes might be lower than the total n because of missing cases and deleted brothers.
bParent–son separation within first ten years of son’s life because of death or hospitalisation.
cParent–son separation within first ten years of son’s life for reasons other than death/hospitalisation/imprisonment.
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separation for other reasons. Boys who were
separated because of parental imprisonment also
had more negative outcomes than boys whose
parents had been to prison only before the boy was
born (M ¼ 4.2, SD ¼ 2.7) (t ¼ 2.27, df ¼ 36, p ¼
.029). This suggests that the effects of parental
imprisonment were not very highly genetic.

Parental imprisonment as a risk marker

To the extent that parental imprisonment is a risk
marker, boys separated because of parental impris-
onment should have the highest average number of
individual, parenting, and family risk factors for
delinquency compared to all four control groups.
This was indeed the case (Table 2). For each boy we
added up the number of risk factors out of 12. Boys
separated because of parental imprisonment had, on
average, more risk factors (M ¼ 5.4, SD ¼ 2.1) than
boys who were not separated from a parent (M ¼ 2.3,
SD ¼ 2.1) (t ¼ 6.56, df ¼ 241, p < .001). Boys separ-
ated because of parental imprisonment also had
more risk factors than boys separated by hospital-
isation or death (M ¼ 3.0, SD ¼ 2.3) (t ¼ 4.27, df ¼
94, p < .001) and boys separated for other reasons
(M ¼ 3.4, SD ¼ 2.4) (t ¼ 3.18, df ¼ 76, p ¼ .002).
Although boys separated because of parental
imprisonment had more risk factors than boys
whose parents were only imprisoned before the boy’s
birth (M ¼ 3.8, SD ¼ 2.7) the difference was not
quite significant (t ¼ 1.86, df ¼ 34, p ¼ .072).

Unsurprisingly, the number of parents’ criminal
convictions (regardless of sentences following them)
was higher for boys separated by parental impris-
onment (M ¼ 5.2, SD ¼ 4.1) than for boys who were
not separated from their parents (M ¼ .2, SD ¼ .6)

(t ¼ 5.64, df ¼ 20, p < .001). The number of parental
convictions was also higher for boys separated be-
cause of parental imprisonment than boys separated
by hospitalisation or death (M ¼ .5, SD ¼ 1.0) (t ¼
5.32, df ¼ 21, p < .001) and boys separated for other
reasons (M ¼ .5, SD ¼ .9) (t ¼ 5.27, df ¼ 21,
p < .001). The number of parental convictions was
higher for boys separated because of parental
imprisonment than for boys whose parents were only
imprisoned before the boy’s birth (M ¼ 3.6, SD ¼2.1)
but the difference was not significant (t ¼ 1.58, df ¼
32, p ¼ .124).

Parental imprisonment as an independent predictor

Parental imprisonment during childhood was a clear
marker of a number of risk factors for children’s own
antisocial behaviour and delinquency, including a
high number of parental convictions. Next we esti-
mated the effect of separation because of parental
imprisonment on antisocial outcomes, controlling for
the effects of parents’ convictions and independently
predictive childhood risk factors, using logistic
regression. Boys separated by parental imprison-
ment were compared to each control group in turn
(Table 3-6).

Parental imprisonment still predicted several ad-
verse outcomes for boys even after controlling for
parental convictions (first column, Table 3). All three
odds ratios for antisocial personality were large and
significant, and the weighted mean of all 11 odds
ratios was large (2.7) and significant (CI ¼ 1.8–4.2).
This suggests that parental imprisonment is not just
an indicator of parental criminality, but confers
specific risk on children. When independently pre-
dictive risk factors were also added to the model

Table 3 Effects of parental imprisonment compared with no separations

Sons’ outcomes (Age)

Partial odds ratios for parental imprisonment
(Prison 0–10 vs. No prison, no separation)

Childhood risk factors included in
final models (Table 3-6)

Controlling for
parents’ convictions

Controlling for parents’
convictions and childhood

risk factors

Antisocial personality (14) 4.0* 2.2 Junior attainment, IQ, Daring
Antisocial personality (18) 7.4* 3.2 IQ, Daring, Mother’s attitude,

Neurotic mother, Family size
Antisocial personality (32) 5.1* 4.1* IQ, Daring, Family size
Poor life success (32) 2.1 1.5 Family income
Convicted juvenile (10–16) 1.4 .8 IQ, Daring, Family size
Self-reported delinquency (18) 1.7 1.5 Daring
Self-reported violence (18) 2.1 1.3 Daring, Family size
Convicted (17–25) 3.3 2.3 Junior attainment, Daring,

Parental supervision, Family size
Self-reported delinquency (32) 2.5 2.5 None
Convicted adult (26–40) 3.2 3.0 Daring, Family size
Imprisoned by 40 1.7 .5 Junior attainment, Daring,

Family size, Family SES

Weighted Mean OR 2.7* 1.9*

*95% confidence interval does not include 1.
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(second column, Table 3), all three odds ratios for
antisocial personality were still large (although not
all significant). The weighted mean of all 11 odds
ratios was large (1.9) and significant (CI ¼ 1.2–3.0).
This suggests that parental imprisonment is not just
a marker of risk, but represents a risk mechanism.

Parental imprisonment remained an independent
predictor when compared to separation caused by

hospitalisation or death. Odds ratios for all outcomes
in the study were large, even after controlling for
parental convictions, and the weighted mean odds
ratio was large and significant (OR ¼ 4.1, CI ¼ 2.7–
6.3) (first column, Table 4). Moreover, all three odds
ratios for antisocial personality were still large after
controlling for independently predictive risk factors
and the weighted mean odds ratio was large (3.2) and
significant (CI ¼ 2.0–5.1) (second column, Table 4).

Boys separated because of parental imprisonment
also had worse outcomes than boys separated for
other reasons (usually disharmony), even after con-
trolling for parental convictions and childhood risk
factors. After controlling for parental convictions, all
odds ratios for antisocial outcomes were large, and
the weighted mean of odds ratio was large (1.9) and
significant (CI ¼ 1.2–2.9) (first column, Table 5).
After adding independently predictive risk factors to
the model all three antisocial personality outcomes
still had large odds ratios, and the weighted mean
odds ratio was in the expected direction (1.7) and
just significant (CI ¼ 1.1–2.7) (second column,
Table 5). Although the average effect was smaller
than in some of the other comparisons, the increase
in risk is impressive given that approximately half
(48%) of boys separated for other reasons were in
permanently disrupted homes at age 10, compared
to only 13% of children who were separated because
of parental imprisonment.

Finally, we compared boys who experienced par-
ental imprisonment during childhood with boys
whose parents only went to prison before the boy’s
birth. The timing of parental imprisonment remained
predictive even after controlling for parental convic-
tions (first column, Table 6). All three odds ratios for

Table 6 Effects of parental imprisonment in childhood com-
pared with before birth

Sons’ outcomes (Age)

Partial odds ratios for timing
of parental imprisonment
(Prison 0–10 vs. Prison

before son’s birth)

Controlling
for parents’
convictions

Controlling
for parents’
convictions

and childhood
risk factors

Antisocial personality (14) 10.2* 17.0*
Antisocial personality (18) 4.9 33.2*
Antisocial personality (32) 3.6 3.7
Poor life success (32) 2.9 2.3
Convicted juvenile (10–16) 2.1 2.2
Self-reported delinquency (18) 1.7 1.7
Self-reported violence (18) 2.9 2.9
Convicted (17–25) 1.3 1.3
Self-reported delinquency (32) 1.6 1.6
Convicted adult (26–40) 2.1 2.0
Imprisoned by 40 5.0 6.0

Weighted Mean OR 2.6* 2.6*

*95% confidence interval does not include 1.

Table 5 Effects of parental imprisonment compared with
separation for other reasons

Sons’ outcomes (Age)

Partial odds ratios for par-
ental imprisonment

(Prison 0–10 vs. No prison,
separation for other reasonsc)

Controlling
for parents’
convictions

Controlling
for parents’
convictions

and childhood
risk factors

Antisocial personality (14) 2.2 2.5
Antisocial personality (18) 5.4* 25.8*
Antisocial personality (32) 2.7 2.3
Poor life success (32) 1.1 .8
Convicted juvenile (10–16) 1.0 .8
Self-reported delinquency (18) 2.3 4.1*
Self-reported violence (18) 1.6 1.5
Convicted (17–25) 2.0 1.2
Self-reported delinquency (32) 1.8 1.8
Convicted adult (26–40) 1.9 1.5
Imprisoned by 40 1.7 .5

Weighted Mean OR 1.9* 1.7*

*95% confidence interval does not include 1.
cSeparation for reasons other than death/hospitalisation/
imprisonment.

Table 4 Effects of parental imprisonment compared with
separation through hospitalisation or death

Sons’ outcomes (Age)

Partial odds ratios for par-
ental imprisonment

(Prison 0–10 vs. No prison,
separation by hospitalisation

or death)

Controlling
for parents’
convictions

Controlling
for parents’
convictions

and childhood
risk factors

Antisocial personality (14) 6.8* 6.4*
Antisocial personality (18) 13.1* 16.1*
Antisocial personality (32) 7.0* 7.0*
Poor life success (32) 3.6 2.4
Convicted juvenile (10–16) 2.5 1.1
Self-reported delinquency (18) 3.7 3.6
Self-reported violence (18) 2.3 1.8
Convicted (17–25) 4.8* 3.7
Self-reported delinquency (32) 3.9* 3.9*
Convicted adult (26–40) 3.1 2.5
Imprisoned by 40 2.5 1.1

Weighted Mean OR 4.1* 3.2*

*95% confidence interval does not include 1.
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antisocial personality were large, and the weighted
mean odds ratio was large (2.6) and significant (CI ¼
1.7–4.1). Moreover, after adding childhood risk
factors to the model the timing of parental impris-
onment remained strongly predictive (weighted mean
OR ¼ 2.6, CI ¼ 1.6–4.2) (second column, Table 6).
This is perhaps the purest evidence of an effect of
separation caused by parental imprisonment over
and above the effect of parental convictions, other
childhood risk factors, and even parental imprison-
ment before birth.

Discussion

This study used prospective data from the Cam-
bridge Study in Delinquent Development to invest-
igate the effects of parental imprisonment on
children’s antisocial and delinquent outcomes
through the life-course. Separation because of par-
ental imprisonment was a strong predictor of all
antisocial and delinquent outcomes in the study,
even up to age 40. Separation because of parental
imprisonment predicted worse outcomes for children
than parent–child separation caused by other rea-
sons. The effects of parental imprisonment re-
mained, albeit reduced, even after controlling for
parental criminality, childhood risk factors, and
parent–child separation. Specifically, antisocial
behaviours at ages 14, 18, and 32 were strongly
predicted by the experience of parental imprison-
ment during childhood after controlling for other risk
factors. The timing of parental imprisonment
(whether it happened before or after the boy’s birth)
was also predictive of sons’ outcomes (unlike the
timing of parental convictions (Osborn & West,
1979)). These results confirmed our hypothesis that
parental imprisonment represents a risk-mechanism
for children, as well as a risk marker.

Qualitative research suggests that parental im-
prisonment affects children because of separation,
stigma, loss of family income, reduced quality of
care, poor explanations given to children, and chil-
dren’s modelling of their parents’ behaviour. Our
findings shed some light on these and other
hypothesised mechanisms. The effects of parental
imprisonment were not entirely explained by paren-
tal criminality, other associated risks, or parent–
child separation. Parental imprisonment predicted
worse outcomes than separation for other reasons
(usually disharmony). Therefore, it is unlikely that
the additional effects of parental imprisonment were
explained by relationship breakdowns, changes in
children’s care arrangements, or loss of family in-
come, which also tend to follow parental separation
and divorce. The effects of parental imprisonment
could not be explained by legal bias towards pris-
oners’ children, because antisocial behaviours
measured by self-reports, teachers’ and parents’ re-
ports were also predicted by parental imprisonment.

We were unable to test the hypotheses that the ef-
fects of parental imprisonment were caused by stig-
ma, modelling, or poor explanations given to
children, and these warrant further research.

Several other possible interpretations of the re-
sults should be considered. First, with small num-
bers of prisoners’ children (n ¼ 40) statistical
conclusions are less reliable. Second, despite the fact
that we controlled for a wide range of individual,
parenting, and family variables, it is still possible
that prisoners’ children were deviant before their
parents were imprisoned, or that unmeasured envir-
onmental differences accounted for their outcomes.
Third, twin and adoption studies are needed to rig-
orously establish that the effects of separation
caused by parental imprisonment were not genetic.
Fourth, risk factors were measured at the same time
as parental imprisonment in childhood. Therefore,
we cannot tell if risk factors were present before the
imprisonment, or were acting as mediating factors
after the imprisonment. To the extent that parental
imprisonment actually caused these risk factors, the
effects of parental imprisonment were underestim-
ated by controlling for childhood risk factors in this
study. Finally, imprisonment was measured among
parents of white males between 1953 and 1964.
Since then, the prison population has grown dra-
matically; the proportion of prisoners in England
and Wales with long-term sentences has increased;
the proportion of women in prison has grown (Mor-
gan, 1997) and, over the last decade, the Black and
Minority Ethnic prison population increased by
124% (Home Office, 2004). Replication is required to
establish whether results from this study would ap-
ply among today’s prison population.

Nevertheless, this is the first prospective study of
the outcomes of prisoners’ children’s outcomes
through the life-course, and represents a substantial
advance in methods for investigating the effects of
parental imprisonment on children. Major strengths
of this study are the high rate of retention among
Study males (94% of those still alive at age 32 were
interviewed), use of well-validated measures, and
control of a wide variety of possible confounds.

The lesson for clinicians is that prisoners’ children
are a highly vulnerable group, and are likely to be
disproportionately represented in clinical popula-
tions, as has been found previously in the USA
(Phillips, Burns, Wagner, Kramer, & Robbins, 2002).
Parental imprisonment increases the risk of anti-
social outcomes for children for a number of reasons.
It is associated with multiple background adver-
sities, including individual risks, poor parenting,
and family deprivation. At the time of a child’s birth a
history of parental imprisonment is associated with a
number of risk factors (Princeton University, 2002).
Our results suggest that children experiencing par-
ental imprisonment during childhood are exposed to
even more risk factors for delinquency than children
whose parents were only imprisoned before their
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birth. Separation per se did not appear to be an
important explanatory factor for antisocial beha-
viour of children because prisoners’ children had
worse outcomes than children experiencing separ-
ation for other reasons. Prevention and treatment of
behavioural problems of prisoners’ children is likely
to require intensive intervention, including all family
members.

From a social policy point of view, it seems that
imprisoning parents might cause antisocial beha-
viour and crime in the next generation, and hence
contribute to the intergenerational transmission of
offending. Clearly, extensive replication studies
would be required to validate this hypothesis, but
the issue cannot be ignored. If imprisoning parents
does cause crime (or other adverse outcomes) among
children, parenthood could be treated as a mitigating
factor in sentencing, because of concerns about the
child’s welfare. Also, where parental imprisonment
does occur, there could be an extensive range of
family and child support services on offer. Sadly, at
present, no statutory agency has responsibility for
supporting prisoners’ families and children in the UK
(H. M. Treasury, 2003).

Future research should examine whether effects of
parental imprisonment on children differ according
to whether mothers or fathers are imprisoned;
interaction effects, for example whether girls and
boys have similar reactions to parental imprison-
ment; mediators between parental imprisonment
and child outcomes; and whether parental impris-
onment causes internalising disorders as well as
antisocial behaviour. Future research should also
examine whether effects are dependent on: the
length of the parent’s sentence and type of crime;
children’s ages; the amount of contact maintained
between children and their imprisoned parent; the
explanations given to children about their parent’s
absence; children’s experiences of stigma; levels
of social support; the social class and race of
the family; and different neighbourhood contexts.
The effects of parental imprisonment on children
warrant a major research agenda to investigate this
topic.

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful to the Home Office for
funding the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Devel-
opment. The first author is grateful to the ESRC for
financial support for this research.

Correspondence to

Joseph Murray, Institute of Criminology, Sidgwick
Avenue, Cambridge, CB3 9DT, United Kingdom;
Email: jm335@cam.ac.uk

References

Bowlby, J. (1946). Forty-four juvenile thieves: Their
characters and home-life. London: Balliere, Tindall &
Cox.

Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss, Vol. 2: Separa-
tion, anxiety and anger. London: Hogarth Press.

Cohen, P. (1996). Childhood risks for young adult
symptoms of personality disorder: Method and sub-
stance. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 31, 121–
148.

Crowe, R.R. (1974). An adoption study of antisocial
personality. Archives of General Psychiatry, 31, 785–
791.

Dodd, T., & Hunter, P. (1992). The national prison
survey 1991. London: HMSO.

Farrington, D.P. (1989). Later adult life outcomes
of offenders and nonoffenders. In M. Brambring,
F. Losel, & H. Skowronek (Eds.), Children at risk:
Assessment, longitudinal research, and intervention
(pp. 220–244). Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Farrington, D.P. (1991). Antisocial personality from
childhood to adulthood. The Psychologist, 4, 389–
394.

Farrington, D.P. (1995). The development of offending
and antisocial behaviour from childhood: Key find-
ings from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Devel-
opment. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry,
36, 929–964.

Farrington, D.P. (2003). Key results from the first forty
years of the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Devel-
opment. In T.P. Thornberry & M.D. Krohn (Eds.),
Taking stock of delinquency: An overview of findings
from contemporary longitudinal studies (pp. 137–183).
New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum.

Farrington, D.P., Barnes, G.C., & Lambert, S. (1996).
The concentration of offending in families. Legal and
Criminological Psychology, 1, 47–63.

Farrington, D.P., & Loeber, R. (2000). Some benefits of
dichotomization in psychiatric and criminological
research. Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, 10,
100–122.

Home Office. (2004). Statistics on race and the criminal
justice system – 2003. London: Home Office.

Johnston, D. (1995). Effects of parental incarceration.
In K. Gabel & D. Johnston (Eds.), Children of
incarcerated parents (pp. 59–88). New York: Lexing-
ton Books.

Juby, H., & Farrington, D.P. (2001). Disentangling the
link between disrupted families and delinquency.
British Journal of Criminology, 41, 22–40.

Moerk, E. (1973). Like father like son: Imprisonment of
fathers and the psychological adjustment of sons.
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 2, 303–312.

Morgan, R. (1997). Imprisonment: Current concerns
and a brief history since 1945. In M. Maguire, R.
Morgan, & R. Reiner (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of
criminology (2nd edn, pp. 1137–1194). Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Murray, J. (in press). The effects of imprisonment on
families and children of prisoners. In A. Liebling &
S. Maruna (Eds.), The effects of imprisonment.
Uffculme, Devon: Willan.

Effects of parental imprisonment on children 1277



Myers, B.J., Smarsh, T.M., Amlund-Hagen, K., &
Kennon, S. (1999). Children of incarcerated mothers.
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 8, 11–25.

Osborn, S.G., & West, D.J. (1979). Conviction records
of fathers and sons compared. British Journal of
Criminology, 19, 120–133.

Phillips, S.D., Burns, B.J., Wagner, H.R., Kramer, T.L.,
& Robbins, J.M. (2002). Parental incarceration
among adolescents receiving mental health services.
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 11, 385–399.

Princeton University. (2002). Fragile families research
brief: Incarceration and the bonds among parents.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University.

Richards, M., McWilliams, B., Allcock, L., Enterkin, J.,
Owens, P., & Woodrow, J. (1994). The family ties of
English prisoners: The results of the Cambridge Project
on Imprisonment and Family Ties. Cambridge: Centre
for Family Research, Cambridge University.

Sack, W.H. (1977). Children of imprisoned fathers.
Psychiatry, 40, 163–174.

Shaw, R. (1992). Imprisoned fathers and the orphans of
justice. In R. Shaw (Ed.), Prisoners’ children: What are
the issues? (pp. 41–49). London: Routledge.

Singleton,N.,Meltzer,H.,Gatward,R.,Coid, J.,&Deasy,
D. (1998). Psychiatric morbidity among prisoners in
England and Wales. London: The Stationery Office.

Stanton, A. (1980). When mothers go to jail. Lexington,
MA: Lexington Books.

Treasury, H. M. (2003). Every child matters (Green
Paper). Norwich: The Stationery Office.

West, D.J. (1969). Present conduct and future delin-
quency. London: Heinemann.

West, D.J. (1982). Delinquency: Its roots, careers and
prospects. London: Heinemann.

West, D.J., & Farrington, D.P. (1973). Who becomes
delinquent? London: Heinemann.

West, D.J., & Farrington, D.P. (1977). The delinquent
way of life. London: Heinemann.

Manuscript accepted 17 November 2004

1278 Joseph Murray and David P. Farrington


