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Maternal Wealth Implications of Child Incarceration: 
Examining the Upstream Consequences of Children’s 
Incarceration for Women’s Assets, Homeownership,  
and Home Equity
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ABSTRACT Qualitative research has documented moth ers’ crit i cal role in supporting 
adult chil dren dur ing and after incar cer a tion. Yet, the impli ca tions of incar cer a tion for 
moth ers have been rel a tively unex plored. Wealth research has also largely overlooked 
the influ ence of adult chil dren on paren tal wealth. Using linked mother–child data 
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) and the NLSY79 
Child and Young Adult study, we inves ti gate whether a child’s incar cer a tion influ­
ences moth ers’ wealth and whether account ing for child incar cer a tion his tory helps 
explain the racial wealth gap. We use an event­study anal y sis and fixed­effects mod els 
to assess the evi dence that chil dren’s incar cer a tion affects three forms of wealth: finan­
cial assets, homeownership, and home equity. We find sig nifi  cant rela tion ships between 
child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth, but the impor tance of cur rent ver sus prior child 
incar cer a tion depends on the type of wealth con sid ered. We also find that child incar­
cer a tion is much more det ri men tal in dol lar terms for White women than for Black or 
His panic women, but the finan cial asset pen alty asso ci ated with child incar cer a tion is 
larger in per cent age terms for Black women than for White women.

KEYWORDS Wealth • Incarceration • Mothers • Collateral con se quences • Inequality

Introduction

Racial wealth disparities in the United States are vast, with the median White house hold 
now hold ing more than six times the wealth of the median Black house hold and nearly 
five times that of the median His panic house hold (Aladangady et al. 2023). Racial dis­
parities in crim i nal jus tice con tact are sim i larly vast, with Black Amer i cans expe ri­
enc ing incar cer a tion rates almost five times those of White Amer i cans, and His panic 
Amer i cans incar cer ated at twice the rate of White Amer i cans (Carson and Kluckow 
2023a). Both disparities reflect long­stand ing race­based inequalities in Amer i can life 
and, in turn, con trib ute to the per pet u a tion of racial disparities across mul ti ple domains 
(Conley 2010; Shapiro 2017; Travis et al. 2014; Western and Pettit 2010).
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In the case of incar cer a tion, research ers have found that incar cer a tion is det ri men­
tal to sub se quent employ ment pros pects, hous ing sta bil ity, health, wealth accrual, 
and even civic par tic i pa tion (Geller and Curtis 2011; Maroto 2015; Massoglia and 
Pridemore 2015; Pager et al. 2009; Warner 2015; Western 2002). A siz able lit er a­
ture has also explored the con se quences of mass incar cer a tion for close rela tions of 
those who are or have been incar cer ated, focus ing pri mar ily on chil dren and roman­
tic part ners (Bruns and Lee 2020; Sugie 2015; Turney 2015, 2017; Wakefield and  
Wildeman 2014; Western and Smith 2018). However, schol ars have directed rel a­
tively lit tle atten tion up the fam ily tree to con sider the inter gen er a tional con se quences 
of incar cer a tion for the par ents of incar cer ated indi vid u als.

Qualitative stud ies have con sis tently found that moth ers play a cru cial role— 
fre quently on par with that of roman tic part ners (Turney et al. 2022)—in support­
ing adult chil dren both dur ing incar cer a tion and espe cially upon their return home  
(Braman 2004; Harding et al. 2019; Western 2018). Yet, quan ti ta tive research ers have 
exam ined the con se quences of incar cer a tion for moth ers far less often than the con se­
quences for part ners. The hand ful of stud ies that have attempted to quan tify the con­
se quences for moth ers found neg a tive rela tion ships between child incar cer a tion and 
mater nal men tal and phys i cal health (Goldman 2019; Green et al. 2006; Sirois 2020). 
However, moth ers’ finan cial well­being is also likely to be det ri men tally impacted by 
child incar cer a tion, given the exten sive finan cial and oppor tu nity costs that moth ers 
accrue in assisting chil dren being processed by the jus tice sys tem, maintaining con­
tact with them dur ing incar cer a tion, and supporting them fol low ing release.

Motivated by this gap in the lit er a ture, we ask two research ques tions. First, 
does child incar cer a tion affect mater nal wealth? Second, does account ing for child 
incar cer a tion his tory help explain the racial wealth gap among Amer i can women? 
We inves ti gate these ques tions using linked mother–child data from the National  
Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) and the NLSY79 Child and Young 
Adult cohort (NLS­CYA). We use an event­study frame work and fixed­effects mod­
els to assess the evi dence that child incar cer a tion affects three forms of wealth: finan­
cial wealth, homeownership, and home equity. We find a sig nifi  cant rela tion ship 
between child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth. However, the rel a tive impor tance 
of cur rent ver sus prior child incar cer a tion depends on the type of wealth con sid ered: 
cur rent child incar cer a tion is neg a tively asso ci ated with finan cial asset lev els and 
prob a bil ity of homeownership, whereas prior child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with 
decreases in home equity and finan cial assets. Separate mod els by race and eth nic ity 
sug gest that child incar cer a tion is much more det ri men tal in dol lar terms for White 
women than for Black or His panic women, but the finan cial asset pen alty asso ci ated 
with child incar cer a tion is larger in per cent age terms for Black women than for White 
women. Despite sig nifi  cant racial dif fer ences in crim i nal jus tice sys tem expo sure, 
account ing for child incar cer a tion does not mean ing fully reduce the size of the racial 
wealth gap among women.

These find ings are rel e vant not only for schol ars inter ested in the col lat eral con se­
quences of incar cer a tion but also for schol ars inter ested in inter gen er a tional wealth 
pro cesses. Like col lat eral con se quences schol ars, wealth schol ars have pri mar ily con­
sid ered down ward inter gen er a tional pro cesses, focus ing on the trans mis sion of trans­
fers, advan tages, and dis ad van tages from older gen er a tions to youn ger gen er a tions. 
Although trans fers to chil dren for tuition or down pay ment assis tance obvi ously 
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depletes paren tal wealth, they mark an invest ment in the wealth and wealth­gen er at ing  
poten tial of the next gen er a tion. Our find ings sug gest that incar cer a tion is another 
com mon event in chil dren’s lives that might deplete paren tal wealth. However, unlike 
col lege atten dance or first home pur chase, incar cer a tion does not mark wealth trans­
fer from one gen er a tion to the next so much as a loss of total wealth within fam i lies.

Background

Research explor ing inter gen er a tional wealth pro cesses has gen er ally employed a 
down ward focus, exam in ing how older gen er a tions’ cir cum stances shape those of 
youn ger gen er a tions. This stan dard approach relies on a sta tus attain ment per spec­
tive (Pfeffer 2011), focus ing on the role of par ents and some times grand par ents in 
pro vid ing tuition assis tance, down­pay ment assis tance, and bequests to chil dren and 
grandchildren. However, schol ars of the racial wealth gap have noted that preexisting 
racial disparities in income and assets mean that for Black Amer i cans, extended fam­
ily net works are often a drain on finan cial resources in addi tion to being a source of 
assis tance (Chiteji and Hamilton 2002; Heflin and Pattillo 2002, 2006; O’Brien 2012; 
Shapiro 2004). These schol ars have found that the pov erty sta tus of kin and trans fers 
to fam ily mem bers affect wealth lev els and asset own er ship and even appear to con­
trib ute to the racial wealth gap (Chiteji and Hamilton 2002; Hall and Crowder 2011; 
Heflin and Pattillo 2002; O’Brien 2012; Smythe 2022).

Poverty sta tus is not the only rel e vant char ac ter is tic of fam ily ties that might 
deplete wealth, how ever. Sykes and Maroto (2016) found that a house hold mem ber’s 
institutionalization (used as a proxy for fam ily mem ber incar cer a tion) is asso ci ated 
with decreases in house hold assets and debts. We sim i larly argue that a close fam ily 
mem ber’s incar cer a tion might have mean ing ful impli ca tions for one’s wealth. How­
ever, we focus on the fam ily tie we con sider per haps most at risk of suf fer ing wealth 
con se quences of famil ial incar cer a tion: moth ers. We view moth ers as being at par tic­
u lar risk for two rea sons: (1) qual i ta tive research indi cates that female rela tions, espe­
cially moth ers and roman tic part ners, assume the bulk of labor and expenses aris ing 
from fam ily mem ber incar cer a tion, and (2) moth ers tend to be older than roman tic 
part ners and, there fore, likely have more wealth that could be expended on or lost to 
incar cer a tion­related expenses.1

Qualitative stud ies have con sis tently high lighted the exten sive work that women, 
espe cially moth ers, do in supporting jus tice sys tem–involved indi vid u als before, dur­
ing, and after incar cer a tion. This find ing emerges in inter views with jus tice sys tem– 
involved indi vid u als (Boches et al. 2022; deVuono­Powell et al. 2015; Horowitz 
et al. 2022), their fam ily mem bers (Grinstead et al. 2001; Turney et al. 2022), and 
even indi vid u als work ing in the bail indus try (Page et al. 2019). Through large­scale 
inter views, Turney et al. (2022) have revealed that women—par tic u larly moth ers and 
part ners—are far more engaged in the “carceral bro ker ing” work of nav i gat ing insti­
tu tions and fill ing struc tural holes caused by a loved one’s incar cer a tion than male 

1 Mothers are a pri mary tar get of the bail bonds indus try “because they are seen as likely to have both the 
finan cial means and the obli ga tions to care” (Page et al. 2019:153).
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rela tions.2 Relatedly, recent quan ti ta tive work found that women but not men expe­
ri ence increased depres sive symp toms when a fam ily mem ber is incar cer ated and 
that this dif fer ence is partly attrib ut  able to gen der dif fer ences in finan cial strain and 
chronic strain asso ci ated with famil ial incar cer a tion (Smith and Coleman 2024).

Numerous stud ies have con sid ered the impli ca tions of a roman tic part ner’s 
incar cer a tion for women’s finan cial resources, asset own er ship, hous ing sta bil ity, 
labor mar ket par tic i pa tion, health, and even civic and polit i cal par tic i pa tion (Bruns 
2019; Bruns and Lee 2020; Geller and Franklin 2014; Geller et al. 2011; Sugie 
2015; Turney and Schneider 2016). Yet, quan ti ta tive stud ies have rarely exam ined 
the con se quences of incar cer a tion for moth ers of incar cer ated indi vid u als, despite 
the find ing that moth ers’ role in supporting cur rently and pre vi ously incar cer ated 
indi vid u als at every step of the pro cess is at least as impor tant as that of roman tic 
part ners (Turney et al. 2022). The few stud ies that have focused on moth ers with 
incar cer ated chil dren have exam ined health out comes: Green et al. (2006) found 
greater psy cho log i cal dis tress among moth ers with incar cer ated sons, and Goldman 
(2019) and Sirois (2020) found that child incar cer a tion appears to neg a tively affect 
phys i cal health. These find ings are mir rored in recent research exam in ing the con­
se quences of ado les cent arrests for moth ers’ men tal and phys i cal health (Turney 
2022; Turney and Jackson 2021).

However, qual i ta tive research sug gests that child incar cer a tion is not just a psy­
cho log i cally stress ful event that may harm moth ers’ health. It is also a costly event 
that could drain moth ers’ finan cial resources before, dur ing, and after incar cer a tion. 
For exam ple, deVuono­Powell et al. (2015) found that an aver age of $13,607 was 
spent on con vic tion­related costs (bail/bond, attor ney’s fees, court fees, and res ti tu­
tion) and that moth ers were the fam ily mem bers most likely to bear these costs.3 In 
a sur vey of women vis it ing prison, Grinstead et al. (2001) found that women spent 
an aver age of $292 monthly on vis its, calls, and pack ages—an amount equiv a lent to 
36% of respon dents’ median income. Ethnographic work by Braman (2004:132–133) 
like wise revealed that pris on ers’ fam i lies often spend more than $200 per month on 
phone calls to incar cer ated fam ily mem bers, with one mother spend ing an esti mated 
$3,560 annu ally to call, visit, and pro vide gifts and money to her incar cer ated son. In 
the extreme, sev eral recent qual i ta tive stud ies have noted exam ples of moth ers who 
emp tied their retire ment or sav ings accounts to pay their child’s bail or pro vide finan­
cial assis tance dur ing a child’s incar cer a tion (deVuono­Powell et al. 2015:14; Turney 
et al. 2022).

Maintaining ties with and supporting a cur rently incar cer ated child might  
also bring sig nifi  cant oppor tu nity costs and indi rect expenses, rang ing from the 
often­exten sive time spent trav el ing to and from cor rec tional facil i ties for vis its 
(McDermott and King 1992) to the pro vi sion of hous ing and childcare for grand­
children whose par ents are cur rently incar cer ated (Turanovic et al. 2012). All 
these fac tors could affect not just a mother’s bank account bal ance but also how 
much time she can spend in paid labor.

2 Turney et al. (2022) excluded male rela tions from their final study sam ple because pre lim i nary ana ly ses 
suggested that male rela tions gen er ally were not privy to carceral bro ker ing work.
3 This fact is appar ently well­known to bail bondspersons, mak ing moth ers the most “prized” tar get of this 
indus try (Page et al. 2019).
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The direct and indi rect costs of hav ing an incar cer ated loved one extend well 
beyond case adju di ca tion and dura tion of incar cer a tion, how ever. Parents, espe cially 
moth ers, pro vide exten sive finan cial assis tance to help their chil dren pay down legal 
finan cial obli ga tions after con vic tion or the con clu sion of their sen tence (Boches 
et al. 2022; Horowitz et al. 2022), and recently released pris on ers fre quently return to 
their par ents’ house holds after they are released (Warner and Remster 2021). In addi­
tion, qual i ta tive stud ies fol low ing reentering indi vid u als have revealed the exten sive 
in­kind and oppor tu nity costs moth ers accrue in aiding their recently released adult 
chil dren (Harding et al. 2019; Western 2018). The Bos ton Reentry Study, for exam­
ple, found that moth ers pro vide crit i cal emo tional and finan cial assis tance to their 
adult chil dren in the tran si tional period after release from prison (Western 2018). 
These moth ers pro vide in­kind sup port through hous ing, childcare, meals, and cloth­
ing. Western (2018:119) esti mated the finan cial value of hous ing sup port alone to be 
roughly $3,400 per mother per year. Moreover, moth ers might con tinue to pro vide 
assis tance well beyond the reen try period because of the extended finan cial precarity 
(Bryan 2019), hous ing insta bil ity (Bryan 2023; Remster 2021; Warner 2015), and 
labor mar ket chal lenges (Lindsay 2022; Sugie 2018) for merly incar cer ated indi vid­
u als face even years after their release. We con sider this pos si bil ity in the fol low ing 
ana ly ses by explor ing the impli ca tions of both cur rent child incar cer a tion and prior 
child incar cer a tion for women’s wealth.

Considering the sub stan tial in­kind and direct finan cial costs that moth ers often 
shoul der in sup port of their cur rently or for merly incar cer ated chil dren, we use nation­
ally rep re sen ta tive data to inves ti gate whether adult chil dren’s incar cer a tion det ri men­
tally impacts women’s wealth pro files in mid life. We exam ine three types of wealth that 
we expect might be affected by cur rent and prior child incar cer a tion: finan cial assets, 
homeownership, and home equity. We focus first on finan cial assets, which we con sider 
to be the asset type most likely to be uti lized in response to the needs of cur rently incar­
cer ated and recently released chil dren, as well as the asset type most likely to reflect 
the costs of in­kind assis tance that moth ers often pro vide to pre vi ously incar cer ated 
adult chil dren. We hypoth e size that cur rent child incar cer a tion is less likely to impact 
homeownership and home equity but that the finan cial and in­kind costs of child incar­
cer a tion might accrue over time and hin der women’s abil ity to estab lish and main tain 
homeownership, as well as their abil ity to pay down existing mort gages.

We also con sider whether account ing for dif fer en tial expo sure to child incar cer a tion 
could explain a por tion of the His panic–White and, espe cially, Black–White wealth 
gaps, given dra matic racial disparities in incar cer a tion rates (Carson and Kluckow 
2023a). Prior research, for exam ple, has linked state­level racial disparities in incar­
cer a tion rates to state­level racial disparities in homeownership rates (Schneider and 
Turney 2015). By con sid er ing how child incar cer a tion his tory relates to women’s like­
li hood of homeownership, we high light a poten tial mech a nism that could help explain 
these pre vi ous find ings. At the same time, leg a cies of dis crim i na tion and con tem po rary 
gaps in wealth along racial lines mean that Black and His panic moth ers might be less 
 able to expend resources on assisting cur rently and for merly incar cer ated chil dren than 
White moth ers. We explore these pos si bil i ties by run ning mod els that exam ine whether 
account ing for child incar cer a tion his tory can explain a por tion of the racial wealth gap, 
as well as whether the rela tion ship between child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth 
varies by race and eth nic ity.
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Data and Methods

We exam ine these ques tions using linked mother–child data from the NLSY79 and 
the NLS­CYA. The NLSY79 began fol low ing a nation ally rep re sen ta tive cohort of 
12,686 men and women in 1979, when they were aged 14–22. Those orig i nal sam ple 
mem bers were interviewed annu ally from 1979 through 1994 and have been inter­
viewed bien ni ally since, with the response rate remaining close to 80% (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics n.d.). In 2016, sam ple mem bers were aged 51–60.

The NLS­CYA study began fol low ing and assessing the bio log i cal chil dren of 
female NLSY79 sam ple mem bers in 1986. Starting in 1994, chil dren aged 14 or older 
began com plet ing sur veys mod eled on the NLSY79, includ ing pro vid ing self­reports 
of crim i nal con vic tions and incar cer a tion his tory. In 2016, NLS­CYA respon dents 
were aged 2–46, with an aver age age of 30. We exclude mem bers of NLSY79 sub­
sam ples that were discontinued before the NLS­CYA began collecting chil dren’s 
incar cer a tion his tory and respon dents who are not non­His panic Black, non­His panic 
White, or His panic.4 This anal y sis, there fore, focuses on 3,242 female NLSY79 sam­
ple mem bers and their 7,646 bio log i cal chil dren observed between 1994 and 2016, of 
whom 512 (6.7%) have ever been incar cer ated.5 By 2016, the moth ers in our anal y sis 
sam ple had a mean of 2.49 and a median of 2 chil dren, and 13% of moth ers (427) had 
had at least one child incar cer ated. Children in our ana lytic sam ple were aged 12–46 
in 2016, with a mean and median age of 27.

Measures of Child Incarceration History

Our pri mary inde pen dent var i ables of inter est are time­vary ing indi ca tors of child’s 
cur rent incar cer a tion sta tus (Child cur rently incar cer ated at mother’s inter view) and 
whether they have ever been incar cer ated to date (Child pre vi ously incar cer ated). We 
use sev eral NLS­CYA var i ables to con struct the cur rent incar cer a tion var i able. First, 
for each young adult respon dent, the sur vey col lects data on their pri mary res i dence 
at each inter view date, allowing us to iden tify respon dents cur rently resid ing in a cor­
rec tional facil ity at the time of their inter view.6 Starting in 2006, the NLSY­CYA also 
recorded the start of the cur rent incar cer a tion spell for respon dents incar cer ated at the 

4 The mil i tary oversample was discontinued after 1984, and the oversampling of poor Whites was discontin­
ued in 1990. We exclude respon dents of other races because they are pri mar ily indi vid u als who report their 
racial or eth nic ori gin as “Amer i can,” “Other,” Native Amer i can, or Asian Amer i can. Unfortunately, there are 
not enough Asian Amer i can or Native Amer i can respon dents to sup port sep a rate ana ly ses for these groups, 
and we pre fer not to com bine them into a generic “other” cat e gory because of their extremely dif fer ent 
incar cer a tion rates and wealth pro files (Aladangady et al. 2023; Carson and Kluckow 2023b). Moreover, the 
NLSY warns users that the num ber of respon dents who iden ti fied as “Native Amer i can” is unusu ally high.
5 Table A1 (online appen dix) shows descrip tive sta tis tics for our ana lytic sam ple rel a tive to excluded 
mem bers of the full NLSY79 sam ple (i.e., those who are not His panic, Black, or White). Children’s incar­
cer a tion his tory, finan cial assets, and home equity do not sig nifi  cantly dif fer between the two groups. 
However, rel a tive to those in the excluded sam ple, mem bers of the ana lytic sam ple are slightly less likely 
to own their home (69.8% vs. 71.9%, respec tively); are less likely to be mar ried or partnered; have slightly 
higher edu ca tion lev els, higher income, and higher starting asset val ues in 1985; have lower home equity 
in 1985; and have slightly youn ger chil dren.
6 The NLSY­CYA pri mary res i dence var i able does not dis tin guish between prison and jail incar cer a tion.
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time of their sur vey. We use this incar cer a tion spell start date to back fill incar cer a tion 
sta tus at prior inter view dates as appro pri ate. Third, we use chil dren’s self­reports of 
incar cer a tion his tory, which the NLSY­CYA has col lected from chil dren 14 or older 
since 1994, to fill in any miss ing val ues on the cur rent incar cer a tion mea sure for 
years in which chil dren did not com plete an inter view.7 All NLS­CYA respon dents 
aged 14 or older were first asked if they had ever been convicted for any thing other 
than a minor traf fic charge. Those answer ing affir ma tively were then asked whether 
they had ever been sen tenced to time in a cor rec tional insti tu tion. On the basis of their 
responses to these ques tions, we deter mine that a child who had never been convicted 
or who had been convicted but indi cated that they had never been incar cer ated would 
not have been incar cer ated in any pre vi ous years, either. We use child inter view dates 
and child incar cer a tion spell start dates to deter mine whether each child was incar­
cer ated at the mother’s inter view date for each year. If a child’s incar cer a tion start 
date is unavail able but the mother and child were interviewed within one month of 
each other, we assume the child was incar cer ated at the time of mother’s inter view.8 
We use this mea sure of cur rent incar cer a tion sta tus at the mother’s inter view because 
out come var i ables are mea sured at the mother’s inter view.

Our time­vary ing mea sure of the child’s pre vi ous incar cer a tion is constructed from 
the self­reported ques tions on con vic tion and incar cer a tion his tory and our mea sure 
of cur rent incar cer a tion sta tus at each inter view date. As with the cur rent incar cer a­
tion sta tus var i able, we use the child’s inter view date and the mother’s inter view date 
at each sur vey wave to deter mine whether the child had ever been incar cer ated as of 
the mother’s inter view date. We include both Child pre vi ously incar cer ated and Child 
cur rently incar cer ated in all  mod els to sep a rate the short­term con se quences of active 
child incar cer a tion spells from the poten tially long­last ing con se quences of hav ing a 
pre vi ously incar cer ated child.

Outcome Variables

We exam ine the rela tion ship between chil dren’s self­reported incar cer a tion his tory and 
sev eral mea sures of moth ers’ wealth. The NLSY79 has col lected wealth data, includ ing 
data on homeownership, from respon dents since 1985 in all  sur vey years except 1991, 
2002, 2006, 2010, 2014, and 2018. All finan cial var i ables are adjusted to 2016 dol lars 
using the Consumer Price Index. Our first out come, finan cial assets, reflects moth ers’ 
self­reported value of all  sav ings, checking, and retire ment accounts, as well as the value 
of any stocks, bonds, or cer tifi  cates of deposit at each inter view. We also con sider home­
ownership and self­reported home equity, using the pri mary res i dence for respon dents 

7 Questions about crim i nal activ ity, con vic tion his tory, and incar cer a tion are asked via com puter­assisted 
sur vey interviewing so that respon dents are less likely to be influ enced by social desir abil ity bias than they 
might be if their inter viewer directly asked these ques tions.
8 We also ran mod els using more flex i ble approaches to deter min ing child’s incar cer a tion sta tus at the 
mother’s inter view: (1) using child’s incar cer a tion sta tus at their own inter view date if the child and mother 
were interviewed within three months of each other, and (2) using the child’s incar cer a tion sta tus at their 
own inter view date if the child and mother were interviewed in the same cal en dar year. In both cases, 
stan dard errors are smaller than those shown in main tables because we have fewer miss ing per son­year 
obser va tions, but results are sub stan tively con sis tent with those presented in the main tables.
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who own mul ti ple prop er ties.9 The NLSY79 imputes miss ing val ues for spe cific assets 
in the years that wealth data are col lected, and we employ these imputed val ues. Because 
the NLSY79 asset mea sures reflect house hold wealth for both sam ple mem bers and their 
spouses/part ners, we con trol for mar i tal and part ner sta tus in all  mod els.10

Control Variables

Our pri mary ana ly ses rely on mater nal fixed­effects mod els, which reduce con cerns 
about unob served confounding by vir tue of com par ing women’s wealth after child incar­
cer a tion with their wealth before ini tial child incar cer a tion. Hence, we con trol only for 
the fol low ing time­vary ing mother­level con found ers in our main mod els: age, years of 
edu ca tion, mar i tal sta tus, part ner sta tus, region of res i dence, house hold income quar tile, 
house hold size, and own incar cer a tion his tory. Because moth ers could have mul ti ple 
chil dren with dif fer ing incar cer a tion sta tuses in any given year, obser va tions are in child­
year for mat. Thus, we also con trol for each child’s gen der and age at each inter view 
date. We mul ti ply impute miss ing val ues on con trol var i ables but do not impute miss ing  
val ues on wealth var i ables or child incar cer a tion his tory.11 Thus, we omit from the ana­
ly ses years in which chil dren do not par tic i pate in the inter view and their incar cer a tion 
sta tus can not be con fi dently deter mined based on sub se quent reports of incar cer a tion 
tim ing. Model results pro duced with mul ti ply imputed datasets are con sis tent with those 
pro duced using casewise dele tion. All mod els include year fixed effects.

Analytic Approach

We first employ a sim ple event­study anal y sis to visu al ize the evo lu tion of mater nal 
finan cial wealth in the years surrounding the ini tial incar cer a tion of any child.12 This 
anal y sis allows us to exam ine how the poten tial impact of child incar cer a tion varies 
over time since the ini tial event and to visu al ize whether child incar cer a tion rep re­
sents a tran si tory shock to moth ers’ finan cial well­being or appears to have more 
long­last ing impli ca tions. For this descrip tive exer cise, we focus on the event of a 
mother’s first expe ri ence with child incar cer a tion and her sub se quent finan cial wealth 
tra jec tory as a test of pre lim i nary sup port for the hypoth e sis that child incar cer a tion 
affects mater nal wealth lev els. The event­study approach com pares a mother’s finan­
cial wealth before and after this event. To account for the confounding influ ence of 

9 Women who do not own their homes are coded as hav ing $0 in home equity.
10 Although house hold wealth lev els likely dif fer sig nifi  cantly between mar ried women and sin gle women, 
the mar i tal sta tus and part ner sta tus indi ca tor var i ables cap ture the aver age dif fer ences in wealth between 
these groups. As discussed in the Robustness Checks sec tion, we also ran alter nate model spec i fi ca tions to 
con firm that our find ings are con sis tent for sin gle and mar ried moth ers and that they hold when we adjust 
wealth val ues for house hold size dif fer ences.
11 We pro duced 10 imputed datasets with the chained equa tions method in Stata MI com mands, which fills 
in miss ing val ues on mul ti ple var i ables iter a tively using a sequence of uni var i ate impu ta tion mod els with 
fully con di tional spec i fi ca tions (Allison 2001; White et al. 2011). We use OLS to fill in miss ing val ues on 
con tin u ous var i ables, logis tic regres sion for binary var i ables, ordi nal logis tic regres sion for ordi nal var i­
ables, mul ti no mial logit for nom i nal var i ables, and Poisson regres sion for count var i ables.
12 See Miller (2023) for a recent over view of event­study meth ods.
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time trends that would arise from merely com par ing moth ers’ finan cial assets before 
and after child incar cer a tion, the event study (like dif fer ence­in­dif fer ences) com pares 
changes in the finan cial wealth of moth ers with incar cer ated chil dren with changes in 
wealth over the same period among a com par i son group of moth ers with no chil dren 
ever incar cer ated or no chil dren yet incar cer ated.

Let t denote the cal en dar year in which a mother i first expe ri enced a child’s incar­
cer a tion. We esti mate the fol low ing regres sion:

Yit = β + j =1
J∑ α j (Lagj )it+ k = 0

K∑ γk (Leadk )it+Xitδ + λt+ νit,

where Yit is mother’s finan cial assets in cal en dar year t; Xit rep re sents the mother’s 
time­vary ing char ac ter is tics, includ ing age, mar i tal sta tus, edu ca tion, and her own 
incar cer a tion his tory; λt rep re sents year fixed effects; and νit  rep re sents a sto chas­
tic error term. Lag   and Lead   are binary var i ables indi cat ing that a mother was a 
given num ber of peri ods away from her ini tial expe ri ence of child incar cer a tion. For 
exam ple, Leadk   equals 1 if mother i  is k  peri ods away from expe ri enc ing ini tial child 
incar cer a tion in year t. Similarly, Lagj equals 1 if a mother first expe ri enced child 
incar cer a tion j  peri ods ago in sur vey year t. Intuitively, the coef fi cients on these lag 
and lead terms esti mate the finan cial wealth dif fer ence between moth ers who expe­
ri enced child incar cer a tion and moth ers who never expe ri ence child incar cer a tion or 
have not yet expe ri enced child incar cer a tion. Controlling for age allows us to account 
for life cycle trends in asset accu mu la tion, and adding year fixed effects purges the 
model of time trends aris ing from mac ro eco nomic con di tions spe cific to cal en dar 
years. We clus ter stan dard errors at the mother level.

The event­study meth od ol ogy is mod eled after the stan dard dif fer ence­in­ 
dif fer ences strat egy with dif fer en tial treat ment tim ing, but we do not rely on it as 
our pri mary ana lytic strat egy because it does not allow us to dif fer en ti ate between 
the poten tial con se quences of cur rent ver sus con cluded spells of child incar cer a tion. 
Moreover, it allows us to con sider the impli ca tions of only the first incar cer a tion of 
any child, but moth ers might expe ri ence the incar cer a tion of mul ti ple chil dren at 
vary ing points in time.13 Instead, our aim with the event study is to pres ent descrip tive 
trends to moti vate the richer mother­level fixed­effects mod els that we employ in the 
rest of the study, which allow us to account for the impact of each child’s incar cer a­
tion expe ri ences sep a rately.

For our pri mary ana ly ses, we employ mater nal fixed effects with child­year obser­
va tions, allowing us to account sep a rately for the poten tial con se quences of cur rent 
ver sus con cluded child incar cer a tion spells and for the pos si bil ity that a mother might 
expe ri ence the incar cer a tion of mul ti ple chil dren.14 These mod els take the fol low ing 
gen eral form:

Yit = β0+β1Child  currently incarceratedkt
+ β2Child  previously incarceratedkt +Xitδ + Zkθ+ γ i+ λt + νit,

13 Among NLSY79 moth ers with any child ever incar cer ated, 16% have mul ti ple chil dren who expe ri­
enced incar cer a tion at some point.
14 The results are con sis tent when we instead use child­level fixed effects.
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where Xit is a vec tor of the mother’s time­vary ing char ac ter is tics, Zk is a vec tor of 
child­level char ac ter is tics (described ear lier), γ i  rep re sents mother fixed effects, λt 
rep re sents sur vey year fixed effects, and νit  rep re sents the error term. We use ordi nary 
least­squares (OLS) regres sion to pre dict finan cial wealth lev els and home equity; we 
use logis tic regres sion mod els to pre dict cur rent homeownership in each sur vey year. 
Again, we clus ter stan dard errors at the mother level.

Finally, to explore how much of the racial wealth gap among women might be 
attrib ut  able to racial dif fer ences in child incar cer a tion his to ries, we run pooled regres­
sion mod els in which we drop mater nal fixed effects and add con trols for time­invari ant 
char ac ter is tics of the mother: race and eth nic ity, ini tial asset val ues in 1985,15 and 
par ents’ edu ca tion level. We include the lat ter to help account for the role of social 
ori gins and par ents’ resources in shap ing one’s own wealth tra jec tory (Killewald and 
Bryan 2018).16 In the first model, we do not include mea sures of child incar cer a tion 
his tory and inter pret the coef fi cients on the Black and His panic var i ables as the resid­
ual wealth gaps that can not be attrib uted to the mother’s age, edu ca tion, house hold 
income, region, mar i tal sta tus, house hold size, own incar cer a tion his tory, social ori­
gins, and chil dren’s gen der and ages. In the sec ond model, we add our mea sures of 
chil dren’s cur rent and prior incar cer a tion to test whether account ing for dif fer ences 
in child incar cer a tion reduces the size of the Black–White or His panic–White wealth 
gaps, as reflected in the Black and His panic coef fi cients. Finally, in the third model, 
we add race/eth nic ity­interacted ver sions of the two child incar cer a tion mea sures to 
test for racial var i a tion in the size of the rela tion ship between child incar cer a tion and 
mater nal wealth. Standard errors are clus tered at the mother level in these mod els. We 
run these mod els for each wealth out come but include only results from the finan cial 
wealth mod els in the main text for the sake of par si mony. Results from mod els of 
homeownership and home equity are shown in the online appen dix.

Results

Table 1 dis plays weighted descrip tive sta tis tics for our ana lytic sam ple of non­ 
His panic White, non­His panic Black, and His panic moth ers in the NLSY79 sam­
ple and their chil dren for per son­years in which data on finan cial assets or child 

15 Because the pooled mod els we use to exam ine the racial wealth gap do not rely on within­mother 
changes in asset val ues to esti mate coef fi cient sizes, as the fixed­effects mod els do, we include ini tial 
wealth in 1985 to con trol for base line dif fer ences in wealth ear lier in adult hood that may influ ence the like­
li hood that a mother’s child even tu ally expe ri ences incar cer a tion. Because 1985 assets were col lected at 
the house hold level and only some women were mar ried in 1985, we adjust this ini tial asset value mea sure 
for mar i tal sta tus in 1985, divid ing val ues by 2 for moth ers who were mar ried in 1985. The results of the 
pooled mod els remain con sis tent if we do not adjust the ini tial assets mea sure for 1985 mar i tal sta tus and 
instead add a con trol for mother’s mar i tal sta tus in 1985.
16 Mother’s par ents’ edu ca tion is mea sured as highest edu ca tion level com pleted by the mother’s res i den­
tial bio log i cal par ent(s) in 1979, cat e go rized as no high school diploma, exactly a high school diploma, 
some col lege edu ca tion, a four­year col lege degree, or more than a four­year degree. We assume less than 
12th grade is no high school diploma, exactly 12th grade is a high school diploma, one to three years of col­
lege is some col lege edu ca tion, four years of col lege is a four­year col lege degree, and five or more years 
of col lege is more than a four­year degree. For respon dents with no res i den tial par ent, mater nal val ues are 
used if avail  able, oth er wise pater nal val ues are used.
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Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics

Mean SD

Person Level
 Mother’s char ac ter is tics
  Number of unique moth ers 3,242
  Mothers with any child ever incar cer ated by 2016 (%) 13.2
  Race and eth nic ity (%)
   White (non­His panic) 72.92
   Black (non­His panic) 18.71
   His panic 8.35
 Children’s char ac ter is tics
  Number of unique chil dren 7,646
  Male (%) 50.78
  Ever incar cer ated by 2016 (%) 6.70
  Male among ever incar cer ated (%) 83.20
Person­Year Level
 Mother’s char ac ter is tics
  Financial assets ($)
   Mean 107,216 400,296
   Median 6,353
  Financial assets in 1985 ($)
   Mean 4,205 16,551
   Median 439.6
  Homeowner (%) 69.77
  Home equity ($)
   Mean 85,083 160,545
   Median 33,445
  Home equity in 1985 ($)
   Mean 5,373 19,160
   Median 0
  Age (years) 42.46 7.60
  Married (%) 68.99
  Cohabiting with part ner (%) 5.07
  Number of chil dren 2.49 1.15
  Years of edu ca tion 13.43 2.43
  Previously incar cer ated (%) 0.70
  Household size 3.91 1.51
  Family income ($)
   Mean 81,204 75,688
   Median 68,071
  Mother’s region of res i dence (%)
   Northeast 18.50
   North Central 31.60
   South 33.36
   West 16.54
  Parents’ edu ca tion (%)
   Less than high school 29.85
   High school diploma or GED 40.32
   Associate’s degree 12.41
   Bachelor’s degree 10.39
   Graduate degree 7.04
  Coresident grandchildren (%) 3.92
  Weeks worked in last year 36.55 21.8
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incar cer a tion sta tus were not miss ing. We use cus tom NLSY79 sam ple weights 
to ensure that the respon dents who par tic i pated in the years in which wealth data 
were col lected are nation ally rep re sen ta tive when we cal cu late descrip tive sta tis­
tics. The weighted sam ple is 73% non­His panic White, 19% non­His panic Black, 
and 8% His panic. Mean finan cial assets across all  per son­years are $107,216, while 
median finan cial assets are just $6,353. Likewise, mean and median home equity are 
$85,083 and $33,445, respec tively. Children were actively incar cer ated at the date 
of the mother’s inter view in 0.5% of all  per son­years and were pre vi ously incar cer­
ated at the date of the mother’s inter view in 1.6% of all  per son­years. By 2016, 6.7% 
of chil dren had ever been incar cer ated, and 13.2% of moth ers had ever had a child 
incar cer ated. Among ever­incar cer ated chil dren, 83% are male.

Event Study

Figure 1 pres ents the results of our event­study regres sion and plots the esti mated 
coef fi cients and asso ci ated con fi dence inter vals obtained on the indi ca tor terms for 
years before (γk) and after (α j) any child is first incar cer ated. The val ues plot ted in 
Figure 1 rep re sent con di tional finan cial asset val ues at dif fer ent points in time rel a tive 
to con di tional asset val ues in the period pre ced ing ini tial child incar cer a tion, which 
is indi cated by the red dashed line. Confidence inter vals in Figure 1 indi cate whether 
finan cial assets in each period dif fer sig nifi  cantly from those in the last period before 
ini tial child incar cer a tion (time to child incar cer a tion = −2). Because the NLSY79 
began record ing infor ma tion bien ni ally in 1994, one period in our event­study frame­
work cor re sponds to two cal en dar years.

Figure 1 shows that there are no sig nifi  cant dif fer ences in moth ers’ covariate­ 
adjusted finan cial assets in the peri ods pre ced ing ini tial child incar cer a tion. However, 
in the ini tial year of child incar cer a tion (time to child incar cer a tion = 0) and the four 
years after incar cer a tion, moth ers’ finan cial assets are sig nifi  cantly lower than in the 

Mean SD

 Children’s char ac ter is tics
  Age (years) 15.72 8.31
  Currently incar cer ated (%) 0.51
  Male among cur rently incar cer ated (%) 91.93
  Ever pre vi ously incar cer ated in any given year (%) 1.63
  Age if incar cer ated (years) 29.12 6.04
  Child lives in mother’s house hold (%) 56.12
  Child is a par ent (%) 12.82
  Child is mar ried (%) 2.07
  Child’s income ($)
   Mean 14,006 21,585
   Median 4,000
N (child­year obser va tions) 47,294

Notes: Weighted descrip tive sta tis tics based on 1994–2016 per son­years are shown. Standard devi a tions 
are reported for con tin u ous var i ables only. All dol lar val ues are adjusted for infla tion to 2016 val ues.

Table 1 (continued)
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Fig. 1 Event­study plot of change in mothers’ financial assets relative to last period before incarceration. 0 
= initial child incarceration. Confidence intervals indicate whether financial assets in each period are signifi­
cantly different from those in the last period before initial child incarceration, indicated by the red dashed 
line. Controls are included for age, marital status, family size, education, and mother’s incarceration history.

final period pre ced ing first incar cer a tion. In the year a child is incar cer ated, a moth­
er’s finan cial assets decline sharply rel a tive to the pre­incar cer a tion period. Two years 
after a child is first incar cer ated, the aver age value of a mother’s finan cial assets is 
roughly $22,000 lower rel a tive to before incar cer a tion; four years after child incar­
cer a tion, finan cial wealth is approx i ma tely $33,000 lower than before incar cer a tion. 
This down ward trend per sists even six years after incar cer a tion, although it loses 
its sta tis ti cal sig nifi  cance. These descrip tive trends high light that child incar cer a tion 
does not merely cor re spond to a tran si tory shock to mater nal finan cial well­being. It 
is also asso ci ated with last ing adverse con se quences for a mother sev eral years after 
a child is first observed to expe ri ence incar cer a tion.

Mother Fixed-Effects Models

Table 2 dis plays results from mater nal fixed­effects mod els of finan cial assets, home­
ownership, and home equity. Unlike the event­study model, these mod els allow us 
to include mul ti ple spells of incar cer a tion and the incar cer a tion of mul ti ple chil dren 
when esti mat ing the rela tion ship between child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth. 
The mater nal fixed­effects model reveals that both cur rent and prior child incar cer a­
tion are asso ci ated with sig nifi  cantly lower finan cial wealth: hav ing a child cur rently 
incar cer ated is asso ci ated with approx i ma tely $25,000 less in finan cial assets, whereas 
hav ing a child pre vi ously incar cer ated is asso ci ated with a decrease of approx i ma tely 
$17,000 in finan cial assets (col umn 1).

Counter to our hypoth e sis that, because hous ing is an illiq uid asset, prior child 
incar cer a tion would affect homeownership but cur rent child incar cer a tion would not, 
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we see the oppo site in Table 2: cur rent child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with sig nif­
i cantly lower log odds of homeownership, but prior child incar cer a tion and home­
ownership are not related (col umn 2). However, in mother fixed­effects mod els, only 
women who vary on the out come fac tor into the coef fi cient esti ma tion. Accordingly, 
only moth ers for whom homeownership sta tus changes over the obser va tion win dow 
are included. If child incar cer a tion pre vents some women from ever enter ing into 
homeownership, it will not be reflected in the coef fi cients pro duced by the mater nal 
fixed­effects model. We also run pooled sam ple mod els of homeownership that drop 
the mother fixed effect, thereby includ ing women whose homeownership sta tus does 
not vary over the obser va tion period. Here, we find instead that cur rent child incar­
cer a tion is not sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with log odds of homeownership, but pre vi ous 
child incar cer a tion is (col umn 3 of Table A2, online appen dix), con sis tent with our 
hypoth e sis that the accrued costs of prior child incar cer a tion might pre vent some 
women from enter ing homeownership.

Thus, the sig nifi  cant neg a tive Child cur rently incar cer ated coef fi cient in col umn 
2 of Table 2 indi cates that con cur rent child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with a loss of 
homeownership among women who are already homeowners. This find ing could indi­
cate either that moth ers often can not main tain mort gage pay ments (and, there fore,  

Table 2 Maternal fixed­effects mod els of finan cial wealth, homeownership, and home equity

All Financial Assets  
(1)

Homeownership  
(2)

Home Equity  
(3)

Child Currently Incarcerated at 
Mother’s Interview −24,579*** −0.467* −5,816

(7,370) (0.237) (5,253)
Child Previously Incarcerated −16,879*** 0.0223 −9,740***

(4,990) (0.144) (2,582)
Mother Is Married 23,935** 1.696*** 11,250***

(7,802) (0.0663) (3,097)
Mother Has a Cohabiting Partner 17,829† 0.986*** 8,551*

(9,182) (0.0891) (3,422)
Mother’s Age −5,006 −0.288*** −3,192

(7,009) (0.0579) (2,837)
Mother Previously Incarcerated −171,556 −0.343 −26,070***

(120,472) (0.697) (5,802)
Child’s Age 325.3* 0.000954 32.64

(151.5) (0.00468) (68.80)
Mother’s Education −3,784 0.00121 −2,157

(3,096) (0.0329) (1,795)
Child Is Female −589.8 −0.000864 −371.7

(1,466) (0.0442) (502.5)
Family Size 6,544*** 0.151*** 6,247***

(1,580) (0.0171) (1,050)
Number of Observations 43,835 22,045 41,999

Notes: Unweighted regres sion esti ma tes are shown. Columns 1 and 3 dis play results from OLS regres­
sions, and col umn 2 pres ents results from logis tic regres sion (log odds coef fi cients). Other explan a tory 
var i ables include year fixed effects, region dummy var i ables, and fam ily income quin tile. Robust stan dard 
errors are shown in paren the ses.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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can not achieve homeownership) dur ing chil dren’s case adju di ca tion and incar cer a tion 
or that some moth ers sell their homes to increase their liq uid assets dur ing child incar­
cer a tion. However, the fact that pre vi ous child incar cer a tion is not sig nifi  cantly asso­
ci ated with homeownership in the mater nal fixed­effects model sug gests that even if 
a child’s incar cer a tion leads to loss of homeownership for some women, it does not 
nec es sar ily pre clude them from becom ing homeowners again in the future.

Column 3 dis plays results from OLS mod els predicting home equity. Both cur rent 
and prior child incar cer a tion are neg a tively asso ci ated with home equity, but only 
the coef fi cient on Child pre vi ously incar cer ated is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. On aver­
age, moth ers’ home equity decreases by nearly $10,000 after a child’s incar cer a tion. 
Because women who do not own their homes are coded as hav ing $0 in home equity, 
some por tion of this rela tion ship likely reflects the homeownership loss observed in 
col umn 2. However, when we include a time­vary ing mea sure of homeownership in 
the model to account for this pos si bil ity, the coef fi cient on Child pre vi ously incar cer­
ated decreases by less than 1% (col umn 1 of Table A4, online appen dix).

In sup ple men tary ana ly ses, we break home equity into its two com po nent parts—
home value and home debt(s)—to explore what might be driv ing the rela tion ship 
between prior child incar cer a tion and decreased home equity (Table A4). We find 
a mar gin ally sig nifi  cant rela tion ship between cur rent child incar cer a tion and home 
debt, per haps suggesting that some women take out sec ond mort gages dur ing a child’s 
incar cer a tion. However, we find no rela tion ship between prior child incar cer a tion and 
home debt. Instead, we find that prior child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with a roughly 
$9,400 decrease in home value. Because a child’s prior incar cer a tion is prob a bly 
unlikely to decrease the value of a mother’s cur rent home, this find ing might sug gest 
that women who exit homeownership dur ing a child’s incar cer a tion pur chase less 
valu able homes (rel a tive to their pre vi ous ones) when reentering homeownership. 
We dis cuss poten tial takeaways from the homeownership and home equity mod els, as 
well as poten tial alter na tive expla na tions, in greater depth in the Discussion sec tion.

Racial Wealth Gap Models and Racial Variation

Having established a rela tion ship between child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth 
in our event­study anal y sis and fixed­effects mod els, we now turn to the ques tion of 
whether racial disparities in child incar cer a tion (see Enns et al. 2019) may con trib­
ute to the racial wealth gap. To address this ques tion, we esti mate three regres sion 
mod els in which we drop mater nal fixed effects and add con trols for time­invari ant 
char ac ter is tics, includ ing race (Table 3). Model 1 pre dicts moth ers’ finan cial assets as 
a func tion of mother and child observed char ac ter is tics with out account ing for child’s 
incar cer a tion his tory. Model 2 adds child incar cer a tion mea sures, and Model 3 adds 
inter ac tion terms between race dummy var i ables (with White as the ref er ence cat e­
gory) and child incar cer a tion var i ables.

The Black and His panic coef fi cients change lit tle from Model 1 to Models 2 and 
3, suggesting that racial and eth nic dif fer ences in child incar cer a tion his tory explain 
lit tle of the Black–White and His panic–White gaps in finan cial assets. However, the 
Model 3 results reveal sig nifi  cant racial dif fer ences in these rela tion ships. In par tic u­
lar, the asso ci a tion between cur rent child incar cer a tion and mater nal finan cial wealth 
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Table 3 Pooled sam ple OLS regres sion mod els of mother’s finan cial assets with race inter ac tions

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Black −43,088*** −42,903*** −43,623***
(6,948) (6,963) (7,021)

His panic −29,384*** −29,366*** −29,713***
(8,690) (8,692) (8,768)

Child Currently Incarcerated at Mother’s Interview −18,279** −43,981**
(6,953) (16,651)

Child Previously Incarcerated −3,732 −30,196*
(6,520) (14,053)

Black × Child Currently Incarcerated 22,596
(18,740)

His panic × Child Currently Incarcerated 30,405
(21,505)

Black × Child Previously Incarcerated 36,707*
(16,040)

His panic × Child Previously Incarcerated 26,299
(18,882)

Mother Is Married 18,166*** 18,207*** 18,204***
(4,981) (4,984) (4,985)

Mother Has a Cohabiting Partner 14,113 14,106 14,092
(9,311) (9,314) (9,311)

Mother’s Age 2,765† 2,753† 2,751†

(1,561) (1,560) (1,560)
Mother Previously Incarcerated −19,227** −19,023** −18,997**

(6,990) (7,001) (6,959)
Child’s Age −1,392*** −1,358** −1,356**

(409.3) (414.1) (414.1)
Child Is Female 4,458 4,065 4,114

(3,693) (3,760) (3,761)
Mother’s Education 9,764*** 9,747*** 9,749***

(1,710) (1,710) (1,710)
Family Size 4,945*** 4,908*** 4,884**

(1,487) (1,489) (1,489)
Initial Financial Assets 2.313*** 2.313*** 2.312***

(0.686) (0.686) (0.686)
Number of Observations 43,313 43,313 43,313

Notes: Unweighted OLS regres sion esti ma tes are shown. Other explan a tory var i ables include year fixed 
effects, region dummy var i ables, the mother’s par ents’ edu ca tion, and fam ily income quin tile. Initial finan­
cial assets are mea sured as the mother’s finan cial assets in 1985 adjusted according to her mar i tal sta tus in 
1985. Robust stan dard errors are shown in paren the ses.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

is driven pri mar ily by White women, for whom cur rent child incar cer a tion is asso­
ci ated with a decrease of approx i ma tely $44,000 and pre vi ous child incar cer a tion is 
asso ci ated with hav ing roughly $30,000 less in finan cial assets than oth er wise sim i­
lar moth ers. These coef fi cients are nearly equiv a lent to the Black and His panic coef fi­
cients in Model 3, indi cat ing that the cost of hav ing a cur rently or for merly incar cer ated 
child for White moth ers is roughly equal to the mag ni tude of the Black–White and 
His panic–White wealth gaps that can not be explained by dif fer ences in mar i tal sta tus, 
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edu ca tion, income, fam ily size, own incar cer a tion his tory, and social ori gins. In other 
words, White women with a cur rently incar cer ated child appear to have finan cial assets 
roughly equal to those of oth er wise sim i lar Black women whose chil dren have never 
been incar cer ated, and White moth ers with a pre vi ously incar cer ated child have finan­
cial assets approx i ma tely equal to those of oth er wise sim i lar His panic women with no 
his tory of child incar cer a tion.

The pos i tive coef fi cients on the inter ac tions between child incar cer a tion his tory 
and race and eth nic ity sug gest that these rela tion ships are much smaller for Black and 
His panic women, but only Black × Child pre vi ously incar cer ated is sta tis ti cally sig­
nifi  cant. The same pat terns hold for homeownership and home equity (Tables A2 and 
A3, online appen dix). Adding child incar cer a tion var i ables does not mean ing fully 
reduce the size of the racial wealth gap in either out come, and the neg a tive rela tion­
ships between child incar cer a tion and mater nal homeownership and home equity are 
driven pri mar ily by White moth ers.

We find the same var i a tion in the child incar cer a tion effect when run ning mater­
nal fixed­effects mod els sep a rately by race. Figure 2 dis plays the Child pre vi ously 
incar cer ated and Child cur rently incar cer ated coef fi cients from race­spe cific mater­
nal fixed­effects mod els. (Full covariates are shown in Tables A5–A7, online appen­
dix.) For exam ple, cur rent child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with a decrease of nearly 
$80,000 in finan cial assets for White moth ers, com pared with only $17,000 for Black 
moth ers. Previous child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with an $18,000 decrease in home 
equity for White moth ers, com pared with $10,000 for His panic moth ers.17

That child incar cer a tion is more det ri men tal in dol lar terms for White moth ers 
makes intu i tive sense given that White moth ers have more finan cial assets to expend 
on both cur rently and pre vi ously incar cer ated chil dren, as well as higher starting 
homeownership rates and home equity from which to fall. This result aligns with 
prior research find ing incar cer a tion to be most det ri men tal to neigh bor hood qual­
ity for White Amer i cans because of Whites’ preexisting advan tages in neigh bor hood 
qual ity rel a tive to Black and His panic Amer i cans (Massoglia et al. 2012). Similarly, 
White moth ers’ preexisting advan tage in wealth and wealth accu mu la tion rel a tive to 
Black and His panic moth ers (Killewald and Bryan 2018) means that child incar cer a­
tion has the poten tial to be much more dam ag ing to their asset lev els.

However, the decrease in finan cial wealth asso ci ated with cur rent child incar cer­
a tion is much larger for Black women than White women when con sid ered rel a tive 
to aver age finan cial wealth lev els for each group. The $80,000 decrease in finan cial 
wealth for White moth ers rep re sents roughly 60% of aver age finan cial assets for this 
group ($131,523), whereas the $17,000 decrease in finan cial wealth for Black moth­
ers rep re sents roughly 83% of their mean finan cial wealth ($20,572).18 Thus, although 

17 The only devi a tion from this pat tern is in the rela tion ship between cur rent child incar cer a tion and home­
ownership (Table A6, online appen dix). Current child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with a larger decrease 
in the prob a bil ity of homeownership for His panic moth ers than for White moth ers, but the dif fer ence is 
not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. It is also impor tant to reit er ate that only moth ers whose homeownership sta tus 
changed dur ing the obser va tion win dow enter into esti ma tes in fixed­effects mod els; moth ers who are sta­
ble homeowners or who never owned their homes are dropped from the fixed­effects mod els.
18 The same is true for prior child incar cer a tion, although these coef fi cients are not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant 
in the race­spe cific mod els: while the level dif fer ence is larger for White moth ers than Black moth ers, the 
per cent age dif fer ence is larger for Black moth ers than for White moth ers.
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Fig. 2 Race­specific maternal fixed­effects model coefficients and 95% confidence intervals. The full set 
of coefficient estimates are shown in Tables A5–A7 in the online appendix. Controls are included for age, 
marital status, partner status, family size, education, mother’s incarceration history, family income quintile, 
region, child’s gender, child’s age, and year.
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child incar cer a tion does not explain a mean ing ful por tion of the racial wealth gap, it 
has mean ing ful con se quences for the wealth lev els of both White and Black moth ers.

Robustness Checks

Because the dis tri bu tion of wealth is highly skewed, we also run OLS mod els predict­
ing the inverse hyper bolic sine (IHS) of finan cial assets and home equity (Friedline 
et al. 2015; Killewald et al. 2017; Pence 2006), shown in Table A8 (online appen dix). 
We run both mater nal fixed­effects and pooled mod els with race inter ac tions to test 
whether the pri mary find ings regard ing child incar cer a tion and racial var i a tion in 
the mag ni tude of the rela tion ships hold. Results are sub stan tively con sis tent in the 
IHS­transformed wealth mod els. We pre fer untrans formed finan cial wealth for the 
main mod els for eas ier inter pre ta tion of coef fi cients.

We have also run uncon di tional quantile regres sions of finan cial wealth at the 
50th and 75th per cen tiles of the dis tri bu tion and uncon di tional quantile regres sions 
of home equity at the 25th, 50th, and 75th per cen tiles.19 The results of these mod els, 
shown in Tables A9 and A10 (online appen dix), con firm that the neg a tive rela tion­
ships between incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth shown in the main tables occur at 
all  points in the dis tri bu tion. However, the size of the rela tion ships is, unsur pris ingly, 
larger at the high end of the dis tri bu tion. For exam ple, cur rent child incar cer a tion is 
asso ci ated with a decrease in finan cial wealth of $880 at the median com pared with a 
$19,000 decrease at the 75th per cen tile in mater nal fixed­effects mod els. The pat terns 
of racial var i a tion described ear lier hold at the median and for His panic moth ers in 
the quantile regres sion mod els, but some evi dence sug gests that cur rent child incar­
cer a tion might be more det ri men tal for Black moth ers’ wealth and home equity at the 
tails of the dis tri bu tion. These dif fer ences are not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant, how ever.

We do not use sam pling weights in our regres sion mod els, but we find con sis tent 
results when we apply weights (Table A11, online appen dix). We have also run mod­
els with child­level fixed effects instead of mater nal fixed effects, as well as mod els 
using male chil dren only because most pre vi ously incar cer ated chil dren are male. 
In both cases, the results are con sis tent with those shown in the main tables. Addi­
tionally, we have run mod els includ ing an inter ac tion between the child’s age and 
incar cer a tion his tory to test whether the rela tion ship between child incar cer a tion and 
mater nal finan cial wealth depends on the child’s age. The inter ac tion between the 
child’s age and Child pre vi ously incar cer ated is neg a tive and sig nifi  cant at the p < .05 
level for moth ers across race and eth nic ity, suggesting that pre vi ously incar cer ated 
chil dren might be a greater strain on resources at older ages. This result is con sis tent 
with prior research find ing that obtaining employ ment and sta ble hous ing is a larger 
chal lenge for older indi vid u als exiting prison than for youn ger reentering indi vid u als 
(Western et al. 2015).

Because the NLSY79 wealth mea sures reflect assets of both the respon dent and 
(if appli ca ble) her spouse/part ner, we can not dis tin guish between indi vid ual and 

19 Financial wealth is $0 at the 25th per cen tile; thus, quantile regres sion does not pro duce mean ing ful 
coef fi cients at this point in the dis tri bu tion.
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jointly owned assets. Therefore, we test whether the main find ings hold among sin gle 
women, for whom wealth mea sures reflect inde pen dent assets, by run ning mod els in 
which we inter act mar i tal/part ner sta tus with child incar cer a tion mea sures (Tables 
A12–A14, online appen dix). The rela tion ships between cur rent child incar cer a tion 
and wealth out comes reported in the main tables hold for both unmar ried women and 
mar ried women. The rela tion ship between prior child incar cer a tion and wealth out­
comes also does not dif fer sig nifi  cantly by moth ers’ mar i tal/part ner sta tus, with one 
excep tion: prior child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with sig nifi  cantly lower finan cial 
assets for sin gle His panic moth ers but not for mar ried/partnered His panic moth ers.

We also run mod els that adjust finan cial asset and home equity val ues for mar i tal 
sta tus and house hold size to test the sta bil ity of our find ings. We find results con sis­
tent with those presented in the main tables both when we adjust for mar i tal sta tus by 
divid ing asset val ues by 2 for all  years in which women were mar ried/partnered and 
when we adjust for fam ily size by divid ing asset val ues by the square root of fam ily 
size in each year.

Finally, we con duct explor atory ana ly ses exam in ing the role of sev eral mech a­
nisms suggested by qual i ta tive lit er a ture in both medi at ing and mod er at ing the rela­
tion ship between child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth. These results are shown 
and discussed in the online appen dix, sec tion B.

Discussion

Quantitative research on the col lat eral con se quences of incar cer a tion to date has 
focused almost exclu sively on roman tic part ners and chil dren of cur rently or for­
merly incar cer ated indi vid u als, overlooking both the poten tial toll of an adult child’s 
incar cer a tion on their par ents’ house holds and the role of par ents, espe cially moth ers, 
in supporting the reen try jour neys of their for merly incar cer ated chil dren. Likewise, 
wealth research rarely con sid ers how adult chil dren influ ence their par ents’ finan­
cial well­being through chan nels other than homebuying or col lege atten dance. This 
study aimed to address these two gaps and con trib ute to the small but grow ing lit er­
a ture on the wealth con se quences of incar cer a tion (Maroto 2015; Maroto and Sykes 
2020; Schneider and Turney 2015; Sykes and Maroto 2016; Turney and Schneider 
2016; Zaw et al. 2016).

Consistent with qual i ta tive find ings high light ing the finan cial, in­kind, and oppor­
tu nity costs that moth ers shoul der in aiding their adult chil dren dur ing incar cer a­
tion and after release, we found robust evi dence that both cur rent and pre vi ous child 
incar cer a tion influ ence mater nal finan cial wealth, homeownership, and home equity. 
White moth ers lose more in dol lar terms from the expe ri ence of child incar cer a tion, 
con sis tent with their gen eral wealth advan tage over Black and His panic moth ers. 
However, the finan cial asset pen alty asso ci ated with child incar cer a tion is larger in 
per cent age terms (rel a tive to within­race mean finan cial wealth) for Black women 
than for White women.

Although we hypoth e sized that racial dif fer ences in child incar cer a tion expe ri­
ences might explain a por tion of the sub stan tial Black–White and His panic–White 
wealth gaps, we did not find evi dence to this effect. This result is less sur pris ing 
when con sid er ing that no more than one fifth of the Black and His panic moth ers in 
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our sam ple ever expe ri enced child incar cer a tion (20.4% and 14.3%, respec tively). 
Although these rates are far higher than that of White moth ers in the NLSY79  
sam ple—of whom only 6.6% ever had a child incar cer ated—they reflect the real ity 
that child incar cer a tion is a rel a tively rare event. Moreover, because incar cer a tion is 
con cen trated by class as well as race and eth nic ity, the moth ers who expe ri ence child 
incar cer a tion are likely to already have less advan taged wealth pro files (Pettit and 
Western 2004). Accordingly, it is note wor thy that we see as much of a rela tion ship 
between child incar cer a tion and mater nal wealth as we do. These find ings sug gest 
that the sav ings and wealth impli ca tions of incar cer a tion for the moth ers of incar cer­
ated Amer i cans should not be ignored.

This study also offers sug ges tive direc tions for future research regard ing the hous­
ing and homeownership expe ri ences of moth ers with incar cer ated chil dren. Our 
mater nal fixed­effects mod els indi cated that among women who ever own a home, 
cur rent child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with both home loss (Table 2) and an increase 
in mort gage debt (Table A4). These shifts do not appear to be long­last ing, how ever. 
Prior child incar cer a tion is not asso ci ated with homeownership or the amount of 
mort gage debt moth ers hold, suggesting that moth ers who exit homeownership or 
take on sec ond mort gages dur ing a child’s incar cer a tion even tu ally become home­
owners again and pay down this addi tional debt.20 However, we also found that prior 
child incar cer a tion is asso ci ated with a $9,400 aver age decrease in home value. We 
con sider it unlikely that a child’s incar cer a tion would affect the value of one’s cur­
rent res i dence. Therefore, we assume that this decrease in value sug gests that when 
moth ers reen ter homeownership, they pur chase less valu able homes than they resided 
in before child incar cer a tion. Several alter na tive expla na tions are wor thy of care ful 
con sid er ation in future anal y sis, though. For exam ple, a mother’s home could actu­
ally lose value fol low ing a child’s incar cer a tion if redirecting resources to assist a 
cur rently or for merly incar cer ated child pre vents her from affording house hold main­
te nance and repairs or if hous ing one’s grandchildren as a result of their par ent’s 
incar cer a tion leads to increased prop erty dam age. Alternatively, increased depres sive 
symp toms resulting from a child’s incar cer a tion might sim ply cause women to be 
more pes si mis tic in esti mat ing the value of their cur rent home (Sirois 2020; Smith 
and Coleman 2024). Careful quan ti ta tive work could help dis en tan gle these pos si bil­
i ties, but qual i ta tive work might be par tic u larly use ful for under stand ing the hous ing 
and homeownership dynam ics of women who expe ri ence a child’s incar cer a tion.

This study is not with out lim i ta tions, of course. Because of data lim i ta tions, we 
were  able to exam ine the wealth impli ca tions of child incar cer a tion only for moth ers. 
The con sis tent find ing that female fam ily mem bers play a dis pro por tion ately large 
role in supporting cur rently incar cer ated and reentering fam ily mem bers sug gests that 
child incar cer a tion might be less det ri men tal for fathers than for moth ers, but empir­
i cal work directly exam in ing that ques tion would be ben e fi cial, as would research 
explor ing the impli ca tions of incar cer a tion for the wealth of extended female fam­
ily mem bers (e.g., sis ters, aunts). Moreover, for mar ried and partnered moth ers, the 
NLSY79 wealth mea sures reflect the joint value of house hold assets; we could not 

20 The strong neg a tive asso ci a tion between prior child incar cer a tion and homeownership in pooled mod els 
that drop the mater nal fixed effect, how ever, sug gests that child incar cer a tion might pre vent some women 
from ever enter ing into homeownership (see Table A2, online appen dix).
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sep a rate out the value of moth ers’ inde pen dently held assets. Although we con trolled 
for mar i tal and part ner sta tus in all  mod els to account for this fact and found con sis­
tent pat terns among unpartnered moth ers, future work using data that distinguishes 
between women’s assets and those of their spouses/part ners would be help ful for 
bet ter pinpointing how cou ples nav i gate the finan cial costs that accom pany a child’s 
incar cer a tion.

The NLS­CYA data on chil dren’s crim i nal jus tice con tact are also not as com plete 
as in some more recent sur veys. We do not have a reli able mea sure of incar cer a tion 
length, for exam ple, nor can we account for how chil dren’s arrest or pro ba tion ary 
sen tences, for exam ple, might affect mater nal wealth. By cod ing chil dren who are 
interviewed in prison or jail as incar cer ated rather than rely ing only on self­reports of 
con vic tion and resul tant incar cer a tion his tory, we can cap ture some pre trial deten tion 
spells. However, we can not cap ture pre trial deten tion occur ring between inter view 
waves. Some child incar cer a tion spells might also be unre ported owing to child attri­
tion or non re sponse.

Although exam in ing the con se quences of these other forms of jus tice sys tem con­
tact would be ideal, the fail ure to include them in our mod els likely biases our esti­
mated coef fi cients on the cur rent and prior child incar cer a tion mea sures toward zero 
because some mem bers of the ref er ence group in our mod els will have expe ri enced 
unob served inter ac tions with the jus tice sys tem that may have det ri men tally impacted 
their moth ers’ wealth. The inclu sion of these chil dren with unob served jus tice sys tem 
con tact among the “never treated” group will have the effect of pulling down aver age 
and median mater nal wealth out comes below the true value for moth ers whose chil­
dren have not had any inter ac tions with the crim i nal jus tice sys tem, thereby reduc ing 
the size of the observed wealth gap between NLSY79 moth ers who expe ri ence child 
incar cer a tion and moth ers who do not. Unbiased coef fi cient esti ma tes would cer­
tainly be ideal, but this con ser va tive bias at least does not threaten the validity of our 
gen eral con clu sions about the neg a tive rela tion ship between child incar cer a tion and 
mater nal wealth.

Conclusion

In high light ing how adult chil dren’s incar cer a tion can det ri men tally impact moth ers’ 
wealth and homeownership, our find ings bol ster the argu ment made by schol ars of the 
racial wealth gap that fam ily ties should be con sid ered as a poten tial drain on finan cial 
resources, not just a source of assis tance—par tic u larly for Black Amer i cans, given 
siz able racial disparities in income and assets (Chiteji and Hamilton 2002; Heflin and 
Pattillo 2002, 2006; O’Brien 2012; Shapiro 2004). Considering the prev a lence of 
incar cer a tion in mod ern America, our find ings sug gest that wealth schol ars may wish 
to add incar cer a tion to the list of com mon life course events (e.g., col lege atten dance, 
mar riage, and first home pur chase) that could deplete paren tal wealth. Whereas these 
other events mark an invest ment in chil dren’s wealth and wealth­gen er at ing poten tial, 
incar cer a tion rep re sents a loss of total wealth within fam i lies rather than a trans fer of 
wealth from one gen er a tion to the next.

Our find ings also pro vide fur ther evi dence of moth ers’ impor tant role in supporting 
the more than 5 mil lion for merly incar cer ated Amer i cans. Accordingly, research ers 
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who con sider the strat i fi ca tion con se quences of incar cer a tion should devote greater 
atten tion to the well­being of extended fam ily mem bers and, espe cially, moth ers of 
cur rent and for merly incar cer ated Amer i cans. Our find ings sug gest that the safety net 
these moth ers pro vide for their chil dren comes at a sig nifi  cant cost to their own eco­
nomic well­being. ■
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