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Increases in divorce and non-marital childbearing have dramatically
altered children’s living arrangenents and access to parental resources.
Whereas in 1960, the vast mpjority of children lived with both of their
bi ol ogi cal parents frombirth to adul thood, by 2000 | ess than half of al
children were expected to grow up with both parents (Bunpass and XX)

Today, a third of all births in the US. are to unmarried parents, and
many of these children will never live with their fathers (Ventura 1995).

Not only have children experienced substantial declines in parenta
resources, their access to public resources have declined as well. Cash
transfers to di sadvantaged househol ds have been discredited as an
i nstrument of social welfare. In 1996, the Federal governnent abandoned
it’s national standard for public assistance by replacing Aid for
Dependent Children with Tenporary Assistance for Needy Fanilies. The new
wel fare law shifts responsibility for children fromgovernnment to parents
by limting cash assistance to single nothers and by forcing non-resident
fathers to pay child support. Although the shifting policy clinmate targets
singl e mothers, the burden of welfare reformfalls on children. Not
surprisingly, child poverty rates have remai ned stubbornly high despite
unprecedented prosperity throughout the econony as a whole.

Al t hough wel fare policies seek to encourage marriage and increase
parental responsibility, parallel developnents in our crimnal justice
policies have had the opposite effect. Crinminal sentences have becone nore
punitive, inposing long terms of incarceration on drug offenders and
third-time felons. Under this new sentencing reginme, the US penal system
grew by nearly 700,000 between 1990 and 1998 to include nore 1.8 mllion
inmates (G lliard 1999). These aggregate figures conceal enornous racia
disparity. Incarceration rates for African Anericans are about seven tines
hi gher than those for whites. Estinmates indicate that 12.1% of black nen
aged 20 to 35 were behind bars on an average day in 1996 (Western and
Pettit forthcomi ng). Figures based on 1991 incarceration rates indicate
that 28.5% of black nen will spend time in prison at sonme tine in their
lives conpared to a lifetime risk of 4.4% for white nmen (Bonczar and Beck
1997). Insofar as incarceration is concentrated anong young poorly-
educated nminority nen, the expansion of the penal systemover the |last two
decades energes as a key suspect in explaining the growi ng nunber of
single-parent famlies in disadvantaged comunities. Incarceration is
likely to deter famly formation both directly, by making it nore



difficult for fathers to live with their children, and indirectly, by
reduci ng fathers’ enploynent prospects and earnings capacity. Both
out cones di scourage marriage and famly formation.

In this paper we use data froma new survey, the Fragile Famlies
and Child Wellbeing Study, to exam ne the relationship between
i ncarceration and famly structure anong new parents. The anal ysis | ooks
at how incarceration patterns influence cohabitation and marri age one year
after the birth of a child. Wile other data sets provide information
about marriage and cohabitation anmobng new parents, the Fragile Famlies
Survey is unique in offering a detailed picture of the crimnal justice
hi story of a sanple of new fathers, including a | arge sanple of unnmarried
fathers. An analysis of these data thus provides an inmportant first step
in assessing the inpact of incarceration on famly formation anmong | ow

i ncome parents.

The Rise in Incarceration
Bef ore di scussing the relationship between incarceration and fanly
structure, we provide sonme background by detailing the increase in
incarceration in the United States. Throughout the first seven decades of
the twentieth century, incarceration rates remined roughly constant. The
proportion of people in prison remai ned at around .1% of the U S.
popul ation. Rapid increase in the incarceration rate began in the early
1970s. By 1980, the incarceration rate had increased to .15% of the
popul ati on. The growth of the penal system accelerated after this point
and by 1998 nearly .45% of the popul ation were housed in state or federa
prisons. This understates the true extent of the penal system because it
i gnores inmates detained in local jails while awaiting trial or serving
short sentences. The nobst recent figures indicate that the tota
incarceration rate is .67% (BJS 1999). Prison and jail inmates are
overwhel mingly male inmplying that well over 1% of the adult male
popul ation is currently behind bars. 1In a conparative survey of
i ncarceration rates around the world, Mauer (1998, 23) found that only
Russi a exceeds the United States in the use of inprisonnment. While easily
surpassing the incarceration rates of Wstern Europe, the United States
al so inprisons a significantly larger proportion of its popul ation than
Si ngapore, China, Poland, and South Africa.

A striking feature of the expansion of the US penal systemis the
extraordinary incarceration rates recorded by young mnority nmen (Western



and Pettit forthcom ng). In 1982, the incarceration rate for white nen
aged 20 to 35 was .83% conmpared 5.52% for young black nmen. By 1996, the
same white incarceration rate had increased to 2.05% while 12.18% of young
bl ack men were in prison or jail. Anong young male high school dropouts,
the black incarceration rate was 36.30% in 1996 conpared to 7.39% for
whites. More young bl ack | oweducation nmales were in prison or jail on
average day in 1996 than were in paid enploynment. |ndeed, prison and j ai
steadily eroded enpl oynent rates anmong young unskilled black men through
the 1990s, despite rising enploynment rates throughout the | abor narket as
a whol e.

Why has incarceration in Anmerica increased so dramatically?
Crim nol ogi sts suggest that nuch of this growth is due to tougher
sentences for repeat offenders and the increased |ikelihood of custodia
sentences for drug offenders. Long sentences for repeat offenders have
i ncreased the average tinme served. Three strikes laws, truth in
sentenci ng provi sions, and the abandonnent of parole boards have al
i ncreased the duration of prison sentences, raising incarceration rates by
as much as 36% between 1980 and 1996 (Blunstein and Beck 1999, 43). The
intensified policing and prosecution of drug offenders has been
particularly spectacular. The incarceration rate for drug offenses today
is now conparable to the total rate of incarceration that prevailed in the
United States over nuch of the past century. Although the |ink between
drugs and crimnal behavior is often clained (Boyum and Kl ei man 1995),
crine rates are not strongly related to trends in incarceration. The
anal ysis of Blunmstein and Beck (1999) attributes just 10% of the rise in
state inprisonnent between 1980 and 1996 to patterns of offending. By
contrast, more the 50% of the rise in inprisonnent is traced to the use of
custodi al sentences, particularly for drug offenders.

The rise in incarceration thus involves a massive
institutionalization significantly affecting young, poorly educated,
mnority males. This expansion of the penal system does not appear to be
strongly related to crine rates but is instead rooted policy shifts
cl osely connected with Federal and state governnents’ “war on crinme” and

war on drugs.”



Incarceration and Fam |y Structure
The inpact of male incarceration on parental relationships and child
wel | being has received |ittle systematic enpirical study (Hagan and
Di novitzer 1999). However, other research on the post-rel ease experiences
of ex-inmates suggests how i ncarceration may influence fanmly structure.

The npst obvi ous consequence of incarceration is its incapacitative
effect. Incapacitation conmonly refers to crimnals inability to comit
crinmes while detained in prison (Zinmring and Hawki ns 1995). W can expand
this idea to consider a variety of positive social functions that inmates
woul d perform if released. |If the incarceration rate were |ower, nmany of
those currently in prison mght otherw se have held jobs and contri buted
to the support of families. Around 20% of nale state prison inmates are
marri ed, so about 260, 000 couples were separated by incarceration in 1998.
The estimate is conservative because it ignores marital disruption through
jail time or anong female inmates (currently about 6% of the total prison
popul ation). The incapacitative effect of incarceration on children is
even larger. According the 1991 Survey of Inmtes of State Correctiona
Facilities, 56% of state prison inmates have children under age 18. |If
this proportion remai ned constant about 730,000 fathers were nonresident
in 1998 due to their incarceration. Many of these fathers have nore than
one child. Thus recent studies find that 1.5 million children have a
parent in prison (Hagan and Di novitzer 1999, 137). The total prison
popul ation grew at an annual rate of 6.7%in the 1990s, underlining a
dramati c expansion of the nunber of fanmilies caught in the web of the
penal system

I ncapacitation describes the i nmedi ate effect of prison detention,
but the inpact of incarceration also continues well after release.
Incarceration is a watershed event that can disrupt key life course
transitions setting in a nmotion a dowward spiral of accumul ating
di sadvant age (Sanpson and Laub 1993). The stigma of incarceration can
produce strong feelings of shanme and anger, both for inmates and their
fam lies (Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999, 126-127). Incarceration is thus
likely to be a significant shock to family relationships, contributing to
marital strain anong ex-inmates. Anong unnarried nen, the stigm of
i ncarceration also shrinks the pool of possible partners. Thus counties
with | arge popul ation returning prisoners have | arge nunbers of female-
headed fam |ies (Sabol and Lynch 1998). Ethnographic research al so
suggests that single nothers are reluctant to marry or live with fathers



of their children if the father has a history of incarceration (Edin 2000;
Wal | er 1997).

The inpact of incarceration on famly formation woul d be especially
severe where prisons have a crimnogenic effect on inmates. In this
scenari o, prisons serve as entry points for careers in crine. |f the
prison experience made nen nore prone to viol ence or abuse, incarceration
woul d have | arge negative effects on famly welfare. The crim nogenic
effects of the prison, however, are hotly contested. Evaluation research
i ndicates that crimnogenic effects — or least recidivism-— can be reduced
by wel | -desi gned treatnment prograns (Gaes, Flanagan, Mtiuk and Stewart
1999). Resources for rehabilitation are scarce in the current policy
context. For instance, while three-quarters or nore of all state prison
i nmat es requi re substance abuse treatnment, only 13% of inmtes will be in
some kind of programduring their prison term (MCaffrey 1998). When
pri son overcrowdi ng creates pressure to cut the costs of corrections, many
state | egislatures have been unwilling to expand resources for prisoner
services. Deteriorating conditions inside prisons may thus be raising the
soci al costs of incarceration after release

VWhat ever the crimnogenic effects of prison, there is reasonable
evi dence that incarceration reduces the enpl oynent and earni ngs of ex-
inmates. Studies of adm nistrative data and unenpl oynent insurance
records find relatively large but tenporary effects of incarceration on
enpl oynment and earni ngs (Grogger 1992; Kling 1999). Wile these studies
useful ly exam ne | ongitudinal data on |legitinate earnings, the anal yses
provi de no conparison with the un-convicted general population. Socia
survey data offer the opportunity of conparing ex-inmates to those that
have never been incarcerated. Results fromsurvey data tend to find
| arger economic penalties associated with prison tine. Analysis of data
fromthe National Longitudinal Study of Youth (NLSY) shows that juvenile
detention can have extrenely persistent negative effects on enpl oynent.
Freeman (1991) reports that respondents serving time as juveniles
experi ence an unenpl oynent penalty of about 10 weeks in the year, up to
ei ght years after juvenile detention. Using nore recent data, Western and
Beckett (1999) show that enploynment anong NLSY respondents is al nbst 10%
| ower anobng juvenile detainees, 10 years after the original spell of
i ncarceration, even controlling for accunul ated work experience and adult
incarceration. In this analysis the inmpact of juvenile incarceration was
three tines |larger and nore persistent than the enploynment effect of adult



i ncarceration. Researchers argue that these negative econonic effects may
be due to enployer discrimnation against ex-inmtes or the erosion of
human capital during spells of prison tine.

How does this research informthe study of famly formation? The
deci sion of |lowincone nothers to marry or remarry depends in part on the
econoni ¢ prospects, social respectability, and trustworthiness of their
potential partners (Edin 2000). Incarceration underm nes all these
qualities. Ex-inmates tend to be |owearners with irregular enpl oynent
records. The stignma of incarceration significantly reduces the socia
status of young nen and signals their unreliability to possible narriage
partners. In short, incarceration has potentially devastating
consequences for the marriage nmarkets of comrunities with high
i ncarceration rates.

VWil e the behavioral and econom c effects of incarceration may
di srupt family relationships, we nust al so consider the possibility that
crimnal conviction sinply identifies those with few econom ¢c or socia
prospects. Prison tine may be subject to endogeneity in which
i ncarceration selects those unlikely to be married or at high risk of
di vorce or separation. The problem of endogeneity is central to much of
the research on incarceration and enploynment. Thus anal yses of panel data
have tried to adjust for fixed or random effects, and instrunental
vari abl es have been used to identify the exogenous conmponent of
i ncarceration (Freeman 1991; Western and Beckett 1999; Kling 1999).

Al t hough endogeneity certainly poses a threat to causal inference we
caution that this threat may be overstated in the current policy climate.
The incarceration rate has increased threefold in the two decades since
1980. There is little support for the idea that crimnal behavior is
driving the rise in incarceration. Instead, it appears that the exogenous
i nfluence of crimnal justice policy is now capturing new ki nds of
of fenders who woul d not have been detained earlier under a | ess punitive
sentencing regime. The endogeneity of inprisonnent to crimnal and other
anti-social behavior is thus likely to be weaker now in the period of nass

i ncarceration.



Table 1. Characteristics of male state prison inmates, all noninstitutional nen
aged 18-45, and noninstitutional black and Hi spanic nmen aged 18-45 (CPS nen),
1979 and 1991.

1979 1991
CPS CPS
| nmat es Men Ratio | nnat es Men Rati o
(1) (2) (1)/(2) (1) (2) (1)/(2)
Mean age (years) 29.1 29.8 - 31.9 31.5 -
Race or ethnicity
Wi te 41. 5% 83. 0% .50 35. 4% 78. 0% .45
Bl ack 46. 6 10.7 4. 36 45. 5 11.9 3.82
Hi spani c 9.5 6.2 1.53 16. 8 10.1 1.66
School i ng
Less than HS 52.6 19.8 2.66 40. 3 15. 8 2.55
HS or equi val ent 39.1 38.4 1.02 46.0 38.9 1.18
Some col | ege 8.4 41. 8 .20 13.7 45. 3 .30
Fam |y Status
Never married 52.5 34.0 1.54 55.9 37.5 1.49
Marri ed 22. 4 59.2 . 38 18.2 53.2 .34
Di vorced or Separated 23.1 6.5 3.55 24.3 9.1 2.67
Chil dren under 18 50. 8 56. 9 . 89 56.0 48. 8 1.15
Sanpl e size 9142 30074 5213 11031 29943 7244

Source: Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities (1979, 1991), March
Current Popul ation Survey (1979, 1991).

Support for this idea can be seen from Table 1 conparing nale state
prison inmates to noninstitutional nmales in the years 1979 and 1991. The
noni nstitutional nmen come fromthe March Current Popul ati on Survey (CPS).
We restrict analysis to CPS nen aged 18-45 because 95% of all prison
inmates are aged in this range. The table shows that the i nmate pool has
beconme sonewhat nore nmminstreamin several respects. The educationa
attai nment of prisoners increased between 1979 and 1991. In 1979, inmates
were only 20% as |likely as noninstitutional nen to have attended at |east
sone college. By 1991 the gap in college attendance had cl osed as the
chances of coll ege attendance anpbng i nmates had i ncreased to 30% of the
col |l ege attendance rates of their noninstitutional counterparts. The
difference in high school dropout rates also shrunk slightly between 1979
and 1991. Oher analysis, not reported here, shows that gap in schooling

shrinks even nore if inmates are conpared only to young noninstitutiona



bl ack and Hi spanic nen. The famly and marital status of prisoners also
inmproved in relation to the noninstitutional population through the 1980s.
VWhile inmates in 1979 were 3.5 tines nore likely to be divorced or
separated than noninnate men, the relative separation rate of state prison
inmates had fallen to 2.67 by 1991. The relative rate of nonmarriage fel
slightly. The average age of prisoners increased and they were also nore
likely to have young children in 1991 than in 1979. In contrast to these
trends however, the proportion of non-Hispanic whites has declined while
the proportion of Hispanics has increased by nearly three-quarters. In
short, the average inmate is increasingly comng to resenble the nodal

young nal e of the noninstitutional mnority popul ation.

Data and Met hod
To study the inpact of incarceration on marriage and cohabitation, we
anal yze data fromthe Fragile Fanmlies survey which contains information
both on the relationship status of new parents and the fathers’ history of
contact with the crimnal justice system Data for the Fragile Fanmlies
and Child Wellbeing Study is being collected in twenty U S. cities,
stratified by different |abor market conditions and varying welfare and
child support policy reginmes. The sanple will be representative of
nonmarital births to parents residing in each of the twenty cities. Wen
all the data are collected, the sanple will be representative of
nonmarital births to parents residing in cities with popul ati ons over
200, 000. A conparison group of married parents will also be followed. The
total sanple size will be 4900 famlies, including 3600 unwed coupl es and
1100 married couples. New nothers will be interviewed at the hospita
within 24 hours after they have given birth. Followup interviews with
both parents will be conducted when the child is 1, 2.5, and 4 years ol d.
At the time of witing baseline and foll owup data were avail able for 656
famlies in Gakland and Austin.

Tabl e 2 describes the characteristics of our two sanples of married
parents and unmarried parents taken fromthe baseline interviews in
Oakl and and Austin. Although the two sanples share sim |l ar age
distributions, the unmarried parents are substantially nore likely to be
African American and | ess educated than married parents. Anong fathers,
African Americans meke up nearly half the unmarried sanple (48.0% while
t hey account for fewer than one in six (14.9% of the married sanple. The
raci al conposition of the nothers’ sanple is simlar. Nearly half of the



unmarri ed nmothers are African American conpared to just 16% of the married
not hers. Ethnic differences between married and unmarri ed parents are | ess
pronounced. Around 40% of unmarried nothers and fathers are Hispanic
conpared to around 50% of married parents. The sanple of married parents
is also characterized by relatively high rates of coll ege attendance.

Al nost half of the married nothers and fathers have conpleted at | east
sonme col | ege education while only about a quarter of the unmarried sanple
(24% for fathers and 22% for nothers) has attended college. The unmarried
sanpl e shows hi gher rates of high school graduation than the married
sanpl e, and simlar proportions of couples with | ess than twelve years of
schooling. The high rate of high school dropouts anbng the married sanple
is due to the large proportion of Hispanics in the married sanple. W

i nvestigate the relationship between marital status and education nore

systematical ly bel ow.
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Table 2. Characteristics of mothers and fathers in the Fragile Famlies Survey

at

basel i ne i nterview

Unmarri ed Marri ed

Fat her’ s age (nedian) 26.0 26.0
Mot her’ s age (medi an) 24.0 24.0
Fat her’s race

White 9.2% 32.8%

Bl ack 48. 0 14.9

Hi spani c 42.8 52.2

Tot al 100.0 100.0
Mot her’ s race

VWi te 11. 5% 32. 1%

Bl ack 44. 8 16. 4

Hi spani c 43. 8 51.5

Tot al 100.0 100.0
Fat her’ s education

Less than H. S. 39.5% 39. 5%

H. S. graduate 36.5 14.2

Some col | ege 24.0 46. 3

Tot al 100.0 100.0
Mot her’ s educati on

Less than H. S. 48. 0% 37.3%

H. S. graduate 39.8 15.7

Some col | ege 22.2 47.0

Tot al 100.0 100.0
Sanpl e size 400 134

Table 3 provides a prelimnary idea of the accuracy of the Fragile
Fam | i es neasure of incarceration status conpared to other data sources.
The incarceration status of the Fragile Families fathers is recorded in

two ways. First, we note whether the father was in jail at the tinme of the

baseline interview, and second, we note whether the father had ever been

incarcerated by the time of the follow up survey. Whether respondents have

even been incarcerated at the time of the followup interview reflects
their curulative risk of incarceration. This information about fathers is
obtained in both the fathers' and nothers' surveys.

The table reports the cunul ative risk of incarceration and the
point-in-time incarceration rate for the sanples of new fathers. Data on
the cunul ative risk of incarceration matches the variation by race found
in other data sources. Black nmen have a nuch higher incarceration rate

than whites. The survey data tend to understate the cunul ative
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incarceration risk for Hi spanics, which falls between incarceration risks
for blacks and whites cal cul ated by the Bureau of Justice Statistics
(BJS). still, the proportions of black and Hispanic nen in the Fragile
Fam | i es data who report they have been incarcerated at sone tine
approxi mately equals BJS figures and cunul ative incarceration risks
reported by respondents fromthe National Longitudi nal Sanple of Youth.
The nother's reports of the father's status indicate a nmuch higher
risk of inprisonment. Mdther's reports are particularly informative about
fathers who are hard to find and whose incarceration risk is likely to be
hi gh. Because the fathers in the Fragile Famlies survey are
di sproportionately young with little education, it seens likely that the
father’s reports understate the true incidence of incarceration. Mther's
reports of cunulative incarceration risk may be nore accurate. In the
anal ysis below, we contrast incarceration data fromnother's and father's
reports in an effort to mnimze the effect of nonrandom sanpl e sel ection
in the re-interview of fathers. The final two |ines of Table~2 conpare the
BJS incarceration rates for 1996 to the percentage of fathers known to be
in prison or jail at the time of the baby's birth. The BJS incarceration
rates are calculated for the entire adult male popul ation. The relatively
young and uneducated Fragile Fam lies sanple is thus likely to have a

hi gher incarceration rate than is reflected in npst survey data.

Tabl e 3. Percentage of males incarcerated in Fragile Families Survey conpared to

ot her

data sources. (Counts in parentheses.)

Race or Ethnicity

Bl ack VWi te Hi spani c
Cunul ative risk
Ever incarcerated (FF Fathers) 28.1 (39) 18.2 (12) 12.4 (23)
Ever incarcerated (FF Mthers) 55.6 (110) 23.1 (39) 27.7 (39)
Lifetime incarceration risk (BJS) 28.5 4.4 16.0
Ever incarcerated, 1981-1994 (NLSY) 17.2 (242) 4.4 (144) 9.9 (89)
One-day rate
Ever incarcerated, 1981-1994 (NLSY) 17.2 (242) 4.4 (144) 9.9 (89)
I ncarcerated at baby's birth (FF) 5.6 (60) 1.1 (4) 2.0 (5)
I ncarceration rate, 1996 (BJS) 7.5 1.1
Note: Lifetime risk is reported for state prisoners using 1991 incarceration

rates by Bonczar and Beck (1997). The NLSY cumnul ative risk is nmeasured
proportion of respondents interviewed in correctional facilities between 1982
and 1996. All Fragile Famlies results use the foll owup survey, except for data
on incarceration status at interview which uses the full baseline survey. Cel
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entries for fathers use father's reports of incarceration status. Cell entries
for nothers use nother's reports of father's incarceration status. The 1996 rate
using BJS data are cal cul ated by Western and Pettit (forthcom ng). Hispanics are
i ncl udes anong bl acks and whites for the BJS rates.

Results

The rel ationship status of non-inmates and ex-inmates is described in
Table 4. If incarceration status is neasured by the father's cunul ative
risk of inprisonment, father's reports indicate that men who have never
been incarcerated are about twice as likely to be married as ex-inmates.
Ex-inmates are also fifty% nore likely to have no relationship with their
baby’s nother a year after the birth. Sinmlar but stronger patterns can be
found in the nother's reports of father's incarceration status. The

not hers’ reports indicate that nearly half of all ex-inmte fathers are
neither living with nor romantically involved with the nother at the tinme
of the followup interview. Finally, data fromthe full baseline survey
show a simlar pattern for the nen who were incarcerated at the tinme of
the baby's birth. Virtually none of the inmates in the sanple were narried
and over 15% were no longer in a relationship with the nother at the tine
of birth.

Tabl e 4. Percentage distribution of relationships by incarceration status,
Fragile Fam |ies baseline and foll ow up surveys.

Fat her’s Report Mot her’ s Report

Ever | ncarcerated? Ever Incarcerated

No Yes No Yes
Married 41. 1% 21.5% 42. 8% 16. 3%
Cohabi ting 34. 4 31.6 34. 1 23.5
Visiting 5.8 17.7 6.9 13.8
O her 18. 7 29.1 16. 2 46. 4
Tot al 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sanpl e size 343 79 334 196

Regressi on analysis offers a nore systematic picture of the inpact
of incarceration on relationship status. The regression analysis proceeds
in two stages. We first estimate the probability that a couple is living
together (either cohabiting or married) at the time of the foll ow up
interview. Then conditional on the couple living together, we estimate the
i kelihood of marriage. The key predictor is a dumy variabl e that

i ndi cat es whet her the father was ever incarcerated. The nmain contro
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vari abl es are the age, race, ethnicity, and education of the parents. To
mnimze collinearity anong the predictors we code the race and ethnicity
of the couples rather than the race or ethnicity of individual partners.
We al so add a neasure of relationship quality that reflects how often the
coupl e socializes and engages in other activities together. This
rel ationship index is intended to capture the father’s comitment to the
not her. Father’s that are strongly comritted to their partners are nore
likely to be interviewed and more likely to be married or cohabiting.
Because the father’s commtment to the nother influences the probability
of observing the father and the parents’ relationship status, the
rel ati onship i ndex can be understood as a control for sanple selectivity
in the analysis of the father’'s data. Sanple selectivity can also be
i nvestigated by contrasting father’s reports and nother’s reports of
father’s status. Mdther's reports are nore conplete since they provide
i nformati on about those fathers that have been hard to find and interview
By including a | arger proportion of the high-risk fathers, the nother's
reports are likely to yield relatively large incarceration effects.

Table 5 reports the logistic regression results. The results show
that father's incarceration status has a | arge negative effect on the
i kel ihood that the parents will be living together one year after the
birth of their child. Using fathers’ reported history of crimnal justice
system contact we find that prior incarceration status |owers the odds of
cohabi tation by about 50% (e %=.51). As expected, nother's reports yield
even |l arger incarceration effects. Mther's data suggest that prior
incarceration lowers the odds of living together by about 70% (e ' = 36).
Results for the other independent variables indicate that couples’
rel ati onshi ps are strongly patterned by race and age. Mthers’ and
fathers’ data both suggest that black couples are less than half as likely
as white couples to be living together a year after the birth of their
child. Hispanics, however, are not strongly different fromwhites.
Mot her’s age is positively and significantly related to the probability of
living together. Each additional year of age is estinated to raise the
odds of living together by about 10% By contrast, the effect of father’s
age is negligible. Finally, the results also suggest that the
rel ati onship i ndex — neasuring the degree of the partner’s comritnent to
each other at baseline — provides sone control for sanple selectivity. W
suspect that nonresponse ampong fathers creates bias because it is

systematically related to relationshi ps status. Consistent with this
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i dea, the relationship index is significantly and positively related to
the probability of living together in the fathers’ data, but not the

mot hers’ .

Table 5. Logistic regression of relationship status on nother’s and father’'s
characteristics, Oakland and Austin, Fragile Famlies Survey.

Fat her’s Reports Mot her’ s Reports
Li vi ng Li vi ng
Toget her Marri ed Toget her Married
I ntercept -2.40 -1.23 -1.26 -.45
(2.38) (1.08) (1.30) (.43)
Coupl e characteristics
Bl ack -.85 -2.26 -1.00 -2.27
(1.76) (3.83) (2.09) (4.16)
Hi spani c . 80 -. 75 .35 -.69
(1.45) (1.19) (.67) (1.19)
M xed -.23 -1.41 -.35 -1.32
(.41) (2.13) (.64) (2.11)
Rel ati onshi p index .32 . 06 .15 -. 07
(2.43) (.39) (1. 25) (.49)
Mot her’ s characteristics
Age .10 .05 .10 . 06
(2.84) (1.56) (2.73) (1.58)
Less than HS -.09 -.46 -.22 -.21
(.27) (1.12) (.69) (.55)
Sonme col | ege .25 1.13 .18 1.05
(.64) (2.57) (.48) (2.49)
Fat her’s characteristics
Age .00 .01 .00 .01
(.14) (.22) (.03) (.16)
Less than HS . 36 .61 .49 -, 11
(1.00) (1. 44) (1.52) (.28)
Sone col | ege .01 .70 .10 .16
(.03) (1.63) (.28) (.37)
I ncarcerated -.66 .03 -1.01 -.10
(2.02) (.06) (3.72) (.30)
N 355 264 387 272

Table 5 also reports the effects of incarceration and other

i ndependent vari ables on the odds of nmarriage, given that couples are
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living together at the tinme of the followup interview. In this case,
both data sources indicate that father’s prior incarceration status is
unrelated to the likelihood of being married. This suggests that

i ncarceration works nonlinearly, to destabilize couples with relatively
weak relationships. The results also show that race and education are
significantly related to the chances of marriage anong coupl es that are
living together. African American couples are highly unlikely to be
marri ed conmpared to whites. According to the estimates, the odds of a

bl ack couple being married a year after their child s birth is only 10%
(e22'=,10) of that for a white couple with simlar age and education

Fat her’s education is not strongly related to the probability of |iving
toget her, but college attendance anmong nothers nearly triples the odds
(el %=2.86) of marriage anong couples that are living together. Finally,
m xed race couples that live together are nuch less likely to be married
than same race couples. In sum the evidence suggests that incarceration
operates at the fringes of the marriage market, on the weakest

rel ati onshi ps. However, nother's reports show that incarceration affects
nore than half of the foll owup sanple and the estimated nagnitudes of the
incarceration effects are very large so the effects of incarceration on
famly formation are likely to be extensive.

Di scussi on

Results fromthis paper point to the |large destabilizing effects of the
penal systemon |lowincome fanmlies. The evidence indicates that
incarceration narrowy influences whether a father is present in the
househol d; it does not affect the |ikelihood of marriage anong coupl es
that live together. |If -- controlling for age, race, and education -- the
causal effect of incarceration on father absence were just one-fifth as
large as the estinmated effect, the rate of father absence would be 20%

| ower anpbng ex-inmates. G ven estimates of lifetinme risks of

i ncarceration and 1990 popul ation figures fromthe Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the regression results suggest that around 425,000 African
American fathers are absent due to incarceration. This totals about 15% of

t he bl ack nonresident father population.? Similar calculations for whites

2 This figure is calculated by first estimating the nunber of African Anerican adult nales
who have ever been incarcerated. W calculate this by multiplying the African American
adult mal e popul ation (8.479 nillion) by the lifetine risk of incarceration (.285). W then
multiply the ever-incarcerated popul ation by the estinated difference in rates of father
absence between ex-inmates and non-innates (.20) to obtain the nunber of nonresident fathers
due to incarceration.
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suggest that about 8% or 520,000 nonresident fathers are absent because of
t he post-rel ease effect of incarceration on famly formation. Conbine
these adm ttedly rough estimates with a prison population that that grows
at nore than 6. 7% each year, and it is clear that the penal systemis
eroding the fabric of family life in poor minority conmunities.

From a net hodol ogi cal viewpoint, the analysis al so denpnstrates the
difficulties of applying standard survey research methods to young
econom cal |y di sadvantaged nmen. They are hard to interview and high rates
of survey nonresponse contribute |large biases to survey data. The Fragile
Fam | i es survey provides data on young high-risk nen collected fromtheir
partners. These data collected from nothers were substantially nore
conpl ete and yi el ded estimates of cumnul ative incarceration rates nearly
doubl e, in some cases, those obtained fromfathers. The nen’'s data al so
provi ded regression coefficients that were significantly smaller than
those obtained fromthe data provided by wonen in the sanple. |If only the
men’s data were available, as is usually the case, both the incidence and
the effect of incarceration may have been substantially under-estinated.

Al t hough nost net hodol ogi cal attention in the study of incarceration
effects has focused on the probl em of nonrandom sel ection into the pena
system the fundanental problem of accurately counting ex-inmtes may
prove to be an even larger obstacle to accurately assessing the socia

i mpact of the penal system Results fromthe Fragile Fanmilies data are
certainly encouraging in suggesting a method — interview ng accessible and
nearby informants — about groups that are generally under-represented in
soci al surveys.

These findings can al so be placed in the broader context of other
research on the social inmpact of incarceration. First, if we conbine the
current findings with research on the enploynent opportunities of ex-
inmates, it is clear that the resources for supporting children are
significantly depleted by incarceration. Men released fromprison do
poorly in the |labor market. 1In addition to their grim econom c prospects,
the stigma of incarceration also makes ex-convicts highly unattractive
partners for marriage or cohabitation. Consequently, they are poorly-
equi pped to contribute financially to raising children and they are
relatively uninvolved in parenting. While prisons renove nmen from
fam lies, the echo of incarceration continues well after release from

prison.
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Second, much research on famly formation, crinme, and incarceration
has focused on how strong fam ly relationships direct young nen away from
crime and the risk of serving time in prison. 1In this work, the socia
bonds of marriage reinforce social control, reducing deviant behavior
Qur analysis turns this relationship around. |n our approach, the
experience of incarceration can undermnine social bonds, straining nmartia
and other famly relationships. The formal social control of the prison
may thus undermine the informal social control of famly ties,
contributing further to crine and deviance in high incarceration
conmuni ti es.

Finally, the possibility of self-reinforcing relationship between
marri age and incarceration also has inmportant policy significance. W
have tried to enphasize that the link between crine and incarceration is
institutionally variable. Changes in sentencing policy opened the prison
gates to new categories of people. Although changes in sentencing policy
represent a significant effort at crinme control, the effects of this
policy may create the conditions for higher crime rates in the future. In
contrast to old argunents about the prison as a school for crimnals, the
crimnogenic effect of the prison may work through its inpact on the
pattern of social relationships in high incarceration comrunities. The
Anerican experinment with mass incarceration may thus be a self-defeating
strategy for crine control. Wthout assistance for fam |ies disrupted by
i ncarceration, the negative social effects of the penal system may

aggravate the problens it was designed to solve.
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