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ABSTRACT
Millions of children in the United States experience parental incarcera-
tion, yet it is unclear how this experience might shape social cognition. 
We asked children of incarcerated parents (N = 24) and children whose 
parents were not incarcerated (N = 58) to describe their parents. Both 
groups of children also rated the extent to which they agree that they 
feel positive and, separately, negative emotions when thinking about 
their parent and best friend. This approach allowed us to test between 
two alternative hypotheses. On the one hand, cultural narratives in the 
United States convey negative messages about incarcerated people, 
and these messages could prompt children to report negativity when 
thinking about their incarcerated parents. On the other hand, chil-
dren’s positivity toward close others is robust. Thus, when thinking 
about their incarcerated parents, children may report a great deal of 
positivity. Consistent with the latter possibility, children were more 
likely to describe their incarcerated parents using positive rather than 
negative terms. Moreover, children of incarcerated parents were more 
likely to agree that thinking about close others made them feel posi-
tive emotions than they were to agree that thinking about close others 
made them feel negative emotions. A similar pattern of results 
emerged among children whose parents were not incarcerated. 
These findings demonstrate the robustness of children’s positivity 
and can inform debates regarding contact between incarcerated par-
ents and their children.

The United States has a higher incarceration rate than any other country (Sawyer & 
Wagner, 2020). Thus, it is hardly surprising that incarceration affects many people who 
have never been imprisoned themselves, including children, at least five million of whom 
have experienced parental incarceration in their lifetime (Murphey & Cooper, 2015). While 
much work has emphasized the role of parental incarceration in shaping outcomes in 
domains such as health and education (Arditti, 2012; Murray & Farrington, 2008), relatively 
less work has examined how parental incarceration may shape social cognitive processes 
such as person perception. The present work addressed this topic by asking children of 
incarcerated parents as well as children whose parents were not incarcerated about their 
perceptions of – and emotions when thinking about – individuals in two different types of 
close relationships, namely, their parent and their best friend.

CONTACT James P. Dunlea james.dunlea@columbia.edu Department of Psychology, Columbia University, 
New York, NY 10027

Supplementary data for this article can be accessed on the publisher’s website.

JOURNAL OF COGNITION AND DEVELOPMENT    
https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2020.1797749

© 2020 Taylor & Francis

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2499-4970
https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2020.1797749
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15248372.2020.1797749&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-08-07


Past work leads to two competing predictions regarding the role of parental incarceration 
in shaping children’s views of close others. On the one hand, children may report negativity 
when thinking about their incarcerated parents. Predominant cultural messages in the 
United States portray incarcerated individuals as having committed severe moral transgres-
sions (Kleinfeld, 2016), and such messages could influence children’s perspectives (e.g., 
Birnbaum, Deeb, Segall, Ben-Eliyahu, & Diesendruck, 2010; Diesendruck & Haber, 2009; 
Gelman, 2009). Indeed, when thinking about why individuals come in contact with the 
justice system, both children of incarcerated and non-incarcerated parents readily attribute 
such contact to individuals' negative internal qualities, such as their bad moral character or 
immoral desires (Dunlea & Heiphetz, 2020). Further, children often feel negatively toward 
transgressors, especially those who commit moral transgressions (Hardecker, Schmidt, 
Roden, & Tomasello, 2016). Together, societal messages and their own sensitivity to 
perceived moral violations may lead children to express negativity when thinking about 
their incarcerated parents.

On the other hand, children may report positivity when thinking about their incarcer-
ated parents. This possibility is consistent with work suggesting that children’s positivity 
toward others is robust (e.g., Boseovski & Lee, 2006; Diesendruck & Lindenbaum, 2009). In 
one line of work investigating whether children are more likely to infer character traits from 
positive or negative actions, children received either one or five pieces of information about 
an actor’s past behavior and subsequently made trait attributions about that person 
(Boseovski & Lee, 2006). Overall, children required fewer pieces of evidence before making 
positive rather than negative character attributions, suggesting that children may be reticent 
to report negative views of other individuals even if such individuals have previously 
transgressed. Work investigating children’s coping and resilience also supports this possi-
bility. Children sometimes manage challenges by focusing on positive aspects of a negative 
situation (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). While little research has examined coping 
among children of incarcerated parents (for exceptions, see Johnson & Easterling, 2015; 
Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008), it is possible that they use similar strategies. Therefore, when 
thinking about their incarcerated parents, children may be more likely to think of positive 
versus negative characteristics.

In addition to investigating how parental incarceration shapes children’s views of their 
parents, we examined the extent to which parental incarceration shapes children’s views of 
individuals in different types of close relationships, namely, best friends. If, for instance, we 
found that children of incarcerated parents were more likely than children of non- 
incarcerated parents to agree that thinking about their parents made them feel negative 
emotions, we would be unable to conclude whether this effect is specific to parents or 
whether it generalizes to other types of close relationships. Asking about two types of close 
relationships allowed us to better understand whether the link between parental incarcera-
tion and social cognition is domain-specific, arising only in response to questions about an 
incarcerated parent, or domain-general, arising in response to questions about other 
significant relationships as well. The current work asked children about a best friend 
because children form close relationships with best friends and rate these relationships as 
more caring, intimate, and exclusive than other friendships (Cleary, Ray, LoBello, & Zachar, 
2002).

Some work suggests that the link between parental incarceration and social cognition 
may be domain-general. People who have experienced adversity in childhood are more 
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likely than others to view the world – and those who inhabit it – in a negative light (Janoff- 
Bulman, 1989). Because parental incarceration is often conceptualized as a type of adversity 
(Arditti, 2012), this experience may impact children’s views of parents and best friends. 
However, a separate body of work suggests that the link between parental incarceration and 
social cognition may be domain-specific. Children differentiate between those who trans-
gress and those who do not (e.g., Yang, Choi, Misch, Yang, & Dunham, 2018). This 
differentiation is so stark that children’s initial preference for non-transgressors over 
transgressors persists over time (Tasimi & Johnson, 2019). Taken together, this work 
suggests that children may view their incarcerated parent more negatively than their best 
friend.

In addition to testing between these possibilities, the current work clarifies how early 
systems of moral cognition constrain later socio-moral judgments. Past work suggests that 
adults’ positivity toward close others may supersede the negativity typically associated with 
perceived transgression. Adults anticipate protecting close others who commit moral 
transgressions (Weidman, Sowden, Berg, & Kross, 2019) and rate behaviors as less unethical 
when the target is a relative versus a stranger (Lee & Holyoak, 2020). If children report more 
positive than negative views of their incarcerated parents, this would suggest that adults’ 
propensity to show positivity toward close others who have transgressed may not depend on 
extensive social experience. Thus, in conjunction with past work testing adults, the present 
work provides insight into when relational closeness begins to shape moral cognition.

Examining reports of how children of incarcerated parents feel when thinking about 
close others also has practical importance. Positive interpersonal emotions are generally 
linked with healthy development (Gerhardt, 2004) and can help individuals “bounce back” 
from negative experiences (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). However, chronic negative 
interpersonal emotions often disrupt healthy attachment in close relationships (e.g., 
Cassidy, 1994). Given the link between emotions and life outcomes, elucidating children’s 
emotions when thinking about close others may help inform future interventions aimed at 
promoting positive developmental trajectories. Children of incarcerated parents are espe-
cially likely to experience negative outcomes stemming from societal inequality (Miller, 
2006), yet psychological science has not focused on understanding their experiences. 
Illustrating the exclusion of this group, parental incarceration is not included on a list of 
diversity-related topics often studied by psychologists over the past decade (Blaine & 
Brenchley, 2018). Thus, it is particularly important for research to take notice of this 
population.

In summary, the current work investigated the extent to which parental incarceration 
shapes children’s social cognition. We asked children of incarcerated parents and children 
whose parents were not incarcerated to describe their parents. Additionally, children rated 
the extent to which they agreed that they feel positive and, separately, negative emotions 
when thinking about their parent and best friend. By soliciting responses from both groups 
of children, the present work clarifies the role of parental incarceration in social perception.
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Method

Participants

We recruited 6- to 12-year-olds with an incarcerated parent and children in the same age 
range whose parents were not incarcerated. Testing 6- to 12-year-olds was important for 
two main reasons. First, testing children in this age range allowed us to compare our results 
with work suggesting that children’s positivity wanes throughout the elementary school 
years (Boseovski & Lee, 2006). Based on this prior work, it was possible that younger 
children would show more positive evaluations in the current work than would older 
children. However, participant age did not reliably predict responses in our data (see 
Results section below), suggesting that positivity in the context of close relationships may 
be relatively more stable than positivity in other social contexts. Additionally, testing 
children within this age range was pragmatic: the majority of children with incarcerated 
parents are younger than 10 years old, and the average age of these children is eight years 
old (Mumola, 2000). Thus, recruiting 6- to 12-year-olds allowed us to report on the 
experiences of a broader segment of the population of children with incarcerated parents 
than if we just tested relatively younger or older children.

Our sample included 24 children of incarcerated parents (Mage = 9.38 years, SDage 

= 1.95 years; 46% female; 4% White or European-American, 58% Black or African- 
American, 13% multiracial, 25% other; 44% Hispanic or Latina/o) whom we recruited by 
partnering with two organizations that provide services to families of incarcerated indivi-
duals. One child was interviewed but excluded from subsequent analyses because she did 
not understand the questions. We received funding to assist with this project for one year, 
and we determined in advance to recruit as many participants as possible during that time 
period. This approach yielded a final sample size that is comparable to prior work in social 
and developmental psychology recruiting difficult-to-reach populations (e.g., children of 
incarcerated parents, Johnson & Easterling, 2015; transgender children, Olson, Key, & 
Eaton, 2015).

Twenty-nine percent of the children in this sample had an incarcerated mother, and 67% 
had an incarcerated father; one child’s demographic questionnaire did not indicate the 
gender of the incarcerated parent. Zero children had two incarcerated parents. Thirty-eight 
percent of children in this sample had an imprisoned parent and 38% percent had a jailed 
parent; six children’s demographic questionnaires did not indicate whether the incarcerated 
parent was serving time in prison or jail. On average, children had been separated from their 
parent for 52.64 months (SD = 31.78 months, range = 8–95 months) and had spoken with 
their parent in person or via technology (e.g., phone) an average of 14.75 times over the past 
month (SD = 12.37 times, range = 1–31 times). Families with an incarcerated parent 
received a $20 USD gift card for participating.

We also recruited a group of children whose parents were not incarcerated. Based on 
recommendations to include approximately 50 participants per cell in psychological 
research (Lakens & Evers, 2014; Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2013), we aimed to 
recruit approximately 50 participants in this comparison group. We slightly over- 
recruited because we expected some data to be unusable. The final sample included 58 
children (Mage = 8.11 years, SDage = 1.40 years; 69% female; 37% White or European- 
American, 30% Black or African-American, 4% Asian or Asian-American, 2% Native 
American or Pacific Islander, 13% multiracial, 15% other, remainder unspecified; 33% 
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Hispanic or Latina/o). Four additional children were interviewed but excluded from sub-
sequent analyses because a parent interfered during the interview (n = 1), the child did not 
understand the questions (n = 2), or the child did not speak English (n = 1). Additionally, 
one child completed the study twice; analyses only included his responses from the first 
session. Children were recruited from a departmental database and a children’s museum in 
a large city in the northeastern United States; all children received a small prize for 
participating.

The current samples differed in ways that reflect the demographics of individuals 
involved in the criminal justice system. Namely, the proportion of White participants was 
greater in the sample of children whose parents were not incarcerated than in the sample of 
children of incarcerated parents. Moreover, the proportion of Black participants was greater 
in the sample of children whose parents were incarcerated than in the sample of children 
whose parents were not incarcerated. The current samples also differed in ways that do not 
necessarily reflect meaningful theoretical differences pertinent to the criminal justice 
system. Namely, the proportion of female children was greater in the sample of children 
whose parents were not incarcerated than in the sample of children of incarcerated parents. 
Additionally, the sample of children with incarcerated parents was, on average, older than 
the sample of children whose parents were not incarcerated; however, age did not reliably 
predict participant responses (see Results section below). The samples were similar on other 
demographic variables, such as reported ethnicity. .

Procedure

Children of incarcerated parents completed the session in a quiet room located in our 
partnering organizations’ office space or in a developmental psychology laboratory. 
Children of parents who were not incarcerated participated in a quiet room in 
a children’s museum or in a developmental psychology laboratory. First, the interviewer 
said that he or she would ask the child questions and that there were no right or wrong 
answers. The interviewer specified that some questions would be about the child’s parent 
and others would be about other people. The interviewer then said, “First, I’m curious to 
learn a little more about your [mom/dad]. What is [she/he] like?”1 Children of incarcerated 
parents answered about their incarcerated parent. The remaining children answered about 
a parent who was not present during testing to help better match the conditions in which 
children of incarcerated parents were answering questions (i.e., both groups of children 
answered about a parent who was physically absent).

The purpose of this open-ended question was to determine how participants might 
spontaneously describe their parent when not guided by the interviewer. This approach 
allowed us to determine what types of traits and qualities are conceptually central to 
children’s representations of their parents without imposing our own views (Cimpian & 
Markman, 2009; Rhodes, 2014). One potential drawback, however, is that open-ended 
questions may require more verbal and cognitive ability than closed-ended items. 
Consequently, open-ended items may not fully capture children’s thoughts regarding 
complex topics (e.g., emotions, Ganea, Lillard, & Turkheimer, 2004). To address the 

1These questions were part of a larger project probing children’s understanding of punishment and the criminal justice 
system (Dunlea & Heiphetz, 2020).
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possibility that children may not articulate all of their thoughts, we used closed-ended 
questions to complement the open-ended items. As well as possibly helping children 
communicate their thoughts about emotion, closed-ended items allowed us to use a widely- 
implemented, previously validated scale measuring positive and negative affect (Watson, 
Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Though it was possible that differences in cognitive or linguistic 
ability might elicit different patterns of responding among younger versus older children, 
we did not find evidence that age predicted participants’ responses to either the open- or 
closed-ended items (see Results section below). This suggests that even younger children 
did not have difficulty answering either type of question.

The interviewer then introduced children to a five-point Likert-type scale consisting of 
stick figures arranged from smallest to largest on a sheet of paper and instructed children on 
how to use the scale (e.g., asking them to point to the smallest picture if they didn’t agree at 
all with a sentence the interviewer said). The remaining labels were “agree a little bit,” “agree 
a medium amount,” “agree a lot,” and “agree completely.” We scored participants’ 
responses numerically, such that greater agreement corresponded with higher numerical 
values on the Likert-type scale. Numerical values ranged from 1 (don’t agree at all) to 5 
(agree completely). The interviewer asked children to rate their agreement with two sen-
tences to gauge their understanding of the scale (“Right now, we’re in the United States of 
America” and “Christmas is in the summer”). On average, children used the scale correctly: 
95% correctly agreed that they were in the United States and 96% correctly disagreed that 
Christmas is in the summer. The main patterns of results reported below holds even after 
excluding participants who incorrectly responded to one or both of the scale comprehen-
sion check questions.

Following these instructions, children rated the extent to which they agreed that thinking 
about close others made them feel positive and, separately, negative emotions. Children’s 
reported agreement served as the primary dependent variable. In one block, participants 
rated the extent to which thinking about their parent made them feel certain emotions (e.g., 
“How much do you agree that thinking about your parent makes you feel angry?”). In 
another block, participants rated the extent to which thinking about their best friend made 
them feel those same emotions. As previously mentioned in the Introduction, the purpose 
of asking children about both their parent and best friend was to clarify the extent to which 
children report feeling different emotions when thinking about individuals in different 
types of close relationships. We confirmed that participants were thinking about a specific 
best friend before proceeding with the relevant questions.

Each block included five positive emotions (happy, proud, loved, excited, calm) and four 
negative emotions (scared, sad, angry, nervous) toward the same person. Each emotion was 
drawn from the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, a scale used to measure positive and 
negative emotions (Watson et al., 1988). Participants answered all questions about one 
person before moving on to questions about the next person. The order in which partici-
pants answered questions about their parent or best friend and the order in which emotions 
were presented were counterbalanced across participants. Though parental incarceration is 
sometimes a difficult topic for children to discuss (e.g., Johnson & Easterling, 2015), all 
children of incarcerated parents readily answered questions about their parent. 
Additionally, neither children of incarcerated parents nor children whose parents were 
not incarcerated experienced difficulty answering questions about their best friend. Please 
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see Appendix A for research materials and Appendix B for the scale used to elicit responses 
to closed-ended items. 

Coding for open-ended descriptions of parents

Given our interest in children’s perceptions of their parents, we coded responses to the 
open-ended question using categories based on theoretical interest. Namely, we examined 
whether participants spontaneously provided positive, negative, and neutral descriptions of 
their parents. We categorized descriptions as “positive” if they included attributions of 
positively valenced traits or qualities (e.g., “he’s really nice”, “a sweet angel”) or if they 
mentioned positively valenced behaviors directed toward the participant (e.g., “he cares for 
me”, “he used to give me ice cream and take me to the park”). Similarly, we categorized 
descriptions as “negative” if they included attributions of negatively valenced traits or 
qualities (e.g., “angry, temperamental”) or if they mentioned negatively valenced behaviors 
directed toward the participant (e.g., “she’s mean when she has to be”). Finally, we 
categorized descriptions as “neutral” if they included attributions of traits, qualities, or 
behaviors that are not clearly positive or negative (e.g., “he is serious”, “short hair, very tall”) 
or if they mentioned parents’ preferences (e.g., “likes watching TV”, “likes the color blue”).

The first and last authors independently coded each response. Coding was conducted 
within a dataset that included only participant responses along with randomly generated 
participant numbers. To prevent bias, we lacked access to any other information about 
participants while coding, such as their age and parental incarceration status. Moreover, we 
developed coding guidelines prior to reviewing participants’ responses. We did not discuss 
specific participant responses, or compare our codes, until after each person had indepen-
dently coded all responses.

For each category, each coder assigned each response a 1 if it referenced the category and 
a 0 if it did not. A participant who described their parent as intelligent, angry, and 
temperamental received a 1 in the “positive” category due to the presence of at least one 
positive descriptor (intelligent), a 1 in the “negative” category due to the presence of at least 
one negative descriptor (in this case there were two, angry and temperamental), and a 0 in 
the “neutral” category. We did not initially include a “mixed” code for responses indicating 
both positive and negative descriptors; such responses simply received a 1 for both the 
“positive descriptor” and “negative descriptor” categories. Subsequently, we became aware 
that some past work testing children’s views of their relationships with close others has 
included a separate “mixed” code (e.g., Johnson & Easterling, 2015; Shlafer & Poehlmann, 
2010). However, such responses were rare in the present study. Only one child of an 
incarcerated parent and three children whose parents were not incarcerated provided 
“mixed” descriptions. For instance, one such child described his parent as being “nice” (a 
positive descriptor), but also being “angry at times” (a negative descriptor). Due to their 
overall rarity, the Main Text does not further discuss “mixed” responses to the open-ended 
question. See Supplementary Materials for descriptive statistics regarding the number of 
positive, negative, and neutral descriptions children provided when discussing their 
parents.

The raters achieved nearly perfect agreement when coding positive descriptors (κ =.89) 
and moderate agreement when coding neutral descriptors (κ = .45). Reliability was lower for 
negative descriptors (κ = .27); however, this value likely indicates the low overall incidence 
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of negative descriptors rather than low agreement among coders, as coders agreed that 87% 
of responses did not include negative descriptors.2 Nevertheless, caution is warranted when 
interpreting results concerning negative descriptors. Disagreements between coders were 
resolved via discussion.

Results

We used a Bonferroni correction to adjust analyses that included multiple comparisons. 
Below, we report the corrected alpha level alongside unadjusted p values. Additionally, we 
report the smallest detectable effect size given the present samples. For ease of interpreta-
tion, we report both the effect sizes and their corresponding benchmark labels (“small”, 
“medium”, “large”, Cohen, 1988); these sensitivity analyses were conducted assuming 
power = .80 and alpha = .05. Prior to conducting the primary analyses, we examined 
correlations between participants’ responses and demographic factors such as age, length 
of parent-child separation, and frequency of parent-child contact. These factors did not 
reliably predict participants’ responses. For brevity, we only report the correlations between 
participant responses and age in the Main Text; all other correlations are reported in 
Supplementary Materials.

Open-ended descriptions of parents

Children whose parents were not incarcerated largely described their parents using positive 
and neutral descriptors. Sixty-eight percent of children whose parents were not incarcerated 
described their parent using at least one positive descriptor, and 65% of children in this 
group described their parent using at least one neutral descriptor. Only 6% of children 
whose parents were not incarcerated spontaneously described their parent using a negative 
descriptor. A similar pattern of results emerged among children of incarcerated parents. 
Seventy-one percent of children described their incarcerated parents using at least one 
positive descriptor, and 63% of children in this group described their parent using at least 
one neutral descriptor. Only 8% of children spontaneously described their incarcerated 
parent using a negative descriptor (see Figure 1).

In addition to the descriptive statistics reported above, we correlated age with responses 
in each of the coding categories developed for examining children’s descriptions of their 
parents. This approach resulted in three analyses among children of incarcerated parents 
and, separately, three analyses among children whose parents were not incarcerated, for 
a total of six correlations. Therefore, p values needed to be .008 or lower to reach 
significance, and none did so (|r|s ≤ .32, ps≥.028).

In summary, two main patterns emerged from children’s open-ended descriptions of 
their parents. First, a higher percentage of children with non-incarcerated parents sponta-
neously described their parent using positive terms rather than negative terms. A similar 
pattern emerged among children of incarcerated parents. Second, the percentage of children 

2Kappa is affected by the rarity of the finding being considered (Feinstein & Cicchetti, 1990). For rare findings, low kappas 
may not signify low inter-coder agreement. This is the case in the present study: whereas the kappa for the “negative 
description” code was low, the coders agreed that 87.21% of responses did not include a “negative description” code. 
Because kappa does not differentiate among various types of disagreement, it is important to highlight that the coders 
agreed that negative descriptions were largely absent from participants’ responses.
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using positive, neutral, and negative descriptors was similar across groups. These descrip-
tive results provide preliminary evidence that parental incarceration may not attenuate 
children’s positivity toward their parents.

Closed-ended reports of emotions when thinking about parents and friends

Next, we analyzed the extent to which participants agreed feeling positive and negative 
emotions toward close others using a 2 (Participant Group: incarcerated parent vs. non- 
incarcerated parent) x 2 (Emotion Valence: positive vs. negative) x 2 (Target: parent vs. 
friend) mixed ANOVA with repeated measures on the last two factors. This analysis 
revealed main effects of Participant Group (F(1, 80) = 5.97, p = .017, ηp

2 = .07) and 
Emotion Valence (F(1, 80) = 607.55, p < .001, ηp

2 = .88), which were qualified by 
a Participant Group x Emotion Valence interaction (F(1, 80) = 4.08, p = .047, ηp

2 = .05). 
No other main effects or interactions reached significance (ps≥.114). Given the non- 
significant effect of Target, we collapsed across items regarding parents and friends in all 
subsequent analyses. In other words, participants’ agreement with items probing their 
emotions when thinking about close others served as the main dependent measure. Items 
measuring each type of emotion had acceptable reliability (αpositive = .69, αnegative = .70).

To examine the Participant Group x Emotion Valence interaction, we conducted two sets 
of tests (see Figure 2). First, we investigated whether children of incarcerated parents 
reported differential agreement with statements referencing positive, versus negative, emo-
tions when thinking about close others. We also conducted this analysis among children 
whose parents were not incarcerated. This analysis included two comparisons; therefore, 
p values needed to be .025 or lower to pass the Bonferroni-corrected significance threshold. 
The sample size of children whose parents were not incarcerated allowed for detection of 
a “small” effect (Cohen’s d = .37), and the sample size of children of incarcerated parents 
allowed for detection of a “medium” effect (Cohen’s d = .60). All statistically significant 
pairwise comparisons yielded “large” effect sizes above these thresholds. Children of 
incarcerated parents were more likely to agree that thinking about close others made 
them feel positive emotions than they were to agree that thinking about close others 
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Figure 1. Percentage of participants using positive, neutral, and negative descriptions of their parent.
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made them feel negative emotions (p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.15, 95% CI: [2.61, 3.07]). This 
pattern of results also emerged among children whose parents were not incarcerated 
(p < .001, Cohen’s d = 3.75, 95% CI: [2.06, 2.77]).

Second, we compared the responses of children with incarcerated parents with the 
responses of children whose parents were not incarcerated within each emotion category. 
This analysis included two comparisons; therefore, p values needed to be .025 or lower to 
pass the Bonferroni-corrected significance threshold. A sensitivity analysis revealed that 
these analyses could detect “medium” effects (Cohen’s d = .69). Children of incarcerated 
parents were more likely to agree that thinking about close others made them feel negative 
emotions than were children whose parents were not incarcerated (p = .002, Cohen’s 
d = .76, 95% CI [.17, .74]). This pairwise comparison yielded a “medium” effect size 
above the threshold generated by the sensitivity analysis reported above. However, children 
of incarcerated and non-incarcerated parents did not significantly differ from each other 
when indicating the extent to which thinking about close others made them feel positive 
emotions (p = .879, Cohen’s d = .04, 95% CI [−.26, .31]). To obtain more nuanced 
information about the null effect, we conducted a “multiverse” analysis in which we 
compared children of incarcerated parents and children whose parents were not incarcer-
ated using two additional approaches: (a) Bayesian analyses (Dienes, 2014) and (b) equiva-
lence testing (Lakens, 2017). These analyses suggested that the two groups of children did 
not substantially differ from each other in reports of positive emotion. More details about 
these analyses are presented in Supplementary Materials.

In addition to the primary analyses reported above, we examined the extent to which 
participants’ age predicted their agreement with feeling positive and, separately, negative 
emotions when thinking about their parent. We also examined the extent to which 
participants’ age predicted their agreement with feeling positive and, separately, negative 
emotions when thinking about their best friend. This approach resulted in four analyses 
among children of incarcerated parents and, separately, four analyses among children 
whose parents were not incarcerated, for a total of eight correlations. Therefore, p values 
needed to be .008 or lower to reach significance, and none did so (|r|s ≤ .41, ps≥.049).
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Discussion

The current work examined how parental incarceration might shape children’s views of 
close others. Cultural messages in the United States propagate negative views of incarcer-
ated people (Kleinfeld, 2016), and such messages could influence children’s perspectives 
(e.g., Gelman, 2009). Further, children often express negativity toward transgressors, 
especially those who commit moral transgressions (Hardecker et al., 2016). Thus, it was 
possible that societal messages and children’s own sensitivity to perceived moral transgres-
sion would lead them to express negativity when describing and thinking about their 
incarcerated parent. However, work highlighting the robustness of children’s positivity 
(e.g., Boseovski & Lee, 2006; Diesendruck & Lindenbaum, 2009) led to an alternative 
prediction: that children would report positive views of their incarcerated parent. 
Consistent with the latter possibility, children of incarcerated parents more often described 
their parent using positive terms than negative terms. Moreover, children of incarcerated 
parents were more likely to agree that thinking about close others (their parent, their best 
friend) made them feel positive emotions than they were to agree that thinking about close 
others made them feel negative emotions.

As previously mentioned, it is possible that children’s optimism and resiliency underlies 
their positivity when thinking about close others, including their incarcerated parents. 
However, an alternative explanation for this positivity exists: children may have reasoned 
that their parents did not commit a moral transgression at all. Instead, children may have 
inferred that societal reasons (e.g., racism, poverty) played a role in their parent’s incarcera-
tion. At first blush, this possibility seems tenable. Societal inequality – particularly racism – 
is a potent driver of incarceration in the United States (e.g., Alexander, 2012; Forbes, 2016; 
Forman, 2017; Harcourt, 2007). Police officers are more likely to surveil, use excessive force 
against, and arrest Black people compared to White people (e.g., Alexander, 2012; Forman, 
2017; Harcourt, 2007; Joseph & Pearson, 2002; Weitzer, 2015). Furthermore, Black people 
constitute 13% of the United States population but 40% of the population of people who are 
incarcerated in the United States (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). Given the link between societal 
factors (e.g., racism) and incarceration, it is possible that children of incarcerated parents 
attribute their parent’s experiences to societal inequality or other forms of social injustice as 
opposed to their parent’s moral transgression. In turn, such perspectives could attenuate 
children’s negativity toward their incarcerated parents; future work can test this possibility.

Related to this possibility, a recent study (Dunlea & Heiphetz, 2020) examined the extent 
to which parental incarceration shapes children’s judgments about why people come in 
contact with the justice system. Children of incarcerated parents, like children whose 
parents were not incarcerated, readily attributed contact with the justice system to indivi-
dual-level factors, such as a person’s own behaviors (e.g., committing a crime) and their 
negative internal qualities (e.g., bad moral character, immoral desires). However, attribu-
tions referencing societal inequality (e.g., racism) were rare among children whose parents 
were not incarcerated and entirely absent among children of incarcerated parents. These 
results suggest that children of incarcerated parents may not readily attribute contact with 
the criminal justice system in general to societal inequality. Further, these results dovetail 
with a broader literature suggesting that people underestimate the extent to which negative 
life outcomes arise from societal inequality (e.g., Davidai & Gilovich, 2015; Kraus, Rucker, & 
Richeson, 2017). However, Dunlea and Heiphetz (2020) asked children to reason about 
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people in general, not about their own incarcerated parent, and it is possible that children 
may form different judgments about their own mothers and fathers than about strangers. 
Future work can compare children’s responses to questions about their incarcerated parents 
and, separately, incarcerated strangers to investigate this possibility.

In addition to the main finding described above, we also found that children of incar-
cerated parents were more likely to agree that thinking about close others made them feel 
negative emotions than were children whose parents were not incarcerated. What might 
underlie this negativity? One possibility is that children of incarcerated parents experience 
a greater number of childhood adversities than children whose parents are not incarcerated. 
In turn, this difference may explain the difference in reported negative emotion. This 
possibility is supported by work showing that children of incarcerated parents experience 
nearly five times more adverse events than children whose parents are not incarcerated 
(Turney, 2018). As previously mentioned, people who have experienced adversity in child-
hood are more likely than others to view the world – and those who inhabit it – in a negative 
light (Janoff-Bulman, 1989). Together, these lines of research may begin to elucidate why 
children of incarcerated parents were more likely than children of non-incarcerated parents 
to agree that thinking about their close others elicited negative emotions. Future research 
can directly test this possibility.

As well as providing insight into the role that parental incarceration may play in 
informing children’s views of their parents, the current work makes two additional theore-
tical contributions. First, the present work clarifies the role of parental incarceration in 
shaping children’s views of individuals with whom they have different types of close 
relationships. Past work showing that children readily differentiate perceived transgressors 
from non-transgressors (e.g., Yang et al., 2018) suggests that children may hold different 
views of their incarcerated parents and their friends. However, our work suggests that 
children of incarcerated parents view close others positively regardless of whether they are 
responding about their parent or friend. Second, the current data provide evidence that 
children’s positivity toward close others – including their parents – supersedes the nega-
tivity associated with perceived transgression. In conjunction with research testing adults 
(e.g., Lee & Holyoak, 2020), the present work suggests that positivity toward close others is 
an enduring component of social cognition. Future work can test children and adults in the 
same paradigm to obtain a more nuanced measure of age-related changes in positivity 
toward close others.

Alongside these theoretical contributions, understanding the experiences of children 
with incarcerated parents also has translational implications. The current work shows that 
this group of children are more likely to agree that thinking about close others makes them 
feel positive, versus negative, emotions. This finding could be linked with positive outcomes 
such as psychological resilience (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). Debates have centered on 
whether it is beneficial for children to have contact with their incarcerated parents 
(Poehlmann, Dallaire, Loper, & Shear, 2010), with some arguing that contact may be 
harmful because children may feel negative emotions if they were to engage with their 
incarcerated parents. Our data speak against this possibility, suggesting that such child- 
parent relationships have a great deal of positivity.

While the present research brings to light the experiences of an underrepresented 
population (children of incarcerated parents) and provides critical insight into the role of 
parental incarceration in shaping social cognitive processes, several avenues are open for 
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future research. Follow-up work can probe children’s views of their non-incarcerated 
caregivers. Caregivers often form important relationships with children during a parent’s 
incarceration, and positivity within these relationships can reduce the prevalence of nega-
tive outcomes typically associated with parental incarceration (Mackintosh, Myers, & 
Kennon, 2006). Given the link between interpersonal emotions and developmental out-
comes, elucidating children’s emotions toward their caregivers may be important when 
considering interventions aimed at promoting positive developmental trajectories for 
children of incarcerated parents. The current work compared children’s responses regard-
ing an incarcerated parent versus a best friend because best friends are an important close 
relationship for children (Cleary et al., 2002), allowing us to ask all children in our study 
about a similar type of relationship. In contrast, great heterogeneity exists in caregiver 
identity: children of incarcerated parents may live with a non-incarcerated parent, grand-
parents, aunts and uncles, or foster families, among other possibilities (Hairston, 2009; 
Johnson & Waldfogel, 2002). The current work lacked the power to compare these different 
types of relationships, but this remains an important avenue for future research.

Another question for future research concerns children’s understanding of why their 
parents were incarcerated. We did not receive approval to probe children’s knowledge 
about the reason behind their parent’s incarceration; however, this factor may influence 
children’s responses. Children typically expect individuals in close relationships to refrain 
from harming one another (Chalik & Dunham, 2020) and respond especially negatively 
toward transgressors who harm familiar, versus unfamiliar, individuals (Abrams, Palmer, 
Rutland, Cameron, & Van de Vyver, 2014). Thus, children who know that their parent is 
incarcerated for committing a crime against a close other (e.g., abusing the child’s non- 
incarcerated parent) may be especially likely to report negativity when thinking about their 
incarcerated parent. Children who know that their parent is incarcerated for committing 
a crime against a distant other (e.g., a member of a social outgroup) or a crime without an 
immediate human victim (e.g., tax evasion) may report less negativity when thinking about 
their incarcerated parent. Future work can examine these possibilities.

Finally, future research can address a limitation concerning the dependent measure used 
in the present research. In the present study, children reported the extent to which they 
agreed that they felt certain emotions when thinking about close others. However, this 
approach is potentially limited because it only captures children’s agreement that thinking 
about close others elicits positive and negative emotions rather than capturing children’s 
experienced emotions. Nevertheless, this measure may be a reliable proxy for emotional 
experience. Past work suggests that people’s thoughts influence their experienced emotions 
(for a review, see Ochsner & Gross, 2004) and that people can explicitly report on the 
directional link between thought and experienced emotion (Davis, Levine, Lench, & Quas, 
2010; Lagattuta & Wellman, 2001; Lagattuta, Wellman, & Flavell, 1997). For example, 3- to 
6-year-old children report that people would feel sad if they were to think of their pet rabbit 
that ran away (Lagattuta et al., 1997). In other words, children understand that thinking 
about a specific target (e.g., a parent, a rabbit) can influence experienced emotion (e.g., 
feeling happy, feeling sad). Davis et al. (2010) built on this past work by examining how 5- 
and 6-year-old children describe strategies to change their emotions. Most children 
reported that they change their emotions by changing their thoughts. The authors inter-
preted this finding as evidence that children have a sophisticated understanding that their 
thoughts dictate their emotions. Extrapolating from this past research, children’s emotions 
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stemming from thinking about close others may correspond to their experienced emotions 
toward close others. Nevertheless, future work can seek to replicate the current findings by 
using additional measures that more directly measure experienced emotion.

Conclusion

We investigated the role of parental incarceration in shaping children’s views of close 
others. Children of incarcerated parents more often described their parents using positive 
than negative terms. Moreover, children of incarcerated parents were more likely to agree 
that thinking about close others made them feel positive, versus negative, emotions. Similar 
patterns of results emerged among children whose parents were not incarcerated. In sum, 
the present work suggests that positivity when thinking about close others may be more 
powerful than the negativity surrounding perceived moral transgression.
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Appendix A. Research materials

The below document includes only instructions and items relevant to the research questions posed in the 
main text. During each experimental session, participants responded to additional items that were part 
of a different project probing children’s understanding of punishment and the criminal justice system. 
Participants completed one of three possible versions of this study; for brevity, we include only one of the 
versions below. The order in which participants answered questions about their parent or best friend 
and the order in which the closed-ended items were presented were counterbalanced across versions. 

VERSION 1
Subject number: ________ Birth date: _____/_____/________ Today’s date: _____/_____/________
Ethnicity: __________________ Race: _____________________ Gender: ____________________
Recruitment/Interview Location: _________________ Absent Parent Gender: _________________ 

Start by asking the child how many years old they are and note this answer in the space below. 
Then read the appropriate assent script from the front of the binder. If child says he/she wants to 
do the study, continue with the questions below. 

How old are you? __________________________ years (fill this in based on info you get when 
figuring out which assent script to read) 

When is your birthday? _________________________________ MM/DD, e.g., 01/20 

Are you a boy or a girl? _________________________________ 

SECTION 1
First, I’m just curious to learn a little more about your mom/dad. What is she/he like? [write 
everything child says] 

Great, thank you so much for sharing that with me. Do you want to keep going?
[If yes, proceed; if no, end study.] 

SECTION 2
For the next few questions, I’m going to tell you something, and I want you to tell me how much you agree 
or disagree with the thing I just said. To do that, we’re going to use these pictures over here. [Point to stick 
figure scale.] If you don’t agree at all, you would point here [point to smallest person]. If you agree a little bit, 
you would point here [point to second-smallest person]. If you agree a medium amount, you would point 
here [point to middle person]. If you agree a lot, you would point here [point to second-largest person]. 
And if you agree completely, you would point here [point to biggest person]. Does that make sense? 

Okay, here’s my first sentence: Right now, we’re in the United States of America. How much do you 
agree with that? __________
Christmas is in the summer. How much do you agree with that? __________ 

How much do you agree that thinking about your mom/dad makes you feel . . .
_____ proud
_____ angry
_____ loved
_____ happy
_____ excited
_____ scared
_____ calm
_____ nervous
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_____ sad 

How much do you agree that thinking about your best friend makes you feel . . .
_____ proud
_____ angry
_____ loved
_____ happy
_____ excited
_____ scared
_____ calm
_____ nervous
_____ sad

Thank you so much for answering all of those questions for me. You did a great job! I’m trying to learn 
about how kids think about other people, and talking with you helped me a lot. Like I said when we 
started, none of the questions had any right or wrong answers, and it was very helpful to me to hear your 
thoughts in response to these questions.

Appendix B. Likert-type scale used for closed-ended items
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