More than two million persons are held in statéederal prisons (Austin & Irwin, 2001,
Harrison & Karberg, 2004). While the federal syst@toounts for more than 20% of the
increase in the inmate population, state prisoarzgration rates continue to climb,
reflecting the largest increase since 1999 withraxmately 1,221,501 prisoners in state
custody (Harrison & Karberg, 2004). The resultaantls have given the United States
the dubious distinction of having the highest iceaation rates in the world (Austin &
Irwin). The impact of criminal sanction policiessgeecially punitive drug policies--has
fallen disproportionately on low-income communitecolor (Arditti & McClintock,
2001; King & Maur, 2002). Due in part to the lafgercentage of individuals convicted
of drug trafficking, incarcerated parents repottythy average sentences--more than
12 years in state prison and 10 years in federsdp(Mumola, 2000).

Given unprecedented growth in prison populatians, iemarkable that so little attention
has been given in the social science literatutba@experiences of families impacted by
incarceration. Despite political rhetoric bemoarilfagherless America,” family
disruption connected to the incarceration of fagteas received minimal empirical
exploration.

INCARCERATED FATHERHOOD

Recent data from the Fragile Families and Childldéghg Study research project
suggests that incarcerated fathers differ frongireeral population of fathers and are
more likely to be violent, African American, lessugated, and prone to drug and alcohol
abuse and have poor relationship skills (Carlsaiddanahan, 2002). Incarcerated
fathers are more likely to come from underprivilédackgrounds characterized by
intergenerational patterns of criminality and ofteve a history of involvement in the
criminal justice system (Arditti, Lambert-Shute J&est, 2003; Carlson & McLanahan,
2002). In addition to compromised social and farhitories that may impinge on
responsible fathering, incarcerated men with caidare limited by the institutional
constraints imposed by the prison setting. It fBadilt for fathers to have meaningful
contact with their children while in prison for amber of reasons including geographic
distance from family members, transportation andricial barriers, the lack of child-
friendly visiting contexts, harsh and disrespectfehtment by correctional officers, and,
in general, the demanding nature of visitationtdoth children and parents (Arditti,
2003; Hairston 1998; Sturges, 1999). Indeed,nbisurprise that 58% of fathers in state
prisons report never receiving visits at all frdmit children (Mumola, 2000).

It is unknown exactly how many children are impdddg their fathers' incarceration
since no precise count exists. Many states do aibieg or track family information from
individuals in the criminal justice system. The ineglely used estimates are drawn
from 1991 Bureau of Justice figures, which constredy indicate approximately 1.5
million children have an incarcerated parent whikether 3.5 million children have a
parent on parole or probation (Seymour, 2001). Haneother scholars estimate that,
more likely, about 10 million children are affectiegl current or past parental
involvement with the criminal justice system (R&e&eed, 1998). Government reports
give little insight pertaining to families impacteg incarceration, although they do



provide data describing the demographics of inrpatents. The percentage of state and
federal prisoners with minor children (56%) hasngde little since 1991, and the
majority of parents reported living with their ahién prior to admission (Mumola, 2000).

Approximately 60% of male prisoners are parentgmohoused in facilities far away
from their children. Hairston (2001) discussesagth the implications of the growing
concentrations of large numbers of fathers--mqgstlgr, young African-American males-
-in correctional institutions. Indeed, it seemg tigazen recent trends in criminal justice,
one point at which fathers are increasingly locatedhe "social radar screen” is behind
the fence in correctional facilities. For exampphearceration is a visible factor in the
experiences of even the youngest fathers for 2256% of the juveniles in Nurse's
(2002) study of the California Youth Authority. Tdecreased physical presence of
males in the home and community shifts an enormbouden in terms of childcare and
economic provision to women. Fathers in the Hairsttnidies assumed economic
provider and nurturer roles with their differentldren before incarceration. Although
most children were not actually legally residinghwtheir fathers (and, if so, usually the
youngest child), most fathers carried out somergarg responsibilities in terms of
financial support and caregiving. Hairston conctlitteat most incarcerated fathers have
the potential to positively contribute to theirldnen's lives.

Despite the lack of systematic data on the famadfesnprisoned individuals, studies
have begun to document the nature of harms torelmildue to parental incarceration.
Overall, children with incarcerated fathers tendbéca fragile population with a complex
set of difficulties connected to their parent's fiepnment. These difficulties include
traumatic separation and negative child outcomek as poor academic performance,
emotional suffering, alcohol and drug abuse, ardliement in the criminal justice
system themselves (Bilchik, Seymour, & KreisheQ20Johnston & Gabel, 1995;
Moses, 1997). Sitill, little is known about the estpece of incarcerated fatherhood and
the deeper implications of imprisonment for fathgwsing confinement and as they
approach reentry.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: SITUATING INCARCERATED FATHRHOOD

An exploration of incarcerated fatherhood merits'tsituating” or contextualizing of
imprisoned men's fathering identity and involvemé#ie acknowledge the conceptual
distinction of fatherhood and father involvemerdthiterhood typically pertains to men's
motivations relative to the fathering role, theunatof the man's behavior, and his
internalized image or role identity. Father invahent refers to the man's behavior as he
enacts the paternal role (Day, Lewis, O'Brien, &nba 2005). In this study, we consider
both fatherhood and involvement as they are ineadbty intertwined. Central to how
imprisoned fathers define themselves is what tlagyand cannot do for their children
and their children's caregivers. At the heart tafaded fatherhood is the deliberate
placement of narrative material into a contextunal historic understanding of what
Weiss and Fine (2004) call "limit situations," wihj@ven if resisted, become
foundational to social identities. Thus, incarcedafiathers cannot be understood apart
from the prisons that hold them and the activitedative to their children they believe



are constrained as a result of their imprisonmésitRoy (2003) astutely points out,
men's parenting and identity work in prison arequely shaped by a "corrective" power
and are bound to be substantially regulated anefiremtl. The enactment of fathering is
thus likely to be altered dramatically during comdinent, and men's identities
"prisonized” (Arditti, Acock, & Day, 2005). Prisaration refers to identity
transformation that results from the acculturatitto the prison environment, whereby
individuals come to mirror the norms and valuethefprison environment. Such
environments are overregulated, routinized, andacherized by institutional practices
aimed at keeping prisoners isolated, controlled, @ntained (Terry, 2003). We theorize
that the nature of incarcerated fatherhood andsnaew of it can only be understood in
relation to the "liminality” imposed by the prisenvironment (Roy, 2003) and any
resultant prisonization and identity shifts.

Second, our contextualized approach involves agr@tion that incarcerated fathers and
their families are embedded in a broader sociorllnetwork that stigmatizes
involvement in the criminal justice system (Ardi2003; Mazza, 2002). We theorize that
the highly stigmatized context of incarceration rcapntribute to a lack of social support,
ambiguous relationships, and the avoidance ofioglatwvith the incarcerated father (see,
for example, Arditti, Acock, & Day, 2005). This gtha may extend beyond prison walls
and after the inmate's release, contributing terse of helplessness or perhaps
unrealistic expectations for the future. Indeed,dlitcome of an individual's going
through the prison system in the United Statesdleas described as a "stigma that never
fades."

AIM OF THE STUDY

We seek to understand the experience of impristatbdrs by considering their own
perspectives of their fathering experience and lfarelationships as they near their
release from prison. Specifically, the presentgexplored the experiences of a group of
imprisoned fathers' prior to their reentry into fgnand community life. We were
particularly interested in how incarceration hattLienced fatherhood, or men's fathering
identity, and father involvement.

The research question addressed in the presentisttM/hat does incarceration mean
for men in terms of fatherhood and father involvetf?é

METHOD
BASIS FOR A QUALITATIVE APPROACH

The qualitative methodology utilized in the pressidy was informed by our theoretical
framework (i.e., the situating of incarcerated éattood) and Weiss and Fine's (2004)
"theory of method" obligating scholars to docum&tes of hope or, especially, sites of
deep despair. An element of Weiss and Fine's apprio&olves analytically embracing
the category of "prisoner" and taking very serigubht this category is real relative to
institutional life, potentially yielding "dire coeguences” (p. xviii). Additionally, Weiss



and Fine locate dynamism as a core element ofemfyiof method" that embraces
movement and captures the shifting of time andesp@ar participants were interviewed
one month prior to their release, and we woulddmiss not to frame their fathering
narratives in terms of their anticipation of rekeas

Finally, our qualitative approach emphasizes thgoirtance of people as "meaning
makers" as they name and describe their experi¢ri@esey, 2002; Weiss & Fine,
2004).

INTERVIEW PROCEDURES

Data from the present study were drawn from tlet firave of interviews of a
longitudinal pilot study on prisoner reentry conthecby Day, Acock, Arditti, and Bahr
(2003) at three different minimum security statisqum facilities in Utah and Oregon.
Fifty-one 60-minute in-depth interviews were condcwith incarcerated fathers during
their last month in prison. Correctional staff atlke respective facility distributed
announcements to a list of potential participartte Wit the study's eligibility
requirements. To be eligible to participate, premsmmust have had at least one child
under the age of 18, be 18 years of age or olderhave a release date from prison
approximately one month after the interview. Mervisgy time for sex crimes or
committing violence against a family member werelaested from participation.
Participation was completely voluntary and in copte with Brigham Young
University and Oregon State Human Subjects reguiatiEach father received a $20
commissary payment for completing the interview.

Interviews were conducted utilizing computer-agsigechnology by the pilot study team
residing near the respective correctional sitddtah and Oregon (researchers Day,
Acock, & Bahr). The pilot study researchers weneally accompanied by trained
students who assisted in the interview procespaces provided by correctional
personnel at the correctional site. During theserwews data about the background
characteristics of the mother and father; the auons of the mother, father, and focal
child during the period of incarceration; and tamily relations and fathering behavior
prior to and during incarceration were gatheredidlty, the "focal child" was to be
assigned randomly by the interviewers; howevesp@n became apparent that men were
choosing the child they believed they were mo&ljiko be in contact with upon release
from prison. Thus, for the purposes of this analyisiis important to keep in mind that
the predominant content pertaining to childrenee#d men's narratives about the child
they expected to be most involved with upon reemiiy community and family life.

Interview development occurred over a period of therand was constructed by the
prisoner reentry pilot study researchers (Day, Acéeditti, & Bahr) during the winter
and spring of 2003. The content of the intervievg wdormed by the empirical literature
on prisoner reentry and father involvement as agl&n interview piloted with family
members visiting male inmates (Arditti et al., 2DABterviews were broadly designed to
gather psychosocial, health, familial, and econanflermation from participants.
Particular emphasis was given to father-child retesthips during incarceration, reentry



concerns, and the nature of men's contact withlyammembers (via visiting, phone calls,
and letters) while imprisoned. All interviews ofmates included both structured items
and open-ended questions. The interviews werededpand open-ended items were
transcribed. Interviews included for analysis ia firesent study were conducted between
September 2003 and February 2004. The participagienwas calculated at roughly 89
percent (see Day, Acock, Bahr, & Arditti, this issfor more detail regarding a
discussion of challenges associated with sampling).

Coding and Interpretation

Coding, identification of major themes, and subsadinterpretation developed over
time and reflected a series of modifications basedepeated readings of the data and
discussions with the research team (i.e., Arddtnock, & Parkman). This approach to
gualitative analysis is consistent with methodoldggcribed by Strauss and Corbin
(1990) and Gilgun (1992), whereby codes are deeeldprough knowledge of previous
research and theory as well as by hunches devebthpéaty the process of data analysis.
Additionally, our stance as a team was construgttivi that we embraced different
perspectives among ourselves relative to the dataperated from a social justice
framework in which we were more interested in givioice to the prisoners in our study
rather than being right about the "truth” of tretuation (Patton, 2002). Such a stance
does not, however, preclude the search for modald@r commonalities among
participants (Weiss & Fine, 2004), and thick dgst@sn in various thematic areas is the
heart of our analysis.

The qualitative analysis of participant interviemgolved the development of broad
coding categories and management of the text WIQIST (QSR, 1997). These
categories encompassed "Father-Child RelationsHipather-Mother Relationships,”
"Prison Experiences,"” and "Contact with Family MemrdJ and were clearly defined in
NUDIST. Various subcategories were developed withe@se broad areas to further
manage the text. All three authors coded texténagbpropriate categories with
consistency, and many areas of text were "crossdfad that they were assigned a code
from more than one category. Given the goals af plairticular analysis, the lead
researcher initially examined coding patterns coteteto text contained in "Father-
Child Relationships." Retrievals occurred in thasegory for 80% of the interviewers
(41/51) and comprised 223 text units and 51% dfite’ll documents in the study. After
closely inspecting the cross-coding patterns otéécontained in the "Father-Child
Relationships" category, the lead researcher wettli¢ext reflecting the most frequent
coding pattern--fatherhood, father involvement,taoty coparenting--via the "overlap"
function in NUDIST. Retrievals based on this setades were from 71% of the
interviews (36/51), comprised 287 text units an#GH text in all 51 documents in the
study, and demonstrated that the data set is rabgoimclusive and sufficiently covers
the facets under study (Patton, 2002). Our coraealysis is based on this particular
body of coded text drawn from the men's interviews.

Confirmability. As recommended by Patton (2002) afmementioned text report was
analyzed independently by the three authors optesent study through repeated



readings of the participants' responses. Notesh@rmdsummary concepts were written in
the margins during the examination of the repefresenting the fathers' comments
extracted from the cross-coded text which encongabsgerrelated content pertaining
fatherhood, father involvement, contact, and coptang. We reflected upon and linked
previous research and our theoretical framewodeneloping and situating concepts
discussed in the study results (Gilgun, 1992). Téemere then discussed and processed
among the authors as a means of confirmabilityamaytic triangulation (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Patton). We went through the text tgmage by page and discussed
similarities and differences in our interpretatiafishe text and compared what we had
each written in the margins as well as what tegtlen highlighted. The essence of our
thematic analysis was strikingly similar. There wasigh degree of convergence among
the three of us in terms of the recurring reguksibf themes and patterns in the data
(Patton), although each of us used slightly diffietanguage in conceptualizing these
patterns. Table 1 summarizes the themes that echége our analysis and also
includes information pertaining to the number dfiexals in a particular theme and
percentage of text units.

Participant Characteristics

The 51 fathers included in our analysis were appnately 35.5 years old (SD = 6.7) and
had more than one child (M = 1.7, SD = .9) from enttran one union. The average age
of men's children in all households was approxitgdt® years old (SD = 5.2). Children
shared with the focal mother (who were also th&odin men were most likely to reside
with prior to incarceration) were younger (M = Qayg, SD = 4.8) than children residing
in other households (M = 11 years, SD = 5.7). Ad®16% of the fathers in our study
were African American, 62.7 % defined themselve€ascasian, 9.8% were Latino, 6%
were Native American, and one participant codetbteer.” About 14% of the fathers
reported completing some high school, approximat&Bt of the men in our analysis
were high school graduates, 35% reported somegeotietechnical training, and the
remaining 11% completed an associate's or bachelegree. Seventy-eight (n = 40)
percent (n = 40) of the prisoners interviewed reggbthat they resided with the focal
mother (i.e., the biological mother of the focalldhprior to their incarceration.

Fathers in the study were incarcerated for theistmecent conviction an average of
approximately 24 months (SD = 16.1) and were irfinement relatively far from home
(M = 204.3 miles, SD = 589). Additionally, 73% aithers reported that they had at least
one prior felony conviction, and the most commamlyorted type of offense for their
current conviction was drug related (28%) followsadrobbery/theft (14%) and assault
(8%). However, 22 participants did not specify tyyge of offense, or their response was
coded as "other." Comparative analyses conducteeeka participants in Utah (n = 33)
and participants in Oregon (n = 18) revealed noi@ant differences between the two
groups on the reported participant characteristics.

It should be pointed out that the racial distribatof our participants (i.e., predominance
of white prisoners) is not reflective of nationa&ndographics of inmates in terms of the
disproportionate minority representation in staieqms relative to the general



population. For example, 64% of state prison insiddonged to racial or ethnic
minorities in 2001 (U.S. Department of Justice,20Blowever, the racial distribution of
our participants was similar to prisoner racial dgnaphics of state prisoners in Utah
(67.8% of inmates are Caucasian) (L.L. Bench, Rip&€sonal communication, May 18,
2005) and somewhat representative of prisonetseaDtegon facilities where we
collected data (mean percentage of Caucasian israatevo Oregon data collection sites
= 80.5) (State of Oregon, 2005). Furthermore, @utigipants were representative of
state prisoners nationwide with regard to the peiyrat drug related offenses (Beck,
2000; Harrison & Karberg, 2004).

FINDINGS

Our findings are descriptive and correspond withabding categories and themes
summarized in Table 1. We begin by discussing nraarsative pertaining to the
fatherhood role and thematic content centeringaiarpal identity. Based on the
theoretical framework and qualitative approachhefstudy, we were particularly
interested in the apparent identity shifts and aalbnce that characterized incarcerated
men's view of themselves as fathers. Next, we ptdgalings related to men's attempts
to enact the fathering role and the meanings atthtttheir efforts to parent or, more
often, their perceived inability to engage in fathg functions such as discipline and
financial support. Finally, we discuss two pivathbllenges which emerged in men's
narratives with respect to their involvement wikit children: contact and coparenting.
These challenges, often perceived as insurmounitgtieany prisoners, highlight the
inmate's dependence on children's biological metbecaregivers, fathers' loss of
control over their children's lives, and the unigoastraints imposed by the prison
environment.

Incarcerated Fatherhood and Paternal Identity Biéen Hard to Be a Father.”

Utilizing a "theory of method" is essentially adyuof contrasts and relationships.
Qualitative interpretation is conceptually akirato artist's composition in that it cannot
be created, understood, or appreciated withouingagxplicit attention to positive space
(i.e., what is obviously before us or "the maineat]) and negative or "blank™ spaces
(what "borders" or is in the background) (Weissi&d; 2004). The artists' metaphor is
useful in considering men's descriptions of inceatssl fatherhood, which by and large
centered around their helplessness, regrets, #imlilties of being a "good father."

For example, one father serving three to five meibin an assault conviction expressed
his inability to be a father while in prison: [Igeet] "not being a good father while in
prison. I'm not really helping at all." Anotherliar, who served 41 months in prison, was
separated from his child's mother at the time efititerview. He reflected: "I know that

it really doesn't count behind four walls to makeaétempt to be a father to someone. |
don't think that's a father, | think that's a cotamove."

Thus, defining oneself as a "bad" father only madersse relative to cultural images and
prescriptions of what men can and should do whrefang (Day et al., 2005).



Participants seemed to have an internalized retff¢heagative space" to use Weiss &
Fine's [2004] metaphor) of responsible fatherimgrfiwhich to define their experience of
incarcerated fatherhood. The crux of this intereireferent seemed to be that good
fathers are at the very least available or, toamgeinmate's words, "pay attention.” For
example, this 42-year-old father equated incaredr&dtherhood with child neglect: "To
me, it is obvious it is neglect because I'm notéh&m not available to my children.”
After "being down" for 24 months, he likens his ioament with child abandonment: "It
never made me abandon my daughter but it's likevalgunt, | guess I'm locked away and
can't be there for her."

By and large, incarcerated fatherhood was chaiaeteby impotence and the inability to
carry out fathering functions. As one prisoner witte children asked, "How can you be
a father while you're incarcerated?" Indeed, prisoa the resultant loss of control
relative to children was perceived as strippingaarof his fathering identity.

One prisoner, now separated from his wife, poigyaetlected on this shift to the
margin:

Her (his daughter's) mom makes reference to me a s "Rusty" when
it comes to her (their daughter) and ... | don't appreciate that.
Anytime my daughter's with me, she'll call me Da ddy. But when
she's with her mom, she'll call me Rusty.... How would she
(child's mother) feel if | was to send her back home calling her

mom by her first name?

We suspect that, for many men in the study, priseant going from "Daddy" to

"Rusty," and shifting to an ambiguous role withdefinition. Helplessness and
ambiguity were evident in this prisoner's accouargating ambivalence with regard to his
fathering intentions upon release:

But, | mean, after being so far in the hole and digging myself this
low, it's really hard to climb out. It really is . Because once when
| get to the top, it seems like they just throw this dirt back on

top of me. I mean, and | don't really know wheth er to give up, or

try to be a part of his life. | really don't kno W.

Despite the helplessness study participants setresbociate with incarcerated
fatherhood, some men saw things differently. F@neple, this father of two children,
divorced from his child's mother at the time of thierview, tried to be optimistic for his
youngest son's sake: "l can't let me being incatedrget him down.... | gotta be the best
father | can even though I'm in prison."

For other inmates, incarceration was a catalyshéov fathering intentions. One
participant with a history of involvement in thenamal justice system had been down
for 24 months for his most recent conviction. Hi¢eicted:

This charge [and the resultant incarceration] ha s allowed me to
become more aware of the relationship I'm not ha ving with my
kids, because I'm consciously thinking about my fathering role as



opposed to when I'm living a reckless lifestyle when | don't pay
attention.

Thus, in contrast to most study participants, itlvisate defined himself as a better father
while incarcerated than when he was out of prisan.him, good fathers pay attention.

Another inmate, completing a 42-month sentencesaied a similar shift in terms of his
fathering intentions: "My opinions of being a fatlave changed. I've gone from not
really wanting to be [a father] to knowing thathh @and being a father."

For this man, "being a father," then, resulted flaminternal shift in thinking and
intention rather than any specific behavior or émaat of the paternal role.

Wishes and hopes for the future. Prison seemetetdyale not only men's presence in
the family but their presence in time. Fatherintyonade sense relative to what a man
used to be or do, or more commonly what he hopée tepon release. Given
participants' impending reentry into community dachily life, we were not surprised by
the predominance of a futuristic time orientatioward fatherhood. For many men,
"doing time" was just that, and attention was digd@at what one hoped for in the
vanguard. We were struck by the fact that thisrfstic orientation emerged as a specific
theme for at least 10 of the study participantsngea good father after release centered
around intentions of starting over and settingdhinght with children (and sometimes
their mothers), getting close to children, "beihgre" for children, and "making a
difference."

Thus, with respect to fatherhood, emergence frasopirepresented rebirth. One 28-
year-old father with three children, down for 12ntfes because of drug possession,
explained:

"I mean, there's not really too much of a relatiopsiow but | love him ... when | get
out, | mean, it's the beginning of a new relatiopsh

Incarceration seemed to represent a dormant pfriaden in terms of fatherhood, and
reentry signified its resurrection. Indeed, sevefdhe men in the study were quite
explicit in that being reborn as a father involaaatrifice and effort. For example, this
31-year-old father with seven children stated:

| really want to be there for my kids and help o ut as much as
possible, and I'm willing to make the sacrifices necessary to be
there for them as much as | can. Whatever hoops | got to jump

through I'm willing to jump through them.

Similarly, a father of two children expressed heside to be his "personal best" upon
reentry, noting that incarceration was a catakyshfs new intentions:

Because | want to be the best father and obvious ly the best husband
| can be. And maybe it's just the fact that | lo ve them so
much and they love me so much that we miss each other, but



sometimes prison makes the relationship worse de pending on how
you choose, or just the situation but actually i n this situation |
think it's actually gotten better, and | can't w ait to get back out
and spend more time with them.

Another father tentatively expressed similar hop¥su know, and | just hope--I'm
hoping that, uh, | can be part of his life. Whetitdre now or in the near future."

The desire to "make a difference" in the life of Haughter, who visited him monthly,
was central to this Utah prisoner's shift in fathgiintentions and wish for the future:
"I've gone from not really being a part of her life-now | wanna be a part of her life,
and | want to ... help make a difference."”

Overall, fathers' hopes and wishes centered onowvagk family relationships upon their
release from prison and intentions to "do whatévakes" to rekindle father-child
relationships, although admittedly some men seemm&e of the future's uncertainty.

Father Involvement: Constraints and Efforts to Eathehind Walls

The nature of father involvement behind walls waisstrained and predominantly
cognitive (i.e., limited to thinking about childresee, for example, Hawkins & Palkovitz,
1999). There was little evidence in men's interviegponses of fathering opportunities
to display affectional or behavioral aspects obimement. Men in the study provided
thick description regarding their inability to hasentact with their family members, the
inability to help their families, particularly threchildren, and being "out of the loop™ with
regard to information pertaining to the family.uss around a lack of control also
extended to interactions with children's motheid are presented in the section on
coparenting. As previously discussed, in prisothgehood was equated with impotence
and low levels of paternal esteem. For many mehefaood was dormant while
incarcerated, due in part to the inability to cayuy fathering functions. Seven of the
study participants, in describing their lack ofahxement in their children's lives,
focused on their lack of capacity to carry out éahg functions such as protection,
support, guidance, and discipline. These functivase seen as essential elements of how
one enacts the fathering role. In particular, ssveen expressed their frustration over
their inability to discipline their children. Fokample, this father, who maintained
weekly phone conversations with his child, statksan't really discipline her. All | can
do is tell her ... to be good.”

A father of four expressed similar sentiments: 'Y [f@s children] get a lot of emotional
support from me, that kind of stuff, but as fapasenting goes, | don't play the role, |
don't discipline them ... I'm incarcerated."”

The lack of physical or "face to face" contact withldren was seen as an important
reason for fathers' failure to stay involved. Foaraple, this father of three discussed his
inability to provide effective guidance for his lchien: "You ain't got no contact with
your kids; physically, you know, it's kind of hatiml get your point across."



Other men commented on their inability to pay clsighport or protect their children
from harm. One patrticipant, separated from hisdthiinother, told interviewers of his
concerns about the possibility that a boyfriend alassing his daughter and his anger
over his impotence to protect her: "I would neetrdomebody harm my daughter if |
was out there.... But, you know, there ain't najHican do now."

Still fathers did describe their efforts to stayotved behind bars, which typically
involved attempts to remain in contact with thdiildren through letters, phone calls, or
visits or provide emotional support. The overatitsaent of these descriptions was: "I
did the best that | could.”

This father of a seven-year-old girl believed tgyimia weekly phone conversations, was
evidence of care: "l did what | could do from behbrars. And so, | think she [daughter]
sees ... that dad is trying to be a part of her'lif

Another father described his efforts to stay inealwith his son while in prison,
although he believed them to be inadequate: "Wlgamle to prison | started writing,
sending handkerchiefs, beanies, socks ... anlké sthis doesn't pay the bills. This isn't
showing him love.... He basically was raised withme being there."

While most men perceived their lack of involvemasta bad thing for themselves and
their families, five of the 51 fathers interpretbdir noninvolvement as evidence of care
for their children. For example, a father who i dating his child's mother told
interviewers: "l don't want to have him see mehare]."

Another father who does not receive visits fromdhgd stated: "l see why [visiting]
corrupts a kid's mind and bothers him.... I'm naihg to be there for him."

Drug use was an issue for this father who was wtiad with his son prior to his
incarceration and had no contact with him durirgyfiMe-year confinement. He confided
that he did not want to be a bad influence on s s

| haven't seen him since he was five years old. | know where he
goes to school; | know where he lives. But it's because I'm using
drugs that it's not--or | was using drugs--it wa s better for me to

stay away. It wouldn't have been fair to him.

Thus, involvement may signify care, or conversaligck of it may be interpreted as a
demonstration of concern for children in the coht#xhe prison environment or other
problem behaviors, such as drug use.

Pivotal Challenges: Contact and Co-parenting

In other contexts of nonresidence such as divad®lars identify the difficulties a
separate living arrangement may pose for fathetsrins of staying involved with their
children. As Dudley and Stone (2004) note, fatheffserts to adjust to noncustodial
efforts can be quite "troublesome" or bewilderifbeoretical models of responsible



fathering (see, for example, Doherty, Kouneski, &ckEson, 1998) and involvement
(e.g., Lamb, 1986) identify the importance of freqty meaningful contact in keeping
father-child relationships vital. Within the divertiterature, factors about the co-parental
relationship (e.g., the relationship between theresidential father and the mother of
their children) have long been identified as infitial in terms of the quantity and quality
of contact nonresidential fathers have with thhitdzen (Ahrons, 1983; Ahrons &
Tanner, 2003; Arditti & Keith, 1993). Two pivotahallenges for most nonresidential
fathers involve making contact and being dependpah collaboration with the
biological mother for such contact (Dudley & Stariéathers participating in our study
seemed all too aware of these challenges, whicle witen than not were perceived as
insurmountable.

The level of contact between the inmate and hislyamembers varied substantially
among the participants of the study. Fifty-one patof the fathers in our study reported
receiving "no visits" from their children (similéw national averages), and the majority
of men reported either no phone contact with chitdi33%) or weekly (37%) or monthly
(21%) phone conversations. Forty-five percent effdthers told us they either received
no letters from their children or perhaps heardiftbem one to two times a year, yet the
majority (56%) of fathers reported sending cardietiers to their children monthly or
weekly.

Painful and uncertain. In a corrections contexhrasidence and efforts to make contact
with children seemed to move beyond "troublesonérginstitutional restrictions (e.qg.,
access and expense of phones), changing family ersinp during imprisonment (e.g.,
mother taking on a boyfriend), and/or confinememtffom home. There were several
instances in which inmates told interviewers tlaaity members had moved away or
that they simply did not know exactly where theldt@an were or how to reach them,
leaving the prisoner without recourse in terms akimg the contact that he seemed to
desire so much.

One father, confined for 40 months in Oregon, 18@s1from his son and twin girls,
explained, "lI've only seen them [the twins] oncéecause their Mom took off with some
dude. | haven't seen them since then [their firshday]."

He goes on to say, "Since I've been down, my wfegtely picked up and left and moved
out of state.... So | don't have visits ... andi'tthave nobody to call.... I don't have
nobody to come bring my son to me."

It is worth pointing out that men’'s motivations @mmtact with their family members or
children while imprisoned may not simply refleail@sire to be a part of children's lives
or a good father. Contact seemed to have spedfiefiis for the inmate rooted in the
need to feel remembered, or as a welcome distrafibion a highly routinized life
"behind the fence." For example, one Oregon innvelte, did not receive visits due to
the 2,500 miles between him and his family memlsisgussed the importance of
letters:

They (the letters) make the time go by quick ... and let me know



that I'm still wanted. It ... strengthens my mor ale.... As long as

the letters keep coming in, as long as ... your child's sending you
something even once a month, then you know that you're still
remembered, that you're still wanted ... as a fa ther.... The more
contact you have with your child and your family , the better off

you are, the easier you get to do your time, the less stress.

For this father, contact via letter writing withnfidy helped him do his time. However,
not all prisoners--or children, for that matter-ymaap such benefits. Specifically,
several men in the study expressed worries abeutc¢hildren relative to father-child
contact during imprisonment. Many believed the aohimade their children sad and or
emotionally upset. One Utah prisoner who spoke Wishson weekly recounted: "At first
when | called him and talked to him on the teleghba'd start crying and get really
emotional."

A father confined in Oregon explained how visitimgs not only hard on his daughter
but also on him: "She misses me; it's hard onurar,counting the days for me to come
home. It makes me sad when she stands outsidathdegre."

Another father elaborated on the difficulties fog bhild as well as himself when visits
were "cut short™:

| just have a problem when they cut the visits s hort; he's
screaming at me, and he don't want to go, and | have to explain,
you know, there's other daddies in here who want to see their kids.
And then the last time when he came to visit, he was screaming in

the hallway for me, and that was kind of hard.

The emotional pain connected to contact likely dbaoted to infrequent visits. One
father sums things up: "He don't like to come hereisit me because it makes him sad."

The implications of visiting difficulties have bespeculated about elsewhere in terms of
child outcomes or deteriorating family ties (see,dxample, Arditti, 2003). It is
interesting to note previous work at a jail fagilih Virginia based on interviews with
children’'s nonincarcerated caregivers, primarilyhmaocs, revealed similar concerns about
the emotional pain for children associated withtwig. Pain may indeed be a shared
reality for the prisoner and his family members.

Coparenting and mothers' gatekeeping. Co-parehasggenerally been defined as how a
mother and father support or undermine each othereir parenting roles (Maccoby &
Mnookin, 1990) and in contexts of father nonresaemmplying redefined power
boundaries. The crux of such redefinition, at l&asituations of divorce, involves
parents', mostly fathers', need to accept thedbsentrol over aspects of their children's
lives (Emery, 1994). Our findings reflected menssl of control over the care and
upbringing of their children. Given the fatherimgitations imposed by incarceration, it
would make sense that mothers' gatekeeping wasipedcas a salient reason for fathers'
lack of control. We defined gatekeeping as "mothaeferences and attempts to restrict
and exclude fathers from ... involvement with cteld (Fagan & Barnett, 2003, p.



1021)." For example, this father, divorced from ¢hdd's mother, discussed the reason
why he could not see his son while in prison:

If my son wants to visit me, and the majority of my family thinks
it's a good idea, and | think it's a good idea, he tells me over
the phone he wants to see me, but yet because hi s mother doesn't
agree, basically there's no way he can come with out her consent,

so it can't be done.

He minimized his ex-wife's concerns about the iogilons of the prison visiting
environment for their young son and sums up whigdleeved his son does not visit: "It
was really an excuse not to come.... | believaitentrol issue.”

The result of mothers' control via gatekeeping matsonly a lack of father-child contact,
but also feelings of profound helplessness. Theedather continued to say, "My
responsibility, my right as a parent is automalycilken away, and | have no control
over anything."

Thick description was evident with respect to mathgatekeeping and their perceived
role in regulating and discouraging men's contattt their children. It has been
suggested elsewhere that fathers under criminatgusupervision relied on mothers of
their children as catalysts for their family invetment (Roy, 2003). Our qualitative
findings confirm the importance of mothers in médigincarcerated-father
involvement. Overall, men recounted incidents whgmaothers discouraged father-child
contact with children. Gatekeeping also involveeventing phone contact, a "lifeline”
for inmates--especially those housed far from tfeirilies. A 27-year-old father of a 10-
year-old son, confined in Utah 1,000 miles from leoutiscussed his estranged wife's
position with regard to phone contact: "You knoheg's told me already, 'l don't want
you being in his life. | don't want you to call. wHon't you ... accept it?"

In the following example, mothers were also seepiastal with regard to successful
letter writing: "l wrote a letter, but you know,eshever sat down and helped them write
me back, so | don't know if it's because she'sui®et with me or what.... | think she's
got some issues."

There were, however, a small number of cases wighars facilitated contact for some
of the men when their relationship was still actwel on friendly terms. Those men who
were on better terms with their children's motlasscribed the importance of phone
contact in terms of discussing matters pertainingpé children and providing emotional
support for children and their mothers. Oftentinf@sparenting by phone" involved
fathers' urging children to "listen to their mothér

In sum, coparental relationships had bearing drefabod, compromising or in rare
cases strengthening fragile paternal identitied,largely determined father-child
involvement via mothers' gatekeeping. Contextsootact and co-parenting further
reflected and intensified men's prisonization ,(igentity transformation defined by a
lack of personal agency as discussed in Terry, 2003



SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study of incarcerated fatherhood is a compsidi contrasts in space and time, and
shifting, ambiguous family boundaries. Being a éatimside prison could only be defined
by what one did before and the kind of father oopeda to be upon release. Similar to the
young men in Nurse's (2002) study, fathers in tuslyshad optimistic expectations and
fantasies about returning to their children andili@safter incarceration. Our findings
shed light on the nature of these expectations.'svtepes and wishes went beyond
simply returning but reflected their rebirth asg@dd father" or, at the very least, a
"better father.” The point of the present analygs not to determine how realistic such
an identity transformation might be but rather tavd attention to the identity work that

is under construction within contexts of incarcenat Roy (2003) speculates that identity
work for individuals in "liminal" space is relendle and, our findings suggest, shaped by
feelings of helplessness and a profound lack ofrobr'WWe speculate that such
internalizations of helplessness are charactes$tprisonized paternal identities and run
counter to images of responsible fathering (e.ghddty et al., 1998). Furthermore,
identity work as it pertains to fathering must disoframed within a relational context,
which views the network of expectations of othed®mal to the self as critical in
shaping role behaviors (e.g., father involvemesatyvall as one's definition of self (Fox &
Bruce, 2001). Our findings highlight the importarmenothers (or children's caregivers)
in terms of their potential to influence men's viefthemselves as fathers and contribute
to the growing body of literature (e.g., Allen & Whins, 1999; Fagan & Barnett, 2003),
which suggests maternal gatekeeping is negatissgaated with father involvement.

Eggebeen and Knoester (2001) observed that "onoestap away from coresidence”
(with their children), the transforming power offfarhood dissipates” and involvement
weakens (p. 391). Our findings confirm the risk residence poses in terms of
weakening paternal identity and undermining mednirigvolvement as well as the
interrelatedness between the two constructs. Méneatkthemselves as "not very good
fathers" while in prison based on their lack ofalwement with their children and their
inability to enact fathering functions. Their fatimg identities were largely
overshadowed by their status and identity as peisoand the resultant constraints
associated with their confinement. In turn, thaald of involvement and role enactment
contributed to internalizations of "helpless dadiomvas of no consequence to his
children. Thus, we speculate that incarceratecefathre a growing group of "fathers at
high risk" (e.g., Dudley & Stone, 2004) due in partheir non-residence and the unique
"liminality" associated with prison, prisonizedtiating identities characterized by a lack
of personal agency, and a lack of present timentai®n and meaningful presence in
their children’s lives. Additionally, incarceratidherhood implies a unique dependence
on children's mothers or caregivers for contactemtburagement for men to remain
involved. Discouragement is the more likely scemahe stigma, emotional pain, and
ambiguity associated with contact, as well astustinal/structural barriers associated
with phone access and family visiting, likely dinsim paternal investment during
imprisonment.

Recommendations for Intervention



Our recommendations for intervention are purposehservative due in part to the
gualitative nature of our inquiry and the limiteeihgralizability of our findings. For
example, it is unknown whether men who chose npatticipate in the study were
different in terms of their fathering experiencarttthose who chose to be interviewed.
Additionally, our findings do not necessarily sugigenat increased levels of father
involvement would be beneficial for men's nonineaated family members. We also
acknowledge that increased father involvement noyromote positive outcomes in
children in socially disadvantaged families (Sa2{@05), as is characteristic of the
majority of families impacted by incarceration (Atdet al., 2003; Carlson &
McClanahan, 2002).

It seems likely, given scenarios of traumatic sapan and emotional pain on the part of
both children and their fathers, that unanticipatedsequences for children could
emerge via blanket recommendations to increasecobétween men and their families
during imprisonment, even if such contact seemdxbtbeneficial for the inmate.
Similarly, while men clearly doubted their childlemothers' good intentions with
regarding to mothers' gatekeeping, we have no Wwagawving whether in fact such
gatekeeping was in children's best interest or raoesult of structural barriers (such as
distance from prison to home or costs associatédptione use). Thus, within the highly
stigmatized context of incarcerated fatherhoodekgping is both salient and
complicated because of the potential emotionakresintact may pose for children and
their caregivers. Longitudinal research that cdighssesses outcomes related to the
implications of contact for prisoners and non-igeaated family members is clearly
needed. It does seem obvious, however, that fathenes entirely dependent on their
children’s caregivers--usually mothers--for contact

Any intervention aimed at incarcerated families Waweed to be sensitive to fathers'
concerns and promoting positive paternal identdies fathering behaviors without doing
so at the expense of children or their caregivadeed, a hallmark of a "responsible
fathering" framework involves the primacy of theeds of children and fathers' moral
obligations to provide emotional and physical dareheir children (Doherty et al.,
1998). With respect to promoting responsible fattgeduring and after periods of
incarceration, at the very least, responsible fatbaght to "do no harm" to their children
or their primary caregivers. As in other contextaan-residence (such as divorce),
clarity with regard to the nature and extent ofiéas’ involvement would be helpful,
although admittedly challenging. A key issue wolédfacilitating men's involvement in
ways that were meaningful and beneficial to bothghsoner and his nonincarcerated
family members. Enhancing men's abilities to finalhg contribute to their children

while incarcerated, which can be done at a distandewith minimal emotional toll on
children, is one aspect of involvement that woikdll benefit both men (by giving them
a meaningful opportunity to "help," thus enhanguaternal identity) and their family
members (by improving generally compromised ecooaituations).

Giving prisoners opportunities during confinementake part in identity work focused
on reconstructing fatherhood also seems partigulisnportant. Narrative therapy's
empowering methods hold great promise in faciligiidentity work that might move



prisonized fathers from helpless to capable--aronant issue as they prepare for reentry
and attempt to establish or renew relationshiph thigir children. Narrative therapy is
based on the perspective that experience is catstrthrough language and is greatly
influenced by society. Based on experience, onadatories that constitute one's reality.
In return, these stories shape the manner in wajgbrson lives (White, 1995). The
deconstruction of an individual's dominant storyttiis case "It's hard to be a good
father" or "I'm no help") serves as the main crtirarrative therapy (White & Epston,
1990). Stated another way, the purpose of narréttieeapy is to enable people to
"separate their lives and relationships from knalgkdstories that are impoverishing"
(Epston, White, & Murray, 1992, p. 108). Additiolyalnarrative approaches are
particularly attractive in that they are nonintugsinonstigmatizing, and self-reflective.
Thus, narrative techniques can easily be incorpdrat the prison setting through
journaling or writing letters to family members. Biding incarcerated fathers to restory
their paternal identity, the entire family systeraynenefit.
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Table 1
Content Analysis: Summary of Coding Categories and Related

Coding Categories and
Retrieval Information Themes and Exemplar s

Father-child relationships
Fatherhood (41/51 (a)) Helplessness and re grets

"It's been hard t
Wishes and hopes/re
"l want to get re
"l want to make a
"Whatever hoops |
through | will.
Identity shifts and
"Being a father i
wanting to be a
"Do it the right
"l really don't k
give up or try.

Involvement (40/51) Efforts to father b
"l am being the b
Constraints on fath
"I'm not there, |
"I can't" Protect
(Emotional and
Discipline.
Noninvolvement as ¢
"l don't want him

this."
Contact with family
Visiting difficulties Emotional pain and
(24/51) "They wonder wher

"He was screaming
for me."

o be a father."
birth

ally close."
difference."
got to jump

ambivalence
nstead of not
father."

way."

now whether to

ehind walls
estdad | can.”
ering functions

'm no help...."

, Provide Support
Financial), Guide,

are
to see me like

uncertainty
elam."
in the hallway



Visiting with children Benefits of contact
(39/51) "Helps me do my t ime."
"They know I'm he re."

Father-mother (1)

relationships Father-mother Mothers as gatekeep ers
Coparenting (36/51) "l feel like the mother is the
problem."
"I have no contro L
"She keeps us con nected."
Coparenting by phon e
"Are you listenin g to your mother?"
(1) In some instances, children were under the care of their
grandmother or another caregiver. We note these cas es in our results.
(a) Signifies number of retrievals (i.e., participa nts) / total

retrievals with text pertaining to code.

Sour ce Citation: Arditti, Joyce A., Sara A. Smock, and TiffaneyRarkman. ""It's been
hard to be a father": a qualitative explorationnafarcerated

fatherhood.'Fathering 3.3 (Fall 2005): 267(22Fxpanded Academic ASAP. Thomson
Gale. George Mason University. 10 Apr. 2007
<http://mutex.gmu.edu:2294/itx/infomark.do?&conteet=1AC-
Documents&type=retrieve&tablD=T002&prodId=EAIM&dattA140489092&source=
gale&srcprod=EAIM&userGroupName=viva_gmu&version3..



