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Abstract
Using matched administrative records from the Illinois Department of Corrections and the
Illinois Department of Children and Family Services, this paper finds that mothers’ reincarceration is higher than women without children. It is also found that incarcerated mothers,
whose children have been in foster care, have a higher re-incarceration rate than women without
children. The re-incarceration is particularly higher among mothers who have children in foster
care overlapping with their first incarceration and mothers who had children in foster care but
lost their custody before entering their first incarceration. These findings are more distinctively
shown among white women with drug-related offenses or with drug addiction than their AfricanAmerican women counterparts.
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Introduction
Rising female incarceration rates has drawn public attention because most female inmates are
mothers and their incarceration is directly related to their children’s wellbeing.1 It has been well
documented that a mother’s incarceration is negatively related to her children outcomes.
Specifically, maternal incarceration has been associated with their children’s behavioral
problems at school, including frequent disciplinary actions, dropping out of school, suspensions,
lower standardized test scores, and failed classes (Cho, 2010; Myers et al., 1999; Trice &
Brewer, 2004). Further, maternal incarceration also increases the risk of criminal activity and
incarceration of the children themselves (Myers et al., 1999). Along with maternal incarceration,
the foster care placements of incarcerated mothers’ children also has drawn attention, as foster
care caseloads have increased substantially since the 1980s, which has been associated with
reductions in cash welfare benefits and an increase in female incarceration (Johnson &
Waldfogel, 2002; Swann & Sylvester, 2006). Thus, how well mothers integrate into the
community after incarceration is important for themselves and their children. Particularly, it is
important to understand how motherhood and the foster care records of their children are
associated with the re-incarceration of previously incarcerated women.
This paper studies the population of incarcerated women in Illinois state prison, who have
had multiple contacts with the criminal justice system, and often were their children’s only
custodial parent prior to their incarceration. Particularly, it examines whether motherhood and
their children’s foster records are associated with these women’s re-incarceration after release
from prison. Instead of relying on survey data, this study is based on matched administrative
records from the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) and the Illinois Department of
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Particularly, a turning point in levels of female incarceration was known as the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, which
saw a dramatic increase in the number and length of female incarceration (Swann & Sylvester 2006).
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Children and Family Services (DCFS). The analysis sample consists of about 7,000 female
prisoners released from their first incarceration between 1995 and 1999; 84 percent of them have
at least one child and 17 percent of them have at least one child in the foster care system before
their first incarceration.
This study creates a re-incarceration variable indicating whether women were reimprisoned within three years after their release from the first incarceration. The analysis
examines whether motherhood itself is associated with a higher (or lower) re-incarceration rate
and extends this question to whether motherhood with different foster care records is associated
with different re-incarceration rates.
We find that re-incarceration rate of mothers is higher than women without children. We
also find that incarcerated mothers, whose children have been in foster care, have a higher reincarceration rate than women without children in the foster care system. Re-incarceration is
particularly higher among mothers who have children in foster care overlapping with the first
incarceration and mothers who had children in foster care and lost custody before entering the
first incarceration. These findings are more distinctively shown among white women with a
drug-related offense or with drug addiction than their African-American counterparts.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In the next section, we summarize
the previous studies and highlight our contribution. In the third section, we describe our data. In
section four, we propose an empirical model to analyze whether motherhood and children’s
foster care records are associated with the re-incarceration of women released from their first
incarceration. The empirical results are also presented in the fourth section. In the final section,
we discuss the implications of our findings.
Previous studies

3

There is a limited pool of current literature on female re-incarceration or recidivism.2 It is known
that women with lower levels of education and histories of drug use or violence are more likely
to be incarcerated again (Phillips et al., 2005; Huebner et al., 2009). According to Andrews et al.
(2012) Holtfreter & Cupp (2007) and Reisig et al. (2007), women and men have different risk
factors for criminal recidivism. These studies point out that substance abuse is a strong predictor
of both male and female recidivism, but is more strongly related to female recidivism. They also
found that incarcerated mothers are slightly more likely to have used drugs in the month before
their incarceration than incarcerated fathers, 65.3 percent compared with 57.5 percent. Studying
incarcerated mothers, Arditti & Few (2006) finds that mothers, especially those incarcerated for
drug offenses, have high rates of recidivism. Investigating the effects of poverty on recidivism,
among female offenders, Holtfreter et al. (2004) show that women living below the poverty level
are at a higher risk for recidivism than their less impoverished counterparts.
The difference between the recidivism or re-incarceration of mothers and women without
children is not a well-researched issue. Bonta et al. (1995) investigate the risk factors of
women’s re-incarceration (measured by re-incarceration within three years after released from
the previous incarceration) and report that the re-incarceration rate of mothers and women
without children are similar: 38.8 percent and 41.2 percent, respectively; but they also find that
single mothers had a significantly higher re-incarceration rates than mothers with a partner, 51.7
percent compare with 22.2 percent. However, their sample is too small to generalize their
findings; 49 women reported having children in the sample of 136 women. Also, their sample of
female prisoners (federally sentenced) in Canada might not be representative of incarcerated
women in the United States. More recently, when examining the long-term patterns of recidivism
2

Re-incarceration means that women are imprisoned in state or local correctional facilities. On the other hand,
recidivism indicates that women committed new crimes or violated parole rules, which may not lead to reimprisonment.
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of 519 women released from US state prisons, Huebner et al. (2010) find that most (81percent)
of the sample reported having one or more dependent children, and the recidivism rate (measured
by parole violation) of mothers is higher (50 percent) than that of women without children (32
percent) although the difference is not statistically significant after controlling for women’s
characteristics. Huebner et al. (2010) does not investigate any further specifics related to
motherhood and recidivism.
Studies on maternal incarceration and their children’s foster care have largely focused on
whether maternal incarceration lowers the chance of reunification with their children who are in
foster care. Hayward & DePanfilis (2007) show that children with incarcerated parents, along
with other high-risk factors, are less likely to be reunited. Several consequences of incarceration
complicate the reunification of mothers and children. Women who are incarcerated, particularly
mothers, face mental health issues, inadequate parenting resources, family reconfiguration,
reestablishing social support, when returning to life after incarceration (Addritti & Few, 2006;
Opsal & Foley, 2013). These factors contribute to instability in the home and likely delay the
reunification process. Children of incarcerated mothers are twice as likely to be removed from
their homes as when fathers are incarcerated (Mumola, 2000). If child services cannot locate the
incarcerated parent and the foster child is declared abandoned, an abandonment finding may be
issued. This may lead to changing a child’s permanency planning goal to adoption and make
reunification much more difficult (Ross et al., 2004).
There has been less attention on whether motherhood and children’s foster care records
are associated with women’s recidivism although the recidivism rate of mothers is particularly
critical to assess the wellbeing and stability of their children’s life. Three explanations about
whether mothers’ recidivism differs from the rates for women without children include the
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following: First, mothers might have lower recidivism rates, because they have an additional
incentive, driven by children and family, to try and avoid another incarceration after their
releases (Maier, 2006). Also, mothers whose children are in foster care, while they are
incarcerated, would appear to have a significant incentive to avoid another prison time after their
release in order to facilitate being reunited with their children. Second, mothers might have
higher recidivism rates because they are more likely to be untreated drug addicts and more likely
to engage in subsequent criminal behavior (Maier, 2006). Third, mothers’ recidivism might be
higher than women without children, because incarcerated mothers experience more risk factors
such as a child out of wedlock, divorce, and physical/ sexual abuse by a husband or partner
(Greene et al., 2000; Carlson and Shafer, 2010; Poehlmann, 2005). Additionally, foster care
records of incarcerated mothers’ children might signal that those mothers experience serious
difficulties such as drug addiction or domestic violence.
This study investigates whether mothers are more likely to be re-incarcerated, after their
previous incarceration, than women without children. Further, it also studies whether mothers’
re-incarceration depends on the foster care records of their children. We do not attempt to
identify the causal relationship but instead we try to investigate the association between
motherhood, having children in foster care, and re-incarceration.
Matched Administrative Data
Our study is based on rarely available administrative records, matched from (i) the Illinois
Department of Corrections (IDOC) and (ii) the Illinois Department of Children and Family
Services (DCFS). We explain the details of how to match two data sets in Appendix. We begin
with a sample of women who exited from the Illinois state prisons between the first quarter of
1995 and the fourth quarter of 1999. These files contain information on each woman’s criminal
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offense, whether she reported a substance abuse problem (e.g., cocaine, marijuana, and heroin
addiction) at the time of her admission to prison, and the entry and exit dates of each prison spell.
These files also include demographic information on inmates’ race, birth date, educational
attainment, county from which they were sentenced to prison, marital status, reported number of
children and various personal identifiers. However, previous conviction or criminal records that
did not lead to incarceration are not available in the data. Women incarcerated more than 5 years
(less than 2 percent) are not included in the analysis. It is fairly certain that our sample follows
women after their first prison spells, because those women did not have any other incarceration
going back at least through 1989 in our IDOC records.
These records are then matched to the DCFS’s foster care records that extended from
1975 through the second quarter of 2002. The DCFS’s child welfare data include information on
the timing of all children’s entry and exit dates into foster care, their placements, and whether
and how their foster care spells were resolved by the end of the sample period. As a result, we
identify when incarcerated mothers had children in foster care relative to the timing of their first
incarceration. This paper adds subsample analyses of African-American and white women to
examine whether the association between motherhood and re-incarceration is different by race.
Descriptive Statistics
In order to measure the re-incarceration of women in the data, we create a dummy variable
indicating whether women were re-incarcerated within three years after being released from their
first incarceration.3 As shown in Table 1, about 33 percent of women were re-incarcerated within
three years after the first incarceration. This re-incarceration rate is higher for African-American
women (36 percent) than white women (26 percent).
<Table 1 about here>
3

It is not perfect but three years are long enough to cover most re-incarcerated women in the data.
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Table 1 also presents individual and foster care related variables as well as offense and
incarceration related variables, for African-American and white women. There are 5 categories
of women based on whether they have at least one child and whether one of their children was in
foster care before the first incarceration. The first column of all women reports that about 16
percent of incarcerated women have no child, while about 67 percent of women have at least one
child but no child in foster care before their first incarceration. About 11 percent of incarcerated
women have at least one child, who started foster care but did not leave foster care, when they
started the first incarceration. Also, about 6 percent of incarcerated women have at least one
child who started and ended foster care before their first incarcerations; out of 6 percent of such
women, about 2 percent reunified with children before incarceration and about 4 percent lost the
custody to adoption or subsidized guardianships.4 These findings are similar for AfricanAmerican or white women, although more white women are single and more African-American
women have children who were in foster care before their first incarcerations.
On average, the education level of all incarcerated women is about 11 years and their age
at release, from their first incarceration, is about 32.5 years. There is little difference in education
and age between African-American and white women. 68 percent of incarcerated women are
African-American while 26 percent are white. Only 6 percent are Hispanic or other race. About
13 percent of incarcerated women are married with white women being more likely to be
married (21 percent) than African-American women (10 percent). Length of the first
incarceration is about 0.9 years, which is similar among African-American and white women.

4

Subsidized guardianships differ from adoptions in several ways. When child welfare case workers determine that
adoption is not an option for a child in foster care who is 12 or over, they may eligible to be placed in subsidized
guardianship. Guardians have many similar rights and responsibilities as adoptive parents and receive subsidies from
the state including Medicaid care for the child. But unlike an adoption, a guardianship ends when the child turns 18.
Furthermore, the birth parents retain visitation rights and other rights including the right to determine the child’s
religion. See Illinois Department of Children and Family Services web site: www.state.il.us/dcfs/docs/chapter7.pdf.
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About 63 percent of women were sentenced to their first incarceration in Cook County; this rate
is much higher for African-American women (77 percent) than for white women (26 percent). 48
percent of incarcerated women were convicted for drug offenses while 34 and 15 percent of
women were convicted for property and person related offenses respectively.5 African-American
women are more concentrated in drug related offenses (about 56 percent) while white women are
more concentrated in property related offenses (about 51 percent). Drug addiction rates at the
time of admission to prison are higher (about 62 percent) for African-American women than for
white women (about 54 percent); drug addiction was self-reported and illegal drug includes
cocaine, marijuana, and heroine.
In Table 2, we further examine the re-incarceration rate based on motherhood and
children’s foster care records. In the first column, it is noticeable that the re-incarceration rate of
women with no child is lower by 4.2 percentage points (statistically significant at p<0.05) than
women with children.6 In the second and third columns, however, the re-incarceration rates
within each race group tell a different story. For African-American women, there is no difference
in the re-incarceration rate between women with and without children, about 35 to 36.2 percent;
for white women, the re-incarceration rate of women with children is about 5.2 percentage points
higher (statistically significant at p<0.05) than it is for their counterparts without children.
<Table 2 about here>
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These categories are categories of individuals’ holding charges. They may be serving time for other charges as
well. It is possible that those in prison for a property-related offense, for example retail theft, may also have been
charged and pleaded to a drug-related offense and visa versa.
6
The difference between women with no child (reference group) and other groups of women are measured and the ttest provides whether the difference is statistically significant. Also, in our data, we find that 18.3% of mothers were
re-incarcerated as a result of a parole violation while 19.4% of women without child were re-incarcerated due to a
parole violation. The difference is 1.1% and statistically insignificant (p value = 0.64). Thus, it seems that parole
violation does not drive the difference in re-incarceration between the two groups. From the IDOC, we also learn
that there is no difference in parole rules between mothers and women without children.
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The third row of Table 2 presents the re-incarceration rate of different groups of women
by their own children’s foster care records. Among all women, compared to women without
children (29.3 percent), the re-incarceration rate is much higher for (i) women whose children
started foster care before their first incarceration and was not resolved at the time of admittance
to prison (42.4 percent) and (ii) women whose children started foster care before their first
incarceration and lost their custody before the time of admittance to prison (40.7 percent).
Among African-American and white mothers, the re-incarceration rate is differently related to
their children’s foster care status. Particularly, African-American mothers who have children, but
no child in foster care before incarceration, and who have a child whose foster care started and
ended with reunification before their first incarceration have the similar re-incarceration rates
(about 34 and 36 percent respectively) as women without children (35 percent). On the other
hand, (i) African-American mothers whose child started foster care before their first
incarceration but was not resolved when they started their first incarceration and (ii) AfricanAmerican mothers whose child started foster care and ended with losing the custody before the
first incarceration have a higher re-incarceration rate (about 44 and 43 percent, respectively) than
women without children (35 percent). Such differences, 8.8 and 8 percentage points, are
statistically significant at p<0.01.
In contrast, the re-incarceration rate of white mothers is greater than white women
without children regardless of whether their children were ever in foster care. Particularly, (i)
white mothers those child started foster care before their first incarceration but was not resolved
when they started their first incarceration and (ii) white mothers whose child started foster care
and ended up with losing their custody before their first incarceration have a higher reincarceration rates (about 34 and 36 percent, respectively) than white women without children
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(21.9 percent). Such differences, 12.4 and 14.4 percentage points, are statistically significant at
p<0.01 and p<0.05, respectively. The following section rigorously reexamines these findings
summarized in Table 2.
Empirical Strategy and Outcomes
Using the matched data described earlier, we constructed a Probit model to examine whether
motherhood and children’s foster care, before their first incarceration, is associated with
women’s re-incarceration (re-incarceration within three years after being released from their first
incarceration) controlling for individual characteristics:
𝑃(𝑦𝑖 = 1|𝐷, 𝑋) = Φ(𝛼 + 𝛿𝐷𝑖 + 𝛽𝑋𝑖 ),

(1)

where 𝑦𝑖 is the binary variable indicating whether women were re-incarcerated within three
years after being released from their first incarceration and Φ(𝛼 + 𝛿𝐷𝑖 + 𝛽𝑋𝑖 ) is the standard
normal cumulative distribution function of 𝛼 + 𝛿𝐷𝑖 + 𝛽𝑋𝑖 .7 To examine the relationship between
motherhood and re-incarceration, 𝐷𝑖 indicates whether the women has child (=1) or not (=0). 𝑋𝑖
is a vector of control variables presented in Table 1: demographic characteristics, incarceration
and offense related characteristics, and drug addiction. Also, in order to control for socioeconomic circumstances when women were released from their first incarceration, 𝑋𝑖 includes
calendar quarter dummies when women were released.8
This study also examines whether the foster care records of children, before
incarceration, are associated with re-incarceration of women. To do so, 𝐷𝑖 in equation (1) is
replaced with four dummy variables (𝐷2𝑖 to 𝐷5𝑖 ) indicating the different foster care records of
children of incarcerated mothers:

7

We also check the Logit and Linear Probability models as an alternative to our Probit model and find that they
provide similar findings.
8
The reference period is the year of 1995. Nearly all of these women were paroled from prison rather than being
released out right from prison.

11

𝑃(𝑦𝑖 = 1|𝐷, 𝑋) = Φ(𝛼 + 𝛿2 𝐷2𝑖 + 𝛿3 𝐷3𝑖 + 𝛿4 𝐷4𝑖 + 𝛿5 𝐷5𝑖 + 𝛽𝑋𝑖 )

(2)

where 𝐷2𝑖 indicates mothers who have at least one child but no child in foster care before
incarceration; 𝐷3𝑖 indicates mothers who have a child whose foster care started before
incarceration and was not resolved when she started incarceration; 𝐷4𝑖 indicates mothers who
have a child whose foster care started and ended with reunification before incarceration; 𝐷5𝑖
indicates mothers who have a child whose foster care started and ended with non-reunification
before incarceration. The reference group is women without children. 𝑦𝑖 and 𝑋𝑖 are the same as
in equation (1). In both equations (1) and (2), robust standard errors are estimated to account for
possible heteroscedasticity.
Regression Results
Tables 3 and 4 show whether women’s re-incarceration depends on motherhood and the foster
care status of their children. The first column reports the regression outcome for all women while
the second and third columns report the regression outcomes for African-American and white
women respectively. We present the regression outcomes with and without controlling for
demographic characteristics, incarceration and offense related variables, drug addiction, and
released quarter dummies, which are presented in Table 1. The reported estimates are the
estimated probability difference between the group of women indicated by the dummy variable
and the reference group of women (women without children) at the mean of all other
independent variables.9
Most estimates without control variables in Table 3 are consistent with our simple mean
difference presented in Table 2; minor differences are due to our use of the Probit model. The
estimates for all women indicates that women, with at least one child, are more likely to be re9

The Probit estimates cannot be interpreted as the probability difference, because the outcome variable is not a
linear function of coefficients. The table reports estimates of the transformed estimates to the marginal probabilities
evaluated at the means of other independent variables.
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incarcerated within three years after release from their first incarceration (about 4.2 and 3.9
percentage points without and with control variables, respectively) than women without children.
The differences are statistically significant at least at p<0.05. However, for African-American
women, the estimated difference in the re-incarceration rate is small and statistically insignificant
(1.2 percentage points without and with control variables, respectively). On the other hand, for
white women, the estimated difference is larger and statistically significant at least at p<0.05, 5.2
and 7.9 percentage points without and with control variables. Thus, it seems that the different reincarceration rates between women with and without children are mostly shown among white
women. Also, Table 3 shows that controlling for individual demographic and offense-related
variables does not change the association between motherhood and re-incarceration.
<Table 3 about here>
Table 4 reports the extent that foster care records of these women’s children are
associated with their mother’s re-incarceration; the estimated coefficients are for motherhood
status with four different foster care experiences of their children. The reference group is women
without children.
<Table 4 about here>
For all women, the estimated coefficient in the first row is small and statistically
insignificant (2.3 and 2.4 percentage points without and with control variables, respectively),
which suggests that the re-incarceration rate of mothers, whose children were not in foster care
before their first incarceration, is not significantly different from women without children. Such
an estimate is close to 0 for African-American women but it is much larger and statistically
significant (7 percentage points with control variables) for white women. The second row
presents the estimated coefficients of mothers whose children started and stayed in foster care
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before and during the first incarceration. The estimated coefficients are higher and statistically
significant (ranging from 8 to 14.9 percentage points with control variables) both for AfricanAmerican and white women, which suggests significantly higher re-incarceration rate among
those mothers than women without children.
The third and fourth rows present the estimates for mothers whose children started foster
care and their cases were resolved either by reunification or loss of their parental rights (nonreunification) before their first incarcerations. Mothers who lost parental rights prior to their first
incarcerations have higher re-incarceration rates (ranging from 7.6 to 16.8 percentage points with
control variables) than women without children. Such differences are statistically significant at
least at p<0.1. Again, this relationship is particularly strong for white women. On the other hand,
the re-incarceration rates among African-American women who were reunited with their
children are similar to those of their peers whose children were not in foster care.10 Again, it
seems that controlling for individual demographic and offense-related variables does not
dramatically change the association between the foster care status of women’s children and reincarceration although the estimated coefficients with control variables are larger and more
statistically significant among white women.
It is puzzling why white mothers are more likely to be re-incarcerated than white women
without children. Among three possible explanations proposed in the literature review, we
examine the second explanation because it is testable; higher re-incarceration rates among
mothers are driven by the higher proportion of drug-related offenders or drug addicts among
incarcerated mothers. First, we test whether drug offenses and drug addicts are more
concentrated among mothers. Using the two group t-test, we find that drug offenses are more
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Some of these women may have children enter the foster care system after their first incarceration spells had
ended.
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prevalent among white mothers (31.4 percent) than white women without children (25.8
percent); the difference is statistically significant at p<0.05. However, drug addicts are similar
and statistically indifferent among white women without children (54.6 percent) and white
mothers (54.3 percent).
Among African-American women, the difference in mothers and non-mother’s drug
offender status is smaller than it is for whites. Among these women, mothers are more likely to
be drug-related offenders than women without children, 56 percent and 52.2 percent
respectively; the difference is not statistically significant at p<0.05. The self-reported substance
abuse (drug addiction) rate among African-American mothers (63.5 percent) is much higher than
African-American women without children (54.8 percent) and the difference is statistically
significant at p<0.01. Thus, these findings among white and African-American women give at
best mixed support for the explanation that higher re-incarceration rates among incarcerated
mothers are driven by the higher proportion of drug-related offenders or drug addicts among
incarcerated mothers.
<Table 5 about here>
Replicating Table 4 by offense types and drug addiction, we further examine whether the
higher re-incarceration rates of mothers are driven by a higher proportion of drug-related
offenders or drug addicts among incarcerated mothers. If this explanation is plausible, then there
should be less or no difference in the re-incarceration rates between women with and without
children in a subgroup analysis of drug-related offenders or drug addicts. The third and fourth
columns of Table 5 presents subsample analyses that separately study drug-related offenders and
drug addicts. Within such groups, white mothers, regardless of their children’s foster care
records, were more likely to be re-incarcerated than white women without children. This implies
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that beyond those observed characteristics such as drug-related offenses or drug addiction, there
must be other unobserved familial and socio-economic factors of white mothers that cause their
re-incarceration to be higher than white women without children. Interestingly, on the other
hand, among African-American women with drug-related offenses or drug addiction, the reincarceration rates between women with and without children are not significantly different
although there were some considerable estimates.
Discussion and Conclusion
Merging two state administrative databases from IDOC and DCFS, this study yields valuable
information about the re-incarceration of the female prison population based on motherhood and
their children’s foster care experience. Our analysis finds that mothers’ re-incarceration is higher
than women without children, which is different from Bonta et al. (1995) but consistent with
Huebner et al. (2010). Further, it is also found that incarcerated mothers, whose children have
been in foster care, have a much higher re-incarceration than women without children. Reincarceration is particularly higher among mothers who have children in foster care overlapping
with their first incarceration and mothers who had children in foster care and lost custody before
their first incarceration. These findings are more distinctive among white women. In order to
understand our findings, we discuss three possible explanations proposed in the literature review
section.
First, the finding of higher re-incarceration of mothers contradicts the conventional
argument discussed in Maier (2006) that mothers should have an additional incentive and
responsibility to avoid another incarceration after released from their first incarceration. Further,
against our expectation that mothers whose children are in foster care, while they are
incarcerated, would appear to have a significant incentive to avoid prison time after their release
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in order to facilitate being reunited with their children, their re-incarceration is higher than
women without children and women whose children were not in foster care before incarceration.
Second, it has been suggested that a higher proportion of drug-related offenders or drug
addicts, among incarcerated mothers, may explain higher re-incarceration rates among mothers
(Maier, 2006). However, this explanation is not supported by our analyses. We find that
compared with white women without children, white mothers are likely to be concentrated as
drug-related offenders but not as drug addicts. Also, compared with African-American women
without children, African-American mothers are highly concentrated as drug addicts but not as
drug-related offenders. Further, the separate regression analysis studying drug-related offenders
and drug addicts suggests that white mothers still have a much higher re-incarceration than white
women without children. This implies that there must be other unobserved familial and
environmental factors (not explained by drug-related offenses or drug addiction) of white
mothers that cause white mothers’ re-incarceration rate to be higher than white women without
children. For example, the white mothers may face more stress and difficulties in maintaining
their life with children.
Third, it is not possible to test whether incarcerated mothers are more disadvantaged than
incarcerated women without children due to lack of personal history in our data but there are
some studies that support this argument. Greene et al. (2000) suggests that incarcerated mothers
suffer more risk factors than women without children; physical abuse by a husband or partner
and a child out of wedlock. Poehlmann (2005) and Carlson and Shafer (2010) also find that
incarcerated mothers experienced various types of loss or trauma; for example, having had a
child who died; having unwanted sex in exchange for money, drugs, or material goods; being
sexually assaulted by a family member or a stranger. It seems that having children reflects more
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difficulties and traumatic events among incarcerated women although it is still not clear why our
findings are shown among white women, not African-American women.
Additionally, there are other plausible explanations for some of our findings. The welldocumented racial disparities in foster care involvement may give more insights into our
analysis. The prevalence of foster care involvement among African-American women may imply
that the foster care involvement reflects different perceptions and experiences between white and
African-American women. Also, although information related to the trauma associated with
foster care involvement is not available in the data, it is likely that the trauma associated with
foster care involvement negatively affects women’s life and leads to higher re-incarceration
among women with foster care involvement.
Beyond these explanations, it may be plausible that residential environments can affect
women’s re-incarceration. In our data, we know that a larger percentage of African-American
women (77 percent) was sentenced to prison in Cook County than white women (26 percent).
Although the foster care system is a state system, the criminal justice system such as jails,
policing and courts is not. Cook County may have more services available to ex-offenders than
do the many smaller counties in Illinois. As a result, assuming that being sentenced to prison in
Cook County indicates their residency in Cook County after release, it may be possible that
white mothers have higher re-incarceration rates than white women without children because
white mothers might face different criminal justice system or could not access to public services
available in Cook County. If so, being sentenced to prison in Cook County should predict lower
re-incarceration in our regression analysis. However, according to our regression analysis, being
sentenced to prison in Cook County always leads to higher re-incarceration. Therefore, it seems
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that residential environments do not explain why white mothers are more likely to be reincarcerated than white women without children.
Our study has a few caveats. First, instead of using recidivism, we use re-incarceration
indicating whether women were re-imprisoned to state prisons within three years after the first
incarceration because our data do not have information on the time of parole violation or
additional convictions that did not lead to incarceration. Although our re-incarceration variable
may be stricter than other papers such as a parole violation in Hueber et al. (2010), it measures
whether women were physically separated from their family and children. Second, due to the
data limitation, our regression model could not control for pre-incarceration criminal records
such as arrests or convictions that did not lead to incarceration. Because our data is based on
administrative records, we could not investigate specific risk factors of mothers and women
without children such as physical and sexual abuse during childhood, teenage pregnancy, and
domestic violence.
Third, we do not have a sure explanation to why re-incarceration is higher among white
women with children than those without children and why white and African-American women
have different associations between motherhood and re-incarceration. In order to answer these
questions, future studies should investigate more about social capital and cultural factors within
each subgroup of women. For example, women in some ethnic groups with children may
experience more risk factors such as a child out of wedlock, divorce, and physical/sexual abuse
by a husband or partner. Fourth, the self-report on addiction may have measurement error
because some drug-addicted women are less likely to disclose their addiction. Thus, in our
subsample analysis, it is possible that women without drug-addiction may include women with
drug-addiction at the time to prison entrance. As a result, the estimates among women without
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drug-addiction may overstate the association between motherhood and re-incarceration assuming
the higher re-incarceration rates among mothers with drug-addiction. Finally, because our study
investigates incarcerated women in Illinois, readers should be cautious before generalizing our
findings.
Despite such limitations, our study uses a large sample of incarcerated women and
provides a richer understanding of women and their reentry. We conclude that motherhood and
their children’s foster care experiences are valuable indicators that policy makers and program
operators can use to predict higher re-incarceration rates among these women. Our findings
imply that these mothers might face more difficulties and obstacles in maintaining their life than
women without children. Thus, we expect that such women will require more services, upon reentry, to integrate them successfully for themselves and their children. Also, future studies may
investigate what risk factors and socio-economic environments for re-incarceration are different
between incarcerated mothers and incarcerated women and whether such differences vary by
race.
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Appendix: Matching the IDOC and the DCFS
To match individual records from the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) and the Illinois
Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS), the Chapin Hall Center for Children used
probabilistic record matching. This method assumes that researchers cannot match individuals’
records for a single shared variable (or field) in two data sets with complete confidence. For
example, even if it were possible to match former inmates' social security numbers in different
data sets, some matches would inevitably be in error. Instead, Chapin Hall based its matches on a
statistical model that estimates the probability that two records in two different databases are for
the same person using matches between as many variables as possible. For this study, these
variables included all known last names, first names, birthdates, race/ethnicity indicators, and
last known residence. The match rate between the IDOC file and the DCFS was approximately
82 percent. Match rates outside of Cook County were higher; match rates in Cook County were
about 78 percent. See Goerge et al. (1994) for further details.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of incarcerated women
AfricanWhite
American
(N=1783)
(N=4758)
Mean
Sd
Mean
Sd
Mean
Sd
Re-incarcerated within three years after the first incarceration (=1)
0.33 (0.47) 0.36 (0.48) 0.26 (0.44)
No child (=1)
0.16 (0.36) 0.13 (0.34) 0.21 (0.41)
Have a child but no child in foster care before incarceration (=1)
0.67 (0.47) 0.68 (0.47) 0.64 (0.48)
Have a child whose foster care started before their first incarceration and was not resolved (=1)
0.11 (0.32) 0.13 (0.33) 0.08 (0.27)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with reunification before their first incarceration (=1)
0.02 (0.16) 0.02 (0.15) 0.03 (0.18)
a
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with non-reunification before their first incarceration (=1)
0.04 (0.18) 0.04 (0.19) 0.04 (0.19)
Education in years
11.13 (1.83) 11.14 (1.70) 11.30 (1.98)
Age at release
32.69 (7.77) 32.85 (7.41) 32.56 (8.46)
African-American (=1)
0.68 (0.47)
NA
NA
NA
NA
White (=1)
0.26 (0.44)
NA
NA
NA
NA
Hispanic (=1)
0.05 (0.23)
NA
NA
NA
NA
Other race (=1)
0.01 (0.08)
NA
NA
NA
NA
Married (=1)
0.13 (0.33) 0.10 (0.30) 0.21 (0.41)
Length of first incarceration in years
0.89 (0.84) 0.88 (0.84) 0.88 (0.81)
Sentenced to prison in Cook County (=1)
0.63 (0.48) 0.77 (0.42) 0.26 (0.44)
Person related offense (=1)
0.15 (0.35) 0.15 (0.36) 0.13 (0.34)
Property related offense (=1)
0.34 (0.47) 0.27 (0.45) 0.51 (0.50)
Drug related offense (=1)
0.48 (0.50) 0.56 (0.50) 0.30 (0.46)
Sex related offense (=1)
0.01 (0.12) 0.01 (0.10) 0.03 (0.17)
Other offenses (=1)
0.02 (0.13) 0.01 (0.11) 0.03 (0.16)
b
Self-reported drug addiction at the time of admission to prison (=1)
0.60 (0.49) 0.62 (0.48) 0.54 (0.50)
Note: Descriptive statistics of 422 Hispanic and other race women are not presented in a separate column; a Mothers lost custody due to adoption or subsidized
guardianship; b Illegal drug includes cocaine, marijuana, and heroin.
All
(N=6963)
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Table 2. Re-incarceration rate within three years after incarceration
All
(N=6963)
Re-incarceration
Rate

African-American
(N=4758)

Difference b

Re-incarceration
Rate

Difference b

White
(N=1783)
Re-incarceration
Rate

Difference b

By motherhood:
No child (Reference group)

29.3%

Have at least one child

33.5%

35.0%
4.2%**

36.2%

21.9%
1.2%

27.1%

5.2%**

By foster care records:
No child (Reference group)

29.3%

35.0%

21.9%

Have a child but no child in foster care before their
incarceration (=1)

31.6%

2.3%

34.4%

-0.6%

25.6%

3.6%

Have a child whose foster care started before their
first incarceration and was not resolved (=1)

42.4%

13.1%***

43.8%

8.8%***

34.3%

12.4%***

Have a child whose foster care started and ended with
reunification before their first incarceration (=1)

33.1%

3.8%

35.9%

0.9%

30.5%

8.6%

Have a child whose foster care started and ended with
non-reunification before their first incarceration (=1) a

40.7%

11.4%***

43.0%

8.0%*

36.4%

14.4%**

Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; a Mothers lost custody due to adoption or subsidized guardianship; b The difference between women with no child
(reference group) and other groups of women are measured and the t-test provides whether the difference is statistically significant.
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Table 3. Re-incarceration within three years after their first incarceration based on motherhood
All Women

African-American
Women

White Women

Have children (=1)

0.042***
0.039**
0.012
0.012
0.052**
0.079***
(0.015)
(0.016)
(0.020)
(0.021)
(0.024)
(0.024)
Control variables a
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
Sample size
6,963
6,963
4,758
4,758
1,783
1,783
Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Reported estimated coefficients are the estimated probability difference between the group of women indicated
by the dummy variable and the reference group of women (women without children); a Control variables include education in years, age in years at the
time of release, race, marital status, length of first incarceration in years, whether sentenced to prison in Cook County, type of offenses, drug addiction,
state prison released calendar quarter dummies; Robust standard errors are in parentheses; Incarcerated women without children are a reference group.

Table 4. Re-incarceration within three years after their first incarceration based on motherhood with foster care records
African-American
All Women
Women
Have at least one child but no child in foster care before incarceration
(=1)
Have a child whose foster care started before incarceration and was
not resolved (=1)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with reunification
before incarceration (=1)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with nonreunification before incarceration (=1) a

0.023
(0.016)
0.133***
(0.023)
0.040
(0.040)
0.117***
(0.035)

0.024
(0.016)
0.112***
(0.024)
0.061
(0.042)
0.107***
(0.036)

-0.006
(0.021)
0.088***
(0.028)
0.009
(0.052)
0.081*
(0.043)

-0.005
(0.022)
0.080***
(0.029)
0.036
(0.054)
0.076*
(0.044)

White Women
0.038
(0.026)
0.130***
(0.049)
0.092
(0.068)
0.153**
(0.067)

0.070***
(0.026)
0.149***
(0.052)
0.121
(0.074)
0.168**
(0.069)

Control variables b
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
Sample size
6,963
6,963
4,758
4,758
1,783
1,783
Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Reported estimated coefficients are the estimated probability difference between the group of women
indicated by the dummy variable and the reference group of women (women without children); a Mothers lost custody due to adoption or subsidized
guardianship; b Control variables include education in years, age in years at the time of release, race, marital status, length of first incarceration in
years, whether sentenced to prison in Cook County, type of offenses, drug addiction, state prison released calendar quarter dummies; Robust standard
errors are in parentheses; Incarcerated women without children are a reference group.
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Table 5. Re-incarceration within three years after their first incarceration based on motherhood with foster care records by offense types and drug addiction
Offense type
Drug addiction c
Person
Property
Drug
Yes
No
Regression analysis for White women
Have at least one child but no child in foster care before incarceration (=1)
Have a child whose foster care started before incarceration and was not resolved (=1)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with reunification before incarceration (=1)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with non-reunification before incarceration (=1) a
Control variables b
Sample size

0.133*

0.053

0.130***

0.082**

0.067*

(0.072)

(0.039)

(0.043)

(0.037)

(0.036)

0.214
(0.170)
0.265
(0.335)
NA

0.145**
(0.070)
-0.019
(0.098)
0.202**
(0.102)
Yes
914

0.292***
(0.111)
0.358***
(0.133)
0.314**
(0.137)
Yes
539

0.163**
(0.071)
0.110
(0.094)
0.102
(0.088)
Yes
704

0.144*
(0.076)
0.118
(0.119)
0.246**
(0.112)
Yes
1079

Yes
231

Regression analysis for African-American women
Have at least one child but no child in foster care before incarceration (=1)

0.058
0.018
-0.025
-0.007
-0.010
(0.043)
(0.044)
(0.030)
(0.029)
(0.032)
Have a child whose foster care started before incarceration and was not resolved (=1)
0.173***
0.087
0.057
0.066*
0.089*
(0.068)
(0.059)
(0.039)
(0.037)
(0.048)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with reunification before incarceration (=1)
0.117
0.049
0.003
0.010
0.057
(0.125)
(0.101)
(0.074)
(0.070)
(0.081)
Have a child whose foster care started and ended with non-reunification before incarceration (=1) a
0.133
0.102
0.046
0.096
0.032
(0.118)
(0.081)
(0.061)
(0.057)
(0.068)
Control variables b
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Sample size
708
1301
2642
1838
2920
Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Robust standard errors are in parentheses; Incarcerated women without children are a reference group; Reported
estimated coefficients are the estimated probability difference between the group of women indicated by the dummy variable and the reference group of women
(women without children); a Mothers lost custody due to adoption or subsidized guardianship; b Control variables include education in years, age in years at the
time of release, race, marital status, length of first incarceration in years, whether sentenced to prison in Cook County, type of offenses, drug addiction, state
prison released calendar quarter dummies; c Drug addiction was self-reported at the time of admission to prison. Illegal drug includes cocaine, marijuana, and
heroin; Robust standard errors are in parentheses; Incarcerated women without children are a reference group.
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