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INTRODUCTION

Within the emerging field of the collateral consequences of incarceration, children of
prisoners have become a topic in their own right, with research often focused on these
children’s behavioural outcomes, and as a means of exploring the intergenerational
transmission of crime. What has received less attention are children’s own thoughts and
feelings about parental incarceration; academic studies that engage children and youth
directly about their experiences are still uncommon. A variety of ethical, methodological and

ideological issues help to explain this gap.

This chapter describes the state of research into children’s self-reported experiences of
parental incarceration and the value of researchers asking children themselves about their
experience. Practical issues, including recruitment, research ethics and creative
methodologies, are reviewed. This chapter draws on the experience of a recent qualitative
study of Canadian children of prisoners which included interviews with children and youth
about their own opinions, beliefs, advice and experience of parental incarceration. Like

others, I found that that using an approach which centres children’s own voices and values



them as competent reporters on their own lives, generated rich, useful and unique insights

into parental incarceration.

EMERGING VOICES

Much of the research into parental incarceration has been published since 2000; previously,
this group was often described, when described at all, as ‘hidden’ or ‘invisible’(Murray 2006;

Lengyel 2006). In 1999, Hagen and Dinovitzer wrote that:

The impact of the imprisonment of parents on children... may be the least understood
and most consequential implication of the high reliance on incarceration in America.

(Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999, p. 122)

With an explosion of research in this area in the last decade, the primary focus has been on
disentangling and understanding the negative outcomes of parental incarceration, such as
antisocial behaviour and mental health concerns. While undoubtedly valuable, this research
has been criticised for a tendency to examine too narrow a range of outcomes, subjects, and
mediating and moderating factors (Knudsen 2016; Phillips et al. 2006; Murray et al. 2009). A
broader criticism is that this type of research fails to tell the ‘whole story’ of parental
incarceration, in its focus on future outcomes, its largely quantitative approach and the lack of

research directly with children of prisoners.

Including children’s voices has been identified by a variety of scholars as vital and the “key
next step in this line of research” (Poehmann et al. 2010, p. 595; Johnston 2006). Indeed,

researchers in the area of parental incarceration often raise the need for studies which ask



children directly about their experiences (Poehmann et al. 2010; Dallaire et al. 2010;
Johnston 2006). For example:
the vast majority of studies have garnered information about children from adult
sources, largely based on behavioural observations with little if any emphasis on the
feelings, thoughts, and ideas formulated by the children themselves. (Nesmith and

Ruhland 2008, p. 119)

In a review of a recent influential book on parental incarceration, Henley adds the following

criticism to an otherwise positive review:

Yet, rather curiously given the subject of the book, the actual words of children
themselves are not given nearly as much prominence as I had expected from this
chapter. Instead, the views of non-incarcerated parents or other caregivers are often
provided in addition to more quantitative data and so, whilst this chapter is
interesting, the overall tendency is to allow adults to ‘speak for’ or ‘about’ children,
rather than allowing the children free reign to speak for themselves. Therefore, I
cannot help but think that an opportunity was missed to reveal something about how

children ‘make sense’ of parental incarceration. (Henley 2014, p.921)

Indeed, the empirical basis for what is understood about children of incarcerated parents’
qualitative experiences predominantly originates from interviews with their caregivers, not
the children themselves (Nesmith and Ruhland 2008; Johnston 2006). Academic studies that
include children’s voices or use their self-reports as data are uncommon, particularly in North
America. That said, several important and valuable studies into children’s self-reported

experiences do exist, including Nesmith and Ruhland (2008); Moore et al. 2011; Saunders



2016; Scharff-Smith 2014; Oldrup and Frederikson 2018. Further, the findings of the pan-
European COPING project which conducted research with children pf prisoners in six

countries has begun to be published (including Manby 2014 and Robertson et al. 2016).

The reasons for this appear to be both practical and ideological. Conducting research
interviews with children tends to present a range of methodological and practical barriers to
researchers, such as more onerous and complex research ethics processes, difficulty in
accessing participants, gatekeepers, and the need for more specialised interviewing skills.
Moreover, researchers may choose to speak to caregivers based on the assumption that
because they think and speak differently from adults, children are less reliable subjects, less
capable of providing accurate and complete accounts; from a positivist perspective, they may

be seen as less likely to provide “the whole truth.”

This leads to a variety of potentially problematic issues in academic discussions of children’s
experience of parental incarceration. First, the grey literature is often used as the main source
for discussions about parental incarceration, a literature consisting of research by charities
which may represent varying methodological rigour, and lack of peer review (though there
are undeniably sound and valuable studies conducted by charities, such as Loureiro 2010).
The understandable fundraising interests of charities may also affect the ways that data is
gathered or presented, with some offering a decidedly bleak and pitiable representation of

these children’s lives (Knudsen 2016).

Second, a variety of data from other sources is presented as reflecting children’s experiences.
A striking example is a book entitled “Detention and Development: Perspectives of children

of prisoners” (Van Nijnatten 1998) which includes no data that originates from children



themselves. If research with caregivers is used to draw inferences about children's
experiences, it may fail to examine the assumptions that caregivers have identical views to
their children and that they fully understand and wish to convey their children's experiences.
These assumptions certainly deserve critique; there are many reasons that caregivers may not
be the best sources of information about their children’s lives, such as the biases and interests
that may influence their responses (Myers et al. 1999). As early as 1992, Woodrow

scathingly noted that existing scholarship on parental incarceration:

does not focus directly on such children’s experiences but relies heavily on mothers’
perceptions of what they believe or fear to be the case for their dependent children,

and as such is empirically unsound (Woodrow 1992, p. 29).

In an example of such an inconsistency, I found in the present study that caregivers were
extremely concerned with the potential negative repercussions to their child if teachers found
out about the parent’s incarceration; they feared that their child would be discriminated
against or more generally associated with criminality. However, this stood in sharp contrast
to children’s own responses. While many children spoke of concern over being ridiculed or
picked on, not a single child expressed concern that others would judge them as criminal,
badly behaved or otherwise ‘bad’ as a result of finding out about their parental incarceration.
Further, the negative reactions that children did report experiencing were exclusively from
peers; not a single child mentioned concerns about a teacher or other person in authority

treating them badly as a result.

From a positivist perspective, the inconsistency may simply be a symptom of children being

cognitively less adept at imagining potential future repercussions, at assessing the likely



emotional reactions or behaviours of others, or at identifying more systemic and abstract
issues (e.g. stigma against criminalized people). Indeed, research suggests that caregivers are
right to be concerned about stigma; teachers in one study were found to have assessed a
fictional student as less competent if her mother was absent due to incarceration (particularly
for female students) despite expressing support and care about students with a parent in
prison, as well as reporting concerns that other teachers would have lower expectations of
and stigmatise these students (Dallaire et al. 2010). Thus, asking caregivers may yield
information that is more ‘correct.” However, from a perspective which seeks to understand
and privilege children’s own meaning-making, this divergence instead raises questions of
how or why children may understand this situation differently, and it highlights the
importance of not only relying on caregiver’s reports. Knowing that children do not tend to
fear or perceive stigmatization from their teachers provides insights into children’s
experience of parental incarceration and its impacts on them, and can usefully inform training

of teachers and other community caregivers.

Another example which suggests that perceptions and experiences of parents and children can
be inconsistent is the apparent dissonance between many parents’ decision to lie to their
children about where their incarcerated parent lives and the strong feelings of many children
that they have the right to know the truth. It appears that a significant number of caregivers of
children of prisoners, and prisoners, believe it better to not tell their child where their parent
is or tell them a lie about the parent being away at work (Ayre et al 2011; Hairston 2002;
Caddle and Crisp 1997; Poehlmann 2005). However, research including the present study,
suggests that children feel strongly that it is important for them and their right to know where

their incarcerated parent is (Knudsen 2016).



Beyond missing data that could potentially provide insights to researchers and service
providers, failing to conduct research with child participants themselves acts to dissmpower,
objectify and devalue them by creating a vacuum which is filled by caregivers’ or others’
voices. Children are denied the opportunity to participate in the discussions about the
systems and processes that affect them when others are chosen to speak for them in research.

A parallel is seen in criminal court proceedings of parents, where:

[not hearing] the rights and interests of children of prisoners robs them of their ability
to be heard on matters that significantly affect them during the criminal justice system

process (Wallis and Dennison 2015, p. 107).

Without the opportunity to participate, in the form of having their views heard, children are
reduced to objects of the authorities that affect and regulate them (Rosenbury 2015). A
related finding of the present study is that the imprisoned parent’s interests appeared to be
centred, privileged and prioritised in participant families. Families tended to dedicate
significant family resources like time, money and energy, some even moving to other cities to

be closer to the prison.

Similarly, without including the voices of children in discussions about familial incarceration
and the collateral consequences of mass incarceration, there is a risk of perpetuating the
instrumentalisation of children. In the academic discussion of prisoners’ families, a
commonly raised issue is the benefit to prisoners’ recidivism and their behaviour in prison of
having family visits and support (Bales and Mears 2008), however this focus raises a concern
that children are reduced to ‘tools’ for meeting the prisons and prisoners goals (Codd 2007;
McDermott and King 1992). Children become, as Nussbaum (2001) notes, the “mere
instrument of the ends of others” and fail to have their individual capabilities, dignity and

needs prioritised. Even the focus in the extant research into children of prisoners on their



outcomes (such as eventual criminal behaviour, incarceration or mental health concerns as
adults) instrumentalises them, reflecting a conception of current children as less important

than, and simple tools of, their future, adult selves. As Rosenbury writes:

an attention to children’s intrinsic interests resists the notion that children’s
experiences should always be evaluated in comparison to adult experiences and
valued accordingly. Instead of focusing on what children lack, or what they will

become, this approach focuses on what children already are (Rosenbury 2015, p. 26).

Finally, failing to ask children directly about their experiences can be argued to contribute to
their invisibility in the social world (Saunders et al. 2015). I have elsewhere termed this
‘systemic invisibility’ (Knudsen 2018), arguing that children of prisoners are rendered
invisible through various levels of their lives — from the secrecy about parental incarceration
within families, to the hesitancy of children to disclose in their communities, to their
instrumentalisation in prison policy, to their absence in social policy — in a series of
interconnected processes that serve ideological aims. For example, in reviewing prison policy
in Canada, I found no examples of children’s themselves being consulted about prison
policies that affect them; children’s ‘voice’ appears to be wholly absent in Canadian prison
policy. Failing to hear and promote children’s own voice in the academic discussion of

parental incarceration arguably perpetuates this invisibility.

VALUING CHILDREN’S VOICES: AN IDEOLOGICAL SHIFT

In addition to avoiding these potential problems of not asking children about their views and
experiences, there are a variety of benefits to interviewing children directly. From an

instrumental perspective, children may be much more useful to the goal of understanding our



social world than previously recognised. While some previous scholarship has assumed
children to be incompetent and unreliable interview subjects, contemporary studies that have
used developmentally-appropriate methodologies have found that children are much more
competent in providing details about, for example, family roles and rules or experienced
events, than parents and professionals might expect (Hogan 2005; Boocock and Scott 2005;

Dunn 2004).

Beyond their utility as reliable informants, however, many scholars of childhood promote the
recognition of children as having their own unique and valid perspective on their worlds,
(Boocock and Scott 2005; Hogan 2005) echoing the reflexive and constructivist turn in
sociology and other disciplines. Valuing and even privileging children’s own perceptions and
interpretations of their social world, which may differ from or even contradict those of adults
in their lives, demands some willingness of researchers to forego positivist aims of objective
‘truth-discovery’. It also demands a willingness to conceive of children as valid people in the
present, not only as ‘becoming people’ or ‘pre-adults’ whose outcomes are all that is of

interest (Mannay et al., 2018; Rosenbury 2015).

This constructivist approach represents a significant shift in research about children and
childhood, which has long been primarily the domain of developmental psychology. With its
traditional focus on identifying universalisms in ‘normal’ children’s progressive acquiring of
competencies, this discipline has a basis in positivist paradigms (Hogan 2005). Indeed, the
existing research on children of prisoners is virtually all conducted from developmental
psychology perspectives, using the discipline’s primary theories and approaches as the
foundation from which to design research and interpret results. Seminal studies from

researchers such as Dallaire, Arditti, Poehlmann and Murray which are cited in this chapter



all take a developmental psychology perspective as a starting point. Specific theories, such as
Attachment, are usefully invoked by many researchers as children of prisoners may face
separation and disruption in primary caregiving relationships (Poehlmann et al. 2010), and
inclusion of parental incarceration in the list of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) has

allowed important new insights on and attention to this topic (Felitti 2017).

However, the ‘new sociology of childhood,” offers an alternative or even competing
theoretical perspective, which developed out of the broader critical and social constructivist
theorising that rejects traditional psychology and other positivist approaches (Hogan 2005)
and has been a paradigm shift in the study of children and childhood since the 1990s
(Boocock and Scott 2005). It argues that a ‘hard’ science, quantitative approach creates an
impoverished perspective that falsely seeks a ‘true child” and neglects the context of
children’s lives. Instead, this approach favours research involving qualitative data collection,
interpretation and reflexivity, does not seek to control for environment or context, and
positions children as expert agents of their lives. (Hogan 2005). As Corsaro famously argues:
“children are the best sources for understanding childhood” (Corsaro 2005, p. 119).
Childhood is constructed as important and worthy of study in its own right, rather than as the
unfinished process of becoming an adult. While the distinction between these approaches is
not as binary as this short summary suggests', the existing research on parental incarceration
suffers from having been examined quite narrowly from the perspective of developmental

psychology.

This desire to place subjects at the centre of the research project can also be seen as a political
goal or emancipatory project, and in this sense an interesting parallel may be drawn from

standpoint feminism, the ‘second wave’ feminist approach to disrupting patriarchal



discourses using women’s own narratives and experiences. This perspective sought, for
example in the context of experiencing violence, to centre women’s own experiences (as
opposed to being viewed in relation to men or children) and empower women as experts in
defining and framing their own realities (Moore 2008; Rosenbury 2015). While standpoint
theory was criticised by later feminist scholars', the importance of this approach in the
progression of feminist research is clear. The push to centre children and their narratives, and
to consider the issue “beyond the interests and concerns of adults” (Smart 2004) may be
similarly valuable. Exploring children’s own perspective can contribute to giving them

agency, ‘voice,” and rendering them ‘visible’ (Saunders et al. 2015; Mannay et al., 2018).

The shift to exploring children’s own perspective also meets the demands of critical and
social constructivist approaches that we think critically and reflexively about how we
understand social categories. Boocock and Scott (2005) note that asking children about their
experience allows us to explore average children’s everyday lives, invites us to think
critically about what a ‘good’ or ‘average’ childhood is like and demands that we see children

as social actors who are shaped by and also shape the social world. Smart writes:

adding children’s perspectives into the policy debate does not provide answers, but it
does expand how we conceptualise the issue... Children’s voices add another register

to the debates (Smart 2004, p. 497).

This academic interest in researching children’s views was preceded by a corresponding
movement within the international human rights field to hear and respect children’s opinions

and to place their best interests firmly on the policy agenda. The UN Convention on the



Rights of the Child (1989) and its interpretation have made enhancing the focus on children's
perspectives a central principle (Hogan 2005; Lagoutte 2011). For example, the Convention
states that children’s best interests must be a primary consideration in “all actions” that
concern them (Article 3) and includes the right of children to express their views in decision-
making that affects them (Article 12). The Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) has
interpreted these Articles to mean that the best interests of the child must be considered when
decisions are made about an incarcerated parents’ detention and placement (Donson and

Parkes 2018; Lagoutte 2011).

There is growing interest by the international human rights community in the plight of
children of prisoners, as evidenced by the CRCs annual Day of General Discussion in
September 2011 being devoted to this group. The Convention contains several articles that
are particularly relevant to children of prisoners, namely those that speak to the right to have
direct and frequent contact with parents from whom they are separated (Article 9) and to
preserve their identity, including the right to respect for their family ties (Article 8). While
not absolute rights (in that the child’s best interest, as assessed by professionals, is primary),
these have been detailed and expanded by the EU Charter to mean that children have the right
to frequent, direct contact with their incarcerated parents and that security restrictions cannot
justify the limiting of this right beyond an acceptable minimum level of contact. (Lagoutte
2011). However, as with many rights instruments, the meaningfulness of these Convention
rights to individual children is far from clear; children are likely to have limited awareness of
their rights or remedy mechanisms, and thus little capacity to claim their rights (Lagoutte
2011). Regardless, the movement to recognise children’s voices and perspectives, within both
academic and international human rights communities, has great relevance to the study of
parental incarceration. Further study of children’s self-reported experience of parental

incarceration appears both timely and vital to informing theory and practice.



EXPERIENCES OF A CANADIAN STUDY

To illustrate some of the potential and challenges of seeking to hear children’s ‘voice’ in
research into parental incarceration, I present a portion of a recent study into parental
incarceration in Canada. This, my doctoral research project, was grounded in a sociologies of
childhood approach, seeking to centre children’s voice throughout and critically consider the

construction of children and childhood in this project, from design through to analysis.

The study included interviews with 22 children and youth, ages 6-17, from Ontario, Canada,
who had a parent in prison at the time of the interview. For the purpose of this study,
‘incarcerated parent’ was defined as a person who played a significant caregiving role prior to
incarceration and/or whom the child considered a parent, and not based on biological
parenthood. All but one child had a father in prison, and most incarcerated parents were
living in federal prison. All but one of the children was residing with their biological mother,
aside from the participant whose mother was in prison (who resided with a maternal aunt). I
conducted semi-structured interviews with children in their homes, parks or coffee shops,
asking about their experiences, opinions and advice about parental incarceration. Most
children were interviewed alone, though some were interviewed with a parent or sibling
within ear-shot. Issues of recruitment and ethics are discussed in detail below and extensive
discussion of methodology can be found in Knudsen (2016). While my findings are varied,
and my analysis focuses on answering the research question of how Canadian children
experience parental incarceration, this chapter will focus on my experiences and challenges

of seeking to hear and value children’s voice.



First, my interviews support the argument that even young children as young as six can be
competent, thoughtful narrators of their own lives. I found that every child had opinions
about their parent’s incarceration, and many had strong ideas about things that they found
problematic and wished to see change. For example, when I asked participants how the prison
system might help families, ten year old Sophia had an insightful suggestion for an

alternative sentence or release option:

Uhm [ think that it should be like much more easier for them like they would
have a mini placement, just to live with us for a little bit and then like, we get
to like see our mom and dad like every like, twice every week. So, like, to

make kids happier.

Samantha, aged 16, suggested that prisoners like her father should be able to

communicate with families via video calls:

A computer that only accesses the internet to a limit. That has, like, say, Skype
so they could Skype with their family. And everything else, while they're in

prison.

Ten year old Phoebe focused on the benefits of connecting with other children of

prisoners, reporting on an experience she had of doing so:

What is that like to meet other kids?



It’s like they combined with me. They can combine with me and share their
experiences.

Oh okay. And what does that feel like?

It feels awesome [...] Like they share their experience they had in jail and I

have the same experience as them.

In addition to data that was rich and thoughtful, I found children to be unique informants,
providing views and insights that could not have been gathered from others speaking on their
behalf. Some children held quite different views than their caregivers on the outside; for
example, while her mother framed her partner’s incarceration as a defining, organising
element of their lives, Grace, aged 7, saw this differently. Grace was born several years after
her father’s incarceration, lives closed to the prison and has visited her father frequently and
consistently since she was a baby. She said about having a father in prison: “it’s kind of

normal. It’s just like my mom’s divorced, and he lives in another house.”

This discrepancy with a caregiver’s view was particularly pronounced with sixteen year old
Samantha. After she had explained some aspects of her father’s incarceration that she saw as
positive, I asked her if the overall effect on her life of parental incarceration was more

negative or more positive. She responded this way:

It's kind of both? Because like at one point I was like, 'yay!' and then at

another point I'll be like, ‘I miss him’? But then when he comes back, the

whole thing just starts over again.

Later she elaborated:



But then when he comes back, the whole thing just starts over again, just
gonna be like... [...] well like when he, when he comes back, it starts all over.
He starts the [theft], he starts the drugs, he starts getting my mom into it and
I'm just stuck doing the same thing [extensive child care], and it’s... [I’m] just

sick of it.

Her father’s frequent periods of incarceration are linked, for Samantha, with a sense of
instability, ambivalence, and precarity, which she has no way to control or even influence.
Her opinions, and the weight of this uncontrollable tumult and labour, can clearly only be

conveyed by Samantha herself.

My research data and experiences also allow discussion of some of the primary challenges of
qualitative research with children of prisoners. The three ‘practice issues’ described below
are ones that presented significant barriers to conducting and completing this study, as they
have for others, and are presented with the goal of informing future researchers in this area of

potential challenges and strategies of which to be aware.

Practice issue 1: Recruitment challenges

Lengyel (2006) has suggested that the emerging field of study in to the lives of children of
prisoners has tolerated a lack of serious critical examination and developed a narrow frame of
reference because the results (namely that parental incarceration is harmful to children and
causes in them a variety of negative outcomes) are intuitive, plausible and consistent with

common theoretical perspectives. Arditti et al. (2003) suggest a more practical reason,



namely that research into prisons and prisoners is particularly complex and necessarily

characterised by a ‘best-effort’ approach.

The present study certainly bears this out; the modest sample of 22 children on which this
research is largely based took 2 years of fieldwork and a quite monumental recruitment effort
to achieve. Due to having no recruitment possibilities through or with prisoners themselves
(Watson 2015), recruitment for this study consisted of hundreds of flyers posted in social
service agencies and a variety of notice boards in several cities, hundreds of mailed letters to
potential participant families, a study website, meetings with scores of agencies, professionals
and other potential referral sources, and around 200 hours spent volunteering with agencies
that serve families of prisoners. None of these recruitment avenues but one could be
considered fruitful; each of these means had extremely low response rates and yielded one or
two participant families. The exception was the recruitment of half of the participant families
which was achieved through repeated personal meetings whilst riding a family visitation bus
service (FEAT for Childreni''), on which the operators generously allowed me to travel and
meet participants. Recruitment through this bus service appeared to me to involve a very
delicate and protracted rapport-building process with caregivers, with most eventual
participants seeing and chatting with me several times, and developing a level of comfort and

perhaps trust, before they contacted me regarding my study.

I propose several reasons for the unusually low response rates and other recruitment
challenges I faced, which may be instructive to future research projects in this area which
must similarly recruit outside of the prison system itself. The most obvious barriers were the
extreme wariness of most people to disclose or discuss familial incarceration' as well as the
lack of any direct avenue for communicating with potential participants. Canada, like many

countries, collects neither quantitative, consistent nor accessible data on the families of



prisoners so the prison system itself cannot provide any contact information for families.
Further, the federal prison system in Canada, again like many countries, appears to erect
barriers to external research, one researcher suggesting that this is due to it having an
extremely insular character that seeks to avoid any risk of criticism and resists transparency

(Watson 2015).

However, other and less obvious challenges appeared to contribute to recruitment concerns
with this group. First, some caregivers decide not to tell children the truth about the
whereabouts of their incarcerated parent. Indeed, I met children riding on buses to their
father’s prison who ostensibly thought they were visiting his place of work or his college.
This would naturally reduce the number of caregivers responding to recruitment materials
(given that likely none would want their children to participate in an interview about parental
incarceration). Secrecy by caregivers towards children of prisoners about their incarcerated
parent’s whereabouts is understudied, however there is some evidence and certainly much
anecdotal suggestion that this approach is widespread (Poehlmann 2005; Scharff-Smith

2014).

Secondly, the lives of prisoners’ families may be more likely to be chaotic and transient
given the poverty and social isolation they are more likely to experience (Murray et al. 2009).
In turn, participation in a research study may be less tenable for this group (for example,
being without a stable phone number or a stable home address) and lower priority than
attending to day-to-day crises. Thirdly, the difference in social location of potential
participants in relation to the researcher, for example around class, income, post-secondary
education, and immigration status, may contribute to potential participants feeling wary or

suspicious of recruitment efforts, and indeed I had eventual participants tell me that they



initially wondered about or worried that I worked for the prison service itself. This is not to
suggest that varying social location is necessarily a barrier to productive research, simply that
this may present recruitment challenges. In fact, Back suggests that differences in social
experiences combined with attention to the particular social locations of the teller and listener
have the potential to add richness to data construction (Back 2007), and Earle and Phillips

(2015) provide vivid accounts of this situation in their prison ethnography work.

Finally, I suspected that my study was the subject to gatekeeping efforts by well-meaning
professionals who had access to potential participants (Saunders et al. 2015). For example,
the lack of response from social service agency workers may have reflected a desire to shield
children from the perceived risks of participating in a study about this topic, or it may have

represented a concern about allowing another stranger ‘in’ to struggling children’s lives.

The experiences of this study raise a caution to those seeking to conduct research with
children of prisoners to plan for a lengthy recruitment process, and develop multiple avenues
for connecting with families of prisoners. Given the stigma and secrecy around this topic, it
would seem imperative to take an approach that allows potential participants, and even
service agency contacts, to meet researchers in person, establish a rapport, and have their

questions and concerns responded to directly and with practical answers.

Practice issue 2: ethical research practices with child participants

The matter of conducting this research as ethically as possible was a primary concern in the
design of this project, and throughout fieldwork. Conducting research with children always
demands an extremely high standard of ethical practice and accountability; “children are seen

as especially vulnerable to persuasion, adverse influence and indeed harm — in research as in



the rest of life” (Hill 2005). As well, the subject matter raised concerns that children would
become distressed or anxious, though my experience and training as a social worker with at-
risk children allowed me to conduct interviews more safely. Some may see the ethical
challenges as simply prohibitive, such as one author who analyzed drawings by children of
prisoners because they concluded that “ethical considerations required finding a medium for
[children of prisoners] to express their feelings and talk about their experiences without

asking them direct questions” (Sacerdote 2011, p. 166).

Families of prisoners are particularly likely to be vulnerable to the potentially coercive or
even ‘violent’ (Spivak 1988) effects of being a research subject for a variety of reasons,
including the poverty, illiteracy, social isolation and oppressions they are more likely to
experience. Children of prisoners are more likely to be racialized, to live in poverty, to have
parents with illiteracy, low educational achievement, unemployment, mental health concerns
and addictions (see Wildeman 2009; Juristat 2009; Glaze and Maraschuk 2008; Murray and
Farrington 2005; Social Exclusion Unit 2002). Liamputtong (2006) argues that oppressed
and marginalised people may not have or feel they have power to stop an interview if they
become distressed or harmed by it. She questions whether conducting research with
vulnerable people can ever be truly ethical, but concludes that to refrain from researching the
lives of vulnerable people is to contribute to their voicelessness. Regardless, it is clear that
ethical considerations need to be more than a static step at the beginning of the project, and
rather a dynamic, iterative and challenging process that continued through every step of the
project (Back 2007). Like Saunders, McArthur and Moore (2015), I sought to remain flexible
and dynamic in responding to potential ethical concerns, and establish a ‘scaffolding’ of

safety involving ongoing assessments and check-ins.



Ethical considerations in researching children’s experiences can, indeed should, also be
broader than questions of whether and how they can consent to participation. Scholars such
as Alderson (1995) have framed ethical research with children as not only involving
protecting them from harm due to their higher vulnerability, but also involving them in
research as active participants, from design through to dissemination. This level of
participation was not possible in the present study, unfortunately, which raises legitimate
concerns about its ethical nature. That said, I present here a variety of approaches and

experiences from my study which may be instructive to further researchers.

In all of the recruitment strategies in the present study, I relied on a default refusal approach,
meaning that I only ever provided information about my study when meeting potential
participants and asked that they contact me if interested; the default and passive response was
refusal. The ethical concern was that booking appointments with them at the time of our
meeting or calling them (if I received phone numbers of potential participants from an
agency, for example) may have created a potentially coercive setting in which it was more
socially desirable to agree to participate, or socially difficult to refuse. Though this is perhaps
an unnecessarily high standard, and impractical for most types of research, it was important

to match the high level of vulnerability or risk that I had identified.

Seeking informed and freely given assent was also conceived as a complex issue (beyond
‘getting the subject to sign the form’) and vulnerable to coercion. I approached this issue by
first developing a consent and assent process that seemed as thorough, accessible and valid as
possible. I verbally explained the purpose of the study, my role, what participation entailed,
confidentiality and rights to refusal (Hill 2005). The forms were written in plain language at a

low literacy level (for caregivers) and developmentally-appropriate language (for children). I



checked in to ensure that all was understood and sought, through my words, tone and body
language, to make refusal an accessible and acceptable choice. With children, I completed my
reading of the assent form by pointing to the two options (agreement or refusal) they could
circle, saying “this one says ‘I do want to participate’ and this one says ‘I don’t want to
participate’. You can circle one of them and both of the answers are okay.” Two children
circled ‘I don’t’, one saying cautiously, as he drew, “this one’s okay, right?” I responded to

both by thanking them for letting me know their opinion.

However, with one child, it later became clear that he had misunderstood the purpose of the
study. I later learned that this 7 year old believed that I would be asking him about something
that he had gotten in trouble for by his dad. After he saw his older sister being interviewed, he
and his mother asked me if I could interview him after all. Though this seemed to raise
concerns around coercion and social desirability factors, I responded to their request by going
through the assent form with the child again. He now vigorously agreed that he wanted to
participate. I checked in with his mother, who had witnessed both assent processes, and she
reported that she felt fine about him being interviewed, so I carried out the interview. Another
child similarly initially refused, but after I had spoken with his mother and had lunch with the
family, he spontaneously approached me to indicate that he did want to be interviewed. When
asked, he said that getting ‘used to’ me had changed his mind. I again discussed this issue
with his mother and decided to go ahead with the interview. That these children did initially
refuse would seem to be support the idea that the assent process in my study was meaningful.
Further, that two children sought to participate after watching an interview and spending time
with me lends support to the suggestion that developing familiarity, rapport and trust are vital

to recruitment.



Given the low literacy and educational attainment rates of prisoners, I was primed to be
concerned about literacy being a barrier to informed consent for participant families. For all
of the child participants, I read the assent form aloud even if they reported being able to read
it. For caregivers, I made offers to read the document aloud and sought to make this an
accessible, normalized and non-stigmatizing choice; saying “some moms prefer me to read
this out and some like to read it themselves, what do you prefer?” In two cases, caregivers
asked me to read the form aloud, one noting spontaneously that she could read, but not well
enough to read this form. I had no caregiver refuse or withdraw consent, which is no surprise
given that all contacted me to participate in the study, however three children initially refused

to assent, which I took to be an indication of my having made refusal a meaningful option.

My research design included remunerating both participant caregivers and children with a
token of thanks for their participation, in the form of a $10 gift card. I included remuneration
as way of improving response rates (though not to elicit consent) as well as a step towards
equalizing the power imbalance between researcher and an often marginalized subject;
remuneration is arguably the mark of more ethically sound research from a feminist
perspective (Head 2009). To avoid concerns that the gift card could coerce consent or be
otherwise exploitative, I gave the gift card during the consent and assent process and made it
clear that participants could keep it if they did not consent to be interviewed or later

withdrew.

Later in the field work, I was able to offer another incentive which seemed to have an impact
on response rates, when the organization FEAT for Children offered to let me provide a free
bus ride to participants, a value of around $35. With non-FEAT users, I then instead offered

to purchase a meal for us during or after our interview. The high value of this incentive



certainly raised the concern that participants may consent to be interviewed though they felt
unsafe, uncomfortable or otherwise unwilling, in order to receive the incentive. However, not
offering this incentive as a result of this fear seemed likewise problematic; I worried that I
was infantilizing caregivers by not trusting them to make their own decisions. I attempted to
tread carefully, assessing any signs of discomfort and stressing that the incentive would be
given even if they did not consent to be interviewed. In the end, I felt from all but one
caregiver that they enjoyed being interviewed; they spoke at great length, seemed
comfortable and confident by the end of our time together, and communicated no concerns

about me interviewing their children.

While significant ethical challenges are posed by research projects that seek to engage
children around their experiences of potentially distressing topics, such as parental
incarceration, this should not preclude such research on principle. As argued above, failing to
interview children on topics that affect them poses risks as well and must therefore not

become a default position.

Practice issue 3: Creative methodologies

I sought to value child participants as valid, competent reporters on their own lives in this
study, making an effort to disrupt the narrative that children are deficient or ‘becoming
people’ in comparison to the adult default. However, this stance is not intended to imply that
interviewing children, particularly young children under 10 years of age, was not challenging.
Children’s cognitive and verbal skills, their ways of thinking and making sense of their

worlds, combined with the lack of agency and power they tend to have in their social lives,



mean that they think and talk differently from adults (Hill 2005). I relied heavily on my past
experience when encountering these challenges; I hold a graduate degree in Social Work,
have taken courses in child development, and worked for several years as a child protection
worker, for which I had extensive experience and training in forensic interviewing with
children. Despite this, I made frequent missteps in my interviews with children, failing to
match my questions to their cognitive need. For example, in this exchange with seven year

old Rob, I did not recognize that my question confused him and was too abstract:

So [Rob], can you tell me what’s it like to have a dad in prison?
Um¢(...)
What'’s that like?

I like to have visits.

This same child also had difficulty articulating or did not want to share his feelings in

response to my questions:

And what about when daddy went back to prison, how did that feel?
Uhhh... sad.

Yeah? Why?

‘Cause... it’s, it’s sad...

What'’s sad about it?

Going, going back...

Yeah? Tell me why is it sad?

Because I don’t like it.

Yeah? Why not?



Because it is scary.
It’s scary? Tell me what’s scary?

Uhm....

Scholars of childhood encourage researchers to use a range of creative methodologies and
approaches to allow children to participate in research even if they cannot share their
thoughts via traditional interviews. Using drawings can allow researchers to access
knowledge that children might not be able to articulate and to add nuance to understandings
of their experiences (Green and Hill 2005; Bagnoli 2009; Mannay et al., 2018), as might
photographs, songs, movement or drama approaches. Further, visual methods allow for a
more collaborative approach to knowledge production with research participants (mannay et
al., 2018). The present study included a drawing exercise to elicit further data in this way. I
asked each child participant in this study to draw me a picture of their family, using crayons
or coloured pencils and paper provided. If it seemed that there would be confusion or
distraction, I wrote ‘family portrait’ at the top of the page. Unfortunately, in the
consent/assent documents I constructed as a doctoral student, I failed to include a clause
covering the right to reproduce and publish these images and therefore they cannot be
included in the present chapter (a predicament that I hope will be instructive to other novice

employers of visual methodologies).

I found that the drawings that children produced were surprisingly banal on the surface, to the
extent that I did feel I could conduct a systematic analysis of them. In virtually all of the
drawings, the child drew stick figures, in a line, to represent their various family members.
Oddly, the incarcerated parent was included in all but one of these drawings, and not placed

apart from the rest of the family nor inside a prison (or any prison-like context) in any



drawing. Given that the drawings session was held at the conclusion of our interview, and
therefore the children would be primed to think of their incarcerated parent and their
perceptions of the conditions of his incarceration, this was a surprise. It was also surprising
because the drawings from children of prisoners that I reviewed from other sources (for
example those used to illustrate some charity websites) often depicted the incarcerated parent
as apart, separate or inside the prison, as well as a great deal of emotive material such as

tears, broken hearts and gloomy clouds.

I suggest a methodological reason for discrepancy: I made a very simple request (“drawing of
your family” or “family portrait”), and deliberately did not provide any clarification or
direction with regard to depicting the parent in prison (such as “draw your dad in prison” or
“include your father and where he lives in prison”). When children asked me for clarification,
which many did (e.g. “who should be in it?” “should I draw my dad?”), I always responses by

saying “whatever you like.”

Despite the lack of emotional drama in these pictures, they are nonetheless wonderful
representations of children’s ideas about their families and family life. The never included
prisons but they frequently contained family pets, various symbols (such as hearts), and the
child’s home, and always depicted the child’s perception of the size and various hairstyles
and modes of dress of family members. Their seeming banality reminds the viewer that
children of prisoners are principally children, community members, big sisters and little
brothers, pet owners and people whose self-defining feature is their curly hair or love of
butterflies; they may not see their parental incarceration as a defining or even important part
of their lives. The normalcy of these images reminds the researcher to normalise and

depathologize these children



CONCLUSION

Qualitative research that seeks to hear the voices of children of prisoners is a challenging
endeavor, and no doubt tempting to avoid. The ethical, practical and methodological barriers
that this type of research raises are certainly significant and require skill, time, preparation
and resources to overcome. However the risks of not asking children about endeavoring to
conduct this research are significant as well; without asking children about their views, we
miss unique, rich and interesting data and moreover, we contribute to the marginalization and

invisibility of children of prisoners.
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End Notes

! While espousing a critical approach, Hogan (2005: 37) argues that the criticism of traditional developmental
psychology is unfair; social context and ecology were indeed taken into account by the field’s most prominent
researchers and in fact the two approaches are not mutually exclusive. Ryan (2008) further uses a historical
analysis to argue that no such paradigm shift has in fact occurred

i Standpoint feminism is criticised for several reasons, such as its reliance on the idea of common experiences,
and it lack of attention to racialization and other intersections, and the heterogeneity and power differences
between women



iii T am deeply indebted to Jessica and Derek Reid, founders of the charity FEAT for Children, for their support
of my research. Their organization can be found online here: http://featforchildren.org

¥ The issue of stigma around familial incarceration has been researched and discussed by a variety of scholars
such as Condry (2007) in Families Shamed: The Consequences of Crime for Relatives of Serious Offender



