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Relative to the rest of the United States, Minnesota incarcerates only a small 

percentage of its population. In fact, Minnesota has the second lowest imprisonment rate1 

of all the states. Yet disaggregating the imprisonment rate by race reveals the 

troublesome fact that African American Minnesotans are in prison at a rate twelve times 

the rate of whites. Mounting evidence suggests that rather than disrupting a person’s 

criminal career, incarceration detrimentally impacts a person’s future transitions into 

conventional domains of life such as employment, education, and family. More 

immediately, incarceration disrupts not only criminal behavior but other activities as 

well, such as employment and parenting. As a result, parents who are either in prison or 

have an incarceration record may have a decreased ability to financially support their 

children. Thus, it follows that children whose parents are incarcerated are more likely to 

face poverty.  

Given this logic, it is not surprising that in addition to the high rate of 

incarceration for African American adults relative to white adults, a greater percentage of 

African American children in Minnesota live in poverty than do white, non-Hispanic 

children. In fact, both the black-white ratios of incarceration rates (12:1) and child 

                                                        
1 Imprisonment rate refers to number of prisoners sentenced to more than one year under state or 

federal jurisdiction per 100,000 U.S. residents. Imprisonment rates are based on U.S. Census Bureau 

population estimates per 100,000 U.S. residents. Resident population estimates are as of January 1 

for yearend and July 1 for midyear (West 2009). 
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poverty rates (6:1)2 are above the national averages (7:1 and 3:1) (Western 2008; U.S 

Census Bureau 2009). I argue that incarceration has an often overlooked but critical 

effect on the racial disparity of child poverty in Minnesota. This effect emerges as a result 

of incarceration’s disruption to educational attainment, employment, and family 

dynamics. Furthermore, bans on federal benefits for felony-drug offenders may function 

to exacerbate incarceration’s impact on child poverty. To provide context, this work 

examines some of the policies contributing to the black-white disparity of incarceration in 

Minnesota.  

 

Background on Racial Disparity of Incarceration 

The United States is the world leader in incarceration with both the highest rate of 

incarceration and the largest number of prisoners (See Figure 1A in Appendix). As of 

midyear 2008, the inmate population held in state or federal prisons or in local jails in the 

United States reached 2,310,984 (BJS 2009). At midyear 2008, the incarceration rate3 in 

the United States was 762 per 100,000 resident population (West 2009). The United 

States prison population is not only the largest in the world, but it continues to grow. 

From 1980 to 2008, the imprisonment rate per 100,000 resident population for sentenced
4
 

prisoners in Federal and State prisons increased from 139 to 509 (See Figure 1) (BJS 

2008: West 2009). 

                                                        
2 Author’s calculations from U.S. Census Bureau 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year 

Estimates, calculations are for poverty rates (below federal poverty level) of black only children and 

white only (not Hispanic or Latino) children  
3 The incarceration rate is defined as the total number of inmates in custody per 100,000 U.S. 

residents. The total number of inmates includes all inmates held in custody in state or federal prisons 

or local jails. 
4 “Sentenced” means sentenced to one year or more in prison. Bureau of Justice Statistics limits some 

imprisonment rate reporting to rates on sentenced inmates. 
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Figure 1: United States - Rate per 100,000 resident population of sentenced 

prisoners under jurisdiction of State and Federal correctional authorities on 

December 31, 1960-2007 

 

Source: BJS 2009, Table 6.28.2007 

 

 

 

Of this phenomenal growth, African American males have experienced the 

greatest increase in incarceration rates (Raphael 2007). Among the prison population, the 

imprisonment rate for black males continues to soar high above any other racial category 

in the country. As of midyear 2008, 4,777 per every 100,000 black males in the United 

States were sentenced inmates in state or federal prisons or local jails in comparison to 

1,760 per every 100,000 Hispanic males and 727 per every 100,000 white males (West 

2009). For black males 25 to 29 years old, the imprisonment rate is even greater at 10,408 

per every 100,000 (West 2009). On a national level, African Americans have been 

imprisoned at a greater rate than whites since the 1800s. In 1880, blacks were 

incarcerated at a rate nearly 3 times that of whites (MSGC 2006). Today, black males are 

incarcerated at a rate of nearly 7 times more than white males5. This disparity in 

                                                        
5 Author’s calculation from West (2009). 
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incarceration is visible for all age groups and levels of education. Among black males 

born after 1965, one in five will spend time in prison at some point in their lives (Western 

2008). For those with low education, the likelihood of incarceration is even higher. An 

estimated one-third of black males with no college education and two-thirds of black 

male high school dropouts born after 1965 will spend time in prison at some point in their 

lives (Western 2008). The black-white racial disparity of incarceration exceeds the 

disparity of most other social indicators, such as unemployment, non-marital 

childbearing, and wealth (Western 2008). 

Using a demographic model that includes the rates of mortality and first 

incarceration in prison, Bonczar (2003) estimates that in 2001, 2.7 percent of the total 

population had ever been incarcerated. However, disaggregating by race and gender 

shows that approximately 16.6 percent of all African American adult males, 1.7 percent 

of all African American adult females, and 22 percent of African American males ages 

35 to 44 had spent time in prison by 2001. If the 2001 incarceration rates remained the 

same, 29.4 percent of African American males born in 1991 and 32.3 percent of African 

American males born in 2001 will spend time in prison at some point in their lives. As 

mentioned above, the rates of incarceration have risen in the past eight years, which 

means that an even greater number of African American males may spend time in prison 

at some point in their lives. 

Relative to the rest of the country, Minnesota has a tradition of progressive crime 

and justice policies because it relies more heavily on probation and less extensively on 

imprisonment. Without doubt, this accomplishment deserves recognition. Yet, when 

considering Minnesota’s prison population increase and the black-white disparity of 
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imprisonment in Minnesota, Minnesota’s consistently low incarceration rate becomes less 

remarkable.  

In January 2009, the adult state prison population in Minnesota was 9,217 

(MDOC 2009b).  As of midyear 2008 imprisonment rate of 191 sentenced prisoners in 

state and correctional facilities6 per 100,000 resident population was the second lowest7 

imprisonment rate of sentenced offenders of all the fifty states (West 2009). Though the 

imprisonment rate is low relative to the rest of the country, it increased nearly 300 

percent from a rate of 49 incarcerated sentenced prisoners per 100,000 resident 

population in Minnesota in 1980 (BJS 2009, Table 6.29.2007). 

 

Figure 2: Minnesota – Rate per 100,000 resident population of sentenced 

prisoners under jurisdiction of State and Federal correctional authorities on 

December 31, 1980-2008 

 

Source: BJS 2009, Table 6.29.2007 and West 2009 
 
 
 

                                                        
6 Rate refers to sentenced prisoners under the jurisdiction of State and Federal correctional 

authorities. Rates for sentenced prisoners under the jurisdiction of State and Federal correctional 

authorities are the rates comparable by state available through the Bureau of Justice Statistics. These 

rates are indicative of state crime and justice policies as less than 10 percent of all offenses fall under 

federal jurisdiction (Mauer 2006). 
7 Maine’s was the lowest at 133 per 100,000. 
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While Minnesota may not be locking away huge portions of its overall population 

in comparison with the other 49 states, the African American share of the prison 

population is grossly out of proportion with the African American share of Minnesota’s 

total population. During the 1980s and 1990s, black females and males were imprisoned 

at a rate 20 times that of whites – a ratio much higher than the national average and 

consistently the highest in the country (MSGC 2006). By 1997, Minnesota’s disparity 

between black and white imprisonment rates was still the highest in the country (CCJ 

2002a). The disparity between imprisonment of blacks and whites has diminished slightly 

in recent years. In 2006, the ratio was about 12 to 1 (9 to 1 including jail rates) (MSGC 

2006). However this decrease is not necessarily evidence of improvements in the rate of 

incarceration for blacks. The decrease in disparity is due partly to an increase in white 

offenders for methamphetamine offenses with the surge of methamphetamine production 

in rural Minnesota and for Driving While Intoxicated (DWI) offenses with the inception 

of the Felony DWI law in 2002 (MDOC 2006; MDOC 2008). Still, the over-

representation of African Americans in the prison population remains clear. The most 

recent estimates show that African Americans account for an only 4.2 percent of 

Minnesota’s general population but 34.7 percent of the Minnesota prison population 

(MSGC 2009; MDOC 2009b)8. Figure 3 illustrates the difference in racial composition 

between Minnesota’s resident population, state prison population, and offender 

population. This disproportionate representation of African Americans in Minnesota state 

prisons and its potential consequences remains an issue that deserves further 

investigation. 

                                                        
8 The most recent estimate for the African American percentage of the Minnesota population is for 

2007 while the percentage of African Americans in the prison system is as of January 2009. 
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Figure 3: Racial Composition Among MN Populations, 2007
9
 

 

Source: MSGC 2009 
 
 
 

A common misperception is that crime and punishment are highly correlated and 

that the high incarceration rates among minority populations are exclusively a product of 

high rates of criminal activity within minority populations. Yet, research suggests that at 

least some of the racial disparity in the state prison population is the result of law 

enforcement practices and sentencing (CCJ 2004; IRP 2003; MSGC 2004; Alexander 

2009). The continual growth in the incarcerated drug offender population is the result of a 

combination of interacting factors including sentencing and law enforcement. In addition, 

Minnesota’s sentencing policies and law enforcement strategies are situated within the 

                                                        
9 The Figure 3 presents the racial compositions for 2007 because this is date for the most recent 

information available on the total offender population and the Minnesota resident population. 
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context of the “war on drugs”, which appears to have an impact on the racial disparity of 

incarceration in Minnesota.  

The “War on Drugs”. In Minnesota and the United States as a whole, the “war on 

drugs” has emerged as a primary factor in the expansion of people incarcerated 

(Wacquant 2001; MDOC 2006). Through increased penalties and sentences, the “war on 

drugs” causes people to enter prisons at a greater rate with longer sentences. In 2006, in 

the United States, drug offenders accounted for more than half of the increase in 

incarceration since 2000 (Sabol et al. 2007). In Minnesota, the “war on drugs” appears to 

have contributed to not only the expansion of the prison population but also to the racial 

disparity of incarceration in that African American inmates comprise a greater percentage 

of other drug offenders than of the total offender population (MSGC 2009).  

In Minnesota, drug offenders comprise a growing share of both prison admissions 

and the incarcerated population. In 1990, drug offenders accounted for 11.8 percent of 

prison admissions and 9 percent of the total Minnesota prison population. By 2002, drug 

offenders (including methamphetamine and other drug offenders) accounted for 30.1 

percent of prison admissions and 23 percent of the total Minnesota prison population 

(MSGC 2004 p.1). In 2002 to 2004 a precipitous increase in methamphetamine offenses 

contributed to a spike in the prison population rate of increase.  In 2007, the drug 

offender population was about 1,60810 (MDOC 2008). When excluding 

methamphetamine offenders, the racial composition of the drug offender population 

becomes even more racially disproportionate. For example, as of 2008, 89.3 percent of 

crack cocaine offenders and 76.6 percent of cocaine offenders in Minnesota prisons were 

                                                        
10 Includes 813 methamphetamine and 795 other drug offenders. 
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minorities (MDOC 2008)11. The Minnesota Department of Corrections anticipates that 

the number of male drug offenders for non-methamphetamine drug offenses in the prison 

population will increase by 49.8 percent12 from 2008 to 2017 (MDOC 2008). If the over-

representation of minorities in the drug offender population continues, the growth of the 

drug offender population will likely have a profound effect on the racial disparity of the 

Minnesota state prison population.  

One possible explanation for the disparate rate of incarceration of African 

Americans for drug offenses is that African Americans might have a higher rate of drug 

dependence than whites or might be more frequently engaged in selling drugs. According 

to surveys on drug usage in the United States, differences in drug use are not apparent. 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services (SAMHSA) of the Department of 

Health and Human Services conducts household surveys every year on the prevalence of 

substance use and abuse. There are some limitations to this survey. In particular, the 

survey only reaches U.S. residents in living households. As a result, it excludes homeless 

populations, prisoners and military personnel. However, the SAMHSA surveys offer the 

best source of data on the prevalence of drug use and dependence in the United States 

(Mauer 2006). 

 According to the 2007 SAMHSA survey on substance abuse, blacks reported a 

lower rate of drug dependence (8.5 percent) than whites (9.4 percent) (SAMHSA 2008).13 

One might contend a seller is not necessarily a user and that higher rates of incarceration 

                                                        
11 Minorities include African American, American Indian, Asian, and Hispanic offenders. The racial 

breakdown was not available in this report. 
12 This is a projected increase of 396 offenders. 
13 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Office of Applied Studies (2008). 

Results from the 2007 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: National Findings (NSDUH Series H-34, 

DHHS Publication No. SMA 08-4343). Rockville, MD. 
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for drug offenses could be explained by higher rates of black drug dealers selling to white 

users. Yet this logic falls short when considering drug use rates and geographic locations 

for drug offense arrests. This explanation would hold that white users would be streaming 

into those black neighborhoods with high arrest rates to access drugs on a daily basis 

(Mauer 2006).  

One other explanation for the higher percentage of drug offenders who are 

African American is the nature of drug dealing in inner-city African American 

neighborhoods. Drug dealing within inner-city minority neighborhoods is largely open air 

and therefore more visible than the drug dealing that typically occurs behind closed doors 

in suburban areas. When drug dealing is visible, it is easier for law enforcement to make 

drug arrests (Mauer 2006).  

Furthermore, drug arrest rates are a poor indication of drug-related criminal 

activity in multiple ways. The vast majority of drug-related criminal activity goes 

undetected. In contrast to other crimes with a distinct victim, the detection of drug-related 

activities is the often the result of police-initiated investigation - an activity dependent on 

police discretion and therefore subject to racial bias (CCJ 2002). 

Sentencing. In 1978, the Minnesota State Legislature created the Minnesota 

Sentencing Guidelines Commission – the nation’s first sentencing guidelines commission 

(MSGC 2009) - to function as a policy development body. As a result of the 

commission’s work, the legislature drafted and enacted the Minnesota Sentencing 

Guidelines in 1980 with the goals of  “ensuring public safety, providing truth and 

certainty in sentencing, promoting consistency and proportionality in sentencing, and 

coordinating sentencing practices with correctional resources” (MSGC 2004). At this 
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time, a relatively simple statutory scheme prohibiting the sale and possession of 

controlled substances ranked controlled substance possession crimes as Level I and 

controlled substance sale crimes in increasing severity levels II, III and VI. In 1982, 

cocaine sale offenses were increased to severity level IV (MSGC 2004).  

In 1986, the Minnesota State Legislature amended the sale portion of the drug 

crimes statute. Under this amendment, a sale of a small amount of cocaine increased from 

a Severity Level IV offense to a Severity Level VI offense with a punishment of 21 

months probation.  For the first time, an individual with no criminal history who was 

convicted of a Severity Level VII14 offense would face 24 months in prison. In addition, 

the sentencing guidelines commission increased the severity level for cocaine possession 

from a level I to a level III offense (MSGC 2004).  

The year 1987 marked the first time the Minnesota Legislature applied different 

threshold levels and harsher punishments for powder and crack cocaine sales. In 1989, 

the Minnesota Legislature created degrees of controlled substance offenses that ranged in 

decreasing order of severity from first, second, third, fourth, and fifth degree offenses 

(MSGC 2004). First-degree offenses were ranked with a Severity Level VII and included 

possession of 500 grams of powder cocaine or sale of 50 grams of powder cocaine at a 

time. A first-degree drug offense was viewed as similar to committing rape using the 

threat of serious bodily injury (MSGC 2004). 

In 1989, the state legislature set dramatically higher thresholds for powder 

cocaine offenses than for crack cocaine offenses. Under this statutory scheme, a person 

                                                        
14 Severity Level VII offenses included drug offenses involving a sale of seven or more grams of 

narcotics or a sale of ten or more dosage. Severity Level VII offenses carried a 24 month sentence 

(MSGC pp. 7-8). 
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possessing 25 grams (one ounce) of crack cocaine would be treated the same as one 

possessing 500 grams (approximately one pound) of powder cocaine and would face 86 

months in prison (MSGC 2004). The new sentencing guidelines reflected the federal 

system for addressing cocaine offenses. As a result of this sentencing scheme, crack 

cocaine offenders were sent to prison while powder cocaine offenders were not. Because 

the majority of those sentenced for crack cocaine offenses were African American while 

the majority of those sentenced for powder cocaine offenses were white, the new scheme 

disparately impacted African American offenders (MSGC 2004).  

In State v. Russell, 477 N.W.2d (Minn. 1991) the Minnesota Supreme Court ruled 

that the differential sentencing thresholds for crack cocaine and powder cocaine were 

unconstitutional under the Minnesota Constitution. Because of the disparate impact of the 

1989 sentencing scheme on African Americans, the court declared there must be a 

convincing rationale for the differing treatments. The court decreased penalties for crack 

cocaine and set them to the same level as for powder cocaine. In turn, the Legislature 

responded quickly, in a near unanimous move, by dramatically increasing penalties for 

drug offenses. Rather than allowing a decrease in crack cocaine offense sentencing, the 

Legislature raised the penalties for powder cocaine offenses to match those of crack 

cocaine offenses (MSGC 2004). In addition, the legislature amended the definition of a 

sale to include, “possession with intent to sell.” As a result, prosecutors would no longer 

need to prove a defendant’s intent to sell beyond a reasonable doubt (Alexander 2009).   

This move had adverse consequences for the rate of incarceration for African Americans 

because it cast a wider net of stiff penalties to encompass African Americans charged 

with powder cocaine offenses and those who possessed cocaine without evidence of an 
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intention to sell (Alexander 2009). It is worth noting that the United States Sentencing 

Guidelines Commission did not follow the ruling of State v. Russell until 2007, which 

means that differential thresholds for crack and cocaine offenses remained intact and 

continued to disproportionately affect the African American population on the federal 

level. 

Minnesota’s sentencing guidelines include “departures” as a sentencing 

alternative to allow judges discretion in atypical felony cases that warrant a change in 

either the length or the type of sentence recommended by the guidelines (MSGC 2004). 

In departing from the guidelines, a judge must provide an explanation for deviation. 

Judges’ departures and explanations are subject to appeal and public scrutiny (Alexander 

2009). Departures are more common for drug offenses than other types of offenses. In 

2002, the departure rate was 34 percent for drugs cases and 24 percent for non-drug cases 

(MSGC 2004). The guidelines exist so as to eliminate discretion in the courtroom. The 

first principle of the sentencing guidelines holds that “sentencing should be neutral with 

respect to the race, gender, social, or economic status of convicted felons” (MSGC 

2008a). Yet, once an offender is charged, processed, and convicted of a substance crime, 

the court will assess whether the offender is “amenable to probation” and thus, a 

candidate for a departure from sentencing guidelines. “Amenable to probation” means the 

offender has family, skills, is rooted in the community, and is part of a social network. A 

black-white disparity in prison sentencing for drug offenses is likely to occur as a result 

of departures, as young, unemployed African American males from disadvantaged 

communities are less likely to appear “amenable to probation” (Cain 2009).  
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Research on arrests and convictions suggests that the majority of racial disparity 

occurs at the first point of contact. In an analysis of low-level offenses15 in Minneapolis 

in 2001, the Council on Crime and Justice (CCJ) (2004) found that blacks were 15 times 

more likely to be arrested or cited than whites – the rates of receiving a citation or being 

arrested were 1 in 60 for whites and 1 in 4 for blacks (CCJ 2004). Of all those arrested, 

blacks were actually convicted at a lower rate than whites (19.3 percent as compared to 

25.9 percent) (CCJ 2004). This discrepancy in convictions suggests that blacks were 

more likely to be stopped by police for low-level offenses not because of criminal 

behavior but because of their race.  

In the Statewide Racial Profiling Study of racial differences in police stops and 

searches in sixty-five law enforcement jurisdictions in Minnesota, law enforcement 

officers stopped black, Latino, and American Indian drivers at greater rates than white 

drivers. The study also found that officers searched white drivers at a lower rate than 

drivers of color but found contraband in the searches of white drivers at a greater rate.  Of 

the discretionary searches, 24 percent of searches of whites produced contraband while 

only 11 percent of blacks and 9 percent of Latinos produced contraband (IRP 2003). 

These studies provide compelling evidence that law enforcement practices result in an 

overrepresentation of minorities involved in the criminal justice system. 

Though the research on racial disparity for low-level arrests and for racial 

disparity helps to explain why a disproportionate percentage of African Americans end 

                                                        
15 Low-level offenses in this study include Driving after Revocation, Driving after Cancellation, No 

Valid Driver’s License, Disorderly Conduct, Loitering with Intent to Commit Prostitution, Loitering 

with Intent to Sell Narcotics, and Lurking with the Intent to Commit a Crime. 
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up in the criminal justice, it does not directly explain why African Americans are more 

likely to end up in prison since low-level offenses do not result in imprisonment.  

Still, the racial disparity in arrests occurring at the law enforcement stage does 

ultimately have implications for the higher rate of incarceration among African American 

Minnesotans. Under the Minnesota sentencing guidelines structure, the severity level of 

the offense of conviction is the principle factor in determining a sentence. The offender’s 

criminal history is a secondary factor in determining sentences (MSCG 2008). The 

guidelines now provide uniform standards regarding what aspects of an offender’s 

criminal history should be included and how the offender’s criminal history should affect 

his or her sentence (MSCG 2008). While the inclusion of a criminal history score is 

secondary and more uniform than in past judicial practices, it means that individuals 

convicted of a felony offense with a criminal history will be more likely to receive a 

prison sentence and serve longer terms. The sentencing guidelines use certain statutory 

misdemeanors and gross misdemeanors to calculate points in an offender’s criminal 

history (MSGC 2008a). Misdemeanors equal less than one point. If the offender’s 

criminal history score adds up to one or more points, he or she will be more likely to 

receive a prison sentence or will receive a longer sentences (MSGC 2008a). The offenses 

included in the Council on Crime and Justice (2004) study of low-level offenses are not 

included in the Minnesota sentencing guidelines list of misdemeanors that accrue points. 

However, this study in addition to the Statewide Racial Profiling Statewide study 

demonstrate that African Americans are more likely to be arrested for low-level offenses 

and thus more likely to acquire a criminal history score, which ultimately has 

implications for the likelihood and the duration of incarceration.  
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Another possible factor contributing to racial disparity is the lack of access to 

drug abuse treatment resources. Offenders who are receiving treatment prior to their 

conviction may appear more favorably in the eyes of the prosecutor and judge and be 

therefore more likely to avoid a prison sentences. Lack of available treatment options 

lead to incarceration in a significant number of cases in Minnesota (MSGC 2004).  

Because low-income individuals are less likely to have health insurance or to be able to 

afford drug treatment, they are more likely to face prison sentences.  

The explosion of the prison population and the racial disparity inherent within this 

increase is a concern not only in terms of equity. The growth in the incarceration rate also 

comes at a financial cost.  In 2005, US total correctional spending was approximately $70 

billion, with an average annual spending of about $27,000 per prisoner. This is a sharp 

increase from the $19 billion (in 2007 dollars) spending in 1982 (Western 2008). In fiscal 

year 2003 in Minnesota, the adult facility average per diem for incarceration of an 

individual in a state prison correctional facility was $80.52. The annual cost of 

incarceration per individual was $29,389.80 (MSGC 2004). These amounts are based on 

capacity. The average per diem costs can go down when more beds are added to 

correctional facilities because fixed operational costs are then distributed among more 

prisoners (MSGC 2004).  

 

Estimated number of children whose parents have a prison history 

As the number of individuals in correctional facilities has increased, the number 

of parents in correctional facilities likewise has increased. The best source of U.S. 

statistics on parents in prison and children with incarcerated parents is the Bureau of 
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Justice Statistics (BJS) estimates based on personal interviews with inmates participating 

in the BJS 2004 Survey of Inmates in State and Federal Correctional Facilities (SISFCF).  

According to estimates based on the SISFCF, at midyear 2007, of the 1,518,535 

sentenced inmates under custody of the nation’s prisons, an estimated 809,800 were 

parents of minor children (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). These numbers amount to an 

estimated 52 percent of state prisoners and 63 percent of federal prisoners reporting 

having an estimated 1,706,600 minor children16 - 2.1 children per parent (Glaze and 

Maruschak 2008). This is an 80 percent increase from the estimated 945,600 minor 

children with a parent in prison in 1991 (Glaze and Maruschak 2008).  

Just as a disproportionate number of African Americans are in prison relative to 

the resident African American population, so do a disproportionate number of African 

American children have a parent in prison. Of the estimated 74 million children in the 

resident United States population, an estimated one in 15 black minor children (6.7 

percent) has a parent in prison in the United States, as compared to one in 110 white 

children (.9 percent), and one in 41 Hispanic children (2.4 percent) (Glaze and 

Maruschak 2008). Not only is there a higher rate of minority children with parents in 

prison, but also prisoners who are parents are disproportionately black (54 percent) and 

Hispanic (57 percent) as compared to white (45 percent) (Christian 2009). 

The “war on drugs” has resulted in not only increase in the prison population but 

evidently in the numbers of parents in prison. Of the U.S. inmate population, a higher 

percentage of incarcerated drug offenders reported being parents. In both state and 

federal prisons, drug and public-order offenders are more likely to be parents than are 

                                                        
16 Minor children refers to children under 18 
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violent offenders. Of men in federal prison in 2007, drug offenders (69 percent) were 

more likely to report being parents of minor children than property (54 percent) and 

violent (50 percent) offenders (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). In state prison, drug 

recidivism is associated with parenthood, as drug recidivists17 were more likely to be 

parents then recidivists of other crimes (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). Since drug 

offenders and drug recidivists are more likely to be parents than other offenders, prison 

sentences for drug offenses are more likely to have an impact on children than prison 

sentences for other offenses. 

The number of incarcerated parents and the number of children in Minnesota with 

parents in prison is undocumented. Accuracy in calculating the number of children whose 

parents have a prison record and empirical analysis of the impact of racial disparity in 

incarceration on racial disparity of child poverty in Minnesota is limited by the lack of 

data collected on race and parenthood in Minnesota’s criminal justice system. The 

Bureau of Justice Statistics collects data on parents in prison on a national level through 

surveys. However, the structure of the sample makes it impossible to calculate state-

specific estimates for the percent of prisoners with a minor child (Mumola 2009). Unless 

child protection is involved, records are not kept on whether the incarcerated person has 

minor children and how many (Alexander 2009). The Minnesota Department of 

Corrections (MDOC) does not collect information on the number of dependents inmates 

have. In the past, the MDOC did conduct surveys in some of the Minnesota Correctional 

Facilities that included a question on number of dependents but discontinued the surveys. 

The surveys were inconsistent at best and the MDOC never published any of their results 

                                                        
17 Offenders with a prior drug offense 
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(Duwe 2009). Schools are not a potential source of for statistics either as they do not keep 

information on the numbers of children who have parents in prison (Alexander 2009).  

In an attempt to gauge the numbers of African American parents in prison and 

their minor children, I assume that Minnesota has the same percentage of prisoners who 

are parents and the same average number of children per incarcerated parent as have been 

reported for the country as a whole (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). In January 2009, 34.7 

percent of the adult Minnesota state prison population of 8624 males and 593 females 

was African American (MDOC 2009b). If both the male and female populations are 34.7 

percent African American18, 2994 male and 206 female Minnesota state prisoners were 

African American as of January 1, 2009. As mentioned above, approximately 54 percent 

of African American male state prisoners and 61 percent of African American female 

state prisoners in the US reported being parents of minor children. Using percentages of 

parents with one, two, three, and four or more children from Glaze and Maruschak 

(2008), I calculate that African American male parents in U.S. state prisons have 2.0 

children on average and African American female parents in state prison have 2.3 

children on average (See Table 1A in Appendix). These child averages are biased 

downward because they are calculated using an average of four children for the 

percentage of parents with four or more children. The BJS estimates do not provide 

specific percentage breakdowns for the parents with more than four children. 

By applying these percentages and child averages to the Minnesota state prison 

population, I estimate that 1,743 African American parents are Minnesota state prison 

inmates and that 3,524 of the approximately 78,075 African American children in 

                                                        
18 The most recent Minnesota Department of Corrections report on the adult inmate population 

provides a race and a gender breakdown of the total population but does not disaggregate the female 

and male inmate populations by race. 
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Minnesota have a parent in state prison. This amounts to 4.5 percent of the African 

American population under the age of 18 or, one in every 22 African American children. 

This rate is below the United States rate for African American children with parents in 

state prison (one in 17)19 (See Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Estimated numbers of African American parents in Minnesota state 

prisons and their minor children in 2009 

 
Minnesota 
State prison 
inmates 

African 
American 
inmates 

African 
American 
parents in 
prison 

African 
American 

children with 
parents in 
prison 

Males 8624 2994 1617 3234 

Females 593 207 126 290 

Total 9217 3201 1743 3524 

Estimated using Minnesota prison population numbers from MDOC (2009b) and percentages of parents 
from Glaze and Maruschak (2008)  
 
 
 

The above approximations do not include the short-term offender, pre-trial, or jail 

populations. Thus, the numbers of African American parents and their minor children 

affected by incarceration are almost certainly underestimates. Since July 1, 2003, felony 

offenders in a prison sentence with a remaining term of imprisonment of 180 days or less 

are “committed to the custody of the commissioner of corrections and are designated to 

serve the remaining term of imprisonment at a workhouse, work farm, county jail or other 

place authorized by law” (MDOC 2009b). These offenders are referred to as short-term 

offenders. By including an estimate of African American parents in the short-term 

offender population, the number of African American parents in prison and their children 

                                                        
19 Calculated using data from Glaze (2008) and the American Community Survey 2005-2007. 
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increases by 50 parents and 108 children. This inclusion of short-term offenders brings 

the totals to 1,793 parents and 3,627 children and increases the percentage of the African 

American population under 18 with a parent in prison to 4.7 (1 in 21) (See Table 2). 

Estimating the numbers of African American parents in the Minnesota jail population, 

including the pre-trial population held in county jails, is less meaningful however because 

these populations are rapidly cycling in and out of the jail system. Still, it is worth noting 

that the pre-trail population held in county jails is likely to be disproportionately low-

income and African American as it includes the individuals who cannot afford to post 

bail.   

 

Table 2: Estimated numbers of the African American short-term offender 

population who are parents and their children in 2009 

 
Minnesota 
short-term 
offenders 

African 
American 

short-term 
offenders 

African 
American 

short-term 
offender 
parents 

African 
American 

children with 
short-term 
offender 
parents 

Males 261 76 41 82 

Females 51 15 9 21 

Total 312 91 50 103 

Figures tabulated using Minnesota prison population numbers from MDOC (2009b) and percentages of 
parents from Glaze and Maruschak (2008)  

 

 

These calculations of the percent of African American children with an 

incarcerated parent may be biased upward because they are based on an estimate of the 

African American under-18 population in Minnesota from the American Community 

Surveys three-year estimates from 2005 to 2007. Because the African American 

population has been increasing as a percentage of the Minnesota population, it is likely 
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that the African American under-18 population increased slightly in the past 2 years, 

which would reduce the rate (Education Trust Inc. 2008). Additionally, in the January 

2009 count of the offender population, the Minnesota department of corrections did not 

count the number of Hispanics in the inmate population separately, so it is possible that 

count of African Americans includes some Hispanics.  

One should note that my estimates are limited to state prisoners, and therefore 

exclude African American children in Minnesota whose parents are federal prison 

inmates. While federal prisoners are a small percentage of the overall prison population, a 

higher percentage of African American males who are federal prisoners are parents (70 

percent compared with 54 percent of state prisoners) and these parents have more 

children (2.3 on average as compared with 2.0 for state prisoners) (See Table 1A in 

Appendix) (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). Since drug offenders are more likely to be 

parents and African Americans are disproportionately represented in drug offender 

populations, this higher rate of parenthood among African American federal prisoners 

could be the result of a high level of drug offenders in federal prisons. 

The number with parents currently behind bars does not reveal the reach of high 

incarceration rates because it does not include the number of children whose parents have 

been incarcerated in the past. Unfortunately, lack of information on the numbers of 

children with incarcerated parents coupled with the lack of information regarding the 

population of former inmates makes this task especially difficult. None of the major 

household surveys in the United States ask respondents whether they have been 

incarcerated at some point in their lives (Raphael 2007). 

The Minnesota Department of Corrections does publish reports on the annual 
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number of new admissions to Minnesota Correctional Facilities. However, since the 

number of new admissions is not disaggregated by race or gender, the ability to calculate 

the meaningful estimates of African American parents who have ever been incarcerated 

in Minnesota and their children is limited. As mentioned above, Bonczar (2003) estimates 

that by 2001, 16.6 percent of all African American adult males and 1.7 percent of African 

American adult females had spent time in prison at some point in their lives. These rates 

include both federal and state prisoners. Since the rates of imprisonment have increased 

since these estimates, the percentages are, without doubt, higher today. Yet, because 

Minnesota’s imprisonment rate is substantially lower than the United States 

imprisonment rate, applying the United States percentage of having been incarcerated to 

Minnesota is not meaningful.  

The United States imprisonment rate in 1986 of 216 prisoners per 100,000 

resident population is closer to Minnesota’s current imprisonment rate of 191. Bonczar 

(2003) estimates that in 1986, 9.9 percent of all African American adult males had spent 

time in prison at some point in their lives and 0.8 percent of all African American adult 

females had spent time in prison at some point in their lives.  Applying this estimate of 

the prevalence of incarceration to the current African American adult population in 

Minnesota implies that 7,411 of the 71,732 African American adult males and 541 of the 

63,252 African American adult females living in Minnesota have been incarcerated at 

some point in their lives. Applying current U.S. percentages for parents in prison and 

averages of minor children for these parents leads to a prediction that 4,545 African 

American parents in Minnesota have spent time in prison and have an estimated 8,763 

minor children. This amounts to more than 11 percent, or 1 in 9, of the African American 
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population under 18 in Minnesota.  

 

Child Poverty
20

 in Minnesota  

Ranking among the highest in the nation for personal and family income, 

Minnesota is generally not regarded as a state plagued with poverty (CDF 2008). With 12 

percent of children under age 18 living in households with incomes below the federal 

poverty level (approximately 152,000), Minnesota has the 5th lowest child poverty rate in 

the nation (CDF 2008). However, the likelihood of living in poverty in Minnesota is 6 

times greater for African American children than for white, non-Hispanic children. The 

2005-2007 American Community Survey three-year estimates show that 42.2 percent of 

black-only children21 in Minnesota were from families with incomes below the federal 

poverty line, while 7.2 percent of white-only (not Hispanic or Latino) children22 were 

from families with incomes below the federal poverty level. In fact, the percentage of 

black-only children living in poverty in Minnesota is higher than the United States 

average. In the United States, an estimated 35.3 percent of black children under the age of 

18 lived in households with incomes below the poverty level compared to 10.8 percent of 

white, non-Hispanic children (See Tables 3 and 4 below). 

 

 

 

                                                        
20 Child poverty refers to children under the age of 18 living in families with incomes below the 

federal poverty line. 
21 “Black-only” refers to children who are African American and no other race or ethnicity. 
22 “White only (not Hispanic or Latino)” refers to children who are Caucasian and no other race. 
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Table 3: Estimated numbers of children under age 18 by poverty status
23

 in the 

United States, 2005-2007 

 Below Federal 
Poverty Level 

At or above Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total Percent below 
Federal Poverty 

Level 

 
Black only 

3,755,801 6,896,881 10,652,682 35.3% 

White only (not Hispanic or 
Latino) 

4,474,981 37,074,303 41,549,284 10.8% 

Approximate black:white 
ratio of poverty rates 

   3:1 

Calculated from 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Estimated numbers of children under age 18 by poverty status in 

Minnesota, 2005-2007 

 

 Below Federal 
Poverty Level 

At or above Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total 
Percent below 
Federal Poverty 

Level 

 
Black only 

32,963 45,112 78,075 42.2% 

White only (not Hispanic or 
Latino) 

70,522 904,760 975,282 7.2% 

Approximate black:white 
ratio of poverty rates 

   6:1 

Calculated from 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates 

 

The evidence of disparity is even more concerning given that child poverty in 

Minnesota appears to be on the rise. The 2006 American Community Survey shows a 

trend of increasing poverty within Minnesota over the past decade. Relative to the 

preceding decade, in 2006 Minnesota had the highest number of and percentage of 

children under five living below the federal poverty line (CDF 2008).  

The consequences of child poverty include poorer physical health outcomes and 

reduced educational achievement. In comparison with non-poor children, poor children 

                                                        
23 Poverty status refers to income in the past 12 months either below or above the Federal Poverty 

Level. 
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are almost twice as likely to have low birth-weight, 3.5 times as likely to suffer from lead 

poisoning, and twice as likely to experience a short-stay in a hospital. In regards to 

educational achievement, poor children are twice as likely than non-poor children to 

repeat a grade and to drop out of school. Poor children are 1.4 times more likely to have a 

learning disability than non-poor children (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn 2000). Given the 

relationship between poverty and education and the prevalence of poverty among African 

American children in Minnesota, it is not surprising that Minnesota has one of the highest 

gaps between white and African American school-aged children’s educational 

achievement. In 2005, Minnesota had the highest black-white gap in fourth grade reading 

average scores, and the second highest gaps in forth grade math and eighth grade reading 

average scores of all the fifty states (Education Trust 2006). 

The consequences of child poverty extend into adulthood and result in an 

increased likelihood of involvement in the criminal justice system, reduced likelihood for 

attending higher education, a reduced likelihood to have stable employment and a 

reduced likelihood to live in economically secure families for those adults who grew up 

poor (Pfingst 2008). Such a divide in opportunity and achievement contradicts the widely 

accepted goal of equal opportunity in the United States (Holzer et al. 2007).  

Child poverty also comes with an economic cost. Holzer et al. (2007) aggregate 

the estimated average costs per poor child on the economy in terms of earnings, 

probability of committing crimes, and physical health as adults. In consideration of the 

links between child poverty and the aspects of their behavior as adults that generate 

economic costs, child poverty in the United States totals an estimated $500 billion in 

costs to the United States annually (nearly 4% of the GDP) (Holzer et al. 2007). Based on 
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these estimations, Pfingst (2008) estimates that, in Minnesota, child poverty results in an 

annual cost of approximately $5.7 billion.  

 

Incarceration short- and long-term impacts on child poverty 

 While an array of interrelated factors contributes to child poverty levels, one 

frequently overlooked factor is incarceration levels. Incarceration is intended to interrupt 

criminal activity through incapacitation. Yet, imprisonment also disrupts conventional 

domains of life in the short- and long-run in areas such as education, employment, and 

family formation (Sweeten and Apel 2007). This disruption for incarcerated parents has 

implications for their children’s poverty status both in the short- and long-term.  

Short-term impact. In the short-term, children whose parents are incarcerated face 

an immediate risk of poverty in that the incarcerated parent’s contribution to the family, 

whether through financial support or childcare. The immediate economic impact of 

incarceration and risk for poverty on children is more profound when they are living with 

the parent prior to incarceration, when their incarcerated parent was their primary 

financial support prior to incarceration, or when their incarcerated parent was their 

primary caregiver prior to incarceration.  

Bureau of Justice Statistics estimates from the 2004 SISFCF survey of prison 

inmates provides evidence that many parents did have care giving and financial roles in 

their children’s lives prior to arrest. Estimates show that, in 2007, approximately one-half 

of all parents in U.S. state prisons (64.2 percent of mothers and 46.5 percent of fathers) 

were living with at least one of their children in the month prior to arrest or incarceration 

(Glaze and Maruschak 2008). Among mothers, 42 percent in state prison reported being 
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the single parent of the household in the month prior to arrest or incarceration as 

compared to 14 percent in a two-parent household (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). More 

than half of mothers (52 percent) and fathers (54 percent) in state prisons reported that 

they were the primary financial supporter for their minor children in the month before 

arrest or incarceration. Of these parents, 80 percent reported having been employed prior 

to their arrest or incarceration (Glaze and Maruschak 2008). Incarcerating a parent may 

still have an impact on the child’s poverty status even if the incarcerated parent was not 

the child’s primary source of financial support. Of parents who did not report being the 

primary source of financial support, 68 percent reported employment in the month prior 

to arrest (Glaze and Maruschak 2008), which suggests that these parents could still have 

had a financial role in their children’s lives. In short, the fact that incarcerated parents are 

likely to have been either the primary financial support in their children’s lives or to have 

been employed suggests that incarcerating a parent may place his or her child or children 

at risk to poverty.  

The level of the short-term impact of a parent’s incarceration on his or her 

children likely varies by the length of the parent’s prison sentence. The longer the parent 

is incarcerated, the longer his or her children are without the contributions he or she made 

to the child’s life prior to incarceration. The average Minnesota state prison sentence 

length has increased since 1989. This increase is due in part to sentencing commission’s 

adoption of an increase in presumptive sentences in 1989 (MSCG 2008b). In 2007 the 

average pronounced prison sentence was 44.8 months up from 37.7 months in 1989 

(MSGC 2008b).    
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Long-term impact. A wealth of research demonstrates that, upon leaving prison 

and re-entering the community, an ex-offender’s history of incarceration is associated 

with poorer outcomes in terms of marriage, employment, and education. Thus, in the 

long-term, children whose parents have a diminished economic status as a result of poor 

employment and education outcomes following incarceration would be more likely to 

face poverty.  

While research shows an association between a prison record and reduced 

employment prospects, upon reentry into their communities ex-offenders face multiple 

disadvantages aside from their prison record and experience in prison. Men with limited 

education are over-represented in the criminal justice system. Prisoners have high rates of 

drug abuse problems, chronic health problems, mental illness, and low cognitive scores 

(Western 2008).  

Parolees have an especially difficult time finding work. Challenges to finding 

employment include not only a prison record but also a lack of work experience. Even in 

comparison to others with similar education and demographic characteristics, prisoners 

have limited work experience (Western 2008), something only exacerbated by the time 

spent in prison. Some parolees have no prior employment experience. Ex-offenders who 

completed high school or their GED in prison must inform potential employers they had 

been in prison and are on parole (Nurse 2000).  Aside from the stigma attached to a 

criminal record and prison history, being on parole limits work options by the mere fact 

that parole restrictions limit the hours a parolee can work (Nurse 2000).  

The causal relationship between incarceration and outcomes such as educational 

attainment, employment status, and marriage status may be endogenous; factors that 
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predispose a person to incarceration could also be responsible for reduced outcomes for 

employment, education and family. Perhaps it is wrong to attribute child poverty to 

incarceration; perhaps the children’s economic status would have been just as bad had the 

parents not been incarcerated. In controlling for selection bias among incarcerated 

populations, researchers such as Sweeten and Apel (2007), Raphael (2007), and Huebner 

(2007) demonstrate that, much like marriage or becoming a parent, incarceration is a life 

event that influences a person’s life trajectory in multiple domains.  

To empirically test the effect of incarceration on employment and education, 

Sweeten and Apel (2007) use data from the first eight waves of interviews from the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY-1997). The first wave began in 

1997 and the last wave ended in 2005. The respondents were 12-18 years of age during 

the first wave and 19-25 years of age during the eighth wave. The first six waves of the 

NLSY-1997 provide self-reported information on the incarceration history of the 

respondents from ages 12 to 23. Sweeten and Apel (2007) find much of the relationship 

between employment and incarceration can be attributed to selection bias. In other words, 

those who end up with a history of incarceration share similar pre-incarceration 

characteristics that affect their post-incarceration employment status. However, Sweeten 

and Apel (2007) do find that incarceration in adolescence and young adulthood results in 

reduced participation in the formal job market. Those individuals with a history of 

incarceration who do find formal employment have less consistent work (less weeks 

worked) but work more hours per week when they do work. They suggest that the 

individuals with a prison history work more hours per week when they do find work 

because their work is less consistent. 
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Raphael (2007) empirically tests the causal link between incarceration and 

employment for males using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 

(NLSY-1979) from 1979 to 1996. The ages of the respondents range from 14 to 22 in 

1979 and 30 to 38 in 1996. Raphael (2007) finds no impact of incarceration on wages but 

finds that incarceration has a significant effect on the number of annual weeks worked. 

Both these studies demonstrate that while pre-existing characteristics of incarcerated 

individuals may influence employment outcomes following incarceration, an 

incarceration episode may have an independent adverse effect on an individual’s future 

employment prospects. As a result, children with parents who have an incarceration 

history may be at a greater risk to poverty because their parents have less stable 

employment. 

Empirical research demonstrates that high-school completion, educational 

attainment, and educational aspirations are negatively correlated with criminal behavior. 

The question is whether it is educational attainment that effects incarceration or whether 

incarceration effects educational attainment. On the one hand, the research could suggest 

that young adults who attain a higher level of education, thereby increasing their personal 

market value, face a greater expected cost from engaging in criminal behavior (Sweeten 

and Apel 2007). Therefore, pre-existing individual attributes that lead to incarceration 

may also be responsible for lower educational outcomes. On the other hand, incarceration 

of adolescents and young adults may serve as a disruption in their educational trajectory. 

For some youth, incarceration makes returning to school or staying in school difficult. 

According to a Department of Education study, more than 50 percent of incarcerated 

juveniles who were receiving remedial education in detention either did not return to 
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school or dropped out after within five months (Holman and Ziedenberg 2006). Sweeten 

and Apel (2007) find that a history of incarceration results in diminished educational 

attainment for both incarcerated youths and incarcerated young adults. The negative 

effect of incarceration on education has long run implications. Over time, the margin of 

educational attainment between incarcerated and non-incarcerated youths and between 

incarcerated and non-incarcerated young adults widens rather than diminishes. 

Incarcerated juveniles are more likely to earn a GED rather than a high school diploma 

while their non-incarcerated counterparts accumulate post-secondary education. 

Ultimately, individuals who have been incarcerated either as adolescents or young adults 

attain significantly less years of schooling following incarceration. 

The negative effect of incarceration on educational attainment for child poverty 

may have implications for child poverty because adults with less education are more 

likely to live in poverty. The relationship between poverty and education in the United 

States and in Minnesota is striking. Nearly 22 percent of Minnesotans over age 25 with 

less than a high school education live below the federal poverty line as compared with 9 

percent with high school or high school equivalent and 6 percent of those with some 

college or associate degree (See Tables 5 and 6 below). One should note that poverty 

itself results in lower educational attainment. As mentioned above, many indicators show 

that poor children are more likely to have reduced educational achievement in 

comparison with non-poor children. Additionally, those who grow up poor are less likely 

to attain higher education. However, other studies show that increasing educational 

attainment among adults can improve earnings in the long run (Strawn, 2007). In sum, 

although growing up in poverty can negatively affect one’s educational attainment, 
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increasing an adult’s level of educational attainment can result in increased earnings. 

Therefore, the negative effect of incarceration on educational attainment may result in 

reduced earnings. This relationship between education and poverty suggests that children 

may be at a greater risk to poverty as a result of their parents’ prison history and 

subsequent lower educational attainment. 

Table 5: Estimated population over age 25, poverty status
24

 by education level in the 

United States 

 

Below Federal 
Poverty Level 

Above Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total 
Percent Below 
Federal Poverty 

Level 

Less than high school 7,055,994 22,791,240 29,847,234 23.6% 

High school graduate or 
equivalent 6,559,181 50,815,786 57,374,967 11.4% 

Some college or associate’s 
degree 4,032,787 48,111,441 52,144,228 7.7% 

Bachelor's degree or higher 1,916,260 50,666,918 52,583,178 3.6% 

Figures tabulated from 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates 

 

 

Table 6: Estimated population over age 25, poverty status by education level in 

Minnesota, 2005-2007 

 

Below Federal 
Poverty Level 

Above Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total 
Percent Below 
Federal Poverty 

Level 

Less than high school 64,384 230,470 294,854 21.8% 

High school graduate or 
equivalent 87,569 853,762 941,331 9.3% 

Some college or associate’s 
degree 62,493 996,853 1,059,346 5.9% 

Bachelor's degree or higher 27,591 1,002,002 1,029,593 2.6% 

Figures tabulated from 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates 

                                                        
24 Poverty status refers to income in the past 12 months either below or above the Federal Poverty 

Level. 
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Family Dynamics. A parent’s diminished economic potential as a result of 

incarceration is not the only factor that can contribute to a child’s poverty status. 

Incarceration can increase a child’s risk of growing up in poverty by affecting family 

dynamics both directly and indirectly. Incarceration directly impacts family dynamics by 

altering roles in the family. The separation that results from incarceration contributes to 

relationship strain and weakens relationships and family bonds after release. Indirectly, it 

may affect family dynamics by reducing marriage rates among incarcerated populations 

and subsequently contributing to a rise in single-parent families – a family structure 

associated with poverty.  

Family disruption. Family disruption as a result of incarceration may play a role 

in contributing to child poverty in that the stress of prolonged separation may ultimately 

result in the previously incarcerated parent distancing his or herself from the family and 

subsequently reducing his or her economic contribution to the family. Research shows 

that high levels of strain and stress on the family accompany ex-offenders’ reentry into 

society. Children and the other parent change during the period of separation. After the 

period of separation, the incarcerated parent no longer fits the same role as prior to 

incarceration. In these instances, the ex-offender parent is commonly no longer sure how 

to act within the family (Nurse 2000). The released parent often finds that the relationship 

with his/her child has changed during the incarceration period and may lead to a parent 

distancing him or herself from his or her children. Some men have never met their 

children because their children are born while they are behind bars. (Nurse 2000) Their 

children often do not recognize them, are afraid of them, or do not respond to their 

attempts to discipline (Nurse 2000). Nurse (2000) argues that recently released fathers 
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encounter unexpected challenges and disappointments in their attempts to reenter the 

family, which ultimately lead them to disengage from their children’s lives. The strain of 

prolonged separation may leave children more vulnerable to poverty because when a 

parent withdraws from the family, he or she may reduce his or her financial contributions. 

This scenario is probable in either the case of marriage or cohabitation and supported by 

the fact that unmarried mothers cohabiting with a boyfriend generally have substantially 

higher household incomes (Ellwood and Jencks 2004). 

Marriage and Single Parents. Extensive research shows that children in single 

parent families are more likely to face poverty. Most children who grow up in single-

parent families live with their mother and without another adult in the home helping to 

support them (Ellwood and Jencks 2004). Families headed by a single mother tend to 

have less income than two-parent families (Ellwood and Jencks 2004). Single mothers 

cannot generally work long hours, given that they have to care for their children. Many 

receive little child support from the absent father 

If high rates of incarceration do in fact contribute to the prevalence of single 

parenthood, then incarceration has implications for child poverty, and in particular, the 

rate of child poverty of among African American children. Single parenthood is 

particularly prevalent among African American families. As shown in Tables 7 and 8, 

African American children are more likely than white children to live in single-mother 

families and African American single-mother families with children under age 18 are 

more likely than their white counterparts to live below the federal poverty level. In 

Minnesota, the likelihood of an African American single-mother family living in poverty 

is greater than in the United States as a whole and the percentage of African American 
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single-mother families (51.5 percent) is greater than the percentage in the United States 

as whole (43.2 percent). Given the high rates of poverty among African American single-

mother families, it is worth considering whether incarceration contributes to the numbers 

of African American single-mother families and, in turn, the numbers of African 

American children growing up in poverty. 

Table 7:  Estimated numbers of single-mother families with children under age 18 

by poverty status
25

 in the United States, 2005-2007 

 Below the Federal 
Poverty Level 

Above the Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total 
Percent below 
the Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total single female 
householders with children 

3,538,583 6,050,215 9,588,798 36.9% 

Black only single female 
householders with children 

1,249,965 1,645,608 2,895,573 43.2% 

White non-Hispanic single 
female householders with 

children 

1,366,341 3,186,174 4,552,515 30.0% 

Source: 2005 - 2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates 

 

Table 8: Estimated numbers of single-mother families with children under age 18 in 

Minnesota, 2005-2007 

 Below the Federal 
Poverty Level 

Above the Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total 
Percent below 
the Federal 
Poverty Level 

Total single female 
householders with children 

42,204 93,157 135,361 31.2% 

Black only single female 
householders with children 

9,650 9,073 18,723 51.5% 

White non-Hispanic single 
female householders with 

children 

24,537 71,659 96,196 25.5% 

Source: 2005 - 2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates 

 

                                                        
25 Poverty status refers to income in the past 12 months either below or above the Federal Poverty 

Level. 

 



 38 

Since the 1960s both declining marriage rates and increasing divorce rates 

contributed to the increase in single-parent families. However, around 1980, the spike in 

divorce rates began to level off (Ellwood and Jencks 2004). Among African Americans, 

the rise in never-married mothers and declining marriage rates appear have a more 

important role in the increase of single-parent families (Ellwood and Jencks 2004). A 

myriad of interrelated factors pose barriers to marriage among parents in disadvantaged 

minority populations and contribute to declining marriage rates (Edin and Reed 2005). 

One factor among them is incarceration. In a study of Philadelphia-area single-mothers, 

about a third of the participants cited their partner’s chronic involvement with crime and 

subsequent imprisonment as a reason why their relationship failed (Edin and Reed 2005). 

Edin and Reed (2005) demonstrate that poverty itself poses as a barrier to marriage, 

rather than the failure to marry being a cause of poverty. Therefore, increasing marriage 

rates among economically disadvantage populations – even if possible ceteris paribus - is 

not enough to lift children out of poverty. As Ellwood and Jencks (2004) note, marriage 

to a chronically unemployed man is unlikely to improve a low-income mother’s 

economic circumstances. Still, as mentioned above, because single-mother families 

generally have less income and thus have children at a greater risk for poverty, whether 

or not incarceration affects the prevalence of single-mother families deserves 

examination.  

Incarceration poses barriers to marriage in multiple ways. Beyond the economic 

and education limitations incurred, a person’s prison history imparts a stigma in some 

communities that may also negatively impact his or her attractiveness in the marriage 

market (Huebner 2007). On the community level incarceration decreases marriage rates 
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in two ways. In communities where a high proportion of males are incarcerated at any 

given time, mass incarceration reduces the male-female adult ratio and decreases the pool 

of marriageable men. As a result of the decreased numbers of marriageable men, high 

incarceration rates may influence norms regarding marriage.  

Raphael (2007) found that a history of incarceration for males significantly 

increases the likelihood of never having been married. This research may explain why, if 

incarceration rates are dramatically higher for black males, the percentage of married 

black men and women in the U.S. is considerably lower than the percentage of married 

white men and women. In 2004, an estimated 40 percent of black men and 29 percent 

black women were currently married. In contrast, an estimated 60 percent of white men 

and 55 percent of white women were currently married (Kreider 2006).  

 Huebner (2007) analyzed data from the 1983 and 2000 surveys of the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 and found that in 2000, 15 percent of black males 

who had been incarcerated during the study period reported being married as opposed to 

43 percent of black males who had not been incarcerated during the study period.  Yet, 

when controlling for other factors such as years of education, military participation, 

cognitive ability, and economic factors in adolescence and young adulthood, Huebner 

(2007) found that incarceration is associated with a greater negative impact on marriage 

rates of white males than of black males (a 59 percent and 30 percent decrease in the 

likelihood of marriage respectively).  

Huebner’s findings do not suggest that the impact of incarceration on marriage 

and family formation among African American men is negligible. To the contrary, these 

findings suggest that incarceration is an important factor in family formation on two 
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counts. (1) Because a greater percentage of African Americans have been incarcerated at 

some point in their lives, a greater percentage of African Americans are also subject to 

the detrimental impact of incarceration on marriage. (2) On a community level, high rates 

of incarceration seem to function to make marriage no longer the norm. In communities 

where incarceration is uncommon, a person with a prison record may be stigmatized. In 

such settings, individuals with prison records may be regarded as less desirable marriage 

partners. Qualitative research suggests that the smaller impact of incarceration on 

marriage rates for black males is explainable by the fact that mass incarceration has 

altered norms regarding marriage and gender roles while individual incarcerations are 

less stigmatized (Huebner 2007). Huebner (2007) explains that the relatively stronger 

effect of incarceration on whites in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 

study “may be partly an artifact of the concentration of incarceration in minority 

communities.”  

 

Limitations on federal benefits 

  

In 1996, the federal welfare reform mandated a lifetime ban on felony drug 

offenders’ eligibility for certain federal benefits such as postsecondary education 

benefits, federally assisted housing, selected licenses and contracts, food stamps, and 

benefits from Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) (USGAO 2005). Since 

that time, many states either opted out of or modified the ban on food stamps and TANF. 

Minnesota is one of the states that modified the ban. Eligibility for TANF and food 

stamps in Minnesota is now conditional upon regular drug testing. This is certainly an 

improvement for felony drug offenders, compared to an absolute ban. Still, for those 



 41 

struggling with drug addiction, eligibility conditional upon drug testing limits access. 

Because TANF and Food Stamp Program benefits are limited to individuals who the 

meet the eligibility requirements, modified eligibility on basis of a felony drug conviction 

effects only those ex-offenders who would have been eligible if not for their conviction 

(USGAO 2005). Children whose parents would have been eligible aside from a felony 

drug conviction may be more susceptible to poverty in that, as a result of federal laws, 

their parents are denied access to certain federal benefits normally available to low-

income families and individuals. The impacts of this ban are not directly tied to 

incarceration in that not all felony drug offenders have a prison record. Still, the denial of 

federal benefits is worth noting as it eliminates resources available to parent offenders 

following reentry from prison. See Appendix Table 2 for descriptions of federal benefits 

that may be denied to felony drug offenders. 

The GAO (2005) found that the impacts of the ban on education benefits were 

relatively small in regard to the total number of individuals who applied for 

postsecondary education loans and grants during the academic year 2003-2004. 

Approximately 41,000 applicants (0.3 percent of total applicants) were disqualified from 

receiving education benefits during 2003 as a result of a felony drug conviction (USGAO 

2005). While these figures seem negligible in that they are low relative to the population 

of total applicants, the impact of these bans should not be dismissed on three counts. 

First, the study does not take into account the impact of these bans specifically on ex-

offender populations. Rather than demonstrating the impact on the population with a 

felony drug conviction, it shows the impact on the applicant population. Second, these 

figures likely underestimate the impact of such bans in that individuals with felony 
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convictions coming out of prison are less likely to apply and may be discouraged from 

applying because they assume their conviction automatically disqualifies them (Western 

2008). Third, because the denial of federal education benefits is a lifetime ban, the 

numbers of those who have been denied will accumulate. For example, assuming that the 

number applicants denied benefits on the basis of a felony drug charge remained about 

41,000 each year, this would amount to approximately 246,000 applicants denied 

education benefits from academic year 2003-2004 through academic year 2008-2009.  

In addition, as the number of convicted felony drug offenders in prison continues 

to grow, so will the number of felony drug offenders eventually released from prison. As 

a result, an increasing number of offenders will also be ineligible for education benefits, 

assuming that the rates of eligibility, if not for the felony drug offense, remain the same. 

If a prison record is shown to reduce educational attainment and educational attainment is 

positively associated with income, then the federal education benefit ban may prevent 

some ex-offenders from improving their income status. Though the federal education 

benefit ban excludes both felony drug offenders with a prison record and felony drug 

offenders without a prison record, the ban represents an obstacle released felony drug 

offender parents face in attaining post-secondary education and increasing their incomes. 

Therefore, the federal education benefit ban may place children whose parents have a 

prison history for a felony drug offense at a greater risk for growing up in poverty.  

Similar to the findings on the ban for federal education benefits, the GAO (2005) 

reports that about 5 percent of the approximately 29,000 applications for admission to 

public housing were denied due to drug-related criminal activity in fifteen of the largest 

Public Housing Agencies. Again, this percentage shows the denial for benefits in the 
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context of the population eligible for housing benefits rather than in the context of felony 

drug offenders. It is likely that some individuals who would be eligible, if not for their 

drug conviction, do not bother to apply. 

In sum, while the denial of federal benefits may appear to affect a small 

percentage of applicants, these estimates do not show the percentage of felony drug 

offenders who are affected by such bans. As noted above, drug offenders and drug 

recidivists in prison are more likely to be parents than other offenders. As result, these 

bans likely contribute to the poverty levels among children whose parents have a prison 

history for a felony drug offense. 

 

Policy Implications 

Based on national estimates of parents in prison, their average number of children, 

and the prevalence of imprisonment, I estimate that about 1 in 9 African American 

children in Minnesota have a parent who is or has been in prison at some point in their 

lives. As this paper demonstrates, these children are at an increased risk for living in 

poverty due to their parent’s incarceration. The prevalence of this poverty risk among 

African American children suggests a need for policies that address both the racial 

disparity of incarceration in Minnesota and the adverse consequences of incarceration on 

not only the individual with a prison record but his or her children as well.  

One way to reduce the prevalence of child poverty that results from parental 

incarceration would be to lessen the criminal justice system’s reliance on imprisonment. 

This is not to suggest that criminal behavior should be without consequences. 

Incapacitating and removing some offenders, in particular violent offenders, from 



 44 

communities may have benefits for the duration of the offender’s imprisonment. 

However, in determining appropriate criminal justice responses to nonviolent offenses, 

policymakers should calculate and consider the child poverty consequences of 

imprisonment and its disproportionate impact on African Americans.  

In particular, the Minnesota State Legislature should modify sentencing 

guidelines to reduce the severity level of drug offenses. Reducing the severity level of 

drug offenses would reduce the likelihood of imprisonment for individuals convicted of 

drug offenses. Currently, Minnesota’s sentencing structure has severe penalties for drug 

offenses that place drug offenses on par with egregious violent crimes. For example, 

under sentencing guidelines, a first-degree drug offense falls in the category of Severity 

Level IX, which is the same category for third-degree murder, first-degree sex offense, 

and kidnapping that results in great bodily harm. The duration of imprisonment for felony 

offenses is premised on the offender’s criminal history. Under this current sentencing 

structure, a drug offender with no criminal history convicted of a first-degree drug 

offense receives a sentence of 86 months in prison (MSGC 2008a).  

The legislature should also raise the substance quantity thresholds in the 

sentencing guidelines structure. Among the upper-Midwestern states, Minnesota has the 

lowest threshold amounts for first-degree offenses – 10 grams for sale offenses and 25 

grams for possession offenses. Among the regional states that base their sentencing 

structures on drug amounts, the top-level thresholds range between 40 grams in 

Wisconsin and 5,000 grams in Iowa. Minnesota’s low thresholds in its amount-based 

sentencing structure equates to the most severe provisions in the region (MSGC 2004). 

The high severity level of drug offenses coupled with low threshold amounts results in a 
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sentencing structure that sends non-violent offenders to prison. Given that African 

Americans are disproportionately incarcerated for drug crimes and that drug offenders are 

more likely to be parents than violent offenders, reducing the severity-level for drug 

crimes and increasing the threshold amounts for drug crimes could help to reduce the 

numbers of African American parents in prison. 

My recommendation to reduce the frequency of incarceration for drug offenses is 

not to suggest that the problem of drug abuse and addiction should go unaddressed. 

Instead, access to effective drug abuse treatment should be increased and more non-

violent offenders should be directed to treatment rather than to prison. Substance abuse 

and addiction are interlinked with a host of problems affecting Minnesota such as child 

abuse and neglect, domestic abuse, medical conditions, child learning disabilities, and 

criminal behavior (MSGC 2004). In particular, substance abuse and addiction have a 

notable role in the criminal justice system. More than 60 percent of inmates in state 

correctional facilities are estimated to have varying degrees of substance abuse problems 

(MSGC 2004). As mentioned above, the lack of access to effective treatment can often 

result in incarceration. Making drug treatment more accessible and diverting non-violent 

drug offenders to treatment and away from prison would help to reduce the rate of 

incarceration and its subsequent impacts on child poverty among African American 

children. 

During the late 1970s approximately 150,000 ex-offenders were released into 

their communities each year. Thirty years later, about five times as many ex-offenders are 

released each year. Western (2008) notes that these individuals are released 

predominantly into inner-city neighborhoods where their communities are underprepared 
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to absorb them given the context of job scarcity, high crime rates, and social 

disorganization that is itself exacerbated by a continual population turnover due to 

incarceration. In Minnesota, approximately 95 percent of all offenders eventually return 

to their communities. In 2007, 7796 offenders were released from prison (MDOC 2009a). 

These offenders are released largely into inner city areas in Minnesota. The 

geographically concentrated destinations of released ex-offenders underscores the 

necessity of reentry programs that would help communities and families absorb newly 

released ex-offenders. 

Policy makers should focus on facilitating ex-offenders’ reentry into both their 

communities and families. Reentry programs should include not only job training skills 

and education, but also family counseling to help ex-offender parents and their children 

adapt to their new roles in each other’s lives. As many of these former inmates are 

parents, facilitating their reentry from prison would benefit not only themselves but their 

children as well. Given that the stress of prolonged separation is shown to cause fathers 

recently released from prison to disengage from their children’s lives, counseling that 

mitigates this stress could help parents to transition into supportive roles in their 

children’s lives.  

In order to lift children whose parents are convicted of drug offenses out of 

poverty, policies should not prevent their parents from attaining post-secondary education 

or accessing benefits such as housing, food stamps, or TANF. The current ban on federal 

education benefits inevitably prevents some parents from attaining a higher level of 

education and better employment opportunities. Eliminating this ban could help some 

parents increase their incomes and subsequently reduce their children’s risk to growing 
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up in poverty. While Minnesota modified the ban on food stamps and TANF, the drug 

testing condition may still prevent some parents and their children from receiving 

resources that would help to alleviate their poverty status. 

In short, in order to mitigate the racial disparity of child poverty in Minnesota, 

policies are needed to both address racial disparity in incarceration in Minnesota and the 

consequences of incarceration that ultimately affect children whose parents have an 

incarceration history. Modifying the current sentencing structure for drug offenses may 

help to reduce the numbers of African American children at risk for poverty because of 

their parent’s incarceration. Reentry programs that emphasize helping parents readjust to 

parenting following their incarceration could encourage and enable parents who have 

been in prison to participate in their children’s lives and provide them with financial 

support. Additionally, policymakers should lift bans and limitations on federal benefits to 

felony drug offenders. 

   

Conclusions 

Despite Minnesota’s low child poverty and imprisonment rates, a relatively high 

percentage of African American children live in poverty and a disproportionate 

percentage of African Americans adults are incarcerated in Minnesota state prisons. In 

addition, it is worth pointing out that while Minnesota’s imprisonment rate appears low 

relative to the United States, this is a comparison to the country with the world’s largest 

prison population and rate of imprisonment. In comparison to most other industrialized 

countries, the rate is still high (See Appendix Figure 2). Law enforcement strategies, stiff 

penalties for drug offenses, and a lack of access to treatment combine to increase the 
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number of non-violent offenders held in prison and the likelihood of admitting African 

Americans to prison in Minnesota. 

  The 2004 estimates showing a cost of nearly $30,000 per inmate per year 

demonstrate that holding inmates in custody of correctional facilities comes with a 

financial burden. However, the costs do not end there. The growing rate of incarceration 

and the disparate rate of incarceration for African American Minnesotans should be of 

concern to legislators given that numerous studies demonstrate the adverse effects of 

incarceration on an individual’s short- and long-run achievements in areas of life such as 

employment, education, housing, and family. One commonly overlooked consequence of 

incarceration is the potential effect that such outcomes may have on children whose 

parents are or have been incarcerated. Because children’s poverty status is dependent 

upon their parents’, it follows that children will be more susceptible to poverty if their 

parents are more likely to face poverty following incarceration. Given the numerous ways 

in which incarceration impacts not only families and individuals, but social norms as 

well, there is reason to believe that the racial disparity of incarceration and the racial 

disparity of child poverty are related.  

Given the widespread and growing prevalence of incarceration throughout the 

country, understanding how incarceration factors into child poverty is especially 

pertinent. The lack of records on children with parents who are or have been incarcerated 

limits empirical analysis on the impacts of parental incarceration on child poverty. In 

order to better research and assess the effects of incarceration on children, more 

information is needed on children who experience the misfortune of having their parents 

incarcerated. A nationwide longitudinal study that includes questions regarding the 
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participant’s parent’s incarceration history would be an invaluable resource for future 

studies on the effects of incarceration. Questions on incarceration histories should be 

carefully designed so as avoid stigmatizing individuals and communities. 

The majority of research on the effects of incarceration attempts to separate the 

impacts of incarceration on individual outcomes from the effects of pre-existing 

individual characteristics. However, the socio-cultural implications of sending minority 

populations within some communities to prison en masse and their eventual reentry 

should also be considered. The fact that ex-offenders’ destinations following release from 

prison are geographically concentrated further supports this point. For example, as 

described above, the impact of incarceration on marriage rates could be best understood 

in terms of the large-scale incarceration impacts on cultural norms regarding marriage 

rather than exclusively with respect to the effect of incarceration on individuals. More 

research is needed to examine the large-scale social, cultural, and economic effects of 

sending the male populations of minority communities to prison en masse. Perhaps the 

effects of incarceration on the prevalence of child poverty would be best understood in 

terms of community impact rather than on a case-by-case basis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 50 

References 

 

Alexander, Pamela (2009, April 24) former Minnesota justice and president of the 
Council on Crime and Justice, personal communication.  

Bonzcar, Thomas P. (2003, August) “Prevalence of Imprisonment in the U.S. 
Population, 1974-2001” Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) (2008) “Correctional Populations in the United 
States and Prisoners in 2007.” 

Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) (2009) Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics 
Online, Table 6.28.2007, accessed May 10, 2009. 

Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) (2009) Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics 
Online, Table 6.29.2007, accessed May 10, 2009. 

Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) (2009, March) “Prison Statistics.” U.S. Department 
of Justice, Office of Justice Programs http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/prisons.htm last 
revised March 31, 2009, accessed April 27, 2009. 

Cain, Dan (2009, April 3) former member of the Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines 
Commission, personal communication.  

Children’s Defense Fund (CDF). Kids Count 2008. 

Christian, Steve (2009, March) “Children of Incarcerated Parents” National 
Conference of State Legislatures. 

The Council on Crime and Justice (CCJ) (2002 a)“African American Males in the 
Criminal Justice System”. Council on Crime and Justice Report.  

Council on Crime and Justice. (2002 b, March) “Defining Disparity – Taking a Closer 
Look: Do Drug Use Patterns Explain Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Drug Arrests in 
Minnesota.”  

Council on Crime and Justice (2004, November) “Low Level Offenses in 
Minneapolis: An Analysis of Arrests and their Outcomes.” 

Council on Crime and Justice. (2006) “Children of incarcerated parents.”  

Courtwright, D. T. (1996). The Drug War's Hidden Toll. Issues in Science & 

Technology, 13(2), 71. 

Duncan, Greg J. and Brooks-Gunn (2000) Family Poverty, Welfare Reform, and 
Child Development. Child Development, 71(1): 188-196. 

Duwe, Grant (2009, April 27) Minnesota Department of Corrections Research and 
Evaluation Mangage, personal communication. 

Education Trust, Inc. (2006, Fall) Education Watch, State National Assessment of 
Educational Progress Tables. 

Edin, Kathryn and Reed, Joanna. 2005 Why Don’t They Just Get Married: Barriers to 
Marriage among the Disadvantaged? The Future of Children, 15: 117-137. 



 51 

Ellwood, David and Jencks, Christopher. (2004) “The Spread of Single Parent 
Families in the United States since 1960” John F. Kennedy School of Government, 
Working Paper RWP04-008. 

Glaze, Lauren E. and Maruschak, Laura M. (2008, August) “Parents in Prison and 
Their Minor Children” Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report. NCJ 222984 
revised 1/8/09. 

Hays, S., (2003). Flat Broke With Children: Women in the Age of Welfare Reform. 
Oxford ; New York: Oxford ; New York : Oxford University Press. 

Holman, Barry and Ziedenberg, Jason (2006) “The Dangers of Detention: The Impact 
of Incarcerating Youth in Detention and Other Secure Facilities.” Justice Policy 
Institute. 

Holzer HJ, Schanzenbach, DW, Duncan, G, and Ludwig, J (2007) “The Economic 
Costs of Poverty in the United States: Subsequent Effects of Children Growing Up 
Poor.” National Poverty Center Working Paper Series #07-04.  

Huebner, B. (2007, March). Racial and Ethnic Differences in the Likelihood of 
Marriage: The Effect of Incarceration. JQ: Justice Quarterly, 24(1), 156-183. 
Retrieved April 13, 2009, doi:10.1080/07418820701201073. 

Institute on Race and Poverty and The Council on Crime and Justice (2003, 
September) “Minnesota Statewide Racial Profiling Report: All Participating 
Jurisdictions, Report to the Minnesota Legislature.” 

International Centre for Prison Studies (2009) World Prison Brief, King’s College 
London, http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/law/research/icps/worldbrief/ accessed May 11, 
2009. 
 
Kreider, Rose (2006, December) “Marital Status in the 2004 American Community 
Survey.” U.S. Census Bureau. Population Division Working Paper No. 83. 

Mauer, Marc (2006) Race to Incarcerate. The Sentencing Project. The New Press. 

Minnesota Department of Corrections (MDOC) (2006, March) “Minnesota Prison 
Population Projections, Fiscal Year 2006 Report.” 

Minnesota Department of Corrections (MDOC) (2008, June) “Prison Population 
Projections” Backgrounder. 

Minnesota Department of Corrections (MDOC) (2008, December) “Drug Offenders 
in Prison” Backgrounder. 

Minnesota Department of Corrections (MDOC) (2009a, January) “Minnesota 
Comprehensive Reentry Plan” Backgrounder. 

Minnesota Department of Corrections (MDOC) (2009b, January) Minnesota 
Department of Corrections Adult Inmate Profile as of 01/01/2009. 

Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission (MSGC) (2004, January), Report to 
the Legislature on Drug Offender Sentencing Issues.   



 52 

Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission (MSGC) (2006, November) Approved 
Meeting Minutes. 

Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission (MSGC) (2008a, August) “Minnesota 
Sentencing Guidelines and Commentary.” 

Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission (MSGC) (2008b, October) 
“Sentencing Practices: Annual Summary Statistics for Felony Offenders Sentenced in 
2007.” 

Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission (MSGC) (2009, January), Report to 
the Legislature 2009. 

Mumola, Christopher (2009, April 24), Policy Analyst, Corrections Statistics 
Program, Bureau of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice, personal 
communication.  

Nurse, A. M. (2000). Coming home: The transition from incarcerated to paroled 
young father. In G. L. Fox, & M. L. Benson (Eds.), Contemporary Perspectives in 

Family Research: Families, Crime and Justice (pp. 281-308) Elsevier Science Inc. 

Pfingst, Lori (2008, March) “The Cost of Child Poverty State by State,” Human 
Services Policy Center. 

Raphael, Steven (2007) Early Incarceration Spells and the Transition to Adulthood. In 
S. Danziger and C.E. Rouse (Eds.), The Price of Independence: The Economics of 

Early Adulthood (pp. 278-306) Russell Sage Foundation. 

Sabol, William J., Couture, Heather, and Harrison, Paige M. (2007)“Prisoners 2006.” 
The Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletin. US Department of Justice Office of Justice 
Programs. (December). 

Strawn, Julie (2007, September) “Policies to Promote Adult Education and 
Postsecondary Alignment” Prepared for the National Commission on Adult Literacy, 
revised 10/18/2007. 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), Office of 
Applied Studies (2008). Results from the 2007 National Survey on Drug Use and 

Health: National Findings (NSDUH Series H-34, DHHS Publication No. SMA 08-
4343). Rockville, MD. 

Sweeten, Gary and Apel, Robert (2007, August) “Incarceration and the Transition to 
Adulthood” National Poverty Center Working Paper Series #07-23. 

US Government Accountability Office “Various Factors May Limit the Impacts of 
Federal Laws That Provide for Denial of Selected Benefits.” Report to Congressional 
Requesters. 

Wacquant, Loïc. (2001) Deadly Symbiosis: When Ghetto and Prison Meet and Mesh. 
Punishment & Society;3;95. 

West, Heather C. and Sabol, William J. Ph.D. (2008, December) “Prisoners 
2007.”Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletin. U.S. Department of Justice Office of 
Justice Programs. NCJ 224280 revised 2/12/09.  



 53 

West, Heather C. Ph.D and Sabol, William J. Ph.D (2009, March) “Prison Inmates at 
Midyear 2008 – Statistical Tables” Bureau of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of 
Justice, Revised 4/8/09. 

Western, Bruce. “From Prison to Work: A Proposal for a National Prisoner Reentry 
Program.” The Brookings Institution Discussion Paper 2008-16. December 2008. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 54 

Appendix 
 

Figure 1A: Country Comparisons – Rate per 100,000 resident population of 

prisoners 2008-2009 in selected countries
26

 

 

Source: For the United States, West (2009); for all other countries, International Centre for Prison Studies 
(2009) 
 
 

                                                        
26  Rates for the Israel, Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and the United Kingdom are for 2009. All 

others, excluding China, are for approximately midyear 2008. Rate for China is for December 31, 2005 for 

sentenced prisoners in Ministry of Justice prisons only, excluding pre-trial detainees and those held in 

administrative detention. In China, there are two types of administrative detention. According to Chinese 

government statistics there were more than 500,000 serving administrative detention in re-education-through-

labor camps in 2005. In 2004 there were 350,000 in a second type of administrative detention for drug 

offenders and prostitutes. The number of pre-trial detainees is not known but has been estimated at about 

100,000. If correct, the total prison population in China would be about 2,500,000. 
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Figure 2A: Selected Industrialized Countries Comparison with Minnesota
27

 – Rate 

per 100,000 resident population of prisoners 2008-2009  

 

Source: For Minnesota, West (2009); for all other countries, International Centre for Prison Studies (2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
27 Minnesota’s rate in this graph is the imprisonment rate, which is limited to prisoners sentenced to 

one year or more. The rate includes prisoners under jurisdiction of state and federal correctional 

authorities. 
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Table 1A: Percent of state and federal inmates with children by race and 

gender and the numbers of children, 2004 

 

 

Percent with 

children 

Percent 

with 1 
child 

Percent 

with 2 
children 

Percent 

with 3 
children 

Percent 

with 4 or 

more 
children 

Average 

number of 

children per 
parent28 

State Inmates 51.9 22.5 14.8 8.1 6.5 2.0 

Male 51.2 22.7 14.1 7.8 6.3 1.9 

White, non-Hispanic 44.8 21.6 12.9 6.5 3.8 1.8 

Black, non-Hispanic 54.0 23.3 14.4 7.9 8.4 2.0 

Hispanic 57.0 23.4 17.6 9.7 6.3 2.0 

Female 61.7 20.7 19.3 12.4 9.3 2.2 

White, non-Hispanic 61.8 23.0 21.7 10.6 6.4 2.0 

Black, non-Hispanic 61.0 18.1 17.8 14.1 11.1 2.3 

Hispanic 64.1 18.3 15.9 14.1 15.8 2.4 

       

Federal Inmates 62.9 24.4 17.8 10.9 9.8 2.1 

Male 63.4 24.8 17.9 10.9 9.9 2.1 

White, non-Hispanic 47.8 26.2 12.7 6.3 2.5 1.7 

Black, non-Hispanic 70.0 24.2 18.1 12.9 14.8 2.3 

Hispanic 68.5 23.4 23.7 12.5 8.9 2.1 

Female 55.9 19.5 17.0 10.7 8.8 2.2 

White, non-Hispanic 47.4 17.9 14.6 8.5 6.5 2.1 

Black, non-Hispanic 55.2 18.1 16.3 10.2 10.6 2.2 

Hispanic 63.4 21.6 18.2 13.9 9.6 2.2 

Source: The percentages of parents for each number of children is from Glaze and Maruschak (2008). I 

calculate the average number of children per parent by multiplying the percentage with each number 

of children and dividing by the percent with children in each gender and racial category for state and 

federal inmates. For example, for total state inmates: (22.5x1 + 14.8x2 + 8.1x3 + 6.5x4.5)/51.9 = 

approximately 2.0 children per state inmate parent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
28 To calculate the average number of children per parent, I calculated only 4 children for the percent 

with 4 or more children. 
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Table 2A: Description of federal benefits that may be denied to felony drug 

offenders 

Federal Benefit Description 

Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) 

Cash assistance to help low-income families meet basic 
ongoing needs 

Food Stamps Food assistance to low-income households 

Postsecondary Education  Federal Pell Grants, Stafford loans, and work-study 
assistance 

Federally assisted housing Public housing for low-income families with children. 
Includes vouchers for private-market housing for very low-
income families 

Federal Benefits Program Federal postsecondary student loans, federal licenses such as 
for physicians, pilots, and other, and procurement contracts. 

Source: GAO (2005) 

 


