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Importance of DOC Visitation  

       
 
 
 
 
DOC Policy Support 
The State of Washington Department of Corrections (DOC) policy for visitation “recognizes 
the vital role families play in the re-entry process and will support offenders in maintaining 
ties with family, friends, and the community.”1 Policies require that the facility provide a 
secure and welcoming space for visitors and provide a “child friendly environment with toys 
and games suitable for interaction by family members of all ages.”2 
 
Social Science Support 
Studies have shown that maintenance of family ties during incarceration, especially 
through in-person visits, is one possible means of lessening the negative impact of 
incarceration on families and children. 3 Research shows that when children of 
incarcerated parents have strong, healthy relationships with others, they cope better with 
the loss of their parent and exhibit fewer problematic behaviors.4 One well cited-report 
shows how working together, with supportive parents and caregivers, children have the 
best outcomes: 
 

Although the most important relationship to develop and maintain is probably that 
which exists between child and their incarcerated parent, a supportive relationship 
with another parent, caregiver, mentor, or other adult in the community may lead to 
similar benefits in the child’s life. Such benefits can, in turn, contribute toward 
healthier families and communities across the nation.5 
 

Additionally, maintaining a connection between the child and incarcerated parent was 
shown to further help children by better allowing them to express their emotional reactions 
to separation from the parent; promoting a more realistic understanding of the 
circumstances; maintaining existing relationships in order to contribute to an eventual, 
successful family reunification; improving recidivism rates; preserving important 
connections; and reducing child anxiety by knowing their parent is safe.6 
 
Visiting allows children to actually see their parents and be assured that they are safe.7 
Without this contact, children may begin to view their parents as strangers and believe that 
their parents neither love nor care about them.8 One study found that children who were 
told about their parent’s incarceration in an open, honest and age-appropriate manner and 
children who reacted with loneliness, rather than anger, to the separation from their 
parents, were slightly more likely than other children in the study to have secure, positive 
perceptions of their caregivers.9 
 
From the voices of youth, we find that although their parents may be less than perfect, the 
love that they have for their parents is as real and strong as any other child’s. The loss 
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experienced by these children when their relationships are severed is real. This loss is one 
that we should be concerned about since there is significant evidence that maintaining 
contact with one’s incarcerated parent improves a child’s emotional response to their 
parent’s incarceration and supports parent-child attachment as well as lowers the 
likelihood of recidivism among incarcerated parents.10 In the infamous book, All Alone in 
the World: Children of the Incarcerated, written by Nell Bernstein, a young person says: 
“There was so much emphasis on me, supposedly, that they forgot about her... [w]hat 
would have helped me most is compassion for my mom.”11 
 
Further, evidence based research shows it is in the best interest of children to remain in 
phone and visitation contact with their parents while they are in prison as the parent and 
child will be able to maintain ties and it will bolster the child’s well-being and healthy 
development; reduce the trauma of separation; and where appropriate, assist families in 
reunification after their parent’s release.12 It will also help correct frightening images 
children may have about their incarcerated parent’s circumstances.13 Finally, it allows 
children to learn that they are not alone – by seeing other children visit their parents, it 
helps children learn that their situation is not unique and that there are other families like 
their own.14 
 
Importance of DOC Visitation from Legislature 
The Legislature recognized maintaining family ties could lessen the negative impact of 
incarceration on families and children.15 For ten years, the legislature has enacted 
legislation in response to significant evidence that maintaining contact with one’s 
incarcerated parent improves a child’s emotional response to their parent’s incarceration 
and supports parent-child attachment, while lowering the likelihood of recidivism among 
incarcerated parents and reducing chances of intergenerational incarceration.16 
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