THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY CONTACT

The research is clear: visitation, mail, phone, and other forms
of contact between incarcerated people and their families
have positive impacts for everyone—including better health,
reduced recidivism, and improvement in school

The positive impacts of family
contact for incarcerated
people and their families

Fifty years of evidence of the benefits of family contact for incarcerated people

O INCARCERATED PEOPLE
AND THEIR FAMILIES, IT’S

GLARINGLY OBVIOUS THAT
staying in touch by any means neces-
sary—primarily through visits, phone
calls, and mail—is tremendously import-
ant and beneficial to everyone involved.
Yet prisons and jails are notorious for
making communication difficult or
impossible. People are incarcerated far
from home and visitation access is lim-
ited, phone calls are expensive and some-
times taken away as punishment, mail

is censored and delayed, and video calls
and emerging technologies are all too
often used as an expensive (and inferior)

replacement for in-person visits.
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By Leah Wang,
Prison Policy Initiative

Prison- and jail-imposed barriers to family contact
fly in the face of decades of social science research
showing associations between family contact and out-
comes including in-prison behavior, measures of health,
and reconviction after release. Advocates and fami-
lies fighting for better, easier communication behind
bars can turn to this research, which demonstrates that
encouraging family contact is not only humane, but
coniributes to public safety.

In-person visitation is incredibly beneficial,
reducing recidivism and improving health
and behavior

The positive effects of visitation have been well-
known for decades—particularly when it comes to
reducing recidivism. A 1972 study on visitation that
followed 843 people on parole from California pris-
ons found that those who had no visitors during their
incarceration were six times more likely to be reincar-
cerated than people with three or more visitors. A few
years later, researchers found similar results in a study
of people paroled from Hawaii State Prison.

Since the 1970s, the body of evidence in favor vis-
itors has only grown, In 2008, researchers found that
among 7,000 people released from state prisons in
Florida, each additional visit received during incarcer-
ation lowered the odds of two-year recidivism by 3.8
percent (in this study, recidivism was defined as recon-
viction). Findings out of Minnesota a few years later
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were similar: Receiving one visit per month was asso-
ciated with a 0.9 percent decrease in someone’s risk
of reincarceration; better yet, each unique visitor to an
incarcerated person reduced the risk of re-conviction
by a notable 3 percent. Among people who received
visits during their incarceration, felony re-convictions
were 13 percent lower and revocations for technical
violations of parole were 25 percent lower compared
to people who did not receive visits.

Visitation is also correlated with adherence to
prison rules. In 2019, an lowa researcher found that
in-prison misconduct (as measured by official cita-
tions) was reduced in people who received visits at
lowa state prisons. Based on these results, one addi-
tional visit per month would reduce misconduct by a
further 14 percent. “Probably as a direct result of the
reduced misconducts,” the study’s author notes, “a
similar increase in visitation would also reduce time
served by 11 percent.”

These findings add to other recent studies linking
visitation and reduced prison misconduct. The timing
of visits may matter, as visiting “privileges” can swiftly
be taken away as a cruel punishment: According to one
study, misconduct tended to decrease in the three weeks
before a visit. This may explain why more frequent vis-
its lead to more consistent good behavior, better overall
outcomes and post-release success. Families who visit,
concluded Holt and Miller in the California study, are
a “prime treatment agent” for incarcerated people.

Research has also found that visitation is linked
to better mental health, including reduced depressive
symploms—an important intervention for the isolated,
stressful experience of incarceration. Yet even before
the pandemic halted visitation, and despite these
known benefits, correctional facilities have made visi-
tation hard due to remote locations, harsh policies, and
the financial incentives to replace visits with inferior
video calls.

Consistent phone calls to family members
improve relationships

Phone calls tend to be more common than in-person
visitation, as they involve fewer logistical barriers. In
fact, the key studies we found reveal that 8o percent or
more respondents used phone calls to contact family,
far more than the number receiving visits, and some-
times more than those using mail to keep in contact. As
with visitation, family phone calls are shown to reduce
the likelihood of recidivism; more consistent and/or
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frequent phone calls were linked to the lowest odds of
returning to prison.

A 2014 study of incarcerated women found that
those who had any phone contact with a family mem-
ber were less likely to be reincarcerated within the five
years after their release. In fact, phone contact had a
stronger effect on recidivism compared to visitation,
which the study also examined.

Of course, reduced recidivism is not the only ben-
efit. A 2020 survey of incarcerated parents showed that
parent-child relationships improved when they had fre-
quent (weekly) phone calls.

These positive findings have not gone unnoticed
by senior policy makers: “Meaningful communication
beyond prison walls helps to promote rehabilitation
and reduce recidivism,” explained Mignon Clyburn of
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in a
2015 statement on the high cost of phone calls. “In a
nation as great as ours, there is no legitimate reason
why anyone else should ever again be forced to make
these levels of sacrifices, to stay connected.”

Given the frequency and importance of phone calls
from prisons and jails, their prohibitive cost in many
jurisdictions and the loss of phone “privileges™ as a
punishment are both inhumane and counterproductive.

Mail correspondence is a lifeline, and taking
it away only hurts families

Mail is widely understood as a major lifeline for
incarcerated people, with some literature finding that
it's the most common form of family contact. The ful-
filling feeling of receiving personal mail, the ability to
write and read (and reread) mail at one’s own pace, and
the relatively low cost of a letter mean that it’s a highly
practical and cherished mode of communication, uni-
versal to people both inside and outside of prison. And
while prison mail hasn’t taken center stage in academic
literature, some of the studies mentioned earlier did
examine mail contact as part of their methods, finding
that it contributes to parent-child attachment and rela-
tionship quality.

Yet mail is another example of a service whose
benefits become obvious once it's under attack, In
2007, notoriously cruel Maricopa County, Arizona,
sheriff Joe Arpaio instituted a postcard-only policy
in the county jail, with sheriffs in at least 14 states
following suit. These postcard-only policies severely
limit parents’ and children’s ability to stay in touch. A
study of incarcerated parents in Arizona cited mail as
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the most common mode of communication with their
children, and those who used mail contact reported
improved relationships with their children as com-
pared to the year before their incarceration. Postcards
also change the economic argument for mail corre-
spondence: With their tiny physical space available
for writing, we found that relaying information on a
postcard is about 34 times as expen-
sive as in a letter.

In recent years, other correctional
systems have embraced another mail
restriction policy that advocates
know is harmful: The telecom com-
pany Smart Communications has
created “MailGuard,” a mail digitization service mar-
keted as a response to (exaggerated) claims of contra-
band entering prisons through the mail. MailGuard’s
scans of letters and photographs tend to be low-qual-
ity, and privacy is clearly violated as one’s mail is
opened and scanned. We've criticized this practice
and maintain that mail scanning is a poor substitute
for true mail correspondence.

Video calling and emerging technologies
could enhance carceral contact if they weren't
prohibitively expensive

Sometimes billed as “video visitation,” video call-
ing from prisons and jails allows families to connect
virtually. Used effectively as a supplement, video calls
could help eliminate many of the barriers that in-per-
son visitation presents. However, we’ve argued time
and time again that these calls fail to replicate the
psychological experience—and therefore benefits—of
in-person visitation, and should never be used as a
replacement. A 2014 survey found incarcerated people
in Washington State were pleased when video calling
allowed family to see them, but extremely frustrated
by the cost and significant technical challenges of the
software. Video calling is a “double-edged sword™ pro-
viding a mediocre service while lining the pockets of
private corporations.

Most advocates and groups (including the Ameri-
can Correctional Association) agree that video calling
should only supplement in-person visitation, not replace
it entirely. But anecdotally, some corrections officials
offer video calling only, and promote it as a safer and
more efficient option to visitation. (In terms of safety,
the argument that most contraband is introduced into
prisons through visitation is a myth we’ve busted.)
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Personal letters are a prac-
tical and cherished mode of
communication for people

inside and outside of prison

In fact, taking away visitation can make prisons
and jails less safe. For example, when in- person vis-
its were banned at the jail in Knox County, Tennessee,
in favor of video-only visitation, incarcerated people
lost the opportunity to maintain healthy social connec-
tions. As a result, assaults between incarcerated people
and assaults on staff increased in the months after the
ban on visits was implemented. Data
also show that, similar to the lowa
study mentioned earlier, disciplinary
infractions in the jail increased after
the ban.

The Knox County research
wasn't an isolated finding: In Tra-
vis County, Texas, there was an escalation of violence
and contraband after that jail switched from offering
both video calls and visitation for a few years, to ban-
ning in-person visitation altogether. The change also
reduced overall family contact: The number of video
calls dropped dramatically compared to the average
number of in-person visits that had happened at the jail
before the policy change. As it turns out, the availabil-
ity of both in-person visitation and video calling actu-
ally increased the average number of in-person monthly
visits. And unsurprisingly, visitors who were surveyed
overwhelmingly preferred in-person visitation to video
calling. In 2015, the Travis County Sheriffs Office rein-
stated in-person visits.

Technologies like video calling (and electronic mes-
saging) have the potential to improve quality of life for
incarcerated people and help correctional administrators
run safer and more humane facilities. New research
suggests that video calls may even help reduce recid-
ivism (but only when they supplement in-person vis-
its). Sadly, the promise of these new services is often
tempered by a relentless focus on turning incarcerated
people and their families into revenue streams.

Families endure tremendous hardship due to
incarceration, but staying in touch can miti-
gate negative impacts

Many of the studies discussed here focused on the
benefits of family contact for incarcerated people. But
what about their families—do they gain from the time
spent visiting, writing, or calling? Research says yes.
family contact also provides relief to the family of an
incarcerated person. This is important, because sim-
ply having an incarcerated loved one indicates poorer
health and a shorter lifespan. In particular, children—
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the “hidden victims” of incarceration—are at increased
risk for mental health problems and substance use
disorders, and face worse intellectual outcomes com-
pared to children without an incarcerated family mem-
ber. (Youth can themselves be confined in detention
facilities, turning parents into visitors; similar to the
research explored earlier, visitation of confined youth
was remarkably beneficial.)

Research suggests that families who visited during a
loved one’s incarceration show improved mental health
measures and have a higher probability of remaining
together after release. And a 1977 study, explained in
a larger review of family contact research, found that
children who had displayed concerning behavior upon
their fathers’ incarceration showed improved behavior
after visiting with their fathers.

The R Street Institute sums it up nicely: Support-
ive family relationships can promote psychological
and physiological health for incarcerated people and
their loved ones, at a time when everyone’s health is
otherwise deteriorating. When done well, visitation
can ease anxiety in children and mitigate some of the
impacts on strained interpersonal relationships. Serv-
ing families at this most critical period simply makes
communities healthier.
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Making family contact readily available
should be a no-brainer for prisons and jails

Of course, staying in touch with an incarcerated per-
son is almost never easy. There can be great distress and
tension as a family navigates its role, and the inconsis-
tent timing and frequency of contact can be unsettling to
someone whose incarceration is overly predictable and
tedious, while life outside can be anything but.

Still, academic research is unified in its message that
family contact during incarceration provides immense
benefits. both during incarceration and the reentry
period. Prisons and jails should make all types of fam-
ily contact safely and equitably available, and end the
practice of taking contact away as a punishment for rule
violations. And with no certain access to visitation as
the pandemic wears on, families and incarcerated people
should receive more phone and video time, fewer fees,
and better mail options in order to preserve family ties
and the critical benefits that result from family contact.

The Prison Policy Initiative is a reform advocacy
group that analyzes current criminal justice trends and
offers more effective alternatives where warranted. The
preceding report was reprinted with permission.
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