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A B S T R A C T

While it is widely recognized that imprisonment affects the lives of prisoners, there is increasing evidence that
the consequences also extend to prisoners’ children. Recently, several studies showed that the experience of
parental imprisonment could also have an impact on family formation processes when children grow older.
These previous studies, however, used relatively short follow-up periods, up to adolescence or early adulthood.
The current study uses a Dutch multigenerational dataset with follow-ups at, on average, age 28 (N = 1147) and
47 (N = 1241), which makes it possible to also examine life events that usually occur later in life. Official
registration data were used to examine the relationship of parental offending and parental incarceration with
offspring’s family formation patterns. Results show that children who experienced parental imprisonment were
less likely to marry than those with parents who were never convicted. However, when they did marry, it was at
a younger age and more often while being pregnant. Children of prisoners were also younger when they had
their first child. Most of these differences were also found while comparing children of prisoners with children of
convicted but not imprisoned parents. This suggests that these different family formation patterns are specifi-
cally related to the imprisonment of the parent rather than to the parent’s criminal behavior.

1. Introduction

Imprisonment has been shown to disrupt family life. Several studies
have shown that prisoners have an increased risk of getting divorced
(Apel, Blokland, Nieuwbeerta, & van Schellen, 2010; Lopoo & Western,
2005; Sampson & Laub, 1993), while the chances of getting married are
also lower compared to those who were never imprisoned (Huebner,
2005; Sampson, Laub, & Wimer, 2006; Western, Lopoo, & McLanahan,
2004). While it is widely recognized that imprisonment affects pris-
oners and their partners, there is increasing evidence that the con-
sequences also extend to prisoners’ children.

With the recent increases in imprisonment rates, some have argued
that the number of children who experience parental imprisonment has
never been higher in the world (Murray et al., 2014). A vast and
growing body of research has shown that this could have negative
consequences for these children, both in the short and long term.
Children of imprisoned parents, for example, are more likely to develop
aggressive (e.g., Geller et al., 2012) and antisocial behavior (e.g.,
Murray & Farrington, 2005; Murray et al., 2012), and are at increased
risk of becoming criminal offenders (e.g., Mears & Siennick, 2016;
Murray et al., 2014) and being imprisoned themselves (Andersen, 2018;

Dennison et al., 2017), compared to their peers without imprisoned
parents. Additionally, children of imprisoned parents appear to ex-
perience disadvantage in other domains of life. Both mental (e.g., Mears
& Siennick, 2016) and physical health problems (e.g., Turney, 2014)
are more prevalent among these children and they have also been
shown to be at increased risk of premature death (e.g., van de Weijer
et al., 2018; Wildeman, 2012; Wildeman et al., 2014). A number of
recent studies showed that the experience of parental imprisonment
during an individual’s youth could also have an impact on family for-
mation processes when these children grow older (Dobbie et al., 2018;
Mears & Siennick, 2016; Turney & Lanuza, 2017).

Dobbie et al. (2018) showed that Swedish adolescents who experi-
enced parental incarceration were more likely to have a pregnancy
between the age of 15 and 17 than those who never experienced par-
ental imprisonment. Turney and Lanuza (2017) also found a relation-
ship between parental incarceration and early parenthood among
American young adults up to age 23. They also found parental in-
carceration to be associated with marriage at a young age, but this
relationship became insignificant after controlling for basic background
characteristics (Turney & Lanuza, 2017). Mears and Siennick (2016) did
not find a relationship between parental incarceration and early
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marriage, but showed that American young adults who experienced
parental imprisonment were more likely to live together with a non-
marital romantic partner.

While these previous studies made important contributions to the
literature, they could only follow participants through to adolescence
(Dobbie et al., 2018) or young adulthood (Mears & Siennick, 2016;
Turney & Lanuza, 2017). Because many events that are related to family
life, such as marriage, divorce, and parenthood, often occur at an older
age, a longer follow-up period is necessary to provide more complete
insight into the family formation patterns of children who experienced
parental imprisonment. In the current study, data from a Dutch multi-
generational dataset are used, with a follow-up at, on average, age 38.
This enables us to study family formation patterns over a longer period
beyond adolescence. Eight different aspects of family formation are
explored, which will give a more complete overview of the family
formation patterns of offspring of imprisoned parents: marriage, age at
first marriage, shotgun marriage (i.e., being pregnant at time of mar-
riage), divorce, parenthood, number of children, age when becoming a
parent, and teenage parenthood. In order to distinguish consequences
in relation to a parent’s criminal offending and those of a parent’s im-
prisonment, children of imprisoned parents are compared with both
children of non-convicted parents and children of convicted but never
imprisoned parents. All relationships are also examined separately for
men and women and for younger and older birth cohorts to account for
the different associations between these groups. In sum, the research
question is twofold: Are there associations between parental im-
prisonment during one’s youth and his/her family formation patterns?
And do these associations differ across gender and birth cohort?

2. Theory

A relationship between parental imprisonment and various family
formation patterns can be expected based on several theoretical per-
spectives. In this section, we discuss the associations between family
formation characteristics and parental imprisonment that can be ex-
pected based on the following theoretical perspectives: attachment
theory, family stress process theory, escape from home, and stigma. It is
also possible that relationships between family formation character-
istics and parental imprisonment are the consequence of a spurious
relationship, which we also discuss later in this section. While testing
mechanisms is not possible with the available data and is beyond the
scope of our study, in this section, we discuss the associations between
family formation characteristics and parental imprisonment that can be
expected based on each theoretical perspective.

2.1. Attachment theory

According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973), the caregiving
parent (e.g., the mother, father, or other primary caregiver) provides an
infant with a secure and safe foundation from which they can explore
their surroundings and form the ability to develop secure attachments
during their adulthood (Bowlby, 1973). Separation between the parent
and child can be traumatic and may have long lasting effects on the
child (Sroufe, Duggal, Weinfeld, & Carlson, 2000). For example, dis-
ruptions in the caregiver-child relationship may increase the risk for
experiencing negative effects later in the life course, such as substance
abuse and psychopathology (Sroufe et al., 2000). Overall, the separa-
tion between parent and child due to imprisonment of the parent may
cause disruptions in attachment, which may have long lasting effects
over the life-course (Poehlmann, 2010).

Most of the research that has examined attachment relationships is
retrospective and suggests that adults with a secure attachment are
more likely to report a secure attachment in their childhood (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987). According to Hazan and Shaver (1987), the bond that
develops between romantic partners in adulthood is a function of the
same system that develops between the caregiving parent and the child.

Recently, studies have tried to demonstrate the associations between
attachment in early childhood and attachment in adulthood. For ex-
ample, a study of 700 participants who were followed from infancy to
adulthood found that the sensitivity of a mother throughout the de-
velopment of the child predicted secure attachment at the age of
eighteen (Fraley, Roisman, Booth-LaForce, Owen, & Holland, 2013).
Simpson, Collins, Tran, and Haydon (2007) stated that the expression of
emotions in the romantic relationships a person has between ages 20
and 23 is predicted by the development of a secure attachment in early
childhood. Additionally, insecure attachment in adulthood has been
associated with a broad array of problems in romantic or marital re-
lationships, depression, and psychopathology (Crowell et al., 2002;
Pickering, Simpson, & Bentall, 2008).

This previous research indicates that children who have insecure
attachment during childhood are at increased risk for continuing this
attachment style within their adult relationships. When the caregiving
parent is imprisoned, the parent-child attachment is likely to be dis-
rupted due to the often abrupt separation and the difficulties in main-
taining the relationship during the imprisonment period (Poehlmann,
2005). Therefore, due to possible attachment disruptions in early
childhood and consequential adult relational difficulties, we expect
children of imprisoned parents to be less likely to marry than their
counterparts; and if they do marry, we expect them to be more likely to
divorce.

2.2. Family stress process theory

Another theory that may explain potential varying family forma-
tions for children of imprisoned parents is family stress process theory.
Based on this theory it can be argued that parental imprisonment could
accelerate transitions into adulthood (Turney & Lanuza, 2017). In-
carceration is a stressful life event that could cause substantial trauma,
not only for the prisoner but possibly also for his or her family mem-
bers. Children of imprisoned parents could experience stress in several
ways. Families of prisoners may experience economic hardship due to
the loss of income of the incarcerated parent as well as difficulties
finding employment post-release (Geller et al., 2009, 2011). Moreover,
they might have legal debts and the added financial burden of main-
taining contact with the imprisoned parent (e.g., traveling to and from
prison, sending mail or packages, receiving collect phone calls etc.;
Wildeman, 2012). Children of prisoners may further experience stress
due to the increased likelihood of parental separation or divorce (Apel
et al., 2010; Lopoo & Western, 2005), and increased risk of experiencing
mental (e.g., Mears & Siennick, 2016) and physical health problems
(e.g., Turney, 2014). These stressors that children of imprisoned parents
might experience could lead to parentification, whereby children take
on developmentally inappropriate responsibilities at a younger age
(Chase, 1999). For example, these children may have to provide care
for and give emotional support to younger siblings (Turney & Lanuza,
2017), or even the non-imprisoned caregiver. Moreover, these children
may take on adult roles because the economic hardship related to
parental imprisonment may impact on their ability to pursue post-sec-
ondary education, and instead they take on a full-time job (Turney &
Lanuza, 2017). As a result, these stressful circumstances that many
children of prisoners experience may accelerate life-course transitions,
such as getting married and becoming pregnant at a young age.
Therefore, we expect children of imprisoned parents to marry at a
younger age and to become a parent at a younger age, including during
adolescence, than children of non-imprisoned parents.

2.3. Escape from home

Another reason why we expect children of prisoners, from older
generations in particular, to marry and become a parent at a young age,
is to escape a troubled home life. Huschek and Bijleveld (2015) argued
that children of delinquent parents from older cohorts might have an
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early marriage or pregnancy in order to escape a violent or disruptive
parental home. This may also apply to children of imprisoned parents,
since the imprisonment of a parent could also lead to several stressors
that may disrupt the parental home. We expect that early parenthood
among children of imprisoned parents as a way to escape the parental
home also would have led to more shotgun marriages as it was con-
sidered unconventional for unmarried couples to become parents in the
Netherlands until more recent decades.

This mechanism might apply specifically to daughters of imprisoned
parents from older cohorts, as women have become increasingly in-
dependent over the last several decades and forming a new family is not
a necessary factor in becoming independent as it once was (Huschek &
Bijleveld, 2015). This mechanism might apply less for sons of im-
prisoned parents from older cohorts as men during that period could
more easily obtain employment to finance their own household
(Besemer, Farrington, & Theobald, 2016).

2.4. Stigma

It has also been argued that children of delinquent or imprisoned
parents have different family formation patterns from their peers due to
stigmatization (Besemer et al., 2016; Huschek & Bijleveld, 2015).
People may attribute negative characteristics of criminal and im-
prisoned parents to their offspring. This stigma of being part of a
criminal household might make them less attractive for potential ro-
mantic partners and thus might make it more difficult for them to find
an appropriate partner. Therefore, based on this mechanism, we expect
children of imprisoned parents to be less likely to marry compared to
children who never experienced parental imprisonment.

2.5. Spurious relationships

Finally, it is also possible that different family formation patterns
among those who experienced parental incarceration are not caused by
the imprisonment of the parent but rather reflect a spurious relation-
ship when parental imprisonment is a proxy for other factors.
Incarceration is not distributed equally across the population and it is
therefore possible that children of imprisoned parents experience dif-
ferent outcomes regardless of their parent’s incarceration. All family
environments that lead to an increased risk of imprisonment for the
parents but also impact on the family formation of their offspring are
potential confounders, while genetic factors could also contribute to
adverse outcomes for both parents and children.

Besemer et al. (2016), for example, suggest that the link between
parental incarceration and offspring family formation might be the
consequence of intergenerational transmission of family formation.
Previous studies have shown that children resemble their parent in
family formation characteristics: persons from larger families have
more offspring themselves (e.g., Murphy & Knudsen, 2002; Rijken &
Liefbroer, 2009), children of divorced parents are more likely to divorce
(e.g., Dronkers & Härkönen, 2008; Kiernan & Cherlin, 1999), and off-
spring of young parents have children at a younger age (e.g., Rijken &
Liefbroer, 2009; Steenhof & Liefbroer, 2008). Since such family char-
acteristics have also been shown to increase the risk of a criminal
conviction (Ellis, Beaver, & Wright, 2009; Farrington, 2011), this could
lead to a spurious relationship between parental incarceration and
offspring family formation characteristics. Related to this, Besemer
et al. (2016) also point at the possibility of the intergenerational
transmission of risky/impulsive behavior as a confounding factor.
Farrington (2011) argued that intergenerational transmission of crim-
inal offending could be part of a broader cycle of deprivation, in which
consecutive generations are exposed to a wide array of adverse out-
comes, including antisocial behavior, living in poor neighborhoods, and
single and teenage parenting. Besemer et al. (2016) suggest that such a
cycle may be the consequence of transmission of risky or impulsive
behavior “that can manifest itself in different ways: not only criminal

behavior but also unsafe sex may lead to early pregnancy, as well as
unstable romantic relationships.” (p.53). Therefore, we expect children
of imprisoned parents to be more likely to divorce, to become a parent
at a young age (including teenage parenthood), and to have more
children than children who never experienced parental imprisonment.

2.6. Previous studies

Only a few studies have previously examined the relationship be-
tween parental imprisonment and family formation patterns. Turney
and Lanuza (2017) examined the transition to adulthood among a
sample of Americans between the ages of 18 and 23 who experienced
parental imprisonment during their youth. They used several subjective
(i.e., perceived age is older than objective age; feel like an adult all the
time) and behavioral indicators (including marriage and parenthood) of
adulthood transitions and showed that respondents who experienced
parental imprisonment had a higher overall score on all adulthood
transitions combined. Moreover, the experience of paternal incarcera-
tion during youth was shown to be significantly associated with an
increased chance of having a child. Paternal incarceration was also
shown to be linked to a higher likelihood of having ever been married,
but this association became insignificant after controlling for demo-
graphic characteristics. Dobbie et al. (2018) also found a link between
parental incarceration and parenthood at a young age in a Swedish
population study. They used the random assignment of judges, who
have different incarceration tendencies, to exploit exogenous variation
in parental incarceration and showed that children of incarcerated
parents are significantly more likely to have a pregnancy between the
age of 15 and 17. Interestingly, this effect was only found among the
most disadvantaged families. Mears and Siennick (2016) used pro-
pensity score matching to compare a variety of outcomes among young
American adults who experienced parental incarceration with a com-
parable group who had not experienced the imprisonment of their
parent. They found the former group to be significantly more likely to
be cohabiting in early adulthood, while no effect was found for mar-
riage.

Murray et al. (2014) used the same intergenerational dataset that is
used in the current study, the Transfive study, to examine the re-
lationship between parental imprisonment and marriage and divorce.
They found sons of imprisoned parents to be less likely to marry than
sons of criminal parents, but found no significant difference between
these groups in their likelihood to divorce. However, the authors ex-
amined children of parents who were ever imprisoned or convicted as
opposed to parental imprisonment and offending during the youth of
the child. This impedes studying the effects of parental imprisonment
since the parental imprisonment might have occurred before the child’s
birth or after the moment that the outcome variable (e.g., offspring’s
marriage) was measured. Moreover, they only controlled for age and
gender of the child and not for any other potential confounders.1

Huschek and Bijleveld (2015) also examined fathers who were ever
imprisoned using the Transfive dataset, but their study only used data
on older generations that were not included in the current study. They
did not find a relationship between the imprisonment of a father and
family-life trajectories. Daughters of criminal fathers, however, were
more likely to have “non-normative” family-life trajectories (including,
for example, multiple divorces, children born out of wedlock, and late
childless marriages) than a “standard” pattern (i.e., marriage followed
by motherhood, and low divorce rates).

Finally, Besemer et al. (2016) examined the relationship between

1 In the current study we focus specifically on parental imprisonment and
offending during the youth of the child (age 0-18) and we include several po-
tential confounders. Therefore, the relationship between parental imprisonment
and offspring marriages and divorce are estimated again using the same sample
as Murray et al. (2014).
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sons’ family formation and parental convictions rather than parental
imprisonment. Sons with a criminal parent were shown to be more
likely to have a shotgun marriage, to be divorced, and to have a child at
young age. However, these associations became non-significant after
controlling for sons’ convictions, sons’ impulsivity, and parental socio-
economic status, suggesting that these are spurious relationships.

3. Method

3.1. Sample

This study used data from the Transfive Study to explore the family
formation patterns of children of imprisoned parents. This multi-
generational dataset contains demographical and criminal data on fa-
mily members from five consecutive generations of Dutch families. The
Transfive Study started with 198 boys who were placed in a Dutch
Catholic reform school between 1911 and 1914 because their parents
could not care of them appropriately or because of concerns about the
boys’ character and problem behavior. Therefore, these 198 boys can be
considered a high-risk sample in terms of criminality. Next, all the
descendants of the 198 boys were traced in Dutch municipal and gen-
ealogical records. The parents of these 198 boys were labeled
Generation 1 (G1) because they are the oldest generation. The 198 boys
were labeled G2, while their children, grandchildren, and great-
grandchildren are labeled G3, G4, and G5, respectively. From G3 on-
wards, official criminal records for all family members were available.
Data were collected in December 2007 when the surviving G3 sample
members were on average 75 years old; the surviving G4 sample
members were on average 47 years old; and surviving G5 sample
members were on average 21 years old. The sample design is sum-
marized in Fig. 1. For more information on the Transfive Study see Van
de Weijer and Bijleveld (2018).

In the current study, all G4 and G5 sample members who were at
least 18 years old at the moment of data collection (or at the moment of
their death) are included in the analyses. G1 and G2 were not included
since the data on their criminal behavior and imprisonment were col-
lected from different (archival) sources and thus the coverage may not
be as good as the official criminal records of the later generations. Data
on G3 sample members is only used to establish whether or not the G4
sample members experienced parental incarceration during their
youths. G4 and G5 sample members younger than 18 were excluded
since parental imprisonment could not be measured during their entire
youth (0–18 years), and because marriage, divorce, and parenthood
usually occur after this age. Moreover, emigrated sample members were
excluded as data on their offending, imprisonment, and family forma-
tion might be truncated. In addition, 16 G4 sample members and 19 G5
sample members were excluded because the identity of only one of their

parents was known, resulting in incomplete measures for parental im-
prisonment and parental crime. The final sample comprises 1241 G4
children, their 457 G3 mothers, and their 462 G3 fathers, and 1147 G5
children, their 627 G4 mothers, and their 614 G4 fathers.

3.2. Measures

Dutch population registration data were used to construct the eight
different dependent variables in this study:

• Ever married was coded as a binary variable indicating whether or
not a respondent ever got married during his or her life.

• Age at first marriage was constructed by subtracting a respondent’s
birth date from the date of this respondent’s first marriage. This
resulted in a continuous variable with ages at first marriage ranging
between 15.63 and 55.69 years of age.

• A shotgun marriage was defined as a marriage occurring when the
woman was already pregnant. By subtracting the date of birth of the
child from the date of the marriage it was estimated how many days
prior to the child’s birth that the parents were married. As the
median number of days between ovulation and birth is 268 days
(Jukic, Baird, Weinberg, McConnaughey, & Wilcox, 2013), all
marriages within the period of 268 days before a child’s birth were
considered a shotgun marriage. However, since parents do not al-
ways immediately know that they are expecting a baby, analyses
were repeated with also a more conservative measure of shotgun
marriages. Following Besemer et al. (2016), all cases where the child
was born within seven months after the marriage were considered
shotgun marriages in this more conservative measurement.

• Divorce was coded as a binary variable indicating whether or not a
respondent ever got divorced during his or her life. In the analyses
predicting divorce, only respondents who were ever married were
included in the analyses.

• Parenthood was coded as a binary variable indicating whether or not
a respondent ever became a parent during his or her life.

• The number of children of a respondent is a count variable indicating
how many children a respondent had over his or her life-course. The
number of children of the sample members ranged between zero and
nine.

• Age at first child was constructed by subtracting a respondent’s birth
date from the birth date of this respondent’s first child. This resulted
in a continuous variable with ages at first child ranging between
14.06 and 44.88 years of age.

• Teenage parenthood was coded as a binary variable indicating whe-
ther or not a respondent became a parent before the age of 20.

The main independent variable in the analyses is parental

Fig. 1. Sample design of the Transfive Study.
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imprisonment2 during a child’s youth. Data from the archives of the
Dutch Criminal Records Documentation Service were used to construct
this variable. These archives include data on all convictions of the
sample members and on all sentences that were imposed. When a
sample member received an unconditional prison sentence, the sen-
tence duration and the date of sentencing were used to construct the
period spent imprisoned. This period of imprisonment started at the
date of sentencing and ended after the number of days that the sentence
spanned was reached. Combining imprisonment periods of G3 and G4
parents with the date of birth of their G4 and G5 children made it
possible to construct a variable indicating whether or not the sample
members experienced parental imprisonment during their youth. Cases
where either a father and/or a mother was imprisoned for at least one
day during the child’s youth (0–18 years), the child scores 1 on parental
imprisonment, whereas if neither parents were imprisoned during the
child’s youth the child scores 0 on this variable. The 2136 children who
score 0 on parental imprisonment were divided into two control groups:
1509 children with parents who were never convicted during the child’s
youth (0–18 years) and 627 children with parents who were convicted
during the child’s youth (0–18 years) but were not given a prison
sentence.

In total, 252 sample members experienced parental imprisonment
during their youth. In fourteen cases only the mother was imprisoned,
in fourteen other cases both parents were imprisoned, and in the re-
maining 224 cases the father was the imprisoned parent. Most of these
children experienced parental imprisonment once (53.2 %) or twice
(24.6 %) during their youth, while the maximum frequency of im-
prisonments was 29 times. Prison sentence lengths were relatively
short: 47.2 percent of the sample members experienced parental im-
prisonment for a period shorter than a month, with a minimum of two
days. Only 22 sample members (8.7 %) experienced parental im-
prisonment longer than a year, with a maximum of 6.58 years.

Several control variables were also included in the analyses. First,
the gender and age of the sample member were included as control
variables, as well as a binary variable indicating whether the child was
a G4 or a G5 sample member. Second, the number and types of parental
offenses during the child’s youth were included to control for the pos-
sibility that associations between parental imprisonment and offspring
family formation are the consequence of persistent criminal behavior of
the parent rather than the imprisonment itself. Six different types of
offenses were distinguished, as some types of offenses (e.g., violent
offenses) are considered to be more serious offenses and are therefore
more likely to lead to incarceration: violent offenses, property offenses,
traffic offenses, public order offenses, and other offenses (e.g., drug
offenses, weapons offenses, crimes under military law). Third, paternal
and maternal age at the birth of the child and the parents’ marital status
(i.e., married or divorced) were included as control variables. Five G4-
children and 32 G5-children had parents who were never married.
Because of the small size of this group, this group was combined with
the group of divorced parents. Finally, the family size (i.e., indicated by
the number of children within a household) was also used as a control
variable.

3.3. Analyses

First, ANOVA and Chi-Square tests were used to examine whether
children of non-convicted, convicted, and imprisoned parents differed
from each other on the eight outcome variables. After these bivariate
analyses, a person-period file was constructed in order to conduct dis-
crete-time event history analyses of entry into marriage, parenthood,

and divorce (see e.g., Bernardi, 2001). The person-period file included a
line for each year that a respondent was at risk for the event (e.g.,
marriage, divorce, parenthood), and stopped in the year that the event
took place. In the analyses focusing on marriage, data pertaining to the
years prior to age 15were excluded since no marriages took place before
this age.3 For the same reason, data pertaining to the years prior to age
14 were excluded in the analyses focusing on parenthood since no
sample members gave birth before the age of fourteen. Additionally,
only data pertaining to the years between age 14 and 19 were included
when examine teenage parenthood. Finally, only data pertaining to the
years in which sample members were married were included in the
analyses on divorce.

Interactions between age and parental imprisonment were added to
the model in order to test whether children from imprisoned parents
were more likely to marry or to have children at a young age. Age was
mean-centered in the interaction models in order to facilitate inter-
pretation. Moreover, simple slopes were estimated to interpret the in-
teraction models. These simple slopes show the association between the
dependent variable (e.g., marriage) and the independent variable
(parental imprisonment) when the moderator variable has a certain
value (e.g., at age 20). All analyses were repeated separately for G4 and
G5 sample members and separately for males and females in order to
examine whether associations between parental imprisonment and fa-
mily formation characteristics differed across generations and gender.

4. Results

Table1 shows the descriptive statistics of all variables used in the
analyses. First, it is shown that 10.6 percent of all sample members
experienced parental imprisonment during their youth, 26.3 percent
experienced a parental conviction, and the remaining 63.2 percent had
parents who had never been convicted. Imprisoned parents and con-
victed parents were more prevalent among G5 sample members than
among G4 sample members. Next, the descriptive statistics of the de-
pendent variables show that more than half of the sample members
were married at some point during their lifetime (51.3 %), and the
average age of marriage was 25.02 years. In 10.5 percent of all cases,
sample members experienced a shotgun marriage, and in 15.1 percent
of all cases, sample members experienced divorce during their lifetime.4

Moreover, 53 percent of all sample members were a parent to at least
one child and the average age of becoming a parent for the first time
was 26.38 years. The average number of children was 1.05, and 4.1
percent of all sample members became a parent during teenage years.5

Except for age at first marriage, the average scores on the dependent
variables were larger for the G4 sample members compared to the G5
sample members. This can be explained by the fact that the G4 sample
members (47.4 years) were considerably older than the G5 sample
members (27.99 years) at the moment of data collection.

Table 2 shows the results of the bivariate analyses, in which the
average scores on the dependent variables were compared between
children of non-convicted parents, convicted parents, and imprisoned
parents. Based on ANOVA and Chi-Square tests, it was found that these
three groups differed significantly from each other on all dependent

2 In the Netherlands, the term ‘prison’ describes a correctional facility that
includes both remand and sentenced prisoners, as well as prisoners serving
various sentence lengths. There is no distinction between prisons and jails as in
the USA.

3 Before 2015, it was possible in the Netherlands to marry under the age of 18
under certain exceptional circumstances (e.g., when the woman was pregnant).

4 Among the 1,224 sample members who were ever married, 20.4 percent had
a shotgun marriage while 29.4 percent of the marriages ended in a divorce. For
the 949 married G4 sample members these percentages are 21.1 percent and
32.9 percent, respectively. For the 275 married G5 sample members these
percentages are 18.2 percent and 17.5 percent, respectively.

5 Among the 1,266 sample members who are a parent, the average number of
children was 1.98 and 7.7 percent had their first child during teenage years.
Among the 930 G4 parents, the average number of children is 2.11 and 7.9
percent was a teenage parent. Among the 336 G5 parents, the average number
of children is 1.62 and 7.1 percent was a teenage parent.
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variables, except divorce. Children of imprisoned parents were found to
be the least likely to ever get married (42.5 %). Among those who got
married, the average age at first marriage (23.66) was the lowest for
those with imprisoned parents and their marriages were also the most
likely to end in divorce (33.6 %). Shotgun marriages were also most
common among the group of children with imprisoned parents (15.8
%). The results with respect to parenthood and the number of children
show less clear differences between children with imprisoned parents
and non-convicted parents. For both variables, those with convicted,
but not imprisoned, parents have the lowest average score. Children
with imprisoned parents, however, were the youngest on average when
they had their first child (24.62) and were most likely to become a
teenage parent (7.5 %).

In order to test whether the differences between children with im-
prisoned parents and non-convicted parents were also significant after
controlling for several control variables, a series of time-discrete event

history analyses were carried out. Table 3 shows the results of these
models for all sample members. For each dependent variable, the same
model is shown twice: the first with a non-convicted parent as the re-
ference category and the second with a convicted parent as the re-
ference category. The results in Model 1 show that both sample mem-
bers with imprisoned parents (OR = 0.66) and sample members with
convicted parents (OR = 0.83) are significantly less likely to marry
than sample members with non-convicted parents. No significant dif-
ference was found between those with imprisoned and convicted par-
ents. In the second model, the interaction with age was added to ex-
amine the timing of marriage. The negative interaction terms
(OR = 0.93; OR = 0.94) indicate that the odds of getting married de-
crease while the offspring of imprisoned parents grow older. Simple
slopes showed that those with imprisoned parents were more likely to
marry during their teenage years than those with non-convicted par-
ents, but became less likely to marry from age 20 onwards. In an ad-
ditional OLS regression analysis (not shown in Table 3), the age at first
marriage was predicted among those sample members who got married.
This analysis showed that the age at first marriage was more than a year
younger among those with imprisoned parents than those with non-
convicted parents (B=-1.14) and convicted parents (B=-1.06).

In the third model, no significant difference was found between
offspring of non-convicted, convicted, and imprisoned parents in their
odds of becoming a parent. However, Model 4 shows that this asso-
ciation is moderated by age. The negative interaction-terms
(OR = 0.97) again indicate that the odds of becoming a parent decrease
when those with imprisoned parents become older. The simple slopes
showed that up until age 26, offspring of imprisoned parents were more
likely to become a parent than those with non-convicted parents, while
they were less likely to become a parent after this age. An additional
OLS regression analysis, in which the age at parenthood was predicted

Table 1
Descriptive statistics.

Variable G4 sample members G5 sample members Total

Mean S.E. Mean S.E. Mean S.E.

Type of parent
Non-convicted 66.5% 59.6% 63.2%
Convicted 24.2% 28.5% 26.3%
Imprisoned 9.3% 11.9% 10.6%

Dependent variables
Ever married 76.5% 24.0% 51.3%
Age at first marriage 24.70 5.45 26.12 4.31 25.02 5.25
Shotgun marriage 16.1% 4.4% 10.5%
Divorce 25.1% 4.2% 15.1%
Parenthood 74.9% 29.3% 53.0%
Number of children 1.58 1.20 0.47 0.85 1.05 1.18
Age at first child 26.43 5.07 26.15 4.47 26.38 4.92
Teenage parenthood 5.9% 2.1% 4.1%

Control variables
Gender (1=male) 50.9% 52.0% 51.4%
Age 47.40 8.93 27.99 7.09 38.07 12.64

Parental offenses:
Violent offenses 0.12 0.52 0.18 0.84 0.15 0.69
Property offenses 0.29 0.93 0.54 1.72 0.41 1.37
Traffic offenses 0.23 0.85 0.71 1.71 0.46 1.36
Public order offenses 0.05 0.37 0.15 0.59 0.10 0.49
Other offenses 0.17 0.59 0.29 0.92 0.23 0.77
Age mother at birth 27.22 5.46 24.86 4.01 26.09 4.96
Age father at birth 30.43 6.14 27.42 4.65 28.98 5.68
Parents married 75.5% 61.9% 69.0%
Family size 3.88 2.38 2.22 0.90 3.08 1.99

N 1241 1147 2,388

Table 2
Average scores on dependent variables by type of parent.

Non-convicted
parents

Convicted
parents

Imprisoned
parents

Ever married 54.8% 46.3% 42.5%***
Age at first marriage 25.22 24.95 23.66**
Shotgun marriage 10.4% 8.8% 15.8%*
Divorce 28.4% 30.7% 33.6%
Parenthood 54.6% 49.1% 53.2%*
Number of children 1.10 0.93 1.04**
Age at first child 26.81 25.90 24.62***
Teenage parenthood 3.6% 3.7% 7.5%**
N 1509 627 252

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (one-sided).
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among all parents in the sample, showed that sample members with
imprisoned parents were almost a year younger (B=-0.99) than those
with non-convicted parents (not shown in Table 3). Moreover, the re-
sults of an additional Poisson regression analyses (not shown in Table 3)
showed that there were no significant differences in the number of
children that the respondents in the different groups gave birth to.

Next, although the offspring of imprisoned parents were less likely
to marry, their odds of experiencing a shotgun marriage were sig-
nificantly higher than for offspring of non-convicted (OR = 1.66) and
convicted parents (OR = 1.84). When a more conservative measure of
shotgun marriage (i.e., a child was born within seven months after
marriage) was used, only a significant difference was found between
those with imprisoned parents and with convicted parents (OR = 1.88,
p < .05; not shown in Table 3). Finally, Models 6 and 7 show that no
significant differences were found in the odds of experiencing divorce
or teenage parenthood. The association of parental imprisonment with
teenage parenthood, however, was stronger than with the other family
formation characteristics. The lack of significance might therefore be
the consequence of low statistical power, as teenage parenthood is a
relatively rare event.

Table 4 shows the results from the event history analyses, estimated
separately for male and female sample members. The results in Models
1 and 2 are similar to those in Table 3, showing that both sons and
daughters of imprisoned parents become less likely to marry when they
grow older. Models 3 and 4 show that the decreasing likelihood of
becoming a parent as age increases was only found among sons of
imprisoned parents and not among daughters. An increased risk of
having a shotgun marriage, on the other hand, was only found among
the daughters of imprisoned parents (OR = 2.48). Remarkably, Model 6
shows that parental imprisonment was positively correlated with di-
vorce among female sample members (OR = 1.39) but negatively cor-
related with male sample members (OR = 0.45), although only the
latter association was statistically significant. The fact that no sig-
nificant result was found for divorce (see Table 3) seems to be because
these two opposite relationships balance each other out. Finally, similar

to the results in Table 3, no significant results were found for teenage
parenthood despite the relatively strong associations.

Finally, analyses were repeated separately for children from the
fourth generation (G4) and the fifth generation (G5) of the Transfive
study. The results of these analyses are presented Table 5.. Model 1
shows that the decreased likelihood to get married was only found
among G4 children of imprisoned parents (OR = 0.73), but among both
G4 and G5 children of imprisoned parents the odds of marrying de-
creased as age increased (see Model 2). The results in Models 3 and 4
further show that only among the G4 offspring of imprisoned parents,
the likelihood of becoming a parent decreases with age. In addition,
Model 5 shows that the positive relationship between parental im-
prisonment and shotgun marriage was only significant for the G4
sample members (OR = 1.69), although the association was stronger
among the G5 sample members. The G5 children of imprisoned parents,
on the other hand, were shown to be significantly more likely to get
divorced (OR = 2.53). However, it is important to note that these re-
sults come from analyses based on a relatively small sample size (i.e.,
274 G5 sample members) and should therefore be interpreted with
some caution. Finally, no significant results were found with respect to
teenage parenthood in Model 7.

5. Discussion

In this study, a large multigenerational dataset was used to explore
differences in family formation between individuals who experienced
parental imprisonment during their youth, individuals who experienced
parental conviction during their youth, and individuals who did not
experience any parental conviction during their youth. Moreover, it was
explored whether different relationships were found between sons and
daughters of imprisoned parents and between different birth cohorts.

Results show that children of imprisoned parents were less likely to
get married, but when they marry, they do so at a younger age and
more often while expecting a baby (i.e., a shotgun marriage). Moreover,
these individuals started childbearing at a younger age, which is in line

Table 3
Results of time-discrete event history analyses for G4 and G5 sample members combined.

Model 1: Entry into marriage Model 2: Entry into marriage Model 3: Entry into parenthood Model 4: Entry into parenthood

Variable OR OR OR OR OR OR OR OR

Type of parent
Non-convicted (ref.) 1.20* (ref.) 1.18* (ref.) 1.04 (ref.) 1.02
Convicted 0.83* (ref.) 0.84* (ref.) 0.96 (ref.) 0.98 (ref.)
Imprisoned 0.66** 0.79 0.72** 0.86 1.05 1.08 1.10 1.13

Interaction with age
Age*Non-convicted (ref.) 1.01 (ref.) 1.00
Age*Convicted 0.99 (ref.) 1.00 (ref.)
Age*Imprisoned 0.93*** 0.94*** 0.97** 0.97*

N (Years) 30,276 30,276 30,276 30,276 35,026 35,026 35,026 35,026
N (Respondents) 2,388 2,388 2,388 2,388 2,388 2,388 2,388 2,388

Model 5: Shotgun marriage Model 6: Divorce Model 7: Teenage parenthood

Variable OR OR OR OR OR OR

Type of parent
Non-convicted (ref.) 1.11 (ref.) 0.94 (ref.) 1.10
Convicted 0.90 (ref.) 1.07 (ref.) 0.91 (ref.)
Imprisoned 1.66* 1.84* 0.99 0.93 1.80 1.97

N (Years) 30,276 30,276 21,868 21,868 14,158 14,158
N (Respondents) 2,388 2,388 1,221 1,221 2,388 2,388

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (one-sided) Note: all models include gender, age, generation, parental offenses, age at birth of mother and father, parents marital
status and family size as control variables. For the full model see Table A1 in the Appendix A.
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with other recent studies (Dobbie et al., 2018; Turney & Lanuza, 2017).
Remarkably, the offspring of imprisoned parents differed significantly
from both offspring of non-convicted parents and convicted parents on
all of these outcomes except ever being married, even after controlling
for the type and frequency of parental offenses. This suggests that these
different family formation patterns are not just the consequence of

parental offending but are specifically related to the imprisonment of
the parent during the individual’s youth.

There are several possible explanations for the found associations
between parental imprisonment and family formation patterns in their
offspring. These children, for example, might experience attachment
problems, stress, or stigma, or might marry or start childbearing at a

Table 4
Results of time-discrete event history analyses, separately for male and female sample members.

Model 1: Entry into marriage Model 2: Entry into marriage Model 3: Entry into parenthood Model 4: Entry into parenthood

Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male
Variable OR OR OR OR OR OR OR OR

Type of parent
Non-convicted 1.16 1.07 1.15 1.05 0.99 1.02 0.99 1.02
Convicted (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)
Imprisoned 0.93 0.83 0.93 0.98 1.20 1.03 1.20 1.21

Interaction with age
Age*Non-convicted 0.99 1.02 1.00 1.00
Age*Convicted (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)
Age*Imprisoned 0.96* 0.94** 1.01 0.95**

N (Years) 12,854 17,422 12,854 17,422 15,522 19,504 15,522 19,504
N (Respondents) 1,161 1,227 1,161 1,227 1,161 1,227 1,161 1,227

Model 5: Shotgun marriage Model 6: Divorce Model 7: Teenage parenthood

Female Male Female Male Female Male
Variable OR OR OR OR OR OR

Type of parent
Non-convicted 1.25 0.85 0.92 1.10 0.98 1.04
Convicted (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)
Imprisoned 2.48* 1.53 1.39 0.45* 2.38 2.21

N (Years) 12,854 17,422 12,313 9,555 6,864 7,294
N (Respondents) 1,161 1,227 656 565 1,161 1,227

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (one-sided) Note: all models include age, generation, parental offenses, age at birth of mother and father, parents marital status
and family size as control variables.

Table 5
Results of time-discrete event history analyses, separately for G4 and G5 sample members.

Model 1: Entry into marriage Model 2: Entry into marriage Model 3: Entry into parenthood Model 4: Entry into parenthood

G4 G5 G4 G5 G4 G5 G4 G5
Variable OR OR OR OR OR OR OR OR

Type of parent
Non-convicted 1.19* 1.22 1.19* 1.23 1.02 1.27 1.01 1.18
Convicted (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)
Imprisoned 0.73* 1.02 0.74* 1.20 0.94 1.35 0.95 1.38

Interaction with age
Age*Non-convicted 1.01 1.01 1.00 1.05
Age*Convicted (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)
Age*Imprisoned 0.96** 0.89* 0.98* 1.00

N (Years) 17,245 13,031 17,245 13,031 21,098 13,928 21,098 13,928
N (Respondents) 1241 1147 1241 1147 1241 1147 1241 1147

Model 5: Shotgun marriage Model 6: Divorce Model 7: Teenage parenthood

G4 G5 G4 G5 G4 G5
Variable OR OR OR OR OR OR

Type of parent
Non-convicted 1.06 1.50 0.90 0.96 1.30 0.72
Convicted (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)
Imprisoned 1.69* 2.24 0.76 2.53* 1.53 2.53

N (Years) 17,245 13,031 19,493 2,375 7,367 6,791
N (Respondents) 1241 1147 947 274 1241 1147

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (one-sided). Note: all models include gender, age, parental offenses, age at birth of mother and father, parents marital status and
family size as control variables.
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young age to escape from a troubled parental home (Huschek &
Bijleveld, 2015). Moreover, it is possible that the found associations are
spurious relationships rather than causal effects. It is unlikely that the
results are the consequence of intergenerational transmission of family
formation, as suggested by Besemer et al. (2016), since we controlled
for parental divorce, parental age at child bearing, and family size.
Other confounders, such as risky or impulsive behavior and socio-eco-
nomic status, however, cannot be ruled out. Moreover, there is also a
risk for genetic confounding when examining intergenerational effects.
Future research should further investigate how these links between
parental imprisonment and offspring’s family formation could best be
explained. More qualitative studies could, for example, look into the
role of stigmatization, while quasi-experimental research designs could
be used to better examine the causality of consequences of parental
imprisonment (e.g., Dobbie et al., 2018; Wildeman & Andersen, 2017)

Children of imprisoned parents were not more likely to divorce than
children who did not experience parental incarceration. However,
when analyses were split between sons and daughters of imprisoned
parents, heterogeneity in the relationship between parental imprison-
ment and offspring divorce was found. Sons of imprisoned parents were
less likely to divorce while the daughters were more likely to divorce,
although the latter association was not significant. This result for
daughters is in line with our expectations based on attachment theories,
but the finding for sons is more difficult to explain. In some previous
studies it has been suggested that women may be more vulnerable to
the effects of childhood adversity than men and therefore may be more
likely than men to experience adult consequences (e.g., Putnam, Harris,
& Putnam, 2013). However, this would only explain the absence of an
effect of parental imprisonment on divorce among men, but not the
negative association. Moreover, as this gender-specific result was only
found for divorce, and not for the other outcomes, it should be inter-
preted with some caution. More research is necessary to examine
whether this result could be replicated, and how it could be explained.

Huschek and Bijleveld (2015) suggested that the relationship be-
tween parental imprisonment and shotgun marriages, early marriages,
and early childbearing might particularly be found among women of
older birth cohorts, as this could offer them a way to escape proble-
matic home situations. This indeed seems to be the case for shotgun
marriages, as a significant association with parental imprisonment was
only found among female sample members from the older birth cohort.
Less evidence for this mechanism was found for early marriages and
early childbearing since a significant association between parental im-
prisonment and early marriages was found in all analyses, while only
sons of imprisoned parents were found to have an increased risk of
becoming a parent at a young age.

Although the current study adds to the literature by examining a
wide array of family formation patterns over a long period well into
adulthood, it is also limited in a number of ways. First of all, we used
observational data that contained only measurements of a limited
number of control variables. Spurious relationships could therefore not
be ruled out and our results should be interpreted as associations and
not causal effects. Second, we studied the children who experienced
parental imprisonment as a single group while there is likely more
heterogeneity within this group. Previous studies have shown, for ex-
ample, that there are differences in the severity of consequences of
paternal and maternal imprisonment (e.g., Wildeman & Turney, 2014).
In our sample, the number of children who experienced maternal

imprisonment was too small to examine this group separately. In ad-
dition, children who experience parental imprisonment multiple times
or over a longer period might be more likely to have adverse outcomes
(e.g., Besemer, Van der Geest, Murray, Bijleveld, & Farrington, 2011),
while consequences of parental imprisonment might also depend on the
timing of the imprisonment in the child’s life. It is desirable if future
studies use an even larger dataset with the potential for examining
heterogeneous consequences of parental imprisonment. Third, the only
type of romantic relationship we studied was marriage. Nowadays,
many romantic relationships do not eventually lead to a marriage since
cohabiting and living-apart-together relationships have become more
popular. In addition, technological advances have increased the pos-
sible ways in which people can meet a potential romantic partner.
Dating websites and applications have become increasingly popular and
make it easier to form relationships with people who do not know about
the criminal family background of individuals. This might reduce pos-
sible stigmatization and influence the link between parental imprison-
ment and family formation patterns. It would therefore be interesting if
future studies also look at non-marital types of romantic relationships
and examine whether recent changes in dating possibilities have in-
fluenced partner choices of those from stigmatized families.

In sum, this study shows that children who experienced parental
imprisonment during their youth have different family formation pat-
terns than those who did not experience imprisonment of their parents.
Although shotgun marriages, marrying at a young age, and early par-
enthood do not necessarily reflect an adverse or unwanted outcome,
they are usually considered as non-normative family formation patterns
and have previously been found to be associated with a number of
disadvantageous outcomes, including antisocial and criminal behavior
(e.g., Ellis et al., 2009; Farrington, 2011). As a consequence, these types
of family formation among children of imprisoned parents could be
considered as a continuation of a cycle of deprivation in which risk
factors for disadvantageous outcomes are passed down from generation
to generation (Farrington, 2011). This study therefore adds to a
growing number of studies reporting adverse outcomes for children
who experienced parental imprisonment, including antisocial and
criminal behavior (e.g., Murray & Farrington, 2005; Murray et al.,
2014; Mears & Siennick, 2016), and mental (e.g., Mears & Siennick,
2016) and physical health problems (e.g., Turney, 2014). Since at least
some of these studies provide serious indicators that these outcomes are
caused by the imprisonment of the parent (e.g., Dobbie et al., 2018;
Wildeman & Andersen, 2017), it is important that policies will be de-
veloped and evaluated in order to limit the negative consequences for
the children of prisoners. Possible policies might include training police
officers to think of the children’s safety and well-being during their
parent’s arrest, exploring alternative ways of punishing criminals who
are primary caregivers, and prioritizing family connections while in-
carcerated (see e.g., Wakefield & Wildeman, 2018).
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