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ABSTRACT
ALLISON TOMLINSON
NAVIGATING INCARCERATION: FAMILY PROCESS RELATED TO
MATERNAL INCARCERATION AND FAMILY STRESS
MAY 2019
This qualitative study explored formerly incarcerated mothers’ perceptions of
relationship quality, daughter self-esteem, and participant identity as a mother with 7
mothers who participated in the Girls Embracing Mothers (GEM) program for
incarcerated mothers. Individual interview and focus group data for 7 mothers and precollected surveys from 22 mothers were analyzed to explore factors from the Double
ABCX Model of Family Stress consistent with transcendental phenomenological data
analysis. The findings of this study indicate that participants experienced a family stress
process consistent with the Double ABCX Model. Participants reported improved
relationship quality, daughter self-esteem, and more positive perceptions of themselves as
a mother after participation in the GEM program. The stress meeting tools including
resources and ascribed meaning were analyzed to identify how these coping mechanisms
impacted crisis adaptation. Mothers demonstrated positive adaptation as a result of
intervention from the GEM program that improved communication, reduced isolation,
built shared experience, and facilitated mother daughter bonding.
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The findings of this study imply that the opportunity for natural and warm
physical contact aimed at improving relationship quality between mothers and daughters
positively impacts mothers and daughters during incarceration. The findings of this study
suggest that parenting education can be a powerful resource when combined with
extended visitation to improve parent child relationships. Development of a shared reality
through open and honest communication was a positive component of the intervention
explored in this study. Based on the findings of this study future research is needed to
address additional maternal incarceration population issues such as mother and son
dynamics. Additionally, comparisons between the GEM population and other prisonbased interventions for incarcerated mothers is needed to further exploration of the
effectiveness of combining parent intervention and extended visitation.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The incarceration rate of women in the United States increased approximately
700% between the years 1980 and 2014 (Carson, 2015). According to statistics by the
Justice Policy Center of the Urban Institute, the United States incarceration rate is
roughly 501 per 100,000 residents; this population is comprised of approximately
700,000 currently incarcerated inmates who report being the parent of at least one minor
child (La Vigne, Davies, & Brazzell, 2008). Women are considered the fastest growing
demographic imprisoned as a result of the rise in incarceration rates (Gilham, 2012). As a
result of the disproportionate increase in incarceration rates of women, a greater number
of minor children are also impacted by incarceration; it is estimated that as many as 2
million American children have parents that are currently incarcerated (Enroos, 2011).
Statistics derived from research findings on incarceration indicate that a greater number
of children are impacted by paternal incarceration; however, findings also suggest that
when a mother is incarcerated, children face greater disruption to their lives and have
increased potential for more deleterious life outcomes (Daty, 2017). Review of literature
on incarceration supports the conclusion that incarceration is a traumatic life event for
many families resulting in their need for supportive services (La Vigne et al., 2008;
Shamai & Kochal, 2008). It is the aim of this study to further illuminate the systemic
needs of formerly incarcerated women and their families as this group experiences unique
and specific challenges resulting from maternal incarceration.
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Statement of the Problem
There is an absence of research that addresses the experience of maternal
incarceration as a family process issue. Specifically, more research is needed to
understand the family separation experience and the needs of these families during the
incarceration and reentry process. Literature reviewed evidences a need for research
studies that address the complex needs of these families related to the psychological and
interpersonal experiences of mothers, children, and the family system that organizes
around the family during the incarceration event (Arditti, 2012). Research has focused on
the experiences of male inmates as individuals and how children fare in the absence of
either parent while incarcerated but failed to address how families organize and respond
when mothers are incarcerated (Beckerman, 1994; Loper, 2006). Exploration focusing on
the disproportionate incarceration of women has only recently focused attention on the
implications of maternal incarceration, despite the fact that the global number of women
incarcerated each year continues to rise (Enroos, 2011; Shamai & Kochal, 2008). It is
estimated that 75% of women who are incarcerated are mothers (Shamai & Kochal, 2008;
Zeman, Dallaire, & Borowski, 2016). An independent report published by the Annie E.
Casey Foundation (2016) estimated that approximately 5 million children in the US have
experienced the incarceration of a parent. Further, as many as 15% of these children
whose parents were in state prison and 20% of children whose parents were in federal
prison were under the age of four at the time of incarceration. The incarceration
experience can have traumatic effects for mothers and their families. Further research
2

about the experience of separation and reunification is needed to explore the resources
mothers and their families use to navigate the crisis and elements of family organization
that support successful adjustment to incarceration.
The experience of incarceration, especially in the case of maternal incarceration,
is a unique crisis that requires a family to utilize its resources to traverse the process of
reestablishing normalcy. Research supports a need for intervention services and formal
social support for this population (Boss, 2002; Enroos, 2011; Giordano & Copp, 2015).
More research is needed that considers the impact of psychological and interpersonal
experiences of women and how the amount and quality of contact with their children
impacts adjustment to the family separation. Many programs for extended visitation and
parenting support have been developed throughout the US based on findings from
paternal incarceration studies (Gilham, 2012; Giordano & Copp, 2015; Mignon &
Ransford, 2012). Further, more research is needed to explore how programs that provided
opportunities for physical contact between mothers and their children help support
positive relationship quality addressing: pre-incarceration exposure to trauma, caregiver
quality and stability, and relationship quality through meaningful engagement during
extended visitation (Arditti, 2012).
Statement of Purpose
Family stress associated with separation due to maternal incarceration is a
prominent factor that influences inmates’ relationship satisfaction with their family; how
inmates adjust to the separation and maintain contact is ultimately influential to
3

successful completion of the prison sentence and recidivism (Barretti & Beitin, 2010;
Gilham 2012; Mignon & Ransford, 2012). Relationship satisfaction and quality can
influence coping with the trauma from family separation due to maternal incarceration,
potentially aiding in adjustment and successful transition from prison.
The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of an extended visitation
program that offers structured intervention for incarcerated mothers and their daughters
to improve self-esteem and relationship quality. This study examined the success of the
Girls Embracing Mothers (GEM) program with these families to explore the program’s
efficacy at addressing the goal of improving self-esteem and developing positive
relationships between mothers and daughters during family separation due to
incarceration. The impact of the GEM extended visitation program for incarcerated
mothers and their daughters is examined in this study. The mothers’ self-report via
agency survey was analyzed for descriptive purposes. The survey addresses issues of
relationship quality, amount of contact during incarceration, mothers’ perceptions of
themselves (self-esteem), and relationship satisfaction. This study explored participants’
perceived resources and how they made meaning of the events that occurred during the
incarceration process through qualitative analysis of one-on-one semi-structuredinterviews and two focus groups with women who have participated in the GEM
program.
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Theoretical Framework
This study utilized family stress theory to address the issues of family crisis that
are relevant to families that have experienced separation due to maternal incarceration.
The absence of a mother during incarceration represents a loss and significant change in
the family system (Loper, 2006; Shamai & Kochal, 2008). The interpersonal and family
process issues that occur during incarceration represent a unique stressor for the family
system. The Double ABCX Model of family stress was utilized to examine the family
process that occurs for women and their families negotiating the crisis of family
separation caused by incarceration (McCubbin, Olson, & Patterson, 1983). This study
applied the Double ABCX model by exploring the crisis experience of formerly
incarcerated mothers and their children.
The Double ABCX model is derived from family stress theory and the work of
Reuben Hill; his original work developing this theory was derived from field research on
family separation during World War II (Hill, 1958). Critique of Hill’s work indicates the
seminal theory was comprised of a formula of antecedent variables and consequential
interactions; these variables were utilized to identify the crisis precipitating events and
stressors (Boss, 2002; Smith, 1984). Hill assumed that families who experienced sudden
crisis negotiated events differently based on hardships accompanying the crisis and the
families’ resources available to negotiate the crisis (Boss, 2002). The original model
included components ABCX followed the following systemic order:
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‘A’ the crisis precipitating event or stressor, interacting with ‘B’ the family crisis
meeting resources, interacting with ‘C’ the definition the family makes of the
event, to produce ‘X’ the crisis (Hill, 1958, p. 141).
The current study utilized the Double ABCX model developed by McCubbin,
Olson, and Patterson (1983) as this model builds on the core established by Hill (1958).
McCubbin et al. (1983) based their model on research conducted with war torn families
and added a post crisis family response component to their model. The presupposition of
this model is that the post crisis phase requires families to react, compromise, and make
adjustments that are also relevant to the outcome of the crisis. This model introduced
issues of vulnerability and regenerativity in examining how families negotiate crisis. The
Double ABCX post crisis events were important to the current study, as these events
added insight about interplay between social support programs like the GEM program
which is considered a resource to families in crisis and maternal perceptions of
relationship quality, defined as satisfaction, and self-esteem, which are meaning making
components of the crisis process. The outcome of the crisis experience is hallmarked by
the level of adaptation that families achieve post crisis. In the Double ABCX model this
outcome is represented by the level of adaptive functioning post crisis. This level of
adaptive functioning can be described as bonadaptation, meaning characteristically
positive in nature, or maladaptation meaning, characteristically negative in nature
(McCubbin & Patterson, 1982).
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Phenomenology
A phenomenological approach to qualitative inquiry (Marshall & Rossman, 2011)
was applied in the current study to explore the meaning of the incarceration experiences
and the lived experience of utilizing family resources to navigate the reunification and
post incarceration process. The methodology of phenomenology begins with the selection
of a paradigm (a pattern, model, or example), perceivably a pattern of thinking or a world
view (Groenewald, 2004). Subsequently, a researcher selects an epistemology or a theory
of knowledge which guides how the researcher studies the social phenomenon. In
examination of the phenomena of parental incarceration and its impact on the family
system this study applies Family Stress Theory as the theoretical framework to explore
this issue utilizing, specifically the Double ABCX model of family stress.
The process of phenomenological research involves returning to the experience in
order to obtain comprehensive descriptions. The researcher used these descriptions as the
foundation for reflective structural analysis to portray the essence of the experience
(Moustakas, 1994). The researcher analyzed the original data that is comprised of
firsthand experiences and naïve descriptions resulting from open-ended questions and
dialogue. The researcher included in the synthesis an understanding of the structure of the
participants’ experience as gleaned from interpretation and reflection of the narrative
story of the participant. The researcher analyzed the content for meaning, or what the
experience means for the individuals who have lived this experience and then general
meaning was derived (Moustakas, 1994).
7

Research Questions
RQ1. How do mothers who were incarcerated and who participated in the GEM
program describe the resources and important issues that were challenging or
supportive to increasing or decreasing stress?
RQ2. How do incarcerated mothers report participation in an extended visitation
program has impacted their relationship quality and overall relationship
satisfaction with their daughter?
RQ3. How has participation in an extended visitation program impacted
perceptions of self as a mother and perceptions of daughter’s self-esteem for
formerly incarcerated mothers?
Definitions
1. Crisis- hardships, complications, or stressors that demand competency,
obstacles that families negotiate overcoming with competency (Boss, 2002).
2. Coping- the ways an individual or a family internally handle difficulties and
problems between its members and social environment or the ways an
individual and family externally handle problems or demands (McCubbin et
al., 1983).
3. Family stress process- reactions, compromises, and adjustments made by the
family system over time to negotiate the family crisis (McCubbin et al., 1983).
4. Bonadaptation- a positive response to family stressor(s) using effective coping
strategies (McCubbin et al., 1983).
8

5. Maladaptation- a negative response to family stressor(s), resulting in
continued imbalance for the individual or family, negatively effecting family
members development or functioning (McCubbin et al., 1983).
Assumptions
1. Incarceration is viewed by the participants as a crisis event.
2. The participants of this study will espouse that maternal incarceration causes
an absence from the family that precipitates family stress felt by all members
of the family system.
3. Individuals who participate in this study will be honest in their answers to
describe how they draw on their personal resources and make meaning of
incarceration that could influence the impact of family stress.
4. Participants in this study will have the ability to read at a 3rd grade level
sufficient to answer the study questions.
5. Participants in this study will have the ability to access and respond to the
questions independently.
Delimitations of the Study
The delimitations of the study were as follows:
1. Participants in this study were formerly incarcerated mothers with at least
one child under the age of 18 years old with whom they participated in the
GEM program prior to the 2018 program year.
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2. Participants completed an initial program survey based on their
participation in the 2017 GEM program year.
3. All adult women participants were between the age of 18 and 65 years old.
4. Participants experienced separation from their child for at least one night
during their incarceration.
Summary
This chapter described the significance of the issue posed by the increase of
parental incarceration among American populations with specific attention given to the
experience of incarcerated mothers (Enroos, 2011; Shamai & Kochal, 2008). Further, this
chapter described the purpose of this study and explored the efficacy of the GEM
program and the impact of relationship quality and satisfaction on mother’s perception of
herself as a parent in coping with parenting during the family separation caused by
incarceration. This study added to the limited information about incarcerated populations
especially issues facing women. Further, the family intervention needs of this population
have been virtually unaddressed. The principal investigator in this study gathered data
about the relationship attitudes of this population and the interaction between maternal
perceptions of resources to increase contact with their child as components of relationship
quality that have proven to be an important factor among incarceration populations. The
purpose of the data gathered in this study was to assess how families negotiate managing
the crisis of maternal incarceration and what family resources were facilitative or
impediments of this process.
10

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
As the total incarceration population in the United States continues to rise,
families are increasingly impacted by the unique family crisis of incarceration (Arditti,
2012; Enroos, 2011; Mignon & Ransford, 2012). Women are estimated to comprise 7%
of the total inmate population, a statistic that reflects a rise of 53% in the incarceration
rate of women as compared to a rise of 32% for men (Cobbina, & Bender, 2012; Salina,
Lesondak, Razzano, & Parenti, 2011). Incarceration of women is a family process issue
as evidenced by statistics that indicate 47% of incarcerated women have at least three
children (Salina et al., 2011). Over 1 million children have a mother who is involved
with the criminal justice system; 89% of the American youth who have a mother involved
in the criminal justice system are under the age of 12 (Luke, 2002). Children of
incarcerated women are five times more likely to reside in foster care as a result of
incarceration (Mignon & Ransford, 2012). It is estimated that only one-third of children
with incarcerated mothers remain with their father during their mother’s incarceration
(Gilham, 2012).
Literature focusing on incarceration issues supports the conclusion that the
separation due to incarceration is a family process issue that impacts the person in prison,
the likelihood of successful completion of one’s sentence, the family’s ability to cope and
function during incarceration, and family success in reunification (Arditti, 2012; Barretti
& Beitin, 2010; Luke, 2002). Research that furthers clinical understanding of family
11

contextual issues associated with the adverse life event of incarceration is important to
developing family interventions that support successful family adjustment during
incarceration and upon reunification (Arditti, 2012). This literature review examines the
family process issues associated with incarceration which include issues that impact
relationship quality, and factors that influence self-perception of inmates who are
mothers. These issues were found to be impactful of inmates’ overall relationship
satisfaction during family separation.
Family Process
The term family process refers to how individuals in a family relate and organize
around a specific issue (Nichols, 2013). Family separation is seen as a prominent factor
that impacts an inmate’s relationship satisfaction, both marital and familial, specifically
among maternal incarceration populations (Barretti & Beitin, 2010). It is suggested that
relationship satisfaction also impacts how inmates cope in prison in addition to more
long-term issues like recidivism. As a result, some research findings suggest that process
issues of coping and adjustment can be influential to reducing the effect of trauma due to
family separation (Arditti, 2012; Barretti & Beitin, 2010). Process oriented research
studies are needed to examine the ecological domains that impact families taking into
consideration the elements of time, risk factors, and research on outcomes concerning
interrelatedness within the family.
Family process-oriented research with families who experience maternal
incarceration should examine the factors that contribute to mother and child experiences
12

of trauma during incarceration (Arditti, 2012). Examination of the interpersonal
experiences of mothers related to parenting, relationship with caregivers, and relationship
with their child are important factors for emotional wellbeing. The level of involvement
between parent and child pre-incarceration, the exposure to arrest and trial, care giving
quality and stability in the absence of the mother, and experience of visitation during
incarceration are elements of the family process that have been identified as significant in
prior incarceration research (Arditti, 2012).
The Double ABCX Model of Family Stress
Incarceration can be perceived as a non-normative life event that results in family
level stress based on definitions of family stress posited by early stress theorists such as
Reuben Hill (1958). In an analysis of early family stress theory studies, McCubbin (1979)
indicated that family stress theory emerged from sociology as a distinct theoretical
concept that emphasized both family vulnerability and regenerative power. The
components of the Double ABCX model emerged from McCubbin’s adaptation of the
ABCX model of family stress. This theory suggests that families cope both internally and
externally to meet the challenges posed by a family crisis. The seminal work of this
theory focused on family separation due to issue such as war and economic down turn.
The Double ABCX model identifies characteristics that help withstand the initial impact
of stress and the family’s recovery from stress as essential to understanding the family
process of adaptation (McCubbin, 1979).
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The Double ABCX model of family stress developed by McCubbin et al. (1983)
suggests that families address a stressor (“a”) by utilizing intra-family and community
level resources (“b”) to help manage stress. From the transaction of resources, the family
ascribes meaning (“c”) and ultimately emerges from the crisis event with a new level of
adaptation (McCubbin et al., 1983). There is an interplay of the family acting as a reactor
to the crisis and the family acting as an active agent in the crisis negotiation process
(McCubbin, 1979). These characteristics are important to how a family experiences
integration of resources and ultimately how a family adapts to the stressor event. The
development of coping behaviors that strengthen the family functioning and internal
organization are influenced by the family’s development of crisis meeting resources and
continued action within the community of context (McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin et al.,
1983). McCubbin’s et al.’s (1983) revision of the crisis model indicated that families
negotiate this process recursively, an initial negotiation of events a-b-c occurs resulting in
a pile-up of stressors (“aA”) that require the family to negotiate the post-crisis process
using resources (“bB”) and make meaning (“cC”) in the post crisis phase to emerge at a
level of adaptation (“xX”).
The crisis of incarceration requires that families reorganize to meet the needs of
its members and address the crisis of family separation. Hill’s (1958) seminal work
helped illuminate how family stress theory could be applied to families; the Double
ABCX model (McCubbin et al., 1983) in particular, is relevant to the current study. The
Double ABCX model of family stress has been applied to exploration of various
14

ecological systems-based issues of family crisis (Kotchick, Dorsey, & Heller, 2005;
Pollard, Nievar, Nathans, & Riggs, 2014). The Double ABCX model’s contextual
applicability make it relevant to this exploration of the issue of incarceration consistent
with previous research studies where it was applied to various domains of parenting and
is effective in helping analyze crisis related to cultural contextual issues (Pollard et al.,
2014).
The Double ABCX model of family stress has been applied to contextual issues
related to parenting similar to maternal incarceration to explore family adaptation. The
Double ABCX Model was applied as a theoretical paradigm to explore how race impacts
a mother’s adjustment to the birth of a child in a study of White and Hispanic-Latino
mothers that compared how issues of poverty and immigration stress impact adjustment
to the birth of a child for Hispanic- Latino mothers (Pollard et al., 2014). Qualitative
analysis of results from 23 mothers’ narrative responses to adjustment issues across life
domains revealed different adjustment patterns within the two ethnic groups. White
mothers reported more changes related to stress associated with time, work, use of
psychotropic medication, and informal and social support. Hispanic mothers described
motherhood as beautiful and ascribed more positive characteristic to the meaning of
motherhood than White mothers who ascribed the meaning of their transition into
motherhood in terms of feeling “trapped” (Pollard et al., 2014). Hispanic and White
mothers indicated issues with anxiety, sadness, depression, difficulties with parenting
tasks, marital stressors such as support from their spouses, religious faith, increased
15

responsibility, and issues with their child’s personal characteristics as stressors in their
adjustment to parenting. This study demonstrates that the use of resources differs
according to context, and that family cultural issues may impact meaning ascribed to
events.
In a study utilizing family stress theory, Kotchick et al. (2005) explored the
impact of personal and contextual factors on parenting among African American single
mothers. This study is representative of how family stress theory is utilized to address a
breadth of parenting issues. This study utilized a sample of 123 low income, “urban
dwelling” African American single mothers to explore how neighborhood stress
interacted with the mothers’ psychological functioning and their parenting practices. This
research supports the relevance of neighborhood stress as a family stress experience that
impacts family functioning. The results of this study also support the relevance of factor
“C” in the ABCX family stress model, which suggests that the perception of the crisis is
relevant to how families negotiate the crisis experience (Hobfoll & Spielberger, 1992).
In the Kotchick et al. (2005) study, the researchers utilized the mothers’
perception of social support from family and friends as a moderator of the association
between neighborhood stress and parenting behavior. The perception of the “B” factor
(family resources) from family stress theory proved impactful to how mothers functioned
in the parenting role under this stressful situation. Kotchick et al. explored protective
factors that enabled the mothers to parent effectively under stressful circumstances.
Research such as this about parenting is impactful in determining clinical interventions
16

and prevention methods that are effective with family contextual issues. The application
of the Double ABCX Model of Family Stress to the exploration of parenting, specifically
issues that impact mothers, is relevant and provides support for the use of this model to
explore family stress associated with maternal incarceration.
Gender Related Incarceration Issues
Research suggests that gender has a strong impact on individual psychosocial
outcomes and family outcomes related to incarceration (Cobbina, 2010). Data from the
U. S. Department of Justice, 2016 Bureau of Justice report on offender statistics suggests
that women are more likely than men to parent from behind bars. Literature supports the
finding that women experience distress during incarceration and post incarceration due to
gender related pre-incarceration risk factors and post-incarceration gender demands
associated with reunification and return to motherhood responsibilities (Cobbina, 2010).
Research findings indicate that a disproportionate number of women who are in prison
are minority and 25% of women are imprisoned due to drug related crimes (Mignon &
Ransford, 2012). The portrait of female offenders indicates that women are more
frequently incarcerated due to crimes related to poverty, are disproportionately
chemically dependent at the time of arrest, and experience negative psychosocial
stressors prior to incarceration including domestic violence, physical and sexual abuse
(Luke, 2002). According to a report of Bureau of Justice statistics, 75% of incarcerated
women reported severe histories of intimate partner violence, and 82% reported serious
sexual or physical abuse as children (Carson, 2016).
17

The gender related risk factors for incarceration represent one component of
gender effects on incarceration: women who are mothers must also address the gender
related issues of maintaining a mothering relationship with their child and their child’s
caregiver during prison and return to the family system post incarceration (Gilham, 2012;
Mignon & Ransford, 2012). Literature exploring mothers returning to the family system
after incarceration indicates that the stigma of being a “bad mother” makes the issue of
reunification more difficult for women and their children (Cobbina, 2010). Incarcerated
mothers are more likely to be the primary caregiver of their minor child prior to
incarceration resulting in greater challenges to family organization during incarceration.
Children of incarcerated mothers are more likely to live with grandparents, extended
family members, or in foster care placements (Carson, 2015). Mothers are confronted
with serious challenges to successful reentry regarding regaining custody of their
biological children and returning to their role as a mother. Literature reports that intimate
relationships, specifically family support and reentering the parental role, are prominent
factors significantly impacting how women achieve successful reentry and avoid
recidivism (Cobbina, 2010).
Risk Factors
Demographic data on more than 113,000 women who were held in state and
federal prison in 2009 supports the profile of female offenders. Due to unique preincarceration issues women experience, including substance use and dependence, single
parenting, being victimized by physical or sexual abuse, and living in poverty before and
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after incarceration, children experience greater risk as well (Cobbina & Bender, 2012;
Luke, 2002; Salina et al., 2011). Children who experience maternal incarceration are at
increased risk for negative personal and social outcomes that include behavior and
emotional problems, school problems, drug use, early sexual activity, teen pregnancy,
truancy, and guilt related to their mother’s incarceration (Luke, 2002). Further, children
of incarcerated mothers have a six times higher risk for incarceration themselves as
compared to children whose mothers have never been incarcerated (Barretti & Beitin,
2010).
The intergenerational aspects of maternal incarceration are important to consider
and need to be explored from a family process context. A study of life outcomes of
children who have experienced maternal incarceration suggests that negative life
outcomes are significantly impacted by the behavioral health implications of
incarceration and family stress youth experience (Roetteger, 2009). The study found that
children of incarcerated parents have increased risk of developing behavioral health
issues like increased aggression, poor school performance, attention deficit disorder,
sleep disturbance, and other psychosocial symptoms. Further, a study exploring the
mental health issues of children with incarcerated parents using reported psychological
diagnosis found that a population of youth with incarcerated mothers reported higher
rates of anxiety and depression than children who had not experienced the adverse life
event of incarceration of a parent (Green, 2006).
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Research suggests that 80% of adults and children who experience incarceration live
in households experiencing economic strain; further, these families are more likely to
experience unemployment and less likely to remain intact (La Vigne et al., 2008). These
challenges place families at risk of psychological strain and the potential experience of
emotional and psychological instability among its members (Barretti & Beitin, 2010).
Research suggests that children of incarcerated parents are more likely to be exposed to
substance use, mental illness, domestic violence, and extreme poverty as a result of
incarceration (Dallaire, Zeman, & Thrash, 2015). Additionally, parental incarceration has
been linked to anti-social behavior and other mental health issues, as well as school
failure and unemployment in adulthood (La Vigne et al., 2008). Further study is needed
to explore how interventions at the family level to address quality and satisfaction in
relationships between the incarcerated mother, child, and caregiver are impactful of
overall relationship satisfaction for mothers and their children.
Relationship Quality
The gender related effect of maternal incarceration is an important area of
consideration in examining the family process related issues associated with maternal
incarceration. The majority of incarcerated women live with their children prior to
incarceration; therefore, the adjustment to life in prison and separation has a profound
effect on both the mother and child (Arditti, 2012). A study about the impact of contact
on the relationship between incarcerated mothers and their children related to parenting
stress suggests that frequency of contact (visitation, phone, or mail) has a positive impact
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on mothers’ parenting stress and perceptions of parenting competency (Tuerk & Loper,
2006). Study results suggest that when mothers experience feelings of loss due to changes
in parenting control, these emotions can have an adverse effect on psychological
adjustment to incarceration. The behavioral manifestations of this psychological distress
may result in problems for mothers in the correctional facility and problems for children
in settings like school and the home environment with caregivers. If mother and child
issues could be addressed in prison in a more natural and positive context, potential
negative effects for children and parents may be abated. Research findings suggest that
maintaining contact between mothers and children during the imprisonment has a
significant effect on the family’s reunification because it maintains the parent-child
relationship and the parent’s role as a decision-making agent in the child’s life (Snyder,
Carlos & Coats-Mullins, 2011).
The gender effect of incarceration is impactful for women because they are tasked
with gaining skills to help them resume parenting post incarceration. Gilham’s 2012
qualitative study of incarcerated mothers’ perceptions of the impact of separation on their
children found that mothers were concerned about their children and the impact of
separation. The majority of mothers in the study sought to maintain relationships with
their children; however, there was a need for opportunities to develop the necessary skills
to return to parenting responsibilities post incarceration. Literature suggests that mothers
often have difficulty coping with the guilt, anxiety, and sadness that accompany the
incarceration experience (Barretti & Beitin, 2010). Programming in prisons aimed at
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addressing these issues for women and their families, as well as addressing the complex
issue of co-occurring diagnosis (substance abuse and mental health), is important to help
build the needed skills and support for reducing recidivism and improving the family
reunification success.
Gender related issues within incarceration create distinctions in the treatment
needs of women. Specific attention to the interpersonal needs of women as parents that
focuses help on developing skills that address self-esteem is needed to help women repair
and maintain their relationship with their children (Cobbina, 2010). The mother and child
gender effect of incarceration is a unique component that is important to address in future
research. The gender of the child influences how children function and cope as a result of
maternal incarceration (Cho, 2011). Findings from a research study on dosage and
timing’s impact on children of different genders found that age and gender are important
factors for child wellbeing. This study found that adolescent boys were more susceptible
than girls were to the timing of incarceration, boys who were in early adolescence
demonstrated greater problems with behavior or externalizing problems than those in
later adolescence. Girls were more susceptible to dosage (or frequency of incarceration)
and length of time their parent was incarcerated. Girls demonstrated greater issues with
externalizing and internalizing behavior problems across early and later adolescence
(Cho, 2011). These findings suggest that maternal incarceration is an adverse life event
for children of both genders; still, girls evidence difficulty coping across a longer span of
adolescent development as a result of maternal incarceration. The gender dynamic of
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maternal incarceration is relevant to the current study; this researcher will examine the
relationship quality between mothers and daughters who experience maternal
incarceration.
Intervention Programs with Incarcerated Mothers
There are many psycho-education programs used for marital relationships and
parenting issues with incarcerated populations. There are fewer programs that use family
intervention to focus on relationship enhancement and family stability (Barretti & Beitin,
2010). A research study that explored how marriage and family therapy training
programs can collaborate with reentry programs to provide effective services suggest a
comprehensive integrated approach to intervention is needed with this population to
address complex and severe issues (Barretti & Beitin, 2010).
Prior research supports the need for further empirical support for interventions in
the correctional setting with the family system. A study of a program with a restorative
justice focus for a population of female inmates in a prison program that allowed
extended visitation (including overnight visits) for young children (ages 0 to 11) and
eight-hour programs for children ages 12 to 17 found positive implications for reducing
maternal recidivism (Snyder et al., 2001). Qualitative research methods were used to
assess the impact of this intervention. The results indicate that mothers reported a positive
change in relationship quality and increased feelings of attachment with their child.
Further, the mothers in this study reported high desire to change and successful family
reunification as a deterrent of recidivism. As Snyder et al. (2001) suggested there is a
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need for more formal evaluation of interventions with mothers in prison. Such
interventions have strong potential for acting as a prevention for future generations and to
reduce the cost burden within the criminal justice system and to society.
A study of the Strengthening Families intervention with a population of
incarcerated women and their children provided support for evidence-based family
system intervention with this population (Miller et al., 2013). The Strengthening Families
intervention is an evidence-based family intervention and the norm group for this study
was families experiencing substance abuse. It was adapted for use with incarcerated
mothers due to research that suggests similar levels of family stress. The program
provided parenting skills training, child psychoeducation, and family intervention to
utilize skills training to mother and daughter dyads. Program evaluation indicated high
levels of satisfaction and engagement of participants in the program, while the program
outcomes suggest positive changes in the families’ reported level of functioning
specifically in the areas of positive parenting, caregivers’ use of positive parenting, and
improvement in depressive symptoms (Miller et al., 2013). Quasi-experimental research
design of pre-test, post-test, and follow-up survey data were used in this study. Program
evaluation data from a 33-item satisfaction survey were analyzed for outcomes (Miller et
al., 2013).
Review of literature supports the finding that programs to address parental
psychoeducation and provide tools to improve parenting skills are most effective at
creating change with populations experiencing maternal incarceration (Cho, 2011).
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Interventions that allow parents to act as agents of change, build relationship skills, and
act as emotional outlets for families are more effective in changing negative relational
and interpersonal life outcomes than visitation alone with this population.
Summary
This chapter provided a review of literature that identified the impact of maternal
incarceration as phenomena with profound implications for the family system. The
implications of family process on how the family responds and organizes around issues
were discussed (Arditti, 2012). The risk factors that impact mothers who are incarcerated
were discussed, and implications for incarceration related maternal coping and
adjustment and child outcomes were explored. Research supports that children of
incarcerated mothers are at increased risk for externalizing and internalizing problems
and negative life outcomes (Barretti & Beitin; Cho, 2011; Luke, 2002). The gender
related issues for mothers and their children were explored, the research supports need for
further exploration of the impact of gender effect related to incarceration on both mothers
and children (Cho, 2011; Cobbina, 2010). Adolescent girls of incarcerated mothers
demonstrated a more prominent gender effect for dosage and length of incarceration that
demonstrates support for the importance of the current study (Cho, 2011).
Intervention programs for incarcerated mothers with children were discussed.
Research supports that extended visitation and family-oriented intervention are needed to
impact the success of families in coping with the stress of maternal incarceration and
successful reunification (Miller et al., 2013; Snyder et al., 2001). The research presented
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in this literature review supports the need for the proposed study to explore the
perceptions of mothers participating in an extended visitation program with family
intervention for mother and daughter dyads. The study examined the issues of
incarceration that impact family systems from interviews and focus groups with women
who participated in Girls Embracing Mothers, which aims to provide family intervention
and support to women and their children during and after incarceration. This study adds
to the existing literature about maternal incarceration populations and interventions that
provide family directed support during incarceration and reentry.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This study examined the interpersonal family relationship dynamics associated
with maternal incarceration that impacts the family process both during and after
incarceration and highlights the need for encouraging parenting education and visitation
programs. The impact of maternal incarceration on the family system was examined by
exploring how mothers utilized resources and made meaning of their incarceration
experience; participants’ perception of relationship quality between mother and daughter
and mothers’ perceptions of their daughters’ self-esteem were explored.
Research Design
Phenomenology
Phenomenological research methodology was applied to the current study. The
phenomenological approach requires researchers to describe the phenomena of inquiry
thorough qualitative data collection of participants’ experiences in textual format to
derive meaning and provide a structural depiction (Moustakas, 1994). The process of
transcendental phenomenological reduction as described by Moustakas (1994) includes
the researcher setting aside pre-judgments and utilizing the self of the researcher through
development of an unbiased receptive perspective. The researcher treats the textual
27

statements as “horizontal” or equal pieces of data examining the description of thoughts,
feelings and experiences, teasing out the meaning to identify pieces of the textual data
that represent invariant qualities within the experience. Invariant qualities are statements
that stand alone within the experience. Clusters of invariant qualities reported by multiple
participants across the sample may then be turned into themes (Moustakas, 1994). The
themes represent meaningful units of information and are then reduced through a process
described as imaginative variation (Giorgi, 2009). The researcher dissects the meaning
related to the phenomena as described by participants. The researcher then provides a
structural depiction of the experience.
The phenomenological method was applied to the current study by gathering
qualitative data using three methods: individual interviews, focus group interviews, and
previously gathered surveys. The researcher identified the essence of the experience by
reviewing the transcripts of the raw data and engaging in phenomenological reduction of
the data into clusters of invariant themes that describe the experience reported by
participants. Structural synthesis of the data was achieved through identification of the
meaning and perspectives of the participants that provide a deep structural description of
the maternal incarceration phenomena (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).
Family stress theory was applied as an epistemological tool, specifically the
Double ABCX model was used for phenomenological structural synthesis (McCubbin et
al., 1983). This theory follows in the post positivism tradition of exploring the issues that
influence the outcomes of situations. However, the Double ABCX Model aligns with the
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constructivism tradition that is most applicable to issues of oppression, power, and policy
(Boss, 2002). This theory attempts to address and identify family strengths, coping
strategies, and family systems concepts that may be facilitative to families negotiating
crisis (Boss, 2002). Researchers using this constructivist orientation examine the
subjective meaning and experience of the population being observed. The theory
orientation is relevant to the current research in that it supports the use of qualitative
methods design as this method will increase consumers’ understanding of experiential
results from this study by incorporating the perspective of individuals from this
population (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative data from this study adds to the richness of data
about the phenomenal of maternal incarceration and adds to the understanding of the
systemic changes that are needed to address the marginalization of families experiencing
maternal incarceration (Creswell, 2014).
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study. The researcher developed a
list of questions for the individual interview (Appendix A) and for the focus group
(Appendix B) consistent with the research questions below and the Double ABCX
theoretical model applied in this research study.
RQ1. How do mothers who were incarcerated and who participated in the GEM
program describe the resources and important issues that were challenging or
supportive to increasing or decreasing stress?
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RQ2. How do incarcerated mothers report participation in an extended visitation
program has impacted their relationship quality and overall relationship
satisfaction with their daughter?
RQ3. How has participation in an extended visitation program impacted
perceptions of self as a mother and perceptions of daughter’s self-esteem for
formerly incarcerated mothers?
Girls Embracing Mothers Survey
The objective of the GEM program is to improve mother and daughter
relationship quality and daughter self-esteem. GEM is a non-profit social services agency
that provides support and intervention to women who are incarcerated and their children.
The program utilizes a model from the Girl Scouts Beyond Bars program, which provides
a structured curriculum of intervention for girls and mothers. The GEM program offers
twice monthly meetings with focus on self-esteem and building interpersonal relationship
skills among girls ranging in age from 4-18 years old. The girls who participate in the
GEM program are taken by bus once monthly to correctional facilities to have an
extended face-to-face visit with their mothers for four hours on Saturday afternoons.
Participants engage in conjoint workshop sessions for developing positive mother
daughter communication to promote healthy attachment, healthy self-esteem
development, and improve relationship quality.
The Girls Embracing Mothers (GEM) post program survey for mothers from the
2017 program year was used by this study to provide further information about the
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population. The GEM program utilizes a post program survey for mothers and for
daughters, but this study used data from the mother only survey. This instrument was
developed by GEM program staff for the purpose of program evaluation. The survey is a
50-item Likert scale instrument divided unto 6 areas: demographic questions, relationship
quality between mother and daughter, program participation, self-esteem, relationship
with the daughter’s caregiver, and reflections about the future. Embedded open-ended
questions were included in the GEM survey. The demographic information and openended questions were used for the purpose of data analysis in this study.
Sampling Procedures
This researcher utilized a qualitative approach to collect, analyze, and interpret
the phenomenological data gathered for this study (Creswell, 2014). This approach
allowed the researcher to rigorously gather and analyze the data to draw comparisons
(Creswell, 2014). This study utilized an emergent research design to explore the
phenomenon of maternal incarceration. The researcher utilized a purposive criterion
sampling method to recruit participants that have experienced maternal incarceration and
fit the delimitation criteria for participation in this study. Consistent with qualitative
research methods, criterion sampling was employed to recruit participants who have
experienced the phenomenon of incarceration and participated in the described
intervention (Creswell, 2014).

31

Sample Recruitment
Population from the Girls Embracing Mothers Survey (GEM). Initially,
contact was made with the GEM program executive director to request permission to
conduct the study and utilize program evaluation survey data that was previously
collected by the GEM program for the 2017 program year.
Once the executive director of the GEM program agreed to the study (Appendix
C), this author used purposive criterion sampling to recruit mothers from the group of 22
participants who were involved in the 2017 GEM program year. Of this original sample,
three of the mothers in the program were unavailable due to current incarceration, and
one person had no current contact information on file with the agency. With the loss of
these four individuals, the potential sample for this study was 18 mothers.
This researcher used several methods to reach out to the 18 women mentioned
above. The flyer was sent by e-mail twice advertising the study (Appendix D) and two
presentations were given at GEM program reentry dinners for the purpose of informing
potential participants about the study. In all, 10 of the 18 potential participants were
contacted at least four times. Time constraints and limited financial resources of this
population were a challenge to the recruitment of participants in this study. Of the 18
women in the sample population, 10 expressed interest in participation. Of the 10
interested participants, three withdrew interest due to distance of travel to participate and
time constraints associated with childcare and employment.
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Population from the individual and focus group interviews. The seven women
(N = 7) who demonstrated interest in participation in the current study completed a
Contact Information Form (Appendix E) which included questions that ask for contact
information and eligibility questions. The researcher collected and evaluated the
participants’ responses to this form to be sure that all respondents met study criteria.
Upon determining that interested individuals met criteria, they were contacted by phone
and a face-to-face interview was scheduled. Participants were able to decline or express
willingness to participate in the focus group at the end of the individual interview. One
participant scheduled participation in the focus group only.
Sample
Population sample GEM survey. GEM post program survey data were
summarized for demographic data and presented in Table 1 below. The survey responses
for five questions completed by the 22 mothers in the population were coded for
additional information and are discussed in the results section of this paper. The
population of the GEM program is relatively equally represented between Hispanic/
Latino, Black, and White racial populations (see Table 1). Of the 22 women who
responded to the GEM survey analysis, racial demographic responses indicate: Hispanic/
Latino (n = 7), White/ non-Latino (n = 7), Black/African America (n=6), and
Biracial/Other (n = 2). The majority of participants in the GEM survey indicated having
two children (n = 13), the majority had only one child participating in the program (n =
19), some reported having multiple children in the program (n = 3). Most GEM survey
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participants were between the ages of 25 and 40 years old (n = 17), the highest
concentration being between 33 and 40 (n = 12). Participants’ level of education ranged
from less than high school education to associates degree; the majority had at least a high
school diploma or GED (n = 14).
Interview and focus group participants. The final sample for the study
consisted of 7 women who participated in interviews with this study (N = 7). The
majority of women who participated in individual and focus group interviews in the study
were between the ages of 31and 40 (n = 6). The ethnic racial composition of the study
was Hispanic/ Latino (n = 5) and Black/African American (n = 2). The majority of
women in this study had three children (n = 3). The average length of incarceration was
4.6 years; the majority of women were incarcerated between 2 and 5 years (n = 5). The
majority of women were between 1 year and 5 years post release (n = 6). The average age
at the time of incarceration was 31 years old, the majority of women were between the
age of 19 and 36 (n = 6). The average age at time of release was 36, the majority of
women were between the ages of 25 and 40 (n = 6).
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Table 1
Demographic characteristics of the original population and final sample

Age
25-30
31-40
51-60
Race/ Ethnicity
Black/ African
American
Hispanic/ Latino
White/ Caucasian
Biracial/ Other
Length of
Incarceration
1-2 years
3-5 years
6 years– 0 years
Years Post Release
0-1 years
2-5 years
5-10 years
Education Attainment
Less than HS
HS/ GED
Assoc. Degree
None Reported
Years in GEM
Program
1month-1 year
2yrs- 3yrs
4 years +

Population
(N = 22)
2017 GEM
Survey

Sample
Interview group
(N = 6)

Focus
Group #1
(n = 3)

Focus
Group #2
(n = 3)

5
13
4

1
5
1

2
1

1
2

7

2
5

1
2

1
2

2
3
2

2
1

2
1

3
3
1
N/A

3

2

1
N/A

1
N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

7
7
1
N/A

N/A

1
14
2
4

16
3
3
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Data Collection
A sample of 6 women participated first in the individual interviews (one
individual interview participant did not participate in the focus group) and six women
participated in two focus groups held after the individual interviews (and one participant
had not previously participated in individual interviews) resulting in a total of seven
participants). When a participant was identified based on her indication of interest in
participating in interviews and the focus group, the participant received eligibility forms
and a detailed explanation of informed consent in paper copy format (Appendix G).
When these forms were completed and informed consent was established, participants
were scheduled and interviewed in individual and focus group format.
Face-to-Face Interviews and Focus Group
Individual interviews. Individual interviews were conducted with 6 participants
as one participant completed an individual interview only, and another participant was
unavailable for the individual interview. At the beginning of the interview, the participant
completed the demographic questionnaire (Appendix F). Completion of this
questionnaire took approximately 10-15 minutes. The individual interview took
approximately 30-45 minutes. The principal researcher utilized interviews conducted
face-to-face (n = 5) and by phone (n = 1). All interviews were audio recorded for
transcription and coding. The researcher utilized the initial question related to
background to develop rapport in the interview. Many participants were initially cautious
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in responding; however, participants were transparent and expressed comfort with
sharing throughout the interview process.
Qualitative questions for individual interviews.
RQ1. The following questions are about your background and how you would describe
yourself and your family in general.
1. Please tell me about yourself (where are you from?)
2. Please share what your upbringing was like? (How was your childhood and
teenage years?)
3. What was your family life like prior to incarceration?
4. What was your relationship like with your daughter (child who participated in
GEM)?
5. How did your family respond to your arrest and then incarceration?
6. What are the resources you used during your incarceration (clarification: what
helped you and your family deal with your incarceration GEM and other
programs)?
7.

How long had you been incarcerated before you joined GEM? What made you
decided to join GEM?

8. What did participation in the GEM program mean to you and your family?
9. How did the resources you received during incarceration help you cope with
stress and challenges?
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RQ2. Now I would like to ask you to think about the time while you were incarcerated
and participating in the GEM program with you daughter…
1. How did participation in the GEM program impact you?
2. How did participation in the GEM program impact your relationship with your
daughter?
3. After participation in GEM, how satisfied are you with your relationship with
your daughter?
RQ3. The following questions are about how your relationship with your child and family
has been since you were released and after your participation in GEM…
1. What did you expect it to be like when you returned home?
2. How has returning to your family after incarceration been different than you
expected?
3. What are the challenges that you have had since returning home after
incarceration?
4. What has helped you address those challenges?

5. How has participation in GEM impacted your perspective of yourself as a
mother?
6. How do you feel participation in GEM has impacted your daughter and her selfesteem?
7. What resources or information do you wish you had to help you with your
reunification with your family and post incarceration? (Clarification: is there
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something you wish you had learned or support that would have helped you
more?)
Focus groups. Two focus group interview sessions were conducted; 6
participants provided responses, but one participated only in the focus group interview.
Participation in the focus group took approximately 60-90 minutes. The researcher
subsequently conducted two focus group sessions with participants from the interviews,
the sessions were also audio recorded for transcription and coding. The participants were
more forthright in responding during the focus group sessions and the researcher found it
was easier to establish rapport, and the participants were eager to dialogue.
Qualitative focus group questions.
1. What were the things with your family you found most stressful while you were in
jail? How did you deal with the stress?
2. What are the things that are most stressful after coming home from jail? How did
you deal with the stress?
3. What issues did you deal with as a mother while incarcerated before GEM? How
would you deal with them now?
4. Are there things you wish had gone differently in your family while you were
incarcerated?
5. What was your relationship like with your daughter’s caregiver?
6. From your perspective, how did your daughter feel while you were in jail before
GEM?
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7. From your perspective, has anything changed about how your daughter feels and is
doing since participating in GEM? How is it different since you returned home?
8. What challenges did you expect to face after release from prison, and how has
reuniting been the same or different from what you expected?
9. What is the most important thing you have learned from GEM?
10. What topics do you think are important to address to help women with children in
prison?
11. How did your family (i.e., caregiver, spouse, etc.) communicate with you and cope
with your incarceration?
Protection of Human Subjects
The principal investigator followed and upheld standards for protecting human
subjects as defined by Texas Woman’s University Institutional Review Board. The
researcher met the requirements for the institutional review board of the approval for a
study with formerly incarcerated people. The researcher remained aware that the
investigator takes full responsibility to ensure protection of human participants from
physical and emotional discomfort, harm, and danger. Considerable caution was taken to
ensure that participants understood and signed the consent form for participation.
Confidentiality and anonymity were protected during this study by assigning a number to
each respondent’s file instead of listing personal names. All written materials,
confidential information, and computerized data were kept stored in a secure and locked
filing cabinet behind two locks. The stored information was available to the researcher,
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the second coder, and the major dissertation advisor. The investigator will keep the
information for up to two years after the completion of the study. After this time frame
has elapsed, the principal research plans to shred the information by 5/01/2021.
Analysis
This study utilized a phenomenological approach to data collection by utilizing
semi-structured individual interviews and a focus group with participants, all interviews
were audio recorded and transcribed. This method allowed the researcher to obtain data
that were analyzed, explored, and coded to gain meaning of the individuals lived
experience about how they faced the phenomenon of incarceration (Marshall & Rossman,
2011).
Data Transcription, Organization, and Coding
Consistent with phenomenological methods the researcher analyzed the
transcribed interviews for significant statements to identify as codes and themes. The
themes were utilized to generate meaningful units and further the description of the
phenomena (Creswell, 2014). A combination of emergent and predetermined codes was
used. Emergent codes include descriptive and in vivo codes. The in vivo codes represent
the participant direct quotes and descriptive codes represent summarizations of
repetitious content in the narrative (Saldana, 2013). This includes coding for data
consistent with the theory used for analysis, the Double ABCX Family Stress theory.
Specifically, themes of meaning making and identification of resources were noted. The
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researcher “winnowed” the data; this process involves reducing the data by focusing on
relevant information consistent with qualitative research methods (Creswell, 2014).
Organizing the data. Qualitative research methods were used to analyze the data
gathered for this study. This method employs identification of themes by referring to the
codes associated with participants, raw responses to questions in study (Creswell, 2014).
The researcher accomplished the inductive and deductive analysis by reviewing the raw
data and organizing the data. Transcripts were entered into a table format with the
column for participant answers to the interview questions organized according to each
question.
Order of the questions. The researcher referred to the time phase method used
during the data collection of individual and focus group interviews to assist in the
structural synthesis of the data. First, the researcher posed the questions in the focus
group across three distinct sections that broke the incarceration experience into
experience prior to incarceration, during incarceration, and at reunification. Three distinct
groups of time phases were identified: 1) questions about the participant’s background
prior to incarceration related to their family life and relationship with their child; 2)
questions about their experiences while incarcerated, their decision to participate in the
GEM program, and their experience in the program; and 3) questions about their
relationship with their child and family since release and after participation in GEM. This
structure was maintained in the analysis of the data.
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Order of coding. The individual interviews were coded first. The focus group
and GEM survey data were used to confirm themes identified in the individual interview.
Only if new codes with representation across the two secondary data points emerged
were additional codes and themes added to the overall themes of the study.
The researcher acting as the first coder and a second coder concurrently
completed first cycle coding of the individual interviews. The two coders completed the
second cycle coding by comparing the codes from the first cycle. When inter-coder
reliability was established, the researcher completed the first and second cycle coding of
the focus group and compared the data to deduced if themes from each data point were
consistent and confirmatory to the information in the individual interviews. Consistency
was found between the themes presented across these two data points. The researcher
then reviewed the GEM program survey data and engaged in first and second cycle
coding of the qualitative questions from this study. The responses were consistent with
the themes found in the individual interview and focus group. Therefore, the analysis of
results reflects the dominant themes from across the three data collection methods.
First cycle coding. After the in-depth individual interviews were reviewed, an
analysis of the data was conducted applying phenomenological reduction or first cycle
coding of the data for themes that described the lived experience (Marshall & Rossman,
2011). First cycle coding was completed by hand. The researcher reviewed the
transcribed audio recording of the interview multiple times to obtain a transcript that
included thick descriptions and full responses from the participants. The researcher acted
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as the first coder, the data were coded by a second coder and reviewed by the third coder
to achieve triangulation of the coded data. The research asked follow-up questions of the
same three content areas in the focus group interview.
Second cycle coding. The first and second cycle coding process were repeated for
focus group interviews and survey data. The researcher acting as first coder met twice
with the second coder to review and synthesize codes for intercoder agreement. The
researcher met twice with the third coder to establish intercoder agreement for each
method of data collected. After completion of first and second cycle coding for the three
sets of data the researcher found that the data matched the theory of Double ABCX
model that was applied for conceptual consideration of the phenomena.
The researcher was able to engage in transcendental phenomenological reduction
of the data, which represents the researcher taking textual language and breaking it down
into codes (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher was then able to separate responses into
invariant qualities and themes that represent distinct non-repetitive or overlapping units
that were constructed from multiple textual codes. The term invariant denotes that each
cluster of meaningful units is distinct in its representation of the textual narrative.
Qualitative Validity and Reliability
This researcher demonstrated qualitative validity and reliability by use of
strategies to ensure trustworthiness common in qualitative research (Shenton, 2004). The
researcher achieved triangulation of data by using three different methods of data
collection that included individual interviewing, focus group interviews, and survey data
44

(Creswell, 2014; Shenton, 2004). The researcher provided thick descriptions to convey
the findings in the analysis of the data. The researcher also utilized peer-debriefing by use
of a second coder who independently reviewed the raw transcript data, and coded. The
first coder then reviewed all themes and winnowed the data into themes and subthemes
that were reviewed by the second coder and then triangulated via third coder review for
interrater reliability to enhance the accuracy of the account (Creswell, 2014). The use of
these processes adds to the validity of this research by providing credibility as these
procedures evidence well recognized qualitative research methods. Further, use of
triangulation bolsters “confirmability” by reducing investigator bias (Shenton, 2004).
This researcher has provided a detailed description of background data that provides a
context for the phenomena of incarceration. Further, overlapping methods of data
collection (and analysis) have been identified which allow for the replication of this study
in future research. These methods also enhance validity of the research by providing
transferability and dependability to the study (Shenton, 2004).
The qualitative methodology of this study used a phenomenological approach to
interview questions intended to explore the lived experiences associated with the
phenomenon of incarceration and the scientific lens of the Double ABCX model of
family stress (McCubbin et al., 1983). The researcher developed an epoche or a reflective
statement about the researcher’s own experience with the phenomenon. This was used to
bracket the researcher’s experience from the participants to give clarity in the form of
self-examination, a methodology consistent with qualitative methods used to address
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internal validity by providing credibility in the form of “progressive subjectivity”
(Shenton, 2004, p. 68).
Reflections of the Researcher
Reflexivity in qualitative research is the researcher’s reflection about how her role
in the study as well as personal background can impact the interpretation or direction of
the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Through providing insight about the researcher’s
beliefs, values, morals, and experiences, the researcher adds to the transparency and
validity of the research (Creswell, 2014). This researcher seeks to understand, identify,
and describe the participants’ experience with maternal incarceration.
This researcher maintains a relationship with the GEM program in a volunteer
capacity to assist the program management in increasing scope of services to include
counseling as well as assistance with developing program evaluation procedures. This
researcher acknowledges a personal history with family separation as a result of
incarceration of a family member and their return to the family system. Additionally, the
researcher has been a therapist working specifically with children and families at times
engaging in therapeutic work to help families address this phenomenon. This researcher
was able to suspend personal beliefs and judgment, because throughout the data
collection process the researcher bracketed her experiences to separate them and account
for bias in the data collection process. The diversity of thoughts, values, and beliefs from
the perspective of participants as first-hand informants on the experience was be
examined. This variance in experience aided the researcher in suspending the biases and
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developing a richer understanding of participants’ experiences. This researcher utilized
cross-checks in coding, and peer-debriefing as methods to address the researcher’s bias
and its impact on the interpretation of data. The review of the epoch provided support that
the researcher has bracketed her experience successfully, as thus found diverse and
distinct experience among participants and her own experience.
Summary
The participants of this study were members of the GEM extended visitation
program for incarcerated mothers. Mothers and daughters in this program engaged in
once monthly four-hour visits. This study examines the effectiveness of the Girls
Embracing Mothers program with a population of 22 mothers who participated in GEM
program during the 2017 program year to explore the program’s efficacy at addressing
the goal of self-esteem improvement and developing positive relationships between
mothers and daughters during family separation due to incarceration. The author utilized
a qualitative research approach to gather thick rich descriptions of the participants
experience through multiple points of data collection including, survey, interview, and
focus group. The researcher conducted individual interviews with a representative sample
of women from the survey population (N = 7). The researcher conducted two focus group
sessions with mothers as a follow-up to the one-on-one interviews. Qualitative data
gathered through embedded questions on the GEM program survey was analyzed for
themes that emerge from participants’ responses and consistency with individual
interview and focus group data. The researcher analyzed participants’ demographic
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information and responses to open ended questions about resources, meaning making,
relationship quality, and adaptation for comparison to the participant sample in the
individual interviews and focus groups.
The researcher used a phenomenological approach to explore participants’
responses to all questions for relevance to family coping and adaptation that address the
major research questions. The mothers’ perceptions and experiences of coping via use of
supportive resources, relationship quality, and relationship satisfaction post participation
in the extended visitation program were examined. Relationship quality and satisfaction
as well as mother’s perceptions of self -esteem related to parenting represent aspects of
family functioning and coping, which were examined from a family stress theory
perspective. The researcher used interview and focus group data to examine narrative
descriptive data on the lived experience of this population. This researcher provides
information about the perceived experience of mother’s coping with incarceration. The
information presented by the researcher will assist in furthering knowledge about how
families cope with the stressful life event of maternal incarceration.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to explore the phenomena of incarceration and its
impact on the family as a stressful event. This researcher utilized a phenomenological
approach to data collection that involves in-depth, face-to-face interviews, and a focus
group with participants to capture participants’ lived experiences of returning to their
families post incarceration (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The researcher transcribed the
data gathered from the interviews into text format; the text was subsequently analyzed by
hand for themes and sub-factors, and, lastly, the researcher drew inferences about the
participants’ experience applied through the theoretical lens of the Double ABCX model
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011; McCubbin, et al., 1983).
Consistent with phenomenological inquiry, the researcher adopted the Double
ABCX model as the methodological lens for analyzing the phenomenon of family
separation and reunification experienced by individuals who have been incarcerated. In
this chapter, the researcher has provided a summary of the following: qualitative results
from data analysis of the responses of the participants and its congruence with the Double
ABCX model, qualitative results from data analysis of participant responses applied to
the research questions, and summarization of the results from data analysis from this
study.
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Results
Double ABCX Model
The researcher found that the data matched the theory of Double ABCX model
that was applied for conceptual consideration of the phenomena (see Figure 1). The key
factors within the Double ABCX model: stressor, resources, meaning making, crisis/ pileup, renegotiation, and adaptation were present in participants’ responses to interview and
focus group questions. (McCubbin et al., 1983).
.
Initial Crisis
"Incarceration Event/
Life Script"

Incarceration Crisis
Resources

Bonadaptation

Reunification

Incarceration Crisis
Meaning Making

Meaning Making

Intervention (Decision
to Join GEM)

Reunification
Resources

"Reunification Crisis"

Figure 1. Double ABCX Model
The prescribed themes of the Double ABCX Model fit invariant themes identified
from the codes. These included:
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“a"- crisis of incarceration evidenced by varied pre-incarceration life scripts,
“b"- lack of resources for use prior to incarceration and during the initial
incarceration crisis.
“c”- meaning derived or a predominant struggle with motherhood identity as well
as shifting family roles, and
“x”- the pile up of stressors represented by participants’ report of feeling a sense
of loss and isolation that prompted decision making to join the GEM program.
The Double ABCX model results in a repeat of the stress process when the family
reorganizes to cope with the trauma. This process was applied to the reorganization upon
engagement in intervention through the GEM program. The identified themes include:
“aA” crisis - the family reunification as a result of the decision to join the GEM
program,
“bB” resources- community and comradery, shared experiences that developed
between mothers and daughter, and developed communication skills.
“cC” meaning- hopefulness and peace of mind as meaning made post
participation, and
“xX” adaptation- the bona-adaptation of improved mother-daughter relationship
and motherhood identity.
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Double ABCX- Initial Crisis Model
Double ABCX “a”: Varied Life Scripts Theme
Responses to three questions from the individual interview were used to code the
theme for Double ABCX factor “a”. These questions were: 1) Please tell me about
yourself?; 2) What was your upbringing like?; and 3) What was your family life like prior
to incarceration? (Appendix D). The initial stressor “a”, according to the Double ABCX
Model, includes the mothers’ varied life experiences that led them into incarceration; the
primary and secondary coder identified this theme as Varied Life Scripts. This theme
generated two subthemes: Negative Life Scripts and Positive Life Scripts. The majority
of participants (n = 5) endorsed more negative than positive life scripts: 1) preincarceration experiences of substance use (n = 4); 2) physical or sexual abuse (n = 3); 3)
multiple incarcerations or family history of incarceration (n = 4); and 4) chaotic
upbringing including emotional or physical cutoff from family (n = 3). Two of the
participants endorsed positive list scripts that include: 1) description of positive
relationship with family (n = 2) and 2) family support prior to incarceration (n = 1).
However, these two participants also described challenges related to substance use (n = 2)
that impacted family support (Table 2). A selection of quotes illustrates the theme “varied
life scripts”:
Participant 2- Then Mom got remarried and we moved with him at that time; it
was between the ages 8 and 10. He molested me, so grandparents took me out of
the home, back to their home and continued to raise me as their own. It was like
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the white elephant; it was like the elephant in the room. It wasn’t talked about,
you know Grandma told me, “We’re taking you from here. You don’t have to
worry about it.
Participant 3-…growing up my dad was incarcerated… say from like 2 to 8. My
mom was an alcoholic she had an abusive boyfriend that used to beat on her and
when my dad came out of prison, he took custody of me for a while and then he
wound up going back to prison.
Participant 6- …first time he abused me was in 2001 when my son was born…
My mom got locked up again after we were already married. We moved to Dallas
to take care of my brother and my sister. He was abusive to them.
Double ABCX “b”: Lack of Resources Theme
Responses on two individual interview questions demonstrated the “b” factor of
resources. These questions were: 1) What are the resources you used during your
incarceration? and 2) How did resources you received during incarceration help you cope
with stress and challenges? (Appendix D). Responses to the focus group question: 1)
What were the things with your family you found most stressful while you were in jail?”
confirmed the mothers’ experience of insufficient resources. This researcher and the cocoder identified “lack of resources” as an invariant theme deduced from the codes related
these questions (Table 1.1 ). The sub themes of this theme include: 1) God and faith (n =
3); 2) positive self-talk (n = 2); and 3) prison-based life skills courses (n = 2). The
majority of participants indicated that they did not receive supportive resources outside of
53

GEM visits (n = 5) (Table 2.0). The following quotes illustrate the theme of “lack of
resources”:
Participant 2- Um, God was my main resource. I’ve always been a believer. At
this last incarceration I had nothing but him.
Participant 4- The GEM program where I would be able to see them[daughters].
Because without that program, I would never be able to see them.
Participant 5- I don’t know about for my mom and my family …It was kind like
self-talk, but like there it was really not much. Church, I took a lots of parenting
classes. But it’s like the same stuff in there, it’s like… it just didn’t seem too
helpful. Umm, it just seemed like something to get out of the dorm umm.
Double ABCX “c”: Struggle with Motherhood Identity/ Shifting Family Roles
Responses to three individual interview questions led to themes related to factor
“c” which denotes meaning making in the Double ABCX model. These questions were:
1) What issues did you deal with as a mother before GEM?; 2) How would you deal with
them now?; and 3) How did participation in GEM impact you?. Responses to two focus
group questions were supportive of these two themes as well. These questions were: 1)
What were the things with your family you found most stressful while you were in jail?
and How did you deal with the stress?. Two invariant themes emerged from responses to
the individual and focus group questions: 1) Struggle with Motherhood Identity and 2)
Shifting Family Roles (Table 2.0). The thematic codes include: 1) fear of being forgotten
(n = 2); 2) coping with resentment from kids (n = 6); 3) staying busy to numb pain or
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thoughts (n = 6); and 4) coping with responsibility for actions (n = 3). The following
quotes illustrate the two themes:
Struggle with Motherhood Identity
Participant 2-I think another problem that came up was the worry. You know the
knowing that my kids are getting depressed you know… You know, being a
mother and knowing that and hearing things and not being able to fix it… There is
nothing you can do it’s out of your control.
Focus Group 2 (dialogue between Participant 3 and Participant 6)P3- That was my only concern; my kids and what they were going through and
stuff like that. Are they being cared for right, or are they in trouble or acting out
because of, you know…That was my stress, because I didn’t leave anything
valuable out there except my kids.
P6: “Are you gonna resent me?” P3: “I asked them a few times when they came to
visit me, I said, “Are you mad at me?” Group: (laughter)
P6: “I used to tell mine, ‘Just tell me you’re mad at me.’ “
Shifting Family Roles
Participant 7 (Focus Group)-…call them for the family members to stay in touch
with… I used to call them and tell them to call my girls or invite them to Easter
and Christmas, I would say; “make sure they come.”
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Participant 2 (Focus Group)- Another big problem for me was having to watch
my daughter grow up and play mamma …she has to because of what’s happened
she’s having to grow up ten times faster than what she should.
Double ABCX “x”: Decision to Join GEM Theme
Responses to two individual interview questions were used to code themes related
to “x” factor which denotes the crisis outcome resulting from the initial stressor in the
Double ABCX model. The two questions were: 1) How long had you been incarcerated
before you joined GEM and the question? and 2) What made you decide to join GEM?
The theme Decision to Join GEM emerged from the codes associated with the with these
questions. The identified sub-themes associated with the decision to join GEM include:
1) loss and isolation from family (n = 7); 2) desire for bonding (n = 7); and 3) repair
relationship (n = 7) (Table 2). The following participant quotes illustrate these themes
from the individual interviews:
Participant 1- To have a relationship with my daughter. A better relationship… a
relationship period. She was so little. Her growing up… seeing her grow through
there was amazing.
Participant 2- Umm, I had been incarcerated for, I think, a little under a year. I
had signed up when I first when in. When I first seen it, and of course I was put
on the waiting list. Cause, you know, they have so many people that want to be a
part of [it]. But it was a little under a year, and then I was, you know, finally
approved and went to the, uh, what we go through [laughs].
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Participant 3- It was just my way of being able to see my kids. My daddy was in
and out of jail and he was the only one bringing them to come see me. So, I had
no communication with them. Once I seen the situation and how good [they] were
with the girls and stuff it was my way in to be able to have that relationship with
them.
Table 2 presents the invariant themes and codes that provide a description of this initial
stressor negotiation phase of the Double ABCX model as discussed above. The pile up of
stressors related to initial incarceration and separation led to the crisis (“x”) that is
addressed in the “post-crisis phase” where themes related to the crisis of family
reunification through GEM are discussed below.
Table 2
Results Double ABCX Pre-Crisis Phase
Double ABCX

Theme

Code

“a”- Stressor

Varied Life scripts:
Positive (n = 2)

Substance use narratives,
Physical/ sexual abuse
narratives, Multiple
incarcerations/ family history of
incarceration, Chaotic family
relationships/ instability/
physical or emotional “cutoff”

Negative (n = 5)

Positive relationships with
family/ family support
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“b”- Resources

Lack of
Resources (n = 7)

God/ Religious beliefs, Positive
self-talk, Prison life skills
courses

“c” Meaning

Struggle with
Motherhood Identity
(n = 7)

Struggled with motherhood
identity, Fear of being forgotten,
Feeling resentment from kids,
Numbing painful thoughts,
Coping with responsibility for
actions

Shifting family roles
(n = 7)
“x” Outcome/ Crisis

“Decision to Join
GEM”, (n = 7)

Loss and isolation in family,
desire for bonding, repair
relationship

Double ABCX Post-Crisis Phase
The researcher identified themes from the participants’ responses to the pile up of
stressors that resulted in the family reunification crisis (“aA”) occurring during the GEM
intervention and through release. Prescribed themes associated with resources (“bB”) and
meaning (“cC”) in the “post- crisis phase” of the Double ABCX model were identified.
Double ABCX “aA”: Reunification Crisis
Two individual interview questions were used to code themes for the “aA” factor
of the Double ABCX Model. These questions were: 1) How long had you been
incarcerated when you decided to join GEM? and 2) What made you decide to join
GEM? The invariant theme Family Reunification emerged as a result of the mothers
joining the GEM program; it is characterized by addressing issues in the mother daughter
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relationship that emerged from the dyad’s contact during the intervention. All mothers in
the study (n = 7) reported issues that emerged during reunification. Mother’s responses
related to the experience of reunification revealed the following sub thematic codes
related to their decision to join the GEM program: 1) mothers reported increased desire to
“stay out of trouble” during incarceration and post release (n = 4) and 2) mothers reported
a desire to see the relationship change (n = 6); the following sub thematic desires for
relationship change emerged: a) to build communication (n = 5); b) to reduce isolation for
mother and daughter (n = 5); and c) to develop openness/ trust (n = 4). The following
quotes from individual interview transcripts illustrate these themes:
Participant 7- GEM gives us something to look forward to, it’s something big.
You get to see your baby once a month. That’s something big so that’s going to
keep you from jumping on your ‘bunky’ over there.
Participant 3- Actually, GEM was what kept my focus because I wanted to see my
kids. So, it kept me out of a lot of trouble.
Double ABCX “bB” Resources: Comradery, Shared Experience, Communication
Participants’ responses to two individual interview questions were used to code
factor “bB” resources in the Double ABCX model: 1) How did resources you received
during incarceration help you cope with stress and challenges? and 2) What has helped
you address those challenges [experienced during incarceration and since returning home
after incarceration]?. The four invariant themes include: 1) Community and comradery
that women expressed as a result of participation in the program (n = 6) and, 2) Shared
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experience that developed between mother and daughter (n = 5) a descriptive code taken
from the narratives of women who espoused the view that they and their child developed
more insight into each other through open communication. 3) Development of
communication skills associated with intervention of psychoeducation lessons and
activities provided by GEM (n = 6). 4) “Peace of mind”, an invivo code used to
encapsulate repetitive narratives where mothers reported experiencing relational support
for themselves, daughters, and caregivers that reduced anxiety about family coping (n =
5). The following quotes from individual interview transcripts illustrate these themes:
Participant 3- I got a little bit more peace because I knew they were there to help
them when they need it.
Participant 1- It helped her to realize she’s not the only little girl out there feeling
like “why is my mommy in prison?” Just to know that she had friends and that
they were going through the same things she went through. To watch the
relationship, she has with some of the girls in the program grow through all these
years. You know to be very open and able to talk to someone about how she feels.
It has impacted her some much she just loves everyone in that program.
Double ABCX “cC’ Meaning: Hopefulness and Redemption
The factor “cC” representing meaning in the Double ABCX model was coded
using four questions from the individual interview: 1) How has participation in the GEM
program impacted you?; 2) How did participation in the GEM program impact your
relationship with your daughter?; 3) What did participation in the GEM program mean to
60

you and your family?; and 4) What is the most important thing you have learned from
GEM?. Two invariant descriptive themes emerged. The first included: Hopefulness that
can be described as feelings of hope and forgiveness in the mother daughter relationship
(n = 6). From this theme came the following sub themes: 1) GEM visitation offered a
chance to maintain a meaningful relationship and feel like a parent (n = 7) and 2) GEM
visitation reduced isolation for both mother and daughter participants per mother’s report
(n = 6).
Redemption was the second theme that was evidenced by the descriptive codes (n
= 6). Sub-themes were identified associated with codes for this theme: 1) shared
experiences of mother and daughter were validated through participation (n = 6) and 2)
participation provided an opportunity for moms to stay active and connected as a parent
(n = 6). The following quotes from individual and focus group interviews illustrate the
descriptive codes related to “meaning” in the post crisis (intervention/ family
reunification) phase.
Participant 1- She really felt ashamed while I was in there, she felt like nobody
understood how she felt. …she was able to be around other kids who were going
through the same thing.
Participant 2-It was wonderful because they got to see the new me for who I was.
I got to learn about what they were going through and kind of talk to them as a
mother.
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Participant 7 (Focus Group)- And the moms too. Knowing and having the same
issues, that they got kids that’s going through the same problem. You have to start
doing right inside, it’s like a mindset.
Participant 6 (Focus Group)-Yeah, because being able to hear it from the family
that the kids were okay is different than hearing it from my kids. I think it’s more
real coming from my daughter than it was coming from my mom. I also know that
my mom will try and protect me a lot from.
Double ABCX “xX” Adaptation: Stronger Mother Daughter Relationship
The individual interview questions: 1) How has participation in GEM impacted
your perspective of yourself as a mother?; 2) How do you feel participation in GEM has
impacted your daughters’ self-esteem?; and 3) After participating in GEM how satisfied
are you with your relationship with your daughter? were used to code factor “xX” of the
Double ABCX Model. The following focus group questions revealed codes that
confirmed the theme Stronger Mother-Daughter Relationship which was drawn from
responses to the individual interview questions: 1) From your perspective, has anything
changed about how your daughter feels and is doing since participating in GEM?, and 2)
How is it different since you returned home? Nearly all of the participants expressed the
following codes: 1) developing a stronger relationship with their daughter (n = 6) and
improved perceptions of themselves as mother (n = 7); 2) restoration of relationships (n =
4); and 3) positive growth in the relationship (n = 6). Mothers endorsed the following
subthemes that added to perceptions of self as a mother and stronger mother-daughter
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relationship: 1) shared understanding of the incarceration experience by mother and
daughter (n = 6); 2) openness and trust established in the relationship (n = 4); and 3)
reduced isolation through establishment of a community of understanding (n = 7). The
majority of participants (n = 7) reported positive growth or “bonadaptation” consistent
with the final phase of the Double ABCX post crisis process (McCubbin et al., 1983).
The following quotes illustrate themes from factor “xX” of the Double ABCX Model:
Participant 2- I am 100% satisfied. I am so grateful to this program. It has really
restored my family. It taught me a new way to live. Because it don’t only work
with you and you daughter. They’re examples. They’re a family. They’re
encouragement. I’m here if you need to talk. I’m here if you need to reach out.
They treat you as family. When you’ve lost everything, and you’ve lost
everybody, having that family feeling keeps you going. It keeps you not wanting
to mess up again.
Participant 1 (Focus Group)- My daughter didn’t have a lot of understanding
either about why my parents were raising her. Even when I was out during those
little time frames. She was like, “why weren’t you there when you were home?” I
had to explain to her cause I know that it was a blessing for her instead of having
her out in the streets with me. Now she has a better understanding of the choices
that I was making and the way I was living was not good.
Table 3 provides visual representation of the themes identified from the Double
ABCX Model and the codes associated with each theme from the post crisis phase in this
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study. Results of this study are subsequently analyzed related to the major research
questions of this study to address issues of resources, relationship quality, participants
perception of self as a mother, and perceptions of daughter self-esteem.
Table 3
Results Double ABCX Post-Crisis Phase
Double ABCX

Theme

Code

“aA”- Pile Up of Stressors

Decision to join GEM and
issues that emerged during
reunification (n = 7)

1)Increased desire to “stay out of
trouble” during incarceration and
post release, 2) Desire to see the
relationship change;
Subtheme: Desires for relationship
change a) build communication, b)
reduce isolation for mother and
daughter, and c) develop openness/
trust.

“bB”- Resources

Community and
comradery (n = 6),
Shared experience that
developed between mother
and daughter (n = 5),
Developed communication
skills (n = 6)

Friendships, Shared experiences,
Built open and honest
communication, Learned
communication skills, Family
support, Building relationships that
gave peace of mind

“cC” Meaning

Hopefulness/ Forgiveness
(n = 6);

A meaningful relationship and feel
like a parent; Reduced isolation.

Redemption (n = 6)

Shared experiences of mother and
daughter were validated through
participation,
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“xX” Bonadaptation

Stronger relationship with
their daughter (n = 6)

Opportunity to stay active and
connected as a parent

Improved perceptions of
themselves as mother (n =
7).

Shared understanding of the
incarceration experience by mother
and daughter, Openness and trust
established in the relationship,
Reduced isolation through
establishment of a community of
understanding

Restoration of
relationships (n = 4)
Positive growth in the
relationship (n = 6)
Resources

The majority of mothers in this study described resources used during
incarceration prior to participation in the GEM program as being limited or lacking (n =
5). The majority reported that GEM was the primary program used for supportive
resource. Participants in the focus groups discussed that many women with certain
felonies (violent or drug related) are not allowed into prison support programs, review of
GEM program survey data revealed that women do experience rejection from programs
due to felony type. The mothers in this study did not report experiences of such rejections
prior to participation in the GEM program. Focus group and survey data supported the
“other resources” identified in the individual interview. Other resources included:
educational classes (GEM survey- 10), parenting psychoeducation (GEM survey-9), and
religious dorms (GEM survey- 11). The majority of women who participated in the GEM
program reported that the predominate resources received from the program included
contact with their child that they would not otherwise have received due to distance and
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financial resources impediments (n = 6). Survey data confirmed this finding as half of
survey participants reported receiving no services outside of GEM (n = 11).
Relationship Quality
The majority of participants in this study reported that participation in the GEM
program intervention lead to two changes: 1) improved relationship quality between
mother and daughter (n = 7) and 2) resulted in overall satisfaction with the changes in
mother and daughter relationship quality (n = 7). The focus group data confirmed the
themes related to improved relationship quality that emerged from individual interviews.
Focus group interviews confirmed four themes: 1) improved open and honest
communication (n = 6; 2) reduced isolation (n = 6); 3) building shared understanding (n =
6); and 4) developing a community of support for mother and daughter (n = 6). The
desire for change was explored in the qualitative survey data including: 1) being a better
mother (n = 4); 2) trust between mother and daughter (n = 2); 3) improved
communication with daughter (n = 3); 4) gratitude for participation in the program (n =
4); and 5) desire to stay out of trouble (n = 3). These themes are confirmatory of the
desire for improved relationship quality across the population.
Perception of Self as a Mother and Daughter Self- Esteem
The majority of participants in this study report improved perceptions of
themselves as mothers (n = 6). The thematic endorsement of improved perception
concerned their description of themselves as developing a motherhood identity. The
development of a motherhood identity is derived from the descriptive codes espoused by
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a majority of participants related meaning derived pre-crisis: 1) fear of being forgotten; 2)
resentment from children being a difficult aspect of coping; and 3) coping with
responsibility for actions. Additionally, the meaning derived post-crisis during
reunification and upon completion of the program endorses the development of positive
self-perception of mothers and self-esteem of daughters. A majority of mothers report the
following: 1) relationship restoration (n = 4); 2) openness (n = 4); and 3) shared
understanding between mother and daughter (n=6). A majority of mothers report feeling
their daughters have increased self-confidence as a result of reduced isolation, guilt, and
shame (n = 7). Focus group data and survey data confirm that the mothers reported
improved daughter self-esteem. This theme was evident in both focus groups by a
majority of participants (n = 6). Open ended survey data confirmed this theme that
mothers espoused perceptions of improved daughter self-esteem (n = 17) citing positive
behavior changes.
Summary
This researcher utilized family stress theory, specifically the Double ABCX
model (McCubbin et al., 1983) to analyze of the qualitative data. The theory orientation
is relevant in application to the phenomenological qualitative research design as this
method will increase consumers understanding of experimental results from this study by
incorporating the perspective of individuals from this population (Creswell, 2014).
Results of this study indicate that the qualitative questions from individual interviews,
focus group interviews, and frequency summation of GEM survey data fit the Double
67

ABCX model of family stress. Invariant themes and sub themes were identified that
correspond with each factor from the Double ABCX Model.
Factor “a” the “varied life scripts” were identified as the initial stressor from the
model this included “positive” and negative life scripts”. The invariant theme “lack of
resources” was identified as the “b” factor of the model. Meaning or factor “c” was
identified by the invariant themes “struggle with motherhood identity” and “shifting
family roles”. Factor “x” or the crisis outcome from the pre-crisis phase was identified as
the invariant theme “decision to join the GEM program.”
The researcher applied the Double ABCX model post-crisis phase to the results
for themes that matched this phase. Factor “aA” the crisis emerging from the pile up of
stressors was identified by the invariant theme related to issues emerging from the family
reunification process as a result of decision to join the GEM program. The factor “bB”
identified resources in the post-crisis phase, the three themes from this factor were;
community of comradery, shared experiences, and development of communication skills.
Two invariant themes, hopefulness/ forgiveness, and redemption were identified for
factor “cC” the meaning made post-crisis. Four themes were identified for the factor
adaptation to the crisis “xX” they were: stronger relationships between mothers and
daughter, improved perceptions of themselves as mothers, restoration of relationships and
positive growth.
The data analysis of this study provided rich description of the impact
interpersonal relationship issues on mothers and families that experience maternal
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incarceration. The data demonstrated that resources provided through participation in the
GEM program were important to the development of positive relationship quality
between mothers and daughter. Further, mothers developed more positive perceptions of
themselves as mother through positive meaning inferred form GEM participation.
Daughters’ improved self-esteem was also endorsed by mother perceptions post
participation in intervention through the GEM program.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
This qualitative phenomenological research study described and explored the
results of individual interviews, two focus groups, and pre-existing survey data from
mothers who have experienced incarceration and participated in GEM, a family
intervention for mothers and daughters. The intervention addressed family issues of
relationship quality and self-esteem for mothers and daughters who experienced
separation due to incarceration. Phenomenological reduction of the data was used to
analyze results from individual interviews and focus groups. The Double ABCX Model
of Family Stress was applied to the sample of 6 mothers who participated in individual
interviews and 7 mothers who participated in two focus group interviews. Pre-existing
survey data from 22 mothers who also participated in this program were summarized for
comparisons with the study sample.
This chapter will provide discussion of how the results of this study answer the
primary research questions presented by this researcher. This chapter will provide a
discussion of the study findings in comparison of what currently exists in the literature, as
well as study limitations, implications of the results, recommendations for further study,
and a conclusion. The results of this study address the research questions posed by this
study and provide insight into intervention with families experiencing maternal
incarceration.

69

Theoretical Framework Discussion
Double ABCX Model of Family Stress
The Double ABCX Model of family stress (McCubbin et al., 1983) was the lens
used to examine selected crisis factors that rose from the incarceration experience for
women in the study who participated in the GEM program with their daughters. The
Double ABCX model was found to fit well applied to the contextual stress issue of
maternal incarceration. Studies utilizing the Double ABCX model of family stress reveal
that it is appropriate for the exploration of cultural contextual stress (Hammack, et al.,
2004; Kotchick et al., 2005). In one study, Kotchick et al. (2005) explored the application
of the model and found that it addressed the personal and contextual parenting
experiences and practices of African American single mothers. Hammack et al. (2004)
found this model explained the impact of family stress on poverty and depressed mood
among urban African-American adolescents. When the Double ABCX model was
applied to the current study, it provided insight into participants’ experiences prior to
incarceration and during the incarceration as stressor events. The model also fit well in
how it described mothers’ experiences post-crisis during family reunification while
participating in GEM and upon release.
Life before and during incarceration. Using the Double ABCX Model, this
researcher found that the initial stressor event related to incarceration was explained by
the mothers’ descriptions of the theme, “Varied Life Scripts”, which includes both a
negative and positive subtheme. Many women reported experiencing sexual and physical
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abuse when they were children or adolescents, as well as income instability and absent
parents. Elements of chaotic family relationships including family histories of
intergenerational experience of incarceration and extended family separation were
reported in this study and impacted the mothers’ trajectory toward the incarceration
crisis. These elements are consistent with findings from other studies that report
incarcerated women have increased risk of having experienced chemical dependence,
physical abuse, and sexual trauma (Barretti & Beitin, 2010; Luke, 2002).
The researcher identified that there was diversity in participant reports of pre-and
post- crisis resources. The majority of participants indicated that pre-crisis resources were
limited, indicating that prison programs are often difficult to access due to limited
capacity and restrictive entrance criteria. The mothers in this study reported use of
internal resources such as religious faith and positive self-talk as the predominant means
of support prior to involvement with the GEM program. In a meta-analysis of prison
intervention programs for women, findings indicated that interventions that do not
provide women an opportunity to enact relationship skills (specifically parenting skills)
were viewed less receptively by this population (Tremblay & Sutherland, 2017). This
study is consistent with findings from prior research that suggests despite a variety of
prison programs, many interventions are normed on male populations, which would very
likely impact female inmates who are mothers who need supportive resources (Cobbina,
2010).
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The findings from this study related to the meaning mothers ascribed to their precrisis phase are consistent with literature. Mothers in this study described a loss of
motherhood identity and shifting family roles while they were incarcerated. Research
exploring perceptions among incarcerated mothers that impact reentry success indicated
that many mothers report feelings of loss associated with the absence of their parenting
role (Cobbina & Bender, 2012). For mothers, the decision to join the GEM program was
prompted by interpersonal stress associated with traversing the initial incarceration. This
included feeling isolated and having a desire for bonding to repair the mother- daughter
relationship. The findings from this study align with the findings of previous research that
suggest mothers’ ability to maintain a relationship with their child during incarceration is
impactful to reducing the negative interpersonal experiences associated with isolation and
stress in the corrections environment (Cobbina 2010; Gilham, 2012).
Family reunification crisis and the post release. In the post- crisis phase (after
mothers were reunited with their children through the visitation program provided by
GEM), mothers expressed struggles associated with reunification as the crisis theme. This
is consistent with findings about reentry that indicate relational challenges associated
with family roles and communication patterns upon reentry or family reunification can be
stressful for mothers (Mignon & Ramsford, 2012). The majority of mothers expressed
that the comradery established within the GEM community after they were released from
incarceration and the shared experiences with other families was a positive factor. The
perception for most mothers was that participation in GEM was the major or only
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resource they used to cope with family stress in the mother-daughter relationship during
and after reunification. Participants described the program activities of GEM that were
the most impactful, included facilitated discussions to build communication skills and
open honest dialogue, as well as family level support that gave peace of mind for the
mothers related to caregiver responsibilities. The findings of this study are consistent
with findings from a meta-analysis parenting intervention with mothers in prisons that
visitation in the correctional setting allows mothers to enact parenting skills and engage
with their children in meaningful ways (Tremblay & Sutherland, 2017).The majority of
mothers reported that their involvement in GEM reduced their perception of caregiver
burden and facilitated their only means of physical contact visitation between mother and
daughter. Prior research indicates that women experience contextually specific challenges
in the prison environment to maintenance of contact with their children and families
(Tuerk & Loper, 2006). Prior findings from study of maternal incarceration intervention
programs suggest that visitation allows mothers to enact parenting skills and continue
relationship building (Snyder et al., 2001).
The participants in this study indicated the use of post-crisis resources provided
by GEM intervention was used to address the pile up of stressors. Mothers expressed that
the GEM program offered a renewed meaning of their crisis, and they indicated
experiencing hopefulness and redemption. Extended visitation allowed mothers to
maintain a meaningful relationship and feel like a parent. This comradery acted as a
validating factor to the struggles that mothers and daughters face during incarceration.
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This experience can reduce isolation and help mothers cope more successfully. These
characteristics were viewed as supportive to the meaning ascribed to participation in
intervention. The findings of this study are consistent with studies of family stress, which
suggest that resources are impactful to meaning families ascribe to the crisis, even in the
post- crisis phase, and have the ability to buffer negative adaptation (Hammack et al.,
2004). Further, the majority of mothers reported viewing their daughter’s self-esteem as
being positively impacted and this was positively supportive to the meaning they ascribed
to participation in the GEM program.
Improvement in the quality of relationships between mothers and daughters along
with improved self-perception among mothers were seen as positive adaptive outcomes
consistent with the outcome factor of the Double ABCX Model (McCubbin et al., 1983).
The improved relationship quality and stronger motherhood identity demonstrate positive
adaptation, or “bonadaptation” as described by the theoretical model. The findings of this
study are consistent with literature that suggests incarceration interventions that allow
mother-child visitation have the potential to mitigate the stress of incarceration and
support reduced recidivism and successful family reunification (Luke, 2002).
Research Questions Findings
Perception of resources. The findings of this study suggest that the resources
mothers found most effective were the personal, family, and social supports provided by
the GEM program. Mothers endorse that prison-based classes and religious interventions
were used prior to the GEM intervention. However, the most impactful resource was the
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opportunity to engage in visitation with their child during incarceration. These resources
were viewed as impactful to decreasing stress related to incarceration. Research on
parenting interventions as supportive resources that can impact interpersonal wellbeing
for families related to incarceration suggest that visitation adds an important contextual
component to work with incarcerated mothers (Snyder et al., 2001; Tuerk & Loper, 2006)
Relationship quality and satisfaction. A study of co-occurring disorders among
incarcerated women points to a need for programs like GEM that help facilitate
conversations about addiction and family trauma that are common among this population
(Salina et al., 2011). The findings of this study suggest that relationship quality improved
due to extended visitation and GEM program intervention. The findings of this study
indicate that women perceived that they developed more open and honest communication
with their child as a result of participation in the GEM program. Prison based programs
that use parenting education to improve parenting skills such as communication have
demonstrated effectiveness in addressing parenting stress (Tremblay & Sutherland,
2017). Mothers experienced relational support in the form of reduced isolation, reduced
feelings of guilt and shame, and building understanding as a result of participation in the
GEM program. These facets of GEM may work to support overall relationship
satisfaction.
Perception of self as a mother and daughter self-esteem. Like the results of a
study by Miller et al. (2013), this study found that interventions increasing resilience
among mothers were positively impactful for the mother, child, and family system.
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Motherhood identity or positive self-perceptions among women were enhanced by their
relational experiences in the GEM program. Many regained a sense of hopefulness from
their participation. Additionally, many mothers felt their daughters had developed more
confidence and experienced positive behavior changes due to participation in GEM
because daughters found a community of children that shared their experience and these
relationships reduced social isolation. Research on child outcomes suggests that
addressing daughters’ relational issue is supportive to decreasing risk and negative
emotional outcomes (Cho, 2010).
Effects of Incarceration on Mother-Daughter Relationships
The findings of this study are consistent with dominant themes in literature
related to maternal incarceration. Specifically, this study addresses the issue of maternal
incarceration as a family process issue. Additionally, this study addresses the gender
related issues in incarceration that have implications for the family system and the risk
factors related to maternal incarceration that impact child adjustment and wellbeing.
Finally, the findings of this study address the impact of relationship quality on mother
and child wellbeing during incarceration.
Family Process
The findings of this study are supported by literature on maternal incarceration,
which suggests that family process issues are inherent in the maternal incarceration
experience because the family is required to address how members relate to each other
and reorganize to address family stress (Arditti, 2012). The resources identified in the
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current study, specifically the GEM program, acted as a supportive factor to the family
reorganization process. Specifically, the GEM program acted as a resource that provided
mothers the opportunity to address the interpersonal stress related to incarceration.
Mothers were able maintain a motherhood identity and address the struggle they felt
related to their personal narrative as an incarcerated mother during incarceration and
reunification post-incarceration. Literature suggests that the pre-incarceration motherdaughter relationship quality and child’s exposure to criminal behavior prior to
incarceration can impact adjustment to incarceration and family stress (Arditti, 2012;
Barretti & Beitin, 2010). The findings of this study suggest that interventions to help
mothers and daughters address family narratives related to pre-incarceration issues may
be impactful of positive adjustment during the incarceration experience.
The findings of this study suggest that extended visitation intervention can be
facilitative to developing healthy communication skills necessary to create a sense of
shared reality between mothers and daughters and the development of communication
skills may act as a buffer to negative feelings in the mother- daughter relationship and
family stress process. The extended visitation experience available to mothers through
GEM acted as a positive impact on their coping; mothers reported feeling more positive
and hopeful about family reunification due to the opportunity to work on the motherdaughter relationship during extended visitation sessions. Participants reported that
visitation was such a positive motivating factor that it acted as a deterrent to negative
behavior in the prison setting. Many participants reported staying out of trouble after they
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joined the GEM program due to their desire to maintain contact with their children in the
prison setting. This experience is consistent with findings from other studies that suggest
intervention related to visitation and parenting are effective for incarcerated women and
serves as a deterrent to recidivism and infractions in the prison setting (Barretti & Beitin,
2010; Snyder et al., 2011).
Gender and Incarceration
Many participants in the current study reported struggling to regain custody, find
housing, and find employment to function independently so that they could fully return to
the mothering role. The experience of participants in this study is consistent with findings
in previous literature related to maternal incarceration, which suggests that gender effects
the reunification process post- incarceration uniquely for mothers (Gilham, 2012; Mignon
& Ramsford, 2012; Salina et al., 2011). Previous studies are supportive of the life scripts
depicted by the current study findings as female offenders are more likely to be
incarcerated related to non-violent drug related crimes. Further, incarcerated mothers are
more likely to have been single heads of household of low socioeconomic status prior to
incarceration (Gilham, 2012; Mignon & Ramsford, 2012). Particularly, findings suggest
that formerly incarcerated mothers tend to struggle with the motherhood identity
associated with isolation, barriers to maintaining parental involvement, and
stigmatization (Cobbina, 2010; Gilham, 2012).
Mothers face a difficult burden in our society, as expressed by the mothers in the
GEM program intervention, who indicated feeling that they were not fulfilling their
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mother role due to separation and negative choices associated with incarceration. This
role was further complicated due to challenges in reunification to maintain financial
independence to support themselves and their children.
Many women in this study struggled with inability to maintain contact with their
child prior to participation in the GEM program. Upon entrance into the GEM program,
many women were able to reunite with their child after extended periods without contact.
Women indicated that they would not have otherwise maintained a relationship with their
children due to the non-custodial caregiver’s difficulty facilitating visitation at the prison.
Further, review of literature indicates that mothers are more likely to struggle with
maintaining contact during incarceration due to children being less likely to reside with
custodial fathers during a mother’s incarceration (Carson, 2015). Children of incarcerated
mothers are more likely to reside with a relative than family members during the
incarceration. A study of custodial relationships of children with incarcerated mothers
indicates that maintenance of contact is difficult due to the costly nature of travel for
visitation and phone contact (Carson, 2015). Visitation interventions like GEM offer a
unique opportunity to alleviate caregiver burden and for mothers to maintain contact in a
meaningful way during incarceration.
Risk Factors for Children
When mothers and daughters have an opportunity to develop communication
skills that allow them to voice their concerns, issues such as guilt and shame are
addressed in a positive and healing way. Like Luke (2002), this researcher found that
79

when mother-daughter dyads are provided with a reasonable amount of time (four hours)
to relax and talk without having a corrections officer within hearing distance, there is a
clear therapeutic benefit. Additionally, mothers reported feeling that their daughters had
found a community that provided validation related to the familial experience of
incarceration and reduced isolation associated with their struggle to cope with negative
emotions associated with incarceration. Literature supports that children, specifically
adolescent girls, are impacted emotionally by the experience of maternal incarceration
(Dallaire et al., 2015; Green, 2006; Snyder et al, 2001; Tuerk & Loper, 2006). Findings
from this literature review indicate that externalizing and internalizing behaviors are
higher among adolescent girls with incarcerated mothers than males with incarcerated
mothers. Further, this population is at increased risk for intergenerational transmission of
incarceration risk and risk for delinquency-related behavior as compared to their peers
with non-offender mothers (Cho, 2011; Cobbina, 2010). The gender specific focus of
GEM may actively supportive its success with incarcerated mothers and daughters. The
mothers of this study report feeling that their daughters’ emotional distress during
incarceration was positively impacted by participation in the GEM program. Findings
suggest that mothers reported decreased externalizing and internalizing behaviors
associated with program participation. These findings are consistent with literature that
indicates participation in intervention programs has had positive effects for children and
parents related to psychological distress (Luke, 2002; Tuerk & Loper, 2006).
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Positive mother daughter relationships prompted mothers to express a genuine
desire to change; mothers were motivated to maintain participation in their child’s life
and an increased desire to turn away from problematic behaviors that caused
incarceration. Findings from Snyder et al. (2010) reinforce the notion that parents who
reunite and build a relationship with their children while incarcerated are less likely to
engage in criminal behavior that results in recidivism. Further, the findings of the current
study suggest that mothers’ self-perceptions were improved, which is consistent with a
finding where parents participated in family level intervention acting as agents of change.
In a study by Miller et al. (2013), families experiencing maternal incarceration and
participating in the Strengthening Families Program reported experiencing reduced
negative emotions and improved psychosocial functioning of its members. The mothers
in the current study reported that the GEM programs intervention provided support for
mothers to develop skills to change family level dynamics that had a positive impact on
overall relationship quality and relationship change.
Conclusion
The results of this study suggest that mothers were able to access resources
through the Girls Embracing Mothers program that helped them cope with the stress
associated with incarceration. Further, the resources provided and the opportunity for
extended visitation were positively impactful to relationship quality and aided in
improving overall relationship satisfaction. Mothers reported that following participation
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in the Gem program, they perceived improvement in their daughter’s self-esteem as well
as in their perceptions of themselves as mothers.
Limitations
The in-depth data gathered through interviews, focus groups, and pre-existing
survey data were applied to the Double ABCX model in this study. The researcher found
that the results of this study are limited by the theoretical model applied to the current
study and the sample population issues. The ABCX model has been critiqued as linear in
its depiction of the family stress process (Smith, 1984). Additionally, it has been asserted
that when applying this model, it may be difficult to help participants differentiate the
stressor event from their reactions to the stress. Participants in this study expressed
circular progression of their experience of the stressor event of maternal incarceration
consistent with the Double ABCX Model which, addresses linearity through adding the
post-crisis phase. Participants described their experience as a fluid process with recursive
experiences in the pre-and post-crisis phases. The pile up and post-crisis phase of the
Double ABCX model were helpful to distinguishing the stress process in the current
study.
The sample size of this study was small, and the results are limited in their ability
to be generalized beyond the sample population. The sample population consisted of
women who participated in the GEM program intervention in the prison setting in a state
jail facility in Texas. The population of the interview and focus group represented an over
representation of Hispanic- Latino mothers from this population. Additionally,
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participants were reflecting on their participation retroactively. The sample issues make
the generalizability of the results from this study less powerful.
Implications
The results of this study present implications for interventions in the prison setting
with incarcerated mothers.
1.

The findings of this study suggest that visitation, allowing mother to have
natural and warm physical contact aimed at improving relationship quality
between mothers and daughters impacts the psychosocial well-being of both
mothers and daughters positively during incarceration.

2. Parenting education and facilitated psychoeducation can be impactful when
combined with extended visitation that offers structured intervention to
facilitate improvement in the parent child relationship.
3. Open and honest dialogue between mother and daughter will improve their
communication as well as a shared reality related to incarceration experience
were both positive components of the GEM intervention.
Recommendations
Future researchers are encouraged to continue to in-depth exploration of motherdaughter and mother-son relationships when mothers are incarcerated. A larger
qualitative sample of mothers from GEM could be compared for those who are reincarcerated with those who are not to order to explore the impact of program
participation in greater depth. Additionally, a larger sample might help illuminate the
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variance in racial, educational, offense type, and socio-economic demographics among
GEM participants. Future research that compares the outcomes for GEM participants
against outcomes for other prison-based interventions for incarcerated mothers and their
families would add to what is known about the effectiveness of combining parenting
intervention and extended visitation.
Summary
The Double ABCX model was applied to data analysis of qualitative interviews,
focus group interviews, and previously collected survey data. The findings of this study
indicate that the Double ABCX model fit the data. Participants report of perceived
support resources indicated GEM was the most significant resource utilized during the
incarceration experience. Further, findings indicate that the extended visitation reduced
isolation and provided opportunities for open honest communication that reduced feelings
of guilt, shame, and isolation. Participants reported that the shared reality they
experienced as a result of participation in the GEM program helped improve relationship
quality and overall relationship satisfaction between mothers and daughters. Findings
indicated that mothers report improved self-perception in the form of improved
motherhood identity. Mothers also reported that their daughters’ self-esteem in the form
of self-confidence and positive mother daughter relationship were observed.
The results of this study were consistent with previous research that indicates
maternal incarceration is a family process issue (Arditti, 2012). The findings were
consistent with research that suggests gender issues in incarceration related to family
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reunification and mother’s adjustment related to family contact during incarceration
(Cobbina, 2010; Gilham, 2012; Mignon & Ramsford, 2012). Limitations include the
sample size and demographic issue of the GEM sample population. The study has
implication for intervention programs that provide parenting education and visitation to
incarcerated women and their children. A combined intervention method proved most
impactful to producing relationship change and is recommend for continued exploration
in future studies
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APPENDIX A
Individual Interview Questions

93

Individual Interview Questions

RQ1. The following questions are about your background and how you would describe
yourself and your family in general.
1. Please tell me about yourself (where are you from?)
2. Please share what your upbringing was like? (How was your childhood and
teenage years?)
3. What was your family life like prior to incarceration?
4. What was your relationship like with your daughter (child who participated in
GEM)?
5. How did your family respond to your arrest and then incarceration?
6. What are the resources you used during your incarceration (clarification: what
helped you and your family deal with your incarceration GEM and other
programs)?
7.

How long had you been incarcerated before you joined GEM? What made you
decided to join GEM?

8. What did participation in the GEM program mean to you and your family?
9. How did the resources your received during incarceration help you cope with
stress and challenges?
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RQ-2 Now I would like to ask you to think about the time while you were incarcerated
and participating in the GEM program with you daughter…
1. How did participation in the GEM program impact you?
2. How did participation in the GEM program impact your relationship with your
daughter?
3. After participation in GEM how satisfied are you with your relationship with your
daughter?
RQ3- The following questions are about how your relationship with your child and family
has been since you were released and after your participation in GEM…
1. What did you expect it to be like when you returned home?
2. How has returning to your family after incarceration been different than you
expected?
3. What are the challenges that you have had since returning home after
incarceration?
4. What has helped you address those challenges?

5. How has participation in GEM impacted your perspective of yourself as a
mother?
6. How do you feel participation in GEM has impacted your daughter and her selfesteem?
7. What resources or information do you wish you had to help your with your
reunification with your family and post incarceration? (Clarification: is there
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something you wish you had learned or support that would have helped you
more?)

Prompts to be used as needed:
“Nodding, smiling, laughing as participants laugh, um hum”
The researcher limited summarizing and answering questions
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Focus Group Interview Questions
1. What were the things with your family you found most stressful while you were in
jail? How did you deal with the stress?
2. What are the things that are most stressful after coming home from jail? How did
you deal with the stress?
3. What issues did you deal with as a mother while incarcerated before GEM? How
would you deal with them now?
4. Are there things you wish had gone differently in your family while you were
incarcerated?
5. What was your relationship like with your daughter’s caregiver?
6. From your perspective, how did your daughter feel while you were in jail before
GEM?
7. From your perspective, has anything changed about how your daughter feels and is
doing since participating in GEM? How is it different since you returned home?
8. What challenges did you expect to face after release from prison, and how has
reuniting been the same or different from what you expected?
9. What is the most important thing you have learned from GEM?
10. What topics do you think are important to address to help women with children in
prison?
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11. How did your family (i.e. caregiver, spouse, etc.) communicate with you and cope
with your incarceration?

Prompts used as needed:
-

“Does anyone else have a comment on that question?”

-

“And what do you mean by that?”

-

“Can you tell me more about that?”

-

Nodding, smiling, laughing when participants laugh, limiting of summarization or
short response to participants questions to the researcher.
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NAVIGATING INCARCERATION: FAMILY PROCESS RELATED TO
MATERNAL INCARCEATION AND FAMILY STRESS

Have you ever experienced separation from your family
due to the experience of jail, prison, or other forms of
incarceration?
YOU ARE INVITED TO BE A PART OF A STUDY
FOR INCARCERATED MOTHERS
•
•
•
•

In order to participate you must…
Be at least 18 years of age
Have been incarcerated
Have participated in Girls Embracing Mothers
Have at least one child younger than 18 at the time you were
incarcerated
Participation includes:
• Completion of a questionnaire.
• Participation is completely voluntary and confidential

Contact information:
Allison Tomlinson, LCSW
Principal Investigator

(817) 939-4034

Linda Ladd, Ph. D., Psy. D.
Advisor

(940) 898- 2694

There is potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all e-mail downloading, and internet
transactions. Identifying information will be kept separated from questionnaires and
surveys and discussion materials. If you have questions about your rights as a participant
in this research or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact Texas
Woman’s University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at (940) 898-3378 or
via e-mail at IRB@twu.edu.
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Participant Contact Information

Name: _______________________________________________

Phone number: _______________________________________

E-mail address: ________________________________________

Did you participate in the GEM Program in 2017 _______ (YES)
(NO)

Are you 18 years old or older? _______ (YES)
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________

_______ (NO)

APPENDIX F
Demographic Questionnaire
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Demographic Questionnaire
Instructions: Please answer each question below following the instructions as
provided on each question. Thank you for your participation in this survey.
1. Age (check): __ 18-24 __ 25-30 __ 31-40 __41-50 __51-60 __61-65
2. State of Residence? _____________________________
3. Race: (please circle one)
1= Caucasian (non-Latino)

2=Black Afro/ Caribbean Descent 3= Hispanic/ Latino

4= American Indian

5= Asian American

6= Other __________

4. How many children do you have? __________________________________
5. How long were you incarcerated? ___________________________________
6. What age were you at the time of incarceration?
______________________________
7. Number of years since release from prison or jail?
___0-1 year ____ 2- 5 years

___ 5-10 years

___ 11-20 years ___20 years or more

8. What age were you at time of release?
____________________________________
9. What mental health resources have you used to help with emotions and
feelings about the incarceration?
__________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
______
_______________________________________________________________
______
10. What influenced you to seek help from the GEM program?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
____________
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TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Title: Navigating Incarceration: Family Process Related to Maternal Incarceration and
Family Stress
Investigator: Allison Tomlinson ...............................................................................817939-4034
Advisor:
89-2694

Linda Ladd, Ph.D ................................................................................940-

Explanation and Purpose of the Research
You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Tomlinson’s dissertation at
Texas Woman’s University. The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of an
extended visitation program that offers structured intervention for incarcerated mothers
and their daughters to improve self-esteem and relationship quality.
Research Procedures
Individuals who agree to participate will complete the attached survey and may
participate in focus group conversation about your experience. Your total time
commitment in the study is estimated to be approximately 60-90 minutes.
Potential Risks to Participants
The potential risk related to your participation in this study is release of confidential
information. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed by law. A code
number, rather than a real name, will be given to you and the responses you enter on the
research instruments. Only the investigator, her advisor and the statistician will have
access to the information. All information will be stored in a locked file cabinet. All data
will be shredded by May 31, 2019. It is anticipated that the results of this study will be
published in the investigator’s dissertation as well as in other research publications. No
names or other identifying information will be including in any publication.
The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this
research. If you have any questions about the research study, you may contact the
researchers; their phone numbers are listed at the top of this form. You should let the
researchers know at once if there is a problem and they will help you. However, TWU
does not provide medical services or financial assistance for injuries that might happen
because you are taking part in this research.
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Potential benefit(s) to participants
Your involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you may
discontinue your participation at any time. The result of the completed study will be
mailed to you if requested.
_________
Participants Initials
Research Records
All information provided by participants will be protected and held in confidence. The
names will be separated from the body of the survey. The names will be stored in a
locked file cabinet. Only the code numbers, not names will be used when the information
is analyzed on the computer.
Questions Regarding the Study
You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. If you have any
questions about the research study, you should contact the researchers by phone. If you
have questions about your rights as a participant in this research or the way this study has
been conducted, you may contact the Texas Woman’s University Office of Research and
Sponsored Programs at xxx-xxx-xxxx or via e-mail at xxx@xxx.xxx.
_____ (Initial) By signing this form, you are indicating that you have read the
information provided and freely agree to participate.
_____ (Initial) I agree to participation in the research project.

_______________________________
_______________________________ Print your full name
Signature
__________________
Date
Please print your contact information below, if you would like to have a copy of the
research results,
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_____________________________________________
Your name
_____________________________________________
Street address
_____________________________________________
City
ST
ZIP
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