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Executive Summary 

The United States has the highest incarcerated population in the world, with 2.1 million people.2 In 

addition, 54% of the incarcerated population have one or more minor children representing 2.7 

million or 1 in 28 children with an incarcerated parent.3 These children often suffer significant 

adverse effects from parental incarceration, including (1) financial hardship, (2) housing instability, 

(3) social and emotional challenges, (4) negative educational outcomes, (S) changing caregivers, and

(6) increased health issues.

Pre-pandemic policies and structural factors created significant barriers to children maintaining 

relationships with their incarcerated parents through traditional channels. For in-person prison 

visits, these barriers included (1) geographic distance, (2) transportation costs, (3) child unfriendly 

and restrictive prison policies, and (4) hostile prison environments that could be traumatic for the 

children. As a result, more than 50% of incarcerated parents in federal and state prisons have no 

contact with their children.4 

Barriers to prison video visits for families included (1) technical issues, (2) poor quality, (3) high 

costs, and (4) lack of access to the Internet. In addition, many prisons eliminated in-person visits in 

favor of video visits because of the potential costs savings. As a result, pre-pandemic video prison 

visits were not a viable alternative to in-person visits. 

Research shows that an ongoing relationship during imprisonment benefits the child and parent (if 

the relationship was productive before incarceration). Prisoners who are visited regularly showed 

better behavior in prison and lower re-incarceration rates. Children benefit by (1) knowing their 

parent is safe, (2) asking questions of the parent, (3) expressing emotions to the parent, (3) better 

understanding the parent's situation, and (4) having realistic expectations about the parent's future. 

The pandemic has created a policy opportunity for jails and prisons to adopt a new video 

visitation model. Video conferencing platforms, such as Zoom, have become widely used, reliable 

and include a free option. The pandemic eliminated most in-person prison visits and accelerated the 

adoption of video visitation. 

Policymakers should {1} offer at least one free weekly prison video visit enabled by minimizing 

vendor costs1 (2) adopt a high-quality video conferencing solution that minimizes technical issues1 

and (3) increase access for families through partnering with community-based organizations and 

educating low-income families about subsidized or discounted pricing for home internet. 

The Pennsylvania Department of Corrections offers five free video visits per month to all prisoners 

and logged 130,000 Zoom prison visits during the first six months of the pandemic.5 In addition, the 

Vermont Department of Corrections renegotiated its video conference contract and now provides 

prisoners with two free phone calls and one free video visit per week through the use of a tablet.6 
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