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Abstract

Criminological theories have long suggested that family relationships influence
criminal behavior. Yet, little recidivism research focuses on in-prison social
ties. Despite evidence that social ties are more important for women, most
research has focused on men. Furthermore, little is known about the effect
that in-prison contact has on post-release support and what role this plays in
the social ties—recidivism relationship. This study seeks to build on existing
research by examining the relationship between female in-prison contact,
post-release support, and recidivism. Results suggest that in-prison family
contact and post-release family support are protective whereas in-prison
non-family contact is a risk factor.
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Introduction

Over the past decade, the United States experienced an unprecedented increase
in the number of offenders leaving prison, as more than 700,000 inmates were
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released each year (Sabol & Couture, 2008; West, Sabol, & Greenman, 2010).
Research suggests that as many as half of released prisoners will be reincar-
cerated within 3 years (Langan & Levin, 2002). Not surprisingly, a growing
body of research has focused on examining means to improve outcomes of
reentering offenders. Research on the effectiveness of various reentry strate-
gies at reducing recidivism suggests that cognitive-behavioral approaches and
programs that target criminogenic factors and individual needs and that focus
on individual-level change may be most effective at reducing recidivism
among adults and juveniles (Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Andrews et al., 1990;
Aos et al., 2006; Fonagy & Kurtz, 2002; Lipsey, 1995; Lipsey & Cullen, 2007;
MacKenzie, 2006). Other studies suggest that the neighborhood to which an
offender returns may affect recidivism with those returning to areas of concen-
trated disadvantage and poverty faring worse than others (Huebner, DeJong,
& Cobbina, 2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006).

Relatively little attention has been given to the relationship between inmate
social ties and recidivism (see Bales & Mears, 2008, for a recent exception).
This lack of research is somewhat surprising as most modern criminological
theories anticipate that social ties should reduce criminal behavior (e.g.,
Hirschi’s, 1969, social bond theory; Sampson & Laub’s, 1993, age-graded
theory of informal social control; and Agnew’s, 2006, general strain theory).
The limited body of research suggests that inmate social ties may reduce
recidivism; however, the existing studies are limited in a number of ways.
Frequently cited studies supporting the social ties—recidivism relationship
often use dated samples and draw conclusions based on bivariate analyses
(e.g., Glaser, 1964). Also, though more recent studies have used multivariate
techniques, they have also narrowly defined social ties as in-prison visits
within 12 months of release from prison (e.g., Bales & Mears, 2008). However,
visitation is not the only form of in-prison contact and social ties may be sus-
tained through a combination of visits, telephone calls, and mail correspon-
dence (Tewksbury & DeMichele, 2005). Other studies have examined a
broader spectrum of contact but focused on in-prison infractions rather than
recidivism upon release (e.g., Jiang & Winfree, 2006). In addition, most
research on family ties has focused on in-prison relationships and subsequent
recidivism and ignored the social processes by which in-prison family rela-
tionships may affect recidivism, including the role of post-release family sup-
port in successful reintegration (Visher & Travis, 2003). Finally, much of this
research either has relied on entirely male samples or does not report findings
separately by sex (Visher & Travis, 2003; see Bales & Mears, 2008, for a
recent exception). This gap is unfortunate given evidence that family relation-
ships and social ties may be particularly important for female offenders
(Bloom, Owen, & Covington, 2002; Jiang & Winfree, 2006; Kiser, 1991).
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Although women represent less than 10% of the total inmate population,
between 2000 and 2008, the average number of female prisoners grew faster
(2.6% annually) than the average number of male prisoners (1.8% annually;
West et al., 2010). This increasing rate, with an attendant increase in incarcer-
ated women from 93,234 in 2000 to 113,462 in 2009, highlights the impor-
tance of understanding correlates of recidivism among women. Although
research has demonstrated that a number of factors may be important in
explaining recidivism among males and females (e.g., low levels of educa-
tion and limited job opportunities), the issue of in-prison social ties may be
more important to women. For example, research suggests that female pris-
oners are more likely to have parental responsibilities and may be more pre-
occupied with family relationships during prison than male counterparts
(Kiser, 1991).

The current study seeks to fill a gap in the literature by examining the
relationship among in-prison social ties (in-person visits, telephone calls,
mail correspondence, and perceived family emotional support), post-release
social support (perceived family emotional and instrumental support), and
long-term recidivism outcomes among reentering women.

Reentering Women

Returning prisoners face multiple obstacles, including limited occupational
and educational experience and training to prepare them for employment, drug
and alcohol addictions, mental and physical health problems, strained family
relations, and limited opportunities due to the stigma of a criminal record
(Broner, Lattimore, & Steffey, 2010; Petersilia, 2003; Travis & Visher, 2005).
Although research suggests male and female prisoners are similar in having
relatively low educational attainment and poor employment histories (Robbins,
Martin, & Surratt, 2009), women have unique life experiences and pathways
to crime (Belknap, 2001) that may complicate successful reentry. For exam-
ple, Bloom et al. (2002) identified pathways that research suggests are particu-
larly salient for women, including histories of personal abuse, mental illness
and substance abuse, economic and social marginality, homelessness, and
relationships. These circumstances that may have played a role in their initial
criminal involvement are further compounded upon release. For example,
when released from prison, women often have difficulty accessing substance
abuse and mental health treatment, have unresolved issues related to prior
victimization, have difficulty securing employment, and may need to rely on
family members for financial support to avoid homelessness (Richie, 2001).
Family support may be particularly important in reentry success. Research
has documented that the primary reentry concerns for female offenders are to
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successfully reunite with their children, maintain a suitable lifestyle, and sus-
tain relationships with family and intimate partners (La Vigne, Brooks, &
Shollenberger, 2008; O’Brien, 2001; Richie, 2001). In an analysis of female
offenders returning to Houston, Texas (La Vigne et al., 2008), many women
expected to have emotional and financial support from their families and
relationships upon release. Maintaining contact with family and supportive
others while incarcerated may play an important role in ensuring successful
reunification upon release. Interviews with female inmates in one prison in
[llinois revealed that familial visits were extremely important to female
inmates, who interpreted the visits as evidence that their family members
supported them (Kiser, 1991). However, women who did not receive visitors
indicated that this absence was one of the most difficult aspects of serving
time.

Prisoner Social Ties and Recidivism

Research has long suggested that social ties may influence criminal behavior
and may be important to successful reentry. For example, Ohlin (1954) found
that among prisoners released from Illinois prisons in the 1920s and 1930s,
inmates who maintained an active interest in family (measured as frequency
of family contacts) were more likely to be successful on parole than those
classified as loners. A follow-up study examining prisoners released during
the 1940s and 1950s reaffirmed these results (Glaser, 1964). Similarly, in a
study of 412 male parolees, Holt and Miller (1972) found that the number of
visitors an inmate had during the last year of incarceration increased the like-
lihood of parole success (fewer parole violations and arrests). However, not
all research has supported these findings. For example, Adams and Fischer
(1976) found that neither the average number of visits nor letters received
from family, friends, and others was associated with recidivism in their study
of 120 released prisoners.

Although these studies provide an important foundation for examining the
relationship between in-prison social ties and recidivism, they included only
male prisoners, and the findings were based on bivariate analyses that did not
control for other characteristics (e.g., criminal history). More recent studies
have examined both perceived emotional support, including close family
relationships, acceptance, and encouragement (e.g., Nelson, Deess, & Allan,
1999; Visher, Kachnowski, La Vigne, & Travis, 2004), and inmate mail, tele-
phone, and in-person contact (Bales & Mears, 2008; Jiang & Winfree, 2006)
with multivariate analytic techniques.

The limited research examining the impact of perceived emotional sup-
port suggests such support may aid successful reintegration. In 1999, Nelson
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and colleagues interviewed 49 offenders released from New York jails and
prisons about 30 days post incarceration and found that family emotional
support, such as acceptance and encouragement, affected success with regard
to drug use, employment, and criminal activity. The reentering offenders
indicated that family acceptance allowed them to plan for the future and
develop pro-social relationships. However, not all social bonds were helpful;
offenders who reunited with criminal and drug-using friends were more
likely to fail. Similar findings were reported in a study of offenders returning
to Baltimore. Visher et al. (2004) found that close family relationships and
strong family support were associated with improvements in employment
and substance use outcomes post release. However, they also noted the poten-
tial for family to have a negative influence on reentering offenders; more than
half of the inmates had family members who had been convicted of a crime
and more than 25% had at least three family members with a substance abuse
problem.

A few recent studies have examined the impact of in-prison social contact
on recidivism. Social contact has typically been defined as the occurrence or
frequency of in-prison visitation, telephone calls, and mail correspondence.
Overall, the results suggest a protective effect of in-prison contact. Using
data from the 1997 State and Federal Correctional Facilities in the United
States survey, Jiang and Winfree (2006) examined whether an inmate’s level
of social support was associated with the number of rule violations received
while incarcerated. Three dichotomous (yes/no) variables were used to mea-
sure support from outside the prison: visits by children, telephone calls made
to or received from children, and mail sent to or received from children. Both
male and female inmates who received calls from their children had fewer
rule violations. However, neither visitation nor mail contact with children
had a significant effect on violations. These findings were limited to in-prison
behavior rather than post-release recidivism and examined only contact with
children not with other family members or friends.

Bales and Mears (2008) used data from the Florida Department of
Corrections to examine whether in-prison visitation affected recidivism out-
comes for 7,000 male and female inmates released in 2001 and 2002. The
effect of visitation was examined separately by type of visitor (parent, spouse,
significant other, child, relative, friend, or other person) on both the occur-
rence and timing of conviction for a new felony resulting in incarceration
within 2 years following release. Findings suggest that the existence and fre-
quency of visitation both reduce the occurrence and delay the onset of recidi-
vism. Although visits from family and friends had positive outcomes, the
effects were strongest for spousal visitation. Somewhat surprisingly, child
visitation was associated with a higher likelihood of reconviction. Even
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though this was not hypothesized by the authors, it is consistent with prior
research, which found that mothers visited by their minor children are more
likely to receive prison infractions than mothers who do not receive such
visits (Casey-Acevedo, Bakken, & Karle, 2004). Finally, in a study of over
200 male prisoners reentering Chicago, La Vigne, Naser, Brooks, and Castro
(2005) found that inmates who maintained family contact had stronger post-
release family relationships. More specifically, in-prison visits were found to
be more important for relationships with partners and children, whereas
phone and mail contact were more important for other members of the family.
Although this study did not examine recidivism, the results highlight the
important role that in-prison family contact plays in successful reintegration.
They also suggest that the relationship between in-prison social ties and
recidivism may be mediated through post-release relationships.

The goal of the current study is to build on this literature by examining
the relationship among in-prison social ties, including multiple forms of
contact with family members and friends and perceived family emotional
support, post-release social support, and long-term recidivism outcomes for
women. Based on the limited literature, we anticipate finding (a) a positive
relationship between in-prison family contact and post-release family sup-
port, and (b) a negative relationship between in-prison family contact and
reincarceration that is at least partially mediated through post-release family
support.

Data and Method

The data presented here were collected as part of the Multi-Site Evaluation
of the Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative (SVORI; e.g.,
Lattimore, Barrick, et al., 2011; Lattimore & Visher, 2009; Lattimore, Visher,
& Steffey, 2011; Lindquist, Barrick, Lattimore, & Visher, 2009; Winterfield,
Lattimore, Steffey, Brumbaugh, & Lindquist, 2006), a multi-site evaluation
of state and local reentry initiatives. The data were collected as part of this
evaluation through inmate surveys during interviews 30 days before release
and 3, 9, and 15 months after release; data from state agencies and the
National Criminal Information Center (NCIC) identified post-release recidi-
vism. The sample includes 255 women from lowa, Indiana, Ohio, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, and Washington who either participated in SVORI programs
or were members of control or comparison groups between 2004 and 2007.!
The study participants were high-risk offenders who had extensive criminal
and substance use histories, low levels of education and employment skills,
and families and peers who were substance- and criminal justice
system—involved.
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Dependent Variables

Two measures of recidivism were included in the analyses. The occurrence of
recidivism was defined as whether the offender was reincarcerated (1 = yes)
within nearly 5 years of release from prison. The time fto reincarceration was
measured as the number of days from release to reincarceration (up to 2,282
days). For both measures, reincarceration included returns to prison for either
a new offense or for a parole or probation revocation.

Independent Variables

Our primary independent variables included perceptions of family emotional
support and in-prison contact with family members and others. /n-prison
family emotional support was measured with a scale of the following 10
items: “I feel close to my family,” “I want my family to be involved in my
life,” “I consider myself a source of support for my family,” “I fight a lot with
my family,” “I often feel like I disappoint my family,” “I am criticized a lot
by family,” “I have someone in my family to talk to about myself or my prob-
lems,” “I have someone in my family to turn to for suggestions about how to
deal with a personal problem,” “I have someone in my family who under-
stands my problems,” and “I have someone in my family to love me and
make me feel wanted.” Response options ranged from strongly agree (4) to
strongly disagree (1). These 10 items were summed so that a high score indi-
cates greater perceived family emotional support (negatively worded items
were reverse-coded). Post-release family emotional support was measured
using the same variables asked at the 3-, 9-, and 15-month post-release inter-
views. The scale was calculated at each wave, but to reduce attrition, the
average of the three post-release scales was calculated. Of the 255 women in
the sample, 193 had data to construct this scale.

Post-release family instrumental support was measured with a scale of the
following items (asked at each of the three post-release interviews): “I have
someone in my family who would provide help or advice on finding a place to
live,” “T have someone in my family who would provide help or advice on find-
ing a job,” “I have someone in my family who would provide support for deal-
ing with a substance abuse problem,” “I have someone in my family who would
provide transportation to work or other appointments if needed,” and “I have
someone in my family who would provide me with financial support.” Response
options ranged from strongly agree (4) to strongly disagree (1). These five items
were reverse-coded and summed so that a high score indicates greater perceived
family instrumental support. Similar to family emotional support, the average of
instrumental support across the three waves was calculated.
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In-prison contact was measured by constructing two scales of the type
and frequency of contact inmates reported: family contact and non-family
contact. Each inmate was asked how frequently (daily = 4, weekly = 3,
monthly =2, a few times = 1, or never = 0) they talked on the phone, sent or
received mail, or were visited by family members and others. The family
contact scale was constructed by summing the frequency with which inmates
reported contact with family members through phone calls, mail, or in-per-
son visits. Similarly, the non-family contact scale was constructed by sum-
ming the analogous items for non-family members. In addition, to assess the
relative importance of each contact type, six dichotomous indicators (1 =
had contact type, 0 = never had contact type) were developed: family phone
contact, non-family phone contact, family mail contact, non-family mail
contact, family visit, and non-family visit.

Control Variables

The multivariate models control for a number of individual characteristics
that research has suggested may predict recidivism. Demographic variables
included race (non-White = 1), age, relationship status (married or in a steady
relationship prior to release = 1), employment history (employed during 6
months prior to incarceration = 1), educational attainment (high school grad-
uate = 1, if completed 12th grade or equivalent), and having minor children
(1 =yes).

Because criminal history has been demonstrated to be one of the strongest
predictors of recidivism, we included the age at first arrest, the number of
prior convictions, whether the current incarceration was for a probation or
parole violation (probation/parole violation = 1), the number of times in juve-
nile detention, a measure of risk? (maximum risk = 1, medium or low risk = 0),
total number of prior violence charges, and the total number of prior non-
violent charges (property, drug, public order, other).

Because research on female offenders has suggested that certain factors
may be particularly salient for predicting women’s recidivism (Bloom et al.,
2002), we included indicators for mental health (Global Severity Index score
[GSI]), substance abuse (prior AOD tx = 1, if received alcohol or drug treat-
ment prior to this incarceration), and victimization prior to incarceration
(scale of frequency and severity of victimization prior to this incarceration).?

In addition, recent research has suggested that the institutional context
may also affect recidivism (Huebner, DeJong, & Cobbina, 2010), so we
included controls for the frequency and severity of victimization during this
incarceration, receipt of at least one disciplinary infraction (1 = yes) this
incarceration, and placement in administrative segregation (1 = yes) this
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incarceration. In addition to these variables, we also controlled for site (1A,
IN, OH, OK, WA). South Carolina was selected as the reference category
because it had largest number of respondents.

Analytic Strategy

The goal of this study was to assess the impact of inmate social ties on both
the occurrence and timing of recidivism. First, bivariate analyses were con-
ducted to establish the relationships between family social ties and recidi-
vism and between in-prison and post-release family social ties. Then, a series
of multivariate models were estimated to assess the effect of in-prison social
ties on long-term recidivism and to determine whether this effect is mediated
by post-release family support. Logistic regression models were estimated
for the dichotomous reincarceration outcome. Lognormal survival models
were estimated on the time to incarceration outcome. We also specified an
exponential model, but the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and Bayesian
information criterion (BIC) suggested the lognormal survival model fit the
data better.

Findings
Sample Description

A description of the 255 women included in the analyses is presented in
Table 1. Nearly half (44%) were reincarcerated within 5 years of release.
On average, the prisoners were 33 years old at the time of release and the
majority was non-White. About half of the women had been married or in a
steady relationship prior to release and nearly three quarters had minor chil-
dren. More than half of the women had a high school diploma or equivalent
and were employed during the 6 months prior to incarceration. The women
presented relatively serious prior criminal histories. On average, the inmates
were 20 years old at the time of their first arrest and had more than five
prior convictions. While they only had about one prior charge for a violent
offense, they had nearly 13 prior charges for non-violent offenses (e.g.,
property, drug, public order, and other).

With regard to in-prison social ties, mail was the most common type of
contact respondents had with family (93%) and non-family (78%). The
majority of respondents reported having telephone contact with family (81%)
and half spoke on the phone with non-family members. Just over half of the
women indicated they were visited by family (57%), whereas less than one in
three women was visited by someone who was not a family member (32%).
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On average, women scored 31 on both in-prison and post-release family
emotional support scales (range: 16-40). The mean post-release family instru-
mental support score was 16 (range: 5-20).

Bivariate Analyses

Prior to developing multivariate models, we ran ¢ tests to assess any differ-
ences between the reincarcerated and not reincarcerated women (Table 1).
Not surprisingly, the reincarcerated women had more severe criminal histo-
ries. On average, those who were reincarcerated within 5 years of release
were younger at the time of their first arrest, had more prior convictions,
spent more time in juvenile detention, were more likely to be classified as
high risk, and had a greater number of prior charges for non-violent offenses
than those who were not reincarcerated. Supporting gendered pathways theo-
ries, the women who recidivated had worse mental health pre-release and
were more likely to have been in substance abuse treatment prior to this
incarceration than those who did not recidivate. Finally, the bivariate analy-
ses support the notion that women with greater social ties are less likely to
recidivate. Women who were not reincarcerated reported higher family emo-
tional and instrumental support and more in-prison family contact than those
who were reincarcerated. However, the level of non-family contact was not
significantly different. Two bivariate ordinary least squares regression mod-
els were estimated to determine whether in-prison family contact is predic-
tive of post-release family emotional support and post-release family
instrumental support. In both models, in-prison family contact was signifi-
cant (data not shown).

Multivariate Analyses

Next, a series of logistic regression models was estimated to assess the impact
of in-prison and post-release social ties on the likelihood of reincarceration
within 5 years of release (Table 2).# Model 1 includes in-prison support mea-
sures and the full set of covariates. Post-release family emotional support and
instrumental support are added in Models 2 and 3, respectively.’

In Model 1, having minor children was the only demographic characteris-
tic associated with recidivism; women with children were less likely to be
reincarcerated. Although a number of criminal history variables were signifi-
cantly associated with reincarceration in the bivariate models, only risk level
retained significance when other variables were included. Not surprisingly,
women classified as high risk were more likely to be reincarcerated than
those who were medium or low risk. Also, the number of prior convictions
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and non-violent prior charges approached significance. Consistent with our
expectations, the multivariate analyses suggest that women with greater fam-
ily ties are less likely to recidivate. Having greater family contact was associ-
ated with a reduced likelihood of being reincarcerated. However, family
emotional support did not have a significant impact on the likelihood of rein-
carceration and non-family contact was associated with a marginally signifi-
cant increase in the likelihood of reincarceration.

Post-release family emotional support was added to Model 2 and was sig-
nificant. However, in-prison family contact remains significant, suggesting
that its impact is not entirely mediated through improving family emotional
support post release. Similar results were achieved for post-release instru-
mental support; both post-release instrumental support and in-prison family
contact are significant predictors of reincarceration (Model 3). Furthermore,
the size of the in-prison effect remains roughly the same across all three
models.

Similar results were found in survival models assessing the time to rein-
carceration (Table 3). In Model 1, none of the included demographic charac-
teristics was associated with the timing of reincarceration. Women who were
younger at first arrest recidivated more quickly than those who were older.
Risk class and non-violent prior charges were associated with a marginally
significant increase in the time to reincarceration. Again, support was found
for the relationship between family ties and reincarceration. Women who
reported having greater contact with their families were slower to recidivate
than those with less contact. However, those who reported having greater
non-family contact were reincarcerated more quickly than those with less
contact. Analogous to the findings in the logistic models, post-release family
emotional support and in-prison family contact were significant in Model 2,
and both post-release instrumental support and in-prison family contact were
significant in Model 3.

While most prior research has focused on in-prison visits, it is plausible that
other forms of social contact may also impact recidivism. To examine whether
one type of contact is more beneficial than others, we created six dichotomous
variables indicating whether a prisoner reported any phone, mail, and in-person
contact with family and non-family. Logistic models are presented in Table 4.
Consistent with the bivariate differences presented in Table 1, in all three mod-
els, family phone contact seems to have the biggest impact on both the occur-
rence and timing of reincarceration. Women who reported having phone contact
with a family member during this incarceration were significantly less likely to
be reincarcerated within 5 years post release than women who did not report
family phone contact. Women who reported receiving a family visit were less
likely to be reincarcerated than those who did not. Again, both post-release
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Table 3. Lognormal Survival Models of Reincarceration Within 5 Years of Release.

Model | Model 2 Model 3

Variable Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE
Intercept 6.3172 1.1471 3.722 1.2888 4.9644 1.2982
Post-release family emotional 0.1013*  0.0241

support
Post-release family instrumental 0.0955%  0.0379

support
In-prison family emotional support 0.0126 0.0193  -0.0075 0.021 0.0032 0.0215
In-prison family contact 0.1755%  0.0484 0.1709*  0.0494 0.1921*  0.0517
In-prison non-family contact -0.0851*  0.0399  -0.0869* 0.0411 -0.1057*  0.0429
Non-White 0.2678 0.2413 0.1037 0.2523 0.1056 0.2641
Age 0.0009 0.0183  -0.0138 0.0191  -0.0033 0.0195
Partner -0.1568 0.2101 -0.1141 02175 -0.1637 0.2257
Employment history 0.0286 0.2143  -0.0236 0.2203  -0.0456 0.2288
High school graduate 0.1075 0.2114 0.0216 0.2208 0.0015 0.2297
Minor children 0.3443 0.2456 0.3716 0.2478 0.3568 0.2581
Age at first arrest 0.0446*  0.0214 0.055* 0.0217 0.0505*  0.0224
Number of prior convictions -0.0301 0.0205  -0.0315 0.022 -0.04t 0.0231
Probation/parole violation 0.2061 0.267 0.4212 0.284 0.3988 0.296
Juvenile detention 0.0283 0.0327 0.037 0.0384 0.0364 0.0403
Maximum risk -0.4329t 0.2506  -0.2712 0.2638  -0.427 0.2727
Violence charges 0.0407 0.0679 0.0906 0.0688 0.0992 0.0715
Other charges -0.0172t 0.0098  -0.0186t  0.0098 -0.0164 o.0101
[N 0.0026 0.0039 0.0052 0.004 0.004 0.0042
Prior AOD tx -0.2147 02112 -0.263 0.2234  -0.3746 0.2344
Victimization prior to incarceration ~ —0.0303 0.0388  -0.0296 0.0413  —0.0434 0.0429
Reentry program 0.0105 0.2775 0.1679 0.2783 0.1482 0.292
Victimization during incarceration -0.0504 0.0881 -0.0545 0.0935 0.0035 0.0957
Infraction -0.0672 0.2677  -0.1695 02714  -0.1584 0.2824
Segregation -0.4534 03142 -0.3179 03223  -0.4628 0.3339
1A -1.1792% 03867  -1.3005% 0.397 -1.1208*  0.4102
IN -0.4519 03654  -0.2573 03618 -03127 0.377
OH -0.2495 0.4031 -0.073 0.4677  -0.2387 0.4824
OK 0.8247 0.6596 1.0389 0.7608 1.103 0.7826
WA 0.8479 0.5687 1.187t 0.6137 1.2202t  0.6504

Note. GSI = Global Severity Index; AOD tx = alcohol or other drug treatment.
p < .10.*%p < .05.

family emotional support (Model 2) and family instrumental support (Model 3)
were associated with a reduced likelihood of reincarceration. Regarding non-
family contact, phone contact was associated with a marginal increase in the
likelihood of reincarceration; however, mail contact and in-person visits were
not associated with the likelihood of recidivism.

Results from the survival models produced similar results (Table 5).
Women who reported family phone contact were reincarcerated later than
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Table 5. Lognormal Survival Models of Reincarceration Within 5 Years of Release,
by Contact Type.

Model | Model 2 Model 3

Variable Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE
Intercept 6.6822 1.2868 3.841% 1.4265 4.8115% 1.4723
Post-release family emotional 0.1005%  0.0251

support
Post-release family instrumental 0.0986* 0.0402

support
In-prison family emotional support 0.0237 0.0197 0.0008 0.0218 0.0131 0.0221
Family phone contact 1.0817% 02973 0.9443*  0.3039 1.0945% 03131
Non-family phone contact -0.5924*  0.2576 -0.5234t  0.269 -0.5485%  0.2792
Family mail contact -0.995* 0.4941 -0.4019  0.5448 -0.4324 0.5682
Non-family mail contact 0.0431 0.2988 -0.1205 03131  -0.1132 0.3231
Family visit 0.3488 0.24 0.4326t 02518 0.4244 0.2602
Non-family visit 0.0503 0.2488 0.0478 02593  -0.004I 0.2681
Non-White 0.4953t  0.2549 0.3437  0.2698 0.3652 0.2828
Age -0.0045 0.0184 -0.0215 0.0193  -0.0084 0.0196
Partner 0.0286 0.2118 0.0196 02245 -0.0115 0.2325
Employment history 0.1614 0.2229 0.1376  0.2311 0.1531 0.2388
High school graduate 0.2324 0.2212 0.0754  0.2299 0.0677 0.2379
Minor children 0.218 0.2469 0.2863 0.2492 0.2715 0.2587
Age at first arrest 0.0475%  0.0224 0.0576*  0.0228 0.0518*  0.0235
Number of prior convictions -0.0396t  0.0218 -0.0337 0.0241  -0.0468t 0.025
Probation/parole violation 0.3882 0.2813 04778  0.2951 0.4556 0.3072
Juvenile detention 0.0183 0.0325 0.0259  0.0389 0.023 0.0405
Maximum risk -0.4413t 02543 -0.297 0.2688 -0.4193 0.2779
Violence charges 0.1149 0.0711 0.1417%  0.0716 0.1479*  0.0742
Other charges -0.022* 0.0102 -0.021* 0.01 -0.0191f 0.0103
[eN] 0.0039 0.0042 0.0063 0.0042 0.0055 0.0043
Prior AOD tx 0.0506 0.2195 -0.0396 02265 -0.1199 0.2364
Victimization prior to -0.0332 0.0391 -0.0176  0.0415 -0.0284 0.0432

incarceration
Reentry program -0.249 0.2816 -0.0198 02831 -0.0832 0.2961
Victimization during incarceration -0.0999 0.095 -0.1243 0.1026  -0.0641 0.1048
Infraction -0.151 0.2756 -0.2091 02861  -0.1975 0.2956
Segregation -0.584t 0.3277 -04978 03329 -0.6379% 0.3451
1A -1.0483*  0.3912 -1.1776¥ 04028 -0.9655*  0.4138
IN -0.5543 0.3733 -0.2589 03753 -0.337I 0.3895
OH -0.2992 0.4447 -0.213 0.4858 -0.3463 0.5016
OK 09119 0.6771 1.3126  0.8065 1.4124f 0.8294
WA 0.9625 0.5902 1.5553*  0.6279 1.5719%  0.667

Note. GSI = Global Severity Index; AOD tx = alcohol or other drug treatment.
tp <.10.%p < .05.

those who did not. This finding holds when post-release support measures are
added to the model. In addition, post-release family emotional support and
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post-release family instrumental support were significantly associated with
the timing of reincarceration (Models 2 and 3, respectively). In contrast to the
logistic models, family visitation was not a significant predictor of time to
incarceration.

Discussion

Studying the impact of social support among prison inmates is important for
a number of reasons, most notably the potential this support has to improve
outcomes upon release. Although prior research has found some support for
the social ties—recidivism relationship, no study of which we are aware has
rigorously examined the relationship between in-prison family emotional
support and contacts, post-release family emotional and instrumental sup-
port, and recidivism among reentering women. This research is particularly
important in light of evidence that social ties may be particularly relevant for
women. The results of this study provide evidence that maintaining family
social ties while incarcerated is an important element in success upon release
for female offenders.

In sum, more than half of the women reported having each type of con-
tact with family members during this incarceration, with mail and telephone
contact being the most common. A relatively large proportion of the women
also reported maintaining contact with individuals other than family.
Overall, the results suggest that maintaining contact with family members
is associated with higher levels of emotional and instrumental support post
release and with a lower likelihood of recidivism. One notable finding is
that in-prison family emotional support is not associated with either the
occurrence or timing of reincarceration. This suggests that having family
members actually demonstrate support by taking time to speak on the tele-
phone or make an in-person visit is more important than the inmate’s
expressed perception of emotional support. Furthermore, when separately
examining types of contact, familial telephone contact was most consis-
tently associated with reductions in recidivism. This is consistent with
research showing that telephone contact had the greatest impact on in-
prison rule violations (Jiang & Winfree, 2006) and reaffirms the need to
define social ties more broadly than visitation. In contrast to Bales and
Mears (2008), who found that contact with friends was protective, non-
family contact, particularly telephone calls, was associated with an
increased likelihood of reincarceration.

The positive impact of family telephone contact is encouraging in light of
numerous obstacles to in-prison visitation. For example, Hairston, Rollin,
and Jo (2004) noted that the greater the distance between an inmate’s home
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and the prison, the fewer visits an inmate receives. This is problematic since
many inmates serve time in institutions far from their homes. Yet, obstacles
remain even for maintaining telephone contact with families, including lim-
ited access to telephones (Katz, 1998) and the need to rely on family and
friends accepting collect calls, which can be cost prohibitive (Hairston et al.,
2004). More specifically, Hairston et al. (2004) noted that “rates at which
families pay to receive collect phone calls from their imprisoned relatives are
often as much as 200 times the going rates for phone calls made outside the
institution” (p. 3). Rather than discouraging phone contact through imposing
such high costs on inmates’ families, efforts should be made to reduce chal-
lenges to maintaining familial relationships while incarcerated. Encouraging
and facilitating contact with families may be a cost-effective way of produc-
ing positive effects on post-release behavior.

Limitations

Although this study provides an important contribution to the literature by
examining social ties among reentering women, a few limitations should be
noted. The most notable limitation in this research is the inability to differen-
tiate between various types of family members (i.e., child, parent, and
spouse). For example, there is some evidence that spousal visitation has a
greater impact on recidivism (Bales & Mears, 2008) whereas contact with
children may actually result in negative outcomes (Bales & Mears, 2008;
Casey-Acevedo et al., 2004). However, information about the nature of the
familial relationship with the inmate was not asked in this study and could not
be assessed here. In addition, recent research has found that characteristics of
the community to which an inmate is released (e.g., concentrated disadvan-
tage) may also affect her ability to succeed (Huebner et al., 2010).
Unfortunately, neighborhood-level data were not available for the reentering
women in this sample. Finally, the women included in these analyses were
not randomly sampled, had histories of serious crime and violence, and were
released from institutions in only six states. It is thus possible that the results
here may not generalize to less serious female offenders and those incarcer-
ated in other states. However, there is no theoretical reason to expect findings
to vary significantly across states.

Future Research

Additional research is needed to broaden our understanding of why the main-
tenance of some relationships is protective against recidivism whereas others
may be criminogenic. It is possible that family relationships are beneficial
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because family members are more likely than friends to provide the prisoner
both emotional and instrumental support upon release. Another possibility is
that friends may be more likely than family members to be involved in crimi-
nal activity and substance use. Research that includes characteristics of indi-
viduals with whom inmates have contact, in addition to relationships, may
help resolve some of these unanswered questions. Similarly, research that
helps identify the mechanism by which social ties reduce recidivism is also
needed. For example, it is plausible that in-prison family contact improves
family reunification and increases the level of emotional and instrumental
support a family provides upon release. However, it is also possible that
strong family relationships are associated with improvements in other release
outcomes, such as housing, employment, substance use, which mediate the
relationship between family support and recidivism. Further research is
needed to address these issues.
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Notes

1. The original sample included 357 adult females from 11 sites. However, the anal-
yses presented here include a subsample of women from seven sites in which
National Criminal Information Center (NCIC) records include incarceration
data.

2. We created eight indicator variables that are equivalent to or roughly corre-
spond to the eight items in the Level of Service Inventory—Revised: Screening
Version (LSI-R:SV). (For a discussion of the LSI-R:SV, see http://www.mhs.
com/product.aspx?gr=saf&prod=Isi-rs&id=overview’>http://www.mhs.com/
product.aspx?gr=saf&prod=lsi-rs&id=overview.) These items are indicators of
(a) whether the individual has two or more prior convictions; (b) whether the
individual was arrested before age 16; (c) whether the individual is currently
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employed (at baseline while the respondents were incarcerated, this was approxi-
mated by considering work release jobs and pre-prison employment; respondents
with work release jobs at the time of the interview were treated as employed;
respondents without work release jobs who had been incarcerated more than 1
year were treated as unemployed; for respondents without work release jobs who
had been incarcerated less than 1 year, pre-prison employment was used as the
indicator of employment status); (d) whether the individual has criminal friends
(respondents who reported that they were currently in a gang or that any of their
friends prior to incarceration had ever been convicted of a crime or in a cor-
rectional facility were coded as having criminal friends); (e) a pre-incarceration
alcohol or drug problem based on whether the respondent got drunk or used
drugs more than once a week in the 30 days prior to incarceration; (f) men-
tal or psychological problems was coded as “yes” if any of the following were
true: the respondent did not have a high school degree or General Educational
Development certificate at the time of the interview, perpetrated violence against
someone during the 6 months prior to incarceration, reported needing a bat-
terer intervention program, scored above a 7-score of 60 on any of the seven
subscales in the Symptom Assessment-45 (SA-45), or scored below the study
sample midpoint on a constructed scale of self-efficacy; (g) “non-rewarding”
family relationships and is coded “yes” if the respondent scored below the study
sample midpoint on a constructed scale of family emotional support; and (h)
an orientation or attitudes supportive of crime coded “yes” if the respondent
agreed or strongly agreed with three statements about breaking the law. The eight
dichotomous indicators were summed. Respondents with scores of 6 to 8 were
classified as high risk for these analyses.

3. Respondents were asked how frequently (never = 1, once = 2, a few times = 3,
about once a month =4, a couple of times a month =5, once a week = 6, several
times a week = 7) they faced the following: “were threatened with being hit by
a fist or anything else that could hurt you”; “have anything thrown at you that
could hurt you”; “were pushed, grabbed, or shoved; were slapped, kicked, bitten,
or hit with a fist”; and “were threatened with a weapon or a weapon was used on
you.” These items were summed to create the victimization scales.

4. Logistic models were also run for reincarceration occurring more rapidly (i.e.,
within 18, 24, and 36 months of release) to examine whether different factors
account for early and later recidivism. The results were substantially the same.

5. Due to multicollinearity, family emotional support and instrumental support
were not included in the same model.
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