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Abstract: The United States’ extensive reliance on correctional supervision has significant
life course implications for incarcerated individuals and those connected to them. The
communities that many prisoners are removed from and returned to are plagued with
concentrated disadvantage. We contend that the forced exodus of people of color from their
communities through these efforts has fostered the proliferation of the “multiply burdened”
and resource poor Black woman (Crenshaw, 1989). In the research presented here, we use
Scott’s (1991) “habits of surviving” and additional stress-related perspectives to inform the
facets of strain experienced by Black women. In particular, we analyzed in-depth interviews
from Black women who were caregivers to children of incarcerated parents. Caregivers
encounter significant life changes as a result of the incarceration event, the persisting
challenges, increasing ambiguity, and burgeoning obligations. The research demonstrates
that the caregivers adapted to the compounding stress related to incarceration and caregiving
by exercising a survival process that required the women to make sacrifices with little regard
to their own psychological and physical health.

The United States’ extensive reliance on incarceration has significant and important life course
implications for prisoners and those connected to them (Lee, McCormick, Hicken, & Wildeman,
2015; Schirmer, Nellis, & Mauer, 2009). Due to distinct structural inequalities, acute disparities,
and the substantiation of well-constructed social policies decorated with racial undertones,
the communities that many prisoners are removed from and returned to are plagued with poverty,
substance abuse, disease, and violence (Travis & Waul, 2003). Research demonstrates that
disproportionate harm is delved out to poor and minority families who have settled in these
communities through the permanent modifications made to existing social networks,
neighborhood composition, informal and formal structures, and connections to social norms
and citizenship (Braman, 2002, 2004; Roberts, 2004).

Conversations on mass incarceration were once confined to exchanges between researchers,
philosophers, activists, advocates, and a select few policymakers. Through the concerted efforts
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of these stakeholders to continually highlight the uneven distribution of incarceration by race, 
class, and gender (Williams & Jackson, 2005), the draconian criminal justice policies, and 
ultimately, the flawed and discriminatory systems of the U.S., the rhetoric has finally evolved 
and advanced to seriously consider the consequences of mass imprisonment. These 
consequences, termed “spillover effects,” not exclusive to the inmate, have sweeping effects 
on families, children, and neighborhoods (DeFina & Hannon, 2010; Lee et al., 2015).

The U.S. leaders who have contributed to shining a light on the defective systems and
called for a paradigm shift include former U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder who remarked
in 2014, “But, for far too long-under well-intentioned policies designed to be ‘tough’ on
criminals – our system has perpetuated a destructive cycle of poverty, criminality, and
incarceration that has trapped countless people and weakened entire communities – particularly
communities of color” (Holder, 2014); In President Obama’s address at the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 106th Annual Convention in Pennsylvania
Convention Center (2015) he stated, “a source of inequity that has ripple effects on families
and on communities and ultimately on our nation — and that is our criminal justice system”;
and, former President Bill Clinton has formally expressed regret for the flawed criminal justice
policies he signed into law. Political figures armed with inaccurate information devised federal
and state criminal justice policies that have resulted in the unjust herding of people from their
families, detrimental social outcomes, and long- lasting stains on the life trajectories of the
incarcerated. In particular, women of color are hard hit.

Black women are more likely than White women and men, and Black men to have a
social network saturated with imprisoned family members and neighbors (Lee et al., 2015). In
particular, research conducted by Lee and colleagues (2015) revealed that Black women are
significantly more likely to have an acquaintance, family member, neighbor or someone they
trust in prison than are White women. The authors suggest that the oversaturation of incarcerated
individuals in Black women’s social networks may result in Black women hauling substantial
burdens in comparison to other men and women (Lee & Wildeman, 2011). To illustrate, a
Black female might be connected to incarceration through several dimensions - as a daughter,
mother, sister, wife/spouse, and/or friend (Lee et al., 2015).

In this article, we examine the outcome of this paradox– the design and implementation
of policies designed to protect communities and increase public safety ensued by escalating
crime rates coupled with modest declines in the imprisonment population, diminished social
capital, and social exclusion, and perpetuated identities- for Black women caring for children
of incarcerated parents. We contend that the forced exodus of people of color from their
communities through the mass imprisonment efforts has fostered the proliferation of the
“multiply burdened” and resource poor Black woman (Crenshaw, 1989), with the end goal to
widen the net of damage to their social network and bodies. The incarceration of entire
communities of color is particularly significant for Black women due to their connection to
imprisoned family members and friends (Lee et al., 2015). Researchers expect that the
repercussions on the lives of Black women to be unparalleled and immense; it decreases their
odds to form well- functioning families, limits their economic status and future attainment,
imposes upon their physical and psychological well-being, and augment stress levels (Le e &
Wildeman, 2011; Western & McLana han, 2000).  Rather than improve urban communities



and increase neighborhood safety, these institutionalized processes have instead resulted in
added harm to women of color, especially those women who are sole caretakers for the child
of an incarcerated parent. We attend in particular to the burden of Black women in order to
deconstruct the broader context of spillover effects on other populations.

An estimated 6,899,000 persons were under the supervision of adult correctional systems
at yearend 2013, down from 6,940,500 at yearend 2012 (Glaze & Kaeble, 2014). An estimated
1.6 million person were in state and federal prisons. Non-Hispanic blacks (37%) comprised
the largest portion of male inmates under state or federal jurisdiction in 2013, compared to
non-Hispanic whites (32%) and Hispanics (22%). Close to one in every 12 black men ages 25
to 54 are imprisoned, compared with one in 60 non-black men in that age group. Non-Hispanic
white females constitute nearly half of the prison population (49%) compared to black females
(22%). However, the imprisonment rate for black females (113 per 100,000) was twice the
rate of white females (51 per 100,000) (Carson, 2014). These increased rates of black
imprisonment are not exclusively nor explicitly explained through measurements such as higher
rates in crime. Systemic institutional racism and implicit bias are evident, unavoidable, and
present at every decision point in the criminal justice system (Staats, 2014). These biases
(within the criminal justice system) seemingly imposed on one individual, bleed onto those
closest to the imprisoned individual.

Incarceration, a grave experience and major life event, disrupts a household. Families 
serve as the vehicle to educate and advise on social controls and shape behavior (Clear, 2007). 
Considering the frequent cycling of individuals in and out of jails and prisons, families 
constantly confront the damaging effects of incarceration on family functioning. These 
reoccurring episodes produce feelings of insecurity, fear, and uncertainty in women’s lives 
(Codd, 200; Comfort, 2003). Thus, the life experiences of the women left behind are curtailed 
by emotional stress, tenuous relationships, diminished financial stability, and deteriorating/
declining health (Lee, Wildeman, Wang, Matusko, & Jackson, 2014; Wildeman, Schnittker & 
Turney, 2012).

Parental incarceration affects more than 2 million minor children (Glaze & Maruschak,
2008). Many incarcerated individuals experience complex relationships with their families
and communities. The complexity of these relationships may be anchored in a number of
factors. Such considerations include pre-prison investments in the family, role performances
and behaviors, contact with family members during incarceration, and self-identity (incarcerated
individual’s perception of their current familial role and place) (Christian & Kennedy, 2011;
Thomas, 2011). Oftentimes, the incarcerated family member was a contributing source of
income to their household and highly involved and engaged in child rearing, working to maintain
a continued presence and role within their family (Clear, 2007; Turanovic, Rodriguez, & Pratt,
2012). Yet, in their absence, imprisoned parents are forced to rely on others to render care to
their children. Usually, grandparents, extended kin, or other legal guardians assume caregiving
duties and responsibilities. Forty-two percent of mothers in state prison identified the child’s
grandmother as the current caregiver and 37 percent listed the child’s other parent as the sole
caretaker (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). In a stark contrast, 88.4 percent of fathers in state
prison reported the other parent was their child(ren)’s current caregiver and a much smaller
percentage (12%) rely on grandmother caregivers. Typically, the care of a child of an



incarcerated parent is entrusted to a woman. Taking into account the demographic of those
who are incarcerated, Black women tend to acquire these additional parental roles.

Research finds limitations in educational attainment and opportunities for children of
incarcerated parents and their peers who attend schools with a high concentration of children
affected by parental incarceration (Comfort, 2007; Hagan & Foster, 2014; Wakefield &
Wildeman, 2011). Likewise, these children face stigmatization and their teachers have lower
expectations of child competency, skills, and attainment (Dallaire, Ciccone, & Wilson, 2010).
The expected life trajectory for these children is daunting. Young black men have a “nearly
one-in-three chance of ending up in prison by the time they become men” (Clear & Frost,
2014, p. 154) and even greater likelihood of encountering the criminal justice system through
arrests or the incarceration of a family member or friend. The complexity of family life for
inner-city families makes the effects of mass incarceration more difficult to trace (Moore,
1996). For example, an unknown number of incarcerated women were caretakers of non-
biological children at the time of their arrest (Richie, 2002). Also, it is not an unusual occurrence
for men to have children with multiple partners, referred to as “serial parenting” (Clarke,
O’Brien, Day, Godwin, Connolly, Hemmings, & Van Leeson, 2005, p. 239). Fathers may
have resided with different children and a different mate at the time of arrest (Moore, 1996) or
may have a number of “informal step-children.” Ultimately, prison becomes a woven thread
into the fabric of these communities culminating in significant damage to social networks and
human social capital (Clear, 2007).

It comes as no surprise that historically, Blacks in the United States have been subject to a
number of questionable and unethical social and scientific experiments. Examples of these
abhorrent research exercises include the Tuskegee syphilis experiment, the reprehensible
sterilization of young Black women in North Carolina (Schoen, 2001), unauthorized castration
of women incarcerated in California prisons, and the culture and use of cervical cells from
Henrietta Lacks without consent (Skloot & Turpin, 2010). Blacks continue to endure in the
role as research subjects. Clear and Frost (2014) argue that mass incarceration can be considered
another “grand social experiment”. Similarly, Drucker (2011) likens the “outbreak of mass
incarceration” to a chronic, contagious condition, with potentially long-term effects. Set in
motion with “tough on crime” legislation that considered poor communities of color as
pathogens, this experiment has undoubtedly ravaged neighborhoods and destroyed any chance
for improved quality of life amongst inhabitants.

Conceivably, governmental decisions inundated with racial discrimination can profoundly
affect the life course, individual trajectories, and routine activities of people of color (Benson,
2002; Burt, Simons, & Gibbons, 2012). These actions have been purposive in its selection of
targets and reaffirmed the second-class citizenship of marginalized individuals (Alexander, 2010).
As such, racial identities have become convenient political pawns. The persistent demonization
of Black men has propelled “the black community against itself, unraveling community and
family relationships, decimating networks of mutual support, and intensifying the shame and
self-hate experiences” (Alexander, 2010, p. 17). The residual effects of these practices are
expansive and long-lasting, with significant outcomes for future family structures and capital.



The vast majority of returning prisoners are clustered in a small number of neighborhoods
with increasing levels of social and economic disadvantage (Visher & Courtney, 2007; Visher,
Yahner, & La Vigne, 2010). These neighborhoods are referred to as “million dollar blocks,”
because the cost of incarcerating individuals from these communities exceeds one million
dollars (Cadora, 2006). For example, New York City neighborhoods that are home to less
than 20 percent of the city’s adult population comprise more than 50 percent of the yearly
prison admissions (Kilgore, 2014). Another devastating illustration helms from Philadelphia.
Taxpayers expend $40 million to incarcerate residents from a single Philadelphia zip code
(Justice Mapping Center, 2010).

Despite residing in profitmaking zip codes, brown and black people continue to grapple 
with the highest national poverty rates (American Indians, 27.0 percent; Blacks, 25.8 percent)
(Macartney, Bishaw & Fontenot, 2013) and dwell in communities that reflect war zones and 
are entrenched with despair and violence (Alexander, 2010). Impoverished neighborhoods are 
embedded with social disorganization, family disruption, residential instability, 
unemployment, and high rates of crime and victimization (Clear, Rose, Waring, & Scully, 
2003; Marbley & Ferguson, 2005; Western, 2002). Resource poor residents capitalize on 
deviant behavior as an attempt to generate capital for their neighborhoods and families. 
Despite the contentious relationship with agencies designed to enforce social control (i.e. law 
enforcement and educational institutions/boards), at times, these community members like 
other citizens, find themselves relying on the justice system to intervene in family matters in 
hopes of restoring “order” in the home (Comfort, 2008; Turanovic, Rodriguez, & Pratt, 2012).

The clustered concentration of incarceration is accompanied with poor health. Racial and
health disparities persist and continue to grow in these neighborhoods (Lee et al., 2013). Poverty
determines access to food, and quality and accessibility to food influences both physical and
mental health (DeNavas- Walter, Proctor & Smith, 2012; Iceland, 2003; Kozol, 1991). Previous
studies have also demonstrated that women and children, from disadvantaged neighborhoods,
who frequently have insufficient diets may suffer from higher rates of mental depression and
worsened physical health than those from more affluent neighborhoods (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan,
Keblanov & Sealand, 1993). Incarceration, thus, acts as another disruption and form of social
stratification that further, hinders poor Blacks access to a stabilized and healthy community
(i.e. filled with appropriate housing, education, wealth, food and health care).

Here, we integrate theory and research to anchor the argument that the collateral consequences
of mass incarceration permanently percolate in the lives of Black women who are caregivers
to children of incarcerated parents. Incarceration contaminates inmate relationships with friends
and family. It requires that the offending individual and family members are detached, in turn,
disrupting the household and family unit (Genty, 1998). Based on this disruption and the
health determinants of Black women, we draw on the stress literature to triangulate the effects
of incarceration with outcomes.

Extant research has addressed the link between incarceration and health, however, this
research targets the caregivers of children of incarcerated parents (Massoglia, 2008; Turanovic,
Rodriguez, & Pratt, 2012). Caregivers encounter significant life changes as a result of the



incarceration event, the persisting effects/challenges, increasing ambiguity, and burgeoning
obligations. Thus, we rely on these theories to anchor our analysis, Pearlin’s (1989) stress-
process perspective, Vulnerability-Stress Adaptation (VSA) model, and the Scott’s (1991)
habits of survival.

Stress-process framework: Stressors are the conditions and experiential circumstances 
that can challenge the adaptive capacities of people (Pearlin, 1989; 2009). He asserts, “stressors 
appear either in the form of disruptive events or the more persistent hardships and problems 
built into the fabric of social life” (Pearlin, 2009, p. 208). Furthermore, the same stressors, 
conceptualized as life events or chronic hardship, do not necessarily lead to the same stressful 
outcomes and should be considered within the possible structural origins of the stressors and 
social context of people’s lives. Exposure to one serious stressor is likely to lead to other 
secondary stressors, resulting in stress proliferation (Pearlin, 1989; 2009). Primary stressors 
are events that are undesired (e.g. death of a loved one); secondary stressors occur as a 
consequence of primary stressors (e.g. financial hardship). Pearlin (1989) affirms that these 
secondary stressors may, in fact, produce more acute responses that outweigh the stress 
experienced from the initial event.

Vulnerability-Stress Adaptation (VSA) model: The vulnerability-stress adaptation model
(VSA) provides a guide to examine the emotional toll incarceration places on caregivers’
lives. The VSA model bridges three components – (1) stressful events (e.g., economic inequality,
incarceration), (2) adaptive processes (e.g., strategies for responding – habits), and (3) enduring
vulnerabilities (e.g., individual characteristics that shape relationships like personal history
and experiences) (Chambers & Kravtiz, 2011; Hurt, McElroy, Sheats, Landor, & Bryant, 2014).
Originally designed to provide a framework to understand the trajectory of marital changes
over time (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) researchers now apply VSA to assess family members’
experiences with daily stress (Helms & Demo, 2005). The current study applied the VSA
approach by considering two factors as stressful events: (1) incarceration of a family member
and (2) gaining sole responsibility of caring for their child(ren). We, then, explore the subsequent
reactions and vulnerabilities to such events.

Habits of Survival: Mass incarceration reinforces adaptation of oppression by resurrecting
the learned “habits of surviving” (Scott, 1991). From this perspective, these habits become
routine responses to pain and suffering, with the performance said to lessen anger, give a
sense of self-control, and offer hope. The practiced patterns are also used when reacting to
unexpected happiness as ways of keeping the “good times” going (Scott, 1991). Over time,
these protective mechanisms have supported Black women with maintaining their sanity
(however defined) in the midst of adversity. Accordingly, Scott finds that oppressed people
repeatedly use these coping mechanisms to minimize pain or maximize pleasure. Habits surface
in varied forms. These include but are not limited to denial, detachment, abandonment of
feminism, ceaseless accommodations for others without complaint, ambivalence,
intense reliance on religiosity and spirituality, personal sacrifice, maintaining unhealthy
relationships (e.g. relationships colored with domestic violence), extreme regulation and
discipline of self, being withdrawn and reclusive from outsiders, increased defensiveness,
thick skinned, and internalization of societal limitations by adapting to structural inequality
and oppression.



Women teach these habits of survival to each other, often without the verbal description 
of words, but through demonstrations of their lived experiences. Scott articulates that the habits 
are an adaptive movement that women embody when seeking to simply maintain their rhythm 
of life. Scott likens automatic movements/habits to that of ‘dance steps’, that we practice and 
perfect through continual use” (Scott, 1991, p. 7). These routinized responses provide a 
“social etiquette,” and mechanics on how to navigate the ways of the world in the face of 
overwhelming burden. It is their logical method of survival. Conversely, these steps proclaim 
that Black women are apt to exercise control in chaos. Ultimately, these habits of survival 
become deeply rooted in the culture and “just the way we do things” (Scott, 1991 p. 8). In the 
face of unrelenting obstacles, the custom of the dance demarcates the lines between livelihood 
and annihilation. Employing habits to survive is a way of life. For these women, life is a 
series of rehearsals where they learn to perfect their performance in survival mode.

Through a qualitative methodological approach, the study aimed to contextualize the narratives
of black women caring for children of incarcerated parents. Interviews were conducted with
those most qualified to provide these accounts, Black women living this experience. To explore
the relationship, we draw from in-depth interviews and observational data of Black women
caring for children of incarcerated parents in urban New Jersey communities conducted.

Data for this investigation came from a larger study on the children of incarcerated 
parents.1 Caregivers were recruited from two of the selected five non-profit organizations that 
provided services to children of incarcerated parents.2 The criteria for organization selection 
was threefold: (1) organizations had to offer services/programs to children of prisoners, (2) 
located in New Jersey, and (3) compiled demographic and background information on the 
population served. The selected organizations provided the researchers with demographic and 
background information on the children enrolled their programs and contact information for 
parents, guardians, and/or caregivers.

Based on the client data, we compiled a master list of the children being served by each
agency. One hundred children were randomly selected across the five sites, 20 children from
each organization. Fifty-seven of the 100 children received consent from their parent/guardian
to participate in the study. The group included 25 caregiver-child dyads. To capture the
experiences of a particular group of caregivers, we only included the participants who identified
as Black women.

The sample includes women who are connected to the incarcerated parent as a child’s 
mother (7), grandmother (3), sister (1), and daughter (1). The women ranged in age from 18 to 
61 years, with a mean age of 39 years. On average, the women were caring for three children. 
A total of thirty-three children were under the care for the twelve women. The average child 
was 12 years old. Forty-six percent of the incarcerated parents had their parental rights 
formally terminated. More than half (54.5%) of the caregivers were unemployed, had been 
unemployed for more than 12 months, and were on public assistance (75.0%). Caregivers who 
were employed worked in positions requiring manual labor. These women reported low 
wages but deemed



ineligible for receive public assistance. Many of these working families lived paycheck to 
paycheck and slightly above the poverty line.

Community organizations provided the initial introduction between the caregivers and
researchers. The researcher met with the caregivers individually in their homes. Interviews
were tape-recorded and later transcribed. On average, the caregiver interviews lasted an average
of 90 minutes. The interview protocol, shaped by Patton’s (1990) and Spradley’s (1979)
guidelines, asked questions on action, behavior, or ways of doing, rather than why something
is done and had caregivers reflect on life changes that occurred after the initial incarceration
of a family member. Other questions inquired about the caregiver-child, caregiver-incarcerated
parent, and incarcerated parent-child relationships. Observations of the caregiver-child
interaction and characterization of caregiver residential and neighborhood environment were
recorded.

Empirical data collected were analyzed through an interpretive and descriptive lens. 
Interpretation focused on describing experiences and perceptions rather than explaining them. 
Narrative interviews explored the life stories and trajectory of the caregivers post-
imprisonment. A team of three coders carefully read and reviewed transcribed interview texts 
to identify emergent themes. Data underwent open coding until achieving theoretical 
sufficiency where data were classified, trends surfaced, and coding did not reveal new insights 
about concepts (Charmaz, 2006; Dey, 1999; LaRossa, 2005; McAdams, 2012; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). The stress theories implicitly guided the process of refining abstractions to 
themes (McAdams, 2012). The data revealed integrative themes anchored in survival, despair, 
burdened, stressed, tired, unfit, restricted lifestyle, taxed, grief, embattled, sacrifice, turmoil, 
abandonment, isolation, disappointment, adjustment/coping, blame, atonement, overwhelmed, 
faith and resilience. The variation across these themes suggests that caregivers contend with an 
overwhelming magnitude of emotions and devise a number of responses as a result of 
incurring stressors related to the incarceration event. These refined concepts led to focused 
coding procedures and advanced our investigation of the array of continuity and divergence 
across the categories. Throughout the iterative process of moving between the analysis and 
theoretical literature it became apparent that further linking dimensions to categories required 
an organizing scheme.The scheme for the analysis included static factors such as age of the caregiver, incarcerated
parent, and child(ren), incarcerated parent’s criminal and incarceration history (total months
removed from the household due to incarceration in jail and/or prison), the addition to the
structure of the family unit, and familial roles, obligations, and relationships. The organizing
scheme helped to shape case summaries, guided cross-case analysis, and resulted in the
development of categories and their properties (see LaRossa, 2005). With this analysis, we
sought to gain insight on the myriad dimensions of the life experiences of Black women caring
for the children of incarcerated parents.

The analysis revealed analogous accounts and responses to experiences associated with
caregiving obligations due to parental incarceration. Accepting the sole caregiver role for a



child of an incarcerated parent (primary stressor) was perceived to further complicate the daily 
lives of caregivers (secondary stressors). Emergent concepts were nested within the theme of 
surviving – adaptation to difficult situations and/or responses to pain and suffering. Within 
this scheme, we explore the conceptual categories of surrendered and strained/burdened. While 
fundamentally interrelated, these adaptation responses produced varied coping behaviors. By 
adapting these responses, the women took minimal regard for their own physical and 
psychological well-being in order to maintain stability with the familial unit.

Surrendered was defined as the act in which the caregivers succumbed their current and
future lives and lifestyles to provide sole care for the child(ren) of an incarcerated parent.
Lives suffered imbalance due to a multiplicity of roles and the pain and costs associated with
the imprisonment of a family member. Strained/burdened were identified as feeling taxed and
overwhelmed with role obligations and responsibilities due to their space in the world as Black
women and family members of imprisoned persons. When role obligations contradict, conflict
with time, place or resources, these demands create strain, which are exhibited as undue stress.

I’m living life on life terms right now. That’s all I can do. I’ve been trying to show my kids
that I’m not a weak person and things happen in life and you just have to deal with it...I’m
mentally drained right now and—but I’m a survivor so I always bounce back from anything,
actually (Sharon, Sister, 36 years old).

His mother would bring him all the time for me to watch him. She felt comfortable with me
watching him. I started off as the babysitter. She never asked me to keep him she just
brought him and left him. She never said anything to me. I used to go get him and bring him
here to baby-sit him. Then she would come and get him and then she didn’t come to get
him. It just ended up happening and I went with it. It was not a discussion or anything. I
never asked her anything or talked how I felt about the whole thing. I just went with it.
(Ruby, Paternal grandmother, 57 years old).

At the end of the day I have to suck up my feeling and deal with the hand I was dealt. What
else can I do? (Faith, Mother, 30 years old).

These narratives illustrate how these women seemingly and unconsciously operate in survival
mode even when experiencing feelings of drain and longing to escape. By living in a constant
state of “survival” and having to face the world as a “warrior”, many of the caregivers did not
see any other options or alternatives. These women relegated their personal priorities and life
agendas to ensure that they fulfilled their familial obligations imposed upon them. The practice
of living with the unintended consequences of incarceration has created a culture of survival
among populations of multiply burdened women of color that have nowhere else to turn.
Moreover, the women’s ability to adapt to daily stressors associated with childcare and
incarceration of a family member can be influenced by what Karney and Bradbury (1995)
refer to as enduring vulnerabilities (i.e. VSA model). These vulnerabilities are defined as an
individual’s intrapersonal characteristics and family background variables (e.g. structural and
behavioral patterns in family of origin) (Helms & Demo, 2005). In other words, an individual’s
adaptation to vulnerable situations may become the defining characteristics of their family’s
background.



The Black woman’s struggles against oppression are further compounded by mass
incarceration and the disintegration of the Black family (Coates, 2015). Women may begin to
embrace the “warrior mode” of survival (Scott, 1991 p. 8). Scott (1991) designated the term
warrior as” an attitude, a style of approaching life, in which one perceives existence as a
continuous battle” (p. 8).

This mode derives from black women’s belief that they, as mothers of black culture, should
be responsible for the world. In this mode, we can never let down our guard (even to
ourselves). In the warrior mode, many black women’s individual and group responsibilities
are distorted, personal and political boundaries are blurred, and personal and community
priorities are unbalanced. The irony is that warriors almost always use survival tactics taught
to them by previous generations. These tactics are like old dance steps that don’t fit the new
beat: they do not help black women defend themselves against new contradictions in their
present reality. In this way, the warrior mode is an additional obstacle – along with all the
“isms”-that black women have to overcome (Scott, 1991, p. 8).

As suggested by Scott’s (1991) habits of survival, the Black women in our sample also continue
to engage in their pre-assigned and ingrained dance steps of survival as if it were their only
destiny. The dance is a habit. Their identity, defined by pre-estabilished obligations and
responses. The incarceration of a loved one only reinforces their place in the family as the
solider.

I felt like running at one point. But I had needed a couple of days to gather my thoughts
together, and I knew that running away would not solve anything. If I ran away, the children
would have no one...It took a lot of patience, putting basically, I had to put my wants and
needs on the backburner...their issues are more important than mine (Faith, Mother, 30
years old).

This narrative depicts the typical flight or flight response. When faced with the realities of the
enormous duty of caring for a child whose parent is in prison, Faith’s initial reaction was to run
in the opposite direction toward what she felt would be a more blissful reality. In other words,
Faith contemplated the possibility of not taking on the responsibility. This period of internal
reflection was necessary to provide the middle-aged caregiver with time to reconsider her next
move. In turn, she was able to control her emotions and proceed in what she construed to be a
more logical direction - to put all her energy and health toward the child she was caring for.

The women also spoke of their surrendered dreams, hopes, goals, wants and needs that 
they had to abandon in order to fulfill their newly acquired responsibilities. The responsibility 
of childcare due to parental incarceration elicited a wide array of feelings. Here, Sunny, a 
grandmother raising four young children ranging from five to eight years of age expressed her 
frustration and at times exasperation with being the sole caretaker of her young grandchildren 
discussed feelings.

I’m not supposed to be taking care of these kids...it’s not an easy task to be a grandmother
with kids as young as they are, because there’s a lot of things they want to do, that I don’t
feel like doing...Because sometimes I feel like getting up and running somewhere and not
coming back. But you know what? These kids is here, and I don’t want nothing to happen
to them (Sunny, Grandmother, 61 years old).



Caregivers also reminisced of past lives and demonstrated how the event of incarceration
had significantly changed their future outlook. The women in our sample had to surrender to
incarceration and the criminal justice system’s imposition on their family. In a sense, the
caregivers were grieving their future lives that will never be lived.

I can’t go anywhere or do anything. I had anticipated when I was older …that I was going
to enjoy my life. I’ve always wanted to write and I started a long time ago and thought that
I was going to have an opportunity to write and really devote myself to it and it didn’t
happen that way because I had the first set of grandchildren in 1993 and I had them until
2002 and then I got another set around that same time. At one time I had all nine of
them…(Jill, Grandmother, 56 years old).

This new role was forced upon them and thus their acceptance of this role had a dichotomous
effect. On one hand, the women proclaimed their unconditional love for the children and felt
that it was in the children’s best interest to be with family that could provide them a loving and
safe environment. On the contrary, the women discussed feelings of angst, regret, guilt and
emotional withdrawal as they conveyed thoughts about their “new” life.

As caregiver I have to do everything. I had to make all changes in my life to watch my
grandson. I don’t have a chance to live. I have been working all my life. I am so tired of
working but I cannot quit because this is the only income that I have. I can’t be tired I have
to keep working. Even though I am tired. I can’t just get up and go. I have to make
arrangements. I have to find a babysitter. I don’t have the money to get a babysitter and
nobody wants to baby-sit. I used to work dayshift now I have to work nightshift. I have to
take him and put him in bed and then get him when I get off work. I am hanging in there
with all this. If I don’t do it nobody will. …(Jill, Grandmother, 56 years old).

Before her son’s incarceration, Jill’s only responsibility was for and to herself. She enjoyed
her time dating, entertaining friends, and living life on her terms. However, this freedom and
flexibility changed once the effects of her son’s incarceration radiated onto her. She declared
that her social life was the first aspect of her life to disappear. Without a doubt, the caregivers
love and adore the children in their care, but the responsibility culminates in the form of
additional burdens and proceeds to reduce their own quality of life.

The caregivers were purposeful about who was included in their social network. Although,
their households were crowded with adults, the caregivers were adamant about the desire to
share their concerns and worries with a confidante. Throughout the interviews, they expressed
feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and suspected that few others would be able to understand
their lived experience as a caregiver to the child of an incarcerated parent. During these bouts
of loneliness these women relied on their relationship with a higher being of faith, as the
following excerpts illustrate:

God is who I call on. Who I talk to when things are going wrong, and things are always
going wrong. God is my best friend. My only friend (Sunny, Grandmother, 61 years old).

When all else fails I can count on my faith. God gets me through everyday. God is keeping
me alive (Jill, Grandmother, 56 years old).

I am great when it comes to my spiritual health. That is the only part of my life that has not
been destroyed or broken. It seems to have gotten stronger through all this. Thank the Lord.
Praise the Lord. (Faith, Mother, 30 years old).



Their spirituality and relationship with a Higher Power sustained the continued strength of the
caregivers.

The caregivers experienced feelings of difficulty in fulfilling role obligations. According to
Pearlin (1989), the incarceration of a loved one served as a vehicle of primary stress. This
occurrence might be experienced differently depending on a person’s adaptation to the
incarceration event (i.e stressor) and how the person was initially connected to the incarcerated.
Both Pearlin (1989) and the VSA model (Helmes & Demo, 2005) place emphasis on secondary
stressors or enduring vulnerabilities. In fact, Pearlin (1989) asserted that the consequences
(secondary stressors) could affect individuals even more than the primary stressor. He explained
that stressful experiences “can be traced back to surrounding social structures and people’s
locations within them…social and economic class, race and ethnicity, gender and age… to the
extent that these systems embody the unequal distribution of resources, opportunities and self-
regard, a low status within them may itself be a source of stressful life conditions” (Pearlin,
1989, p. 242).

Our analysis revealed that connectedness to an incarcerated parent and caring for their
child elicited increased feelings of worry, anger, and stress. Though difficult to pinpoint and
name, the caregivers also emphasized their various health-related outcomes. On average, each
caregiver managed three health-related issues. Presenting problems included hypertension (4),
diabetes (2), and mood and anxiety disorder (4). A smaller majority of caregivers described
combatting diseases, such as cancer, heart disease, along with seizure and sleeping disorders.

Caregivers found it especially challenging to cope with the ongoing crisis considering the
lack of and inaccessibility to resources and limited social networks, as Jill remarked:

I get stressed out, my blood pressure the other day was kind of high. I don’t know whether
it is because…well I know because I have a 16- and 15 year-old grandsons and I even have
a 13-year old granddaughter and all these children have been horrifically damaged by their
mother ’s drug use and anybody who says that children cannot be damaged, they are lying!
Jason takes medication for ADD and he has been diagnosed as having emotional problems.
Ronny has deep depression, he does not sleep at night, Franky has ADD and Keya has her
own form own stuff…It’s kinda stressful, but I got to hang on in there (Jill, Grandmother,
56 years old).

Despite the difficulty associated with drawing conclusions about the causal process of 
incarceration and health disparities, it is an area that requires significant consideration, 
exploration, and analysis (Williams & Jackson, 2005). Jill, a grandmother caring for three of 
her grandchildren, underscored the multiple layers of issues that many of the caregivers contend 
with, daily. Specific to her circumstance, Jill has accepted the responsibility of rearing three 
children. She admits that each child faces certain emotional and physical issues that pre-date 
her as their caregiver, but finds that she must continue to endure the responsibility along with 
her high blood pressure.

The responsibility of being a sole caregiver can slowly begin to deteriorate the parent left
behind. The mothers of the children in this sample not only bear the weight of being a single
parent, but they must also manage the messages sent to their children and outsiders about the



other parent’s whereabouts, wrestle with the associated stigmatization, and understand and
deal with recently emerging child behavioral issues. Tasha offered the following when
describing her the arduous task of supporting herself and her son emotionally:

Emotionally I’m hurting right now because I am not used to doing things on my own. I am
going ‘through it’ cause he misses his father and so it takes a toll on me that he tells me that
every second that he get a chance. (Tasha, Mother, 23 years old).

Children of incarcerated parents are more likely to be incarcerated themselves as juveniles
and adults, have behavioral problems, and struggle academically. Additionally, research has
also been conducted on the impact of community. Youth who reside in communities with high
incarceration rates are more likely to have negative social, behavioral health, and academic
outcomes. At times the heaviness of these strains can be intolerable as the caregivers negotiate
deprivation and stress. Simply put, Rosa disclosed,

I get tired sometimes, I just want to sleep. (Rosa, Mother, 38 years old).

In this study, secondary stressors were divulged by the (already marginalized) women in the
form of severe financial hardships, challenges with daily care, chronic resource deprivation, and
most importantly issues associated with the children’s struggle in lieu of their parents’ absence.
Oftentimes, caregivers were unable to maintain their living arrangements as a result of not being
able to pay their rent. The households were transient and experienced, on average, four household
moves per year. At times, the women moved from one block to another because of eviction,
never crossing county lines. Frequent displacement due to eviction caused increased levels of
stress amongst the families. The participants were caring for their own children in addition to the
children of incarcerated parents. At times, this resulted in cramped living quarters, with extended
family members living in the basement or sleeping on couches due to their own financial
difficulties. Despite providing for themselves, their children and the child of an incarcerated
family member, these caregivers also opened up their homes to family members in need.

In addition to transiency, discipline was described as a contributor to the increase in felt
strain:

When the children are disobedient, and they do things and I tell them not to do it, I get
upset. You know I tell them not to do it. I tell them I am your grandmother not your mother
and I can guarantee you if you were living with your mother, she wouldn’t be having half
the hard time that I am having. Because I am their grandmother, grandparents are the one
who spoil the children and then they go home but now grandparents have become the home.
What makes it ten times worse is that now you are the mother and the father. (Jill,
Grandmother, 56 years old).

Likewise, the women also found that finding the right time to tell the children about their
parent’s incarceration was also a point of internal contention:

It was hard for me to tell my grandson where his dad was. He would be with them all the
time so I knew it would be hard on them. My son told him over the phone after I told my
grandson. I told him right away, as soon as he got locked up. I got a phone call and then I
told my grandson. I got a phone call from him and as soon as that call was done I told my
grandson. (Ruby, Grandmother, 57 years old).



I didn’t want to tell the kids about their dad. I didn’t want to listen to myself say it out-loud.
I waited a while before I told them. I didn’t know how. I didn’t know where to start. I felt
like the bad one because I was the one delivering the news. I cried a lot over it. I prayed
over it. I was so unhappy, bitter and stressed that I started having nightmares about it. I had
to just tell them. I don’t even remember what I said that day. But I told them (Tasha, Mother,
43 years old).

The women also revealed feeling burdened due to the sole role of caretakers. Tasha and Ruby
described their struggles with negotiating multiple and conflicting roles. They were disconcerted
and confused on how to fill the void left by the incarcerated parent.

I am the mommy and daddy now. I liked just being the mommy. Being a woman daddy is a
lot of heartache and pain (Tasha, Mother, 43 years old).

I have never been able to just be the grandmother. I have been the mother, the father and the
grandmother. It is still like that now. It is a lot on one person to be three people (Ruby,
Grandmother, 57 years old).

Furthermore, more than half of the caregivers were receiving public assistance at the time of 
their interviews. They relied on a limited income that made it difficult to afford basic needs 
for themselves and the children under their care. Though money seems to be a problem within 
the families interviewed, it did not stop the caregivers from accepting collect calls during a 
parent’s incarceration or sending small amounts of money to the incarcerated family member. 
During the interviews, the women expressed the desire to increase sources of income These 
women desired economic freedom and stability, to secure and maintain healthcare, healthy 
means, and shelter (and heat and water). The caregivers limited income created uncomfortable 
situations between themselves and the children. Often time, arguments would ensue as a result 
of the caregivers denying the typical requests of children.

The findings above are corroborated by previous research that has connected chronic
individual stressors and incarceration (Lee & Wildeman, 2011; Lee et al., 2015). The stress
associated with the imprisonment of a loved one is not one-dimensional. Instead, there are
these spillover effects (Lee et al., 2015) which further “strain and burden” caregivers. Women
adopted damaging behaviors to manage their experienced stress. In their pursuit of strength,
the caregivers neglected the most critical component self-care. Lack of financial resources,
the caregivers’ multiplicity of roles, children’s adaptation and discipline issues were just some
of the issues identified by the women in our sample. Lastly, it was clear that as part of enduring
vulnerabilities, in particular, the feelings of strained and burdened, were linked to an unhealthy
adjustment to caregiving.

The narratives of the caregivers depict the fallacy of U.S. public safety reform. The
consequences associated with the mass imprisonment of people of color, in particular, Black
men and women, have devastated families and perpetuated the habits of survival and race
identities of Black women who are caregivers to children of incarcerated parents. The dialogue
around incarceration and racial disparities rarely address the impact on caretakers. Because
this group of mostly women are fully invested in sustaining their familial system at any cost,
inadvertently lessening the blow of the emotional and economic ramifications of the tough-



on-crime policies and serving as a moderating factor. As Lee and colleagues (2015) have
pointed out, Black women, in comparison to their White counterparts, experience incarceration
at higher rates than many researchers and policymakers might suspect.

Collectively, our interviews revealed that incarceration affects the caregivers of children 
of incarcerated parents in particular ways. Throughout the course of the study several themes 
emerged from the lived experiences of these women. The results suggest that the stress inflicted 
on the family members through incarceration of a parent leads to a sequence of compounding 
stressors. For example, the stress experienced by caregivers is exacerbated by accepting the 
sole responsibility of raising children, which then places an expectation on them to accept a 
multiplicity of familial roles (e.g. grandmother, official guardian, disciplinarian, grief manager 
for the children, etc.). These roles come amidst the obstacles already present due to the 
marginalization of women of color, in particular, those residing in low-income neighborhoods. 
The passive acceptance of these ancillary consequences generated a multitude of responses. 
As Scott (1991) chronicled, these responses or habits of survival were supposed to minimize 
the pain of Black women. However, what we find here, is that instead of minimizing the 
physical and emotional consequences of incarceration, in order to persevere the women 
engaged in the harmful practice of surrendering to life’s terms. Shackled by prejudicial practices 
that have transformed their family circumstance, these caregivers perceive few opportunities 
to achieve a sense of freedom, let go, and release.

Foremost, the women were initially impacted by what Pearlin (1989) referred to as a
primary stressor - incarceration of a son, daughter, sister or husband. The women responded
to this stressor by exercising a survival process (Helms & Demo, 2005; Scott, 1991). This
process, termed, surrendering, led the caregivers to succumb to their current and future lives
and lifestyles to provide sole care for the child(ren) of an incarcerated parent. Paradoxically,
the act of surrendering produced additional strains/burdens or secondary stressors (Pearlin
1989), opposing Scott’s (1991) original proposition that the habits of survival “minimized
pain and suffering.”

Black women are well acquainted with struggle. They have grown accustomed to unduly
accepting challenges and making sacrifices for the greater good of their families (Giddings,
1984). Even when frustrated with their own circumstance, Black women were sensitive to the
ego needs of men even if meant making financial sacrifices to benefit their husbands and
households. These women have had to publically navigate their adaptation to racial oppression
and sexual discrimination.

“[T]hroughout the history of the United States, the interrelationship of white supremacy
and male superiority has characterized Black women’s reality as a situation of struggle – a
struggle to survive in two contradictory worlds simultaneously, one White, privileged, and
oppressive, the other black, exploited, and oppressed” (Cannon, 1985, p. 30).

Mass incarceration reinforces adaptation of oppression by impelling Black women to seek
refuge in learned habits of survival. These habits are responses to pain and suffering and have
been performed to lessen anger, give a sense of self-control, and offer hope. However, we find
that these adaptations are indeed sacrifices made by the caregivers without any regard to their
own psychological and physical health. These adaptations culminate in many forms, such as



impractical demands of their time, financial strain, potentially eradicate any hopes for functional,
well-established family units, and lead to precarious future plans (Braman, 2004; Christian &
Kennedy, 2011). In particular, the grandmothers describe this experience as being a parent all
over again and suggest feeling compelled to enact these caregiving roles despite being aware
of the arduous tasks they must maneuver (Braman 2004; Lee &Wildeman, 2011). During this
era of assault on fragile families, we should hold in high regard the contribution of these
supportive women (Giddings, 1984), “who have spent their lifetimes dedicated to nurturing
everyone before themselves” (Williams, 2016).

The United States continues to witness the increase in racial disparities in access to and
quality of healthcare and health outcomes. Research attributes the greater risk of heart disease
and stroke for Black women in comparison to their White counterparts at least partially due to
higher prevalence of cardiovascular disease (CVD) risk factors - such as obesity, diabetes,
and hypertension. In pursuit to address these disparities, we should continue to grapple with
and critically consider the holistic picture – inequitable and discriminatory social policies and
practices that incite systemic disparate impacts in multiple systems and harsh realities for
people of color (Williams & Jackson, 2005; Wilson, 1987).

Historically, Black families have been known to gain their strength from the family
matriarch and extended-family relationships (Scott, 1991). Despite the contentious
relationship with law enforcement and the criminal justice system, at times, these families
like others find themselves relying on the justice system to intervene in family matters in
hopes of restoring “order” in the home (Comfort, 2008; Turanovick et al., 2012). The
additional layer of the disproportionate rates of incarceration for people of color only
exasperates existing problems within these fragile and vulnerable communities and incites
intergenerational inequalities.

Our research expands the dialogue on the impact of incarceration by incorporating other 
voices and interpreting the experience of Black women through the lens of structured 
inequality and concentrated disadvantage. This study contributes to the body of work on 
prisoners’ families (Arditti, 2005; Arditti, 2012; Arditti, Smock, & Parkman, 2005; Bales & 
Mears, 2008; Braman, 2004; Christian, 2005; Christian, Mellow, & Thomas, 2006; Christian 
& Kennedy, 2011; Cochran 2012, 2013; Comfort, 2003, 2008; Condry, 2011; Hairston, 
2003; Holt & Miller, 1972; LaVigne, Naser, & Castro, 2005; Lee et al., 2014; Travis & 
Waul, 2003; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2013; Wideman & Western, 2011). The social 
implications of mass incarceration are detrimental to individuals, families, and communities. 
Due to the race/ethnicity of the incarcerated, the implications are detrimental to Black women. 
While we are unable to stipulate causal links between incarceration and specific outcomes, 
we were able to provide depth and insight to the experiences of prisoners’ families. Future 
research should continue to examine these narratives (Christian & Kennedy, 2012) and 
consider the application of theoretical frameworks potentially appropriate for analyzing the 
experiences of marginalized populations. As a society, we should be cognizant that we 
promote a process of developing policies with people not for people and consider that those 
living the experience are better positioned to identify potential impediments and unintended 
consequences.
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