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Summary

Aim. The aim of the present study was to investigate the links between parental incarcera-
tion and the level of behavioral and emotional problems in children of incarcerated fathers, 
based on the information provided by parents.

Method. The subjects were a group of prisoners’ children and two control groups. The cri-
terion group consisted of prisoners’ children (N = 72) brought up in families with an increased 
level of dysfunction and problem behaviors. The first control group (I) was composed of 
children (N = 76) brought up in complete families; the level of problem behavior in these 
families and the level of these children’s resiliency was similar to that of prisoners’ children 
(i.e., the criterion group). The second control group (II) was composed of children from com-
plete families (N = 98). In these families, problem behaviors were not present at all or their 
level was very low, and the children’s level of resiliency was significantly higher compared to 
prisoners’ children and children from control group I. To measure behavioral and emotional 
problems, the version of Thomas Achenbach’s questionnaire that is meant to be completed 
by parents: namely, the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) was used.

Results. The level of behavioral and emotional problems in prisoners’ children turned out 
to be significantly higher in all categories of problems compared to their peers from complete 
families.

Conclusions. The results of the study indicate that parental incarceration is an additional 
factor increasing behavioral and emotional problems. The results of our study make it rea-
sonable to suspect that parental incarceration affects girls more strongly than it affects boys.
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Introduction

Optimal and comprehensive assessment of a child’s functioning includes the as-
sessment of his or her behavior in various environments, and one of these, undoubtedly, 
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is the family environment, in which the child spends relatively the greatest amount 
of time. The research on the level of behavioral and emotional problems in prisoners’ 
children reported in the international literature was conducted by means of Achenbach’s 
immensely popular Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL), commonly used worldwide, 
which is a checklist for the assessment of a child’s behavior by their caregiver [1]. 
The issues of emotional and behavioral problems among prisoners’ children have been 
addressed by a number of research teams [2-6].

The studies conducted to date led to the conclusion that the children of incarcerated 
parents showed a higher level of behavioral and emotional problems. It must be added, 
however, that boys exhibited a significantly higher level of externalizing problems than 
girls, while girls showed a significantly higher level of internalizing behavior than 
boys [2]. The results of the study by Kjellstrand and colleagues [4] revealed that not 
all children of incarcerated parents showed an increased level of problems, as in this 
group there are also children and adolescents with a low level of externalizing behavior. 
This may suggest that the fact of parental incarceration alone does not determine the 
presence of behavioral and emotional problems in prisoners’ children. Some authors 
point out that the presence of problems depends on the interaction of risk and protective 
factors [7], particularly on the predominance of risk factors over protective factors [8].

According to researchers, one of the most important protective factors are positive 
parental attitudes, particularly maternal ones [4]. Similar conclusions were reached by 
Vera and colleagues [6], who found that a higher level of negative parental attitudes 
was accompanied by a higher level of emotional and behavioral problems in children. 
Slaughter et al. [5] added that, apart from paternal commitment, which decreased the 
level of externalizing in boys and internalizing in girls, an additional determinant of 
the presence of problems was family socioeconomic status.

Apart from environmental factors, what also compensates for or reduces the ef-
fect of risk factors for the development of problems is individual factors, understood 
as a person’s individual resources. They contribute to a decrease in the likelihood of 
problem behaviors or to minimizing their intensity [9]. Ogińska-Bulik and Juczyński 
[10] list the following individual factors: high self-esteem and self-efficacy, sense of 
coherence, some personality traits, mild disposition, coping with stress and difficult 
emotions, good interpersonal relations, and optimism.

To sum up, what determines the level of behavioral and emotional problems 
among prisoners’ children is their individual resources and the characteristics of the 
immediate environment. The role of parental imprisonment in the emergence and level 
of behavioral and emotional problems in children remains an open question. It can 
be expected that parental incarceration will be one of the factors increasing the level 
of these problems.

Material and method

Our aim in the present study was to investigate the relations between parental 
incarceration and the level of behavioral and emotional problems in children whose 
fathers were in prison, based on information elicited from the parents. With this aim in 
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view, we formulated two research problems: P1 – What are the differences in the level 
of behavioral and emotional problems between (1) children of imprisoned fathers and 
(2) children from complete families with a level of dysfunctional/problem behavior in 
the family and a level of psychological resiliency similar to the levels found in prisoners’ 
children, and (3) their peers from complete families, with a lower level of dysfunctional/
problem behavior in the family and a higher level of resiliency than children from the 
criterion group and the first control group; P2 – What are the differences between boys 
and girls in the level of externalizing and internalizing behavior problems?

We formulated the following research hypotheses: H1 – The level of behavioral 
and emotional problems in children of imprisoned fathers is significantly higher in 
all categories of problems compared to their peers from both control groups. In other 
words, we hypothesized that parental incarceration as such constituted an additional 
risk factor for the emergence and intensity of behavioral and emotional problems; 
H2 – The level of externalizing behavior problems is higher in boys and the level of 
internalizing behavior problems is higher in girls.

In our study we measured the following variables and groups of variables: be-
havioral and emotional problems in children, children’s psychological resiliency, 
dysfunctional and problem behaviors in the family, and demographic variables.

Behavioral and emotional problems

To measure behavioral and emotional problems, we used the version of Thomas 
M. Achenbach’s questionnaire that is meant to be completed by parents: namely, the 
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL). The measure has been adapted for Polish condi-
tions by Wolańczyk [11]. In the research presented here we used the version in which 
the functioning of children aged 4 to 18, particularly their competencies and abilities 
(Part I) and their emotional and behavioral problems (Part II), are assessed from their 
parents’ perspective (CBCL). The questionnaire makes it possible to assess not only the 
problems that are present but also the child’s abilities and competencies, the scope of 
out-of-school activities, and peer relations. This version is completed by both parents 
or caregivers [11].

The reliability of the CBCL scales was assessed using their internal consistency. 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were computed for each of the scales. Their values 
ranged from α = 0.50 for Thought Problems to α = 0.95 for total behavior problems 
score. Another other method applied to assess the reliability of the measure by analyz-
ing its structure consisted in correlating the scores on its specific scales with the total 
score. In all Achenbach’s measures that we used in our research (i.e., YSR, CBCL, 
TRF), statistically significant correlations were found between all problem scales and 
total behavior problems score, which attests to the reliability of these measures [11]. 
The CBCL scores proved to be significantly higher in the clinical sample, composed 
of patients with a psychiatric diagnosis, than in the control group, which confirms the 
acceptable criterion validity of this questionnaire [11].
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Resiliency

In our study we used the Resiliency Assessment Scale for children and adolescents 
(SPP-18), developed by Ogińska-Bulik and Juczyński. Resiliency is the factor that 
enables development despite experiencing difficult situations [12-14] and can therefore 
act as a protective factor against behavioral and emotional problems. The inclusion 
of resiliency made it possible to control for this variable, which was strictly in accor-
dance with the adopted (quasi-experimental) research design. Sampling was performed 
based on the mean overall resiliency score. SPP-18 allows for assessing the level of 
resiliency in children and adolescents aged 12 to 19. Cronbach’s alpha for the whole 
scale was 0.82. The validity of the scale was assessed based on its correlations with 
other constructs. It turned out that the higher was the level of resiliency, the higher was 
the person’s tendency to manage stress by means of active coping, planning, and—to 
a slightly smaller degree—seeking social support, and the lower was the tendency to 
choose the strategies of behavioral disengagement, self-blame, or denial [10].

Dysfunctional/problem behavior in the family

To measure dysfunctional/problem behavior in the family, we used our own survey 
questionnaire. Besides resiliency, this variable was an additional criterion applied in 
the selection of participants for the control group. First, we created a pool of items that 
were meant to measure dysfunctional and problem behaviors present in the family. 
The complete list of items was presented to competent judges (N = 5), who rated to 
what extent each item reflected a dysfunction [15]. For each item of the questionnaire 
we computed the content validity ratio (CVR) based on the formula proposed by Law-
she. According to Lawshe [16], when there are five competent judges the minimum 
value of CVR should be 0.99. This criterion was met by 46 items. We established 
a 3-point rating scale for each item: often, sometimes, or never. Specific items were 
phrased both in educationally desirable terms (e.g., “My mother hugs me”) and in 
undesirable ones, which include categories such as addictions, aggression, violence, 
etc. (e.g., “I witness arguments between my parents”). The respondents completing 
the questionnaire were children and adolescents (after their parents consented to their 
participation in the study).

Demographic variables (sex and age) were measured using a survey questionnaire.

Sample

The subjects were a group of prisoners’ children and two control groups. The cri-
terion group was composed of children whose fathers were incarcerated in prisons 
or remand centers, brought up in families with an increased level of dysfunctional/
problem behavior (N = 72). The first control group (I) was composed of children and 
adolescents (N = 76) brought up in complete families; the level of dysfunctional/prob-
lem behavior in these families and the level of these children’s resiliency was similar 
to that of prisoners’ children (i.e., the criterion group). The second control group (II) 
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was composed of children and adolescents from complete families (N = 98). In these 
families, dysfunctional/problem behaviors were not present at all or their level was 
very low, and the children’s level of resiliency was significantly higher compared to 
children of incarcerated fathers and children from control group I.

The table below presents arithmetical means and standard deviations for the chil-
dren’s age, according to gender.

Table 1. Age and gender of prisoners’ children and their peers from the control groups

Prisoners’ children
Children from complete families 

with dysfunctions  
(control group I)

Children from complete families 
without dysfunctions 

(control group II)
Girls

(N = 35)
Boys

(N = 37)
Girls

(N = 44)
Boys

(N = 32)
Girls

(N = 67)
Boys

(N = 31)
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
15.22 2.35 14.64 2.12 15.36 1.27 14.62 1.93 14.76 1.67 14.77 1.58

The group of girls from families without dysfunctions (N = 67) was the largest, and 
the smallest one was the group of boys from such families (N = 31). The mean age was 
lowest in the group of boys from complete families (control group I; M = 14.62, SD = 1.93) 
and the highest in the group of girls, also from control group I (M = 15.36, SD = 1.27).

Sampling

Three groups of participants took part in the study: the criterion group and two 
control groups. The sampling criteria are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Sampling criteria for the criterion and control groups

Criteria
Groups

Criterion group (N = 72) Control group I (N = 76) Control group II (N = 98)

Family structure
Incomplete family

Father in a penitentiary 
institution

Complete family
Father not in a penitentiary 

institution

Complete family
Father not in a penitentiary 

institution
Dysfunctions  
in the family

Level similar to that in 
control group I

Level similar to that in the 
criterion group None or a low level

Resiliency Level similar to that in 
control group I

Level similar to that in the 
criterion group

Level of resiliency 
significantly higher than in 

the remaining groups

The purpose of this way of selecting participants for the groups was to control for 
the variables that might confound the results: children’s resiliency and dysfunctional 
and problem behavior in the family.

Initially, we examined inmates’ children using all tools. Their means and standard 
deviations on dysfunctional behavior in the family and on resiliency served as the 
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criteria for selecting children and adolescents for control group I, which differed from 
the group of prisoners’ children only in the fact that in this case the fathers were not in 
prison. Parents’ criminal record is, after all, one of the factors predisposing children to 
behavioral problems [17]. The Kruskal–Wallis test and Dunn’s post hoc test confirmed 
that the criterion group and the first control group did not differ in the severity of fam-
ily dysfunction and in resiliency, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Difference between the groups in terms of dysfunctional/problem behavior  
in the family and resiliency

Groups N M rank Kruskal–Wallis H df p post hoc

Resiliency
Prisoners’ children (1) 72 101.06

22.029 2 0.000
1>3
2>3

Control group I (2) 76 111.68
Control group II (3) 98 149.16

Problem behavior
Prisoners’ children (1) 72 152.94

127.40 2 0.000
1>3
2>3

Control group I (2) 76 175.50
Control group II (3) 98 61.55

In conclusion, the first control group was composed of children from complete 
families whose levels of resiliency and dysfunctional/problem behavior in the family 
were close to the corresponding levels in children of inmates. Control group II con-
sisted of children with a significantly lower level of problem behaviors in the family 
and a significantly higher level of resiliency compared to incarcerated fathers’ children 
and their peers from control group I.

Results

First, we will present the analyses of differences between: (1) children of incarcer-
ated fathers, (2) children from complete families with dysfunctions (control group I), 
and (3) children from families without dysfunctions (control group II). Next, we will 
present the analysis of gender differences within each group.

Between-group differences

The analysis of results will begin with the presentation of descriptive statistics. 
Table 4 presents arithmetic means and standard deviations in specific categories of 
behavioral and emotional problems for each of the groups. The presence and level of 
problems was assessed by parents or legal guardians of the children and adolescents 
making up the groups of subjects; they completed Achenbach’s questionnaire for 
parents—the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL).
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for specific categories of behavioral and emotional problems  
in prisoners’ children and in children from the control groups, measured  

with the questionnaire for parents (CBCL)

Prisoners’ children
Children from complete families 

with dysfunctions
(control group I)

Children from families without 
dysfunctions

(control group II)
Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

CB
CL

Withdrawn 2.89 2.73 4.57 3.35 2.22 2.14 2.27 2.39 0.9 1.16 1.13 1.55
Somatic 
Complaints 1.92 2.11 3.26 3.42 1.75 2.08 2.54 2.76 0.97 1.22 1.58 1.72

Anxious/
Depressed 5.0 5.46 7.06 6.43 2.87 2.85 3.54 3.38 1.35 2.18 2.04 2.23

Social 
Problems 2.62 2.78 2.66 2.3 1.66 2.1 0.86 1.11 0.71 1.13 0.91 1.31

Thought 
Problems 0.62 1.11 1.74 1.96 0.72 1.25 0.52 0.95 0.22 0.62 0.29 0.74

Attention 
Problems 7.16 5.46 6.23 4.21 4.37 3.89 2.64 2.25 1.52 1.96 2.03 2.39

Delinquent 
Behavior 6.13 6.15 6.71 7.27 3.47 4.024 1.59 1.7 1.1 2.01 0.94 1.33

Aggressive 
Behavior 13.57 11.34 13.17 8.77 7.44 6.74 4.43 4.43 2.22 3.05 3.58 3.55

Internalizing 
Problems 9.65 8.48 14.31 11.0 6.81 5.91 8.20 7.24 3.19 3.63 4.73 4.29

Externalizing 
Problems 19.7 16.86 19.88 15.67 10.91 10.4 6.02 5.92 3.29 4.87 4.52 4.61

Total 
Behavior 
Problems

77.22 31.02 82.03 31.97 64.34 26.04 67.29 23.67 42.1 18.99 45.33 18.94

The analysis of the descriptive statistics for each group shows that the mean score 
on total behavioral problems was the highest in the case of girls whose fathers were 
in prison at the time of the study (M = 82.03, SD = 31.97) and in boys from the same 
group (M = 77.22, SD = 31.02). The level of problems (i.e., the total score) was found 
to be the lowest in boys and girls from families where dysfunctional/problem behavior 
was not present or where its level was low (control group II), which seems to be a result 
consistent with the expectations. Interestingly, the score of girls whose fathers were 
imprisoned in penitentiary institutions was higher in most categories of behavioral and 
emotional problems than the score of boys whose fathers were in prisons or remand 
centers. This finding concerns the following categories of problems: withdrawn, so-
matic complaints, anxious/depressed, social problems, thought problems, delinquent 
behavior, internalizing problems, and externalizing problems. The  exceptions are 
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table continued on the next page

attention problems and aggressive behavior. Moreover, the arithmetic means for both 
groups of inmates’ children (i.e., girls and boys) were considerably higher than the 
corresponding means for the two control groups in all categories of behavioral and 
emotional problems.

The use of one-way analysis of variance allowed us to determine if the differences 
found between the means obtained for the groups were statistically significant. To make 
multiple comparisons possible, we used the Games–Howell post hoc test, which is ap-
plied when groups are unequal in size and when the assumption of the homogeneity of 
variance is not met [18]. The results of the analysis of variance are presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Differences between boys from the three groups: prisoners’ children (1), control 
group I (2), and control group II (3) in specific categories of behavioral and emotional 

problems as assessed by their parents using the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)

Category Groups df F p Games–Howell test

Withdrawn
1 2

7.322 0.001
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99

Somatic Complaints
1 2

2.396 ns2 97
3 99

Anxious/Depressed
1 2

7.566 0.001 1>32 97
3 99

Social Problems
1 2

6.603 0.002 1>32 97
3 99

Thought Problems
1 2

2.003 ns2 97
3 99

Attention Problems
1 2

15.736 0.000
1>2
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99

Delinquent Behavior
1 2

10.646 0.000
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99

Aggressive Behavior
1 2

16.804 0.000
1>2
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99
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table continued on the next page

Internalizing Problems
1 2

8.378 0.000
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99

Externalizing Problems
1 2

15.530 0.000
1>2
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99

Total Behavior Problems
1 2

15.330 0.000
1>3
2>3

2 97
3 99

Boys whose fathers were incarcerated in penitentiary institutions were characterized 
by a significantly higher level of behavioral and emotional problems than boys from 
families in which dysfunctional/problem behavior was not present (control group II) in 
the categories of withdrawn, anxious/depressed, social problems, attention problems, 
delinquent behavior, aggressive behavior, internalizing problems, and externalizing 
problems and were higher in total behavior problems score. The exceptions were so-
matic complaints and thought problems, in terms of which there were no significant 
differences between the groups. Moreover, boys whose fathers were incarcerated in 
penitentiary institutions showed a significantly higher level of behavioral and emotional 
problems in the categories of attention problems, aggressive behavior, and external-
izing problems compared to the group of boys from complete families with a similar 
level of dysfunctional behavior in the family and with a similar level of resiliency.

The results of analyses concerning the differences in terms of the categories of 
parent-assessed behavioral and emotional problems between the girls from the exam-
ined groups: prisoners’ children (1), control group I (2), and control group II (3) are 
presented in Table 6.

Table 6. Differences between girls from the three groups: prisoners’ children (1), control 
group I (2), and control group II (3) in specific categories of behavioral and emotional 

problems as assessed by their parents using the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)

Category Groups df F p Games–Howell test

Withdrawn
1 2

24.614 0.000
1>2
1>3
2>3

2 143
3 145

Somatic Complaints
1 2

5.351 0.006 1>32 143
3 145

Anxious/Depressed
1 2

18.586 0.000
1>2
1>3
2>3

2 143
3 145
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Social Problems
1 2

17.121 0.000
1>2
1>3

2 143
3 145

Thought Problems
1 2

17.458 0.000
1>2
1>3

2 143
3 145

Attention Problems
1 2

25.460 0.000
1>2
1>3

2 143
3 145

Delinquent Behavior
1 2

28.750 0.000
1>2
1>3

2 143
3 145

Aggressive Behavior
1 2

38.233 0.000
1>2
1>3

2 143
3 145

Internalizing Problems
1 2

19.904 0.000
1>2
1>3
2>3

2 143
3 145

Externalizing Problems
1 2

37.263 0.000
1>2
1>3

2 143
3 145

Total Behavior Problems
1 2

29.169 0.000
1>3
2>3

2 143
3 145

Girls whose fathers were imprisoned in penitentiary institutions showed a signifi-
cantly higher level of behavioral and emotional problems than girls in both control 
groups. This refers particularly to the following categories: withdrawn, anxious/de-
pressed, social problems, thought problems, attention problems, delinquent behavior, 
aggressive behavior, internalizing problems, and externalizing problems. The excep-
tions are somatic complaints and total behavior problems score, in terms of which 
the girls whose fathers were incarcerated in prisons or remand centers did not differ 
from girls whose families showed a similar level of dysfunctional/problem behavior 
(control group I).

Hypothesis H1, postulating that the level of behavioral and emotional problems in 
prison inmates’ children is significantly higher in all categories of problems compared 
to their peers from complete families, was supported for nearly all of the categories. 
This finding is true for both girls and boys.
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table continued on the next page

Gender Differences

We performed the analysis of gender differences for each of the three groups 
separately. Detailed data are presented in the table below.

Table 7. Gender differences in specific categories of behavioral and emotional problems  
in the three groups of subjects: prisoners’ children (1), control group I (2),  

and control group II (3) (1 = boys, 2 = girls)

Category Sex N M rank Mann–Whitney U Z p

Pr
iso

ne
rs’

 ch
ild

re
n

Withdrawn
1 37 31.23

452.500 -2.214 0.027
2 35 42.07

Somatic Complaints
1 37 33.09

521.500 -1.455 ns
2 35 40.10

Anxious/Depressed
1 37 33.80

547.500 -1.133 ns
2 35 39.36

Social Problems
1 37 35.18

598.500 -0.559 ns
2 35 37.90

Thought Problems
1 37 30.36

420.500 -2.843 0.004
2 35 42.99

Attention Problems
1 37 37.39

614.500 -0.373 ns
2 35 35.56

Delinquent Behavior
1 37 37.15

623.500 -0.272 ns
2 35 35.81

Aggressive Behavior
1 37 35.99

628.500 -0.214 ns
2 35 37.04

Internalizing Problems
1 37 32.31

492.500 -1.750 ns
2 35 40.93

Externalizing Problems
1 37 36.27

639.000 -0.096 ns
2 35 36.74

Total Behavior Problems
1 37 34.91

588.500 -0.665 ns
2 35 38.19

Co
ntr

ol 
gr

ou
p I

Withdrawn
1 32 38.80

694.500 -0.102 ns
2 44 38.28

Somatic Complaints
1 32 34.66

581.000 -1.320 ns
2 44 41.30

Anxious/Depressed
1 32 35.73

615.500 -0.940 ns
2 44 40.51
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table continued on the next page

Co
ntr

ol 
gr

ou
p I

Social Problems
1 32 42.38

580.000 -1.387 ns
2 44 35.68

Thought Problems
1 32 40.23

648.500 -0.702 ns
2 44 37.24

Attention Problems
1 32 43.73

536.500 -1.779 ns
2 44 34.69

Delinquent Behavior
1 32 44.44

514.000 -2.040 0.041
2 44 34.18

Aggressive Behavior
1 32 44.19

522.000 -1.924 ns
2 44 34.36

Internalizing Problems
1 32 35.89

620.500 -0.881 ns
2 44 40.40

Externalizing Problems
1 32 44.31

518.000 -1.962 0.050
2 44 34.27

Total Behavior Problems
1 32 35.80

617.500 -0.910 ns
2 44 40.47

Co
ntr

ol 
gr

ou
p I

I

Withdrawn
1 31 47.19

967.000 -0.583 ns
2 67 50.57

Somatic Complaints
1 31 43.42 850.000

-1.508 ns
2 67 52.31

Anxious/Depressed
1 31 40.89 771.500

-2.102 0.036
2 67 53.49

Social Problems
1 31 46.90 958.000

-0.686 ns
2 67 50.70

Thought Problems
1 31 47.94 990.000

-0.576 ns
2 67 50.22

Attention Problems
1 31 45.90 927.000

-0.878 ns
2 67 51.16

Delinquent Behavior
1 31 48.50 1007.500

-0.258 ns
2 67 49.96

Aggressive Behavior
1 31 41.94 804.000

-1.822 ns
2 67 53.00

Internalizing Problems
1 31 41.24 782.500

-1.967 0.049
2 67 53.32
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Co
ntr

ol 
gr

ou
p I

I
Externalizing Problems

1 31 43.19 843.000
-1.510 ns

2 67 52.42

Total Behavior Problems
1 31 47.58 979.000

-0.455 ns
2 67 50.39

In the group of children of incarcerated fathers, statistically significant differences 
between boys and girls manifested themselves in the categories of withdrawn and 
thought problems. This means that, in parents’ opinion, it is girls who exhibit a higher 
level of thought problems and withdrawal. In the case of the remaining categories of 
behavioral and emotional problems, differences between boys and girls turned out not 
to be statistically significant.

In the group of children and adolescents from complete families with a level of 
dysfunctional behavior similar to the families of prisoners’ children, there were also 
only two categories that differentiated boys and girls, namely: delinquent behavior and 
externalizing problems. It turned out that it was boys who showed higher levels of de-
linquent behavior and externalizing problems. The remaining categories of behavioral 
and emotional problems did not differentiate boys and girls in this group.

Finally, in the group of children and adolescents making up control group II (with 
a low level of dysfunctional behavior in the family), statistically significant differences 
between boys and girls were present only in the categories of anxious/depressed and 
internalizing problems. In both cases, a higher level of these behaviors was found in 
girls. The remaining categories of problems did not differentiate boys and girls.

Hypothesis H2 was partly supported, because it was only in control group II (from 
complete families without dysfunctions) that girls had a higher level of internalizing 
behavior than boys. In control group I (from complete families with levels of dysfunc-
tion and resiliency similar to those found in the case of prisoners’ children), the level 
of externalizing behavior was higher in boys. There were no differences between the 
groups in the overall score on internalizing and externalizing behaviors; differences 
were found only in the case of the withdrawal variable.

Discussion

The analyses performed by the European Network for Children of Imprisoned 
Parents (EUROCHIPS) show that in the European Union alone the number of prison-
ers’ children is approximately 800,000; 117,000 of them (about 15%) live in Poland. 
This number, however, may be much higher [19], as in Poland and in many other 
countries no records are kept of children whose parents are serving a prison sentence 
[20]. Prisoners’ children are known to be a particularly vulnerable population [21], 
which also requires research interest. Unfortunately, these issues have not attracted 
much interest among researchers in Poland.

The level of behavioral and emotional problems in children of incarcerated 
fathers turned out to be significantly higher in all categories of problems compared 
to their peers from complete families. This result could be expected, as research has 
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shown [17] that parents breaking the law is one of the factors predisposing children 
to behavioral problems. Still, prisoners’ children also exhibited a higher level of 
behavioral and emotional problems than children from families with a similar level 
of dysfunctional behavior and with a similar level of resiliency in the following cat-
egories: attention problems, aggressive behavior, and externalizing problems in the 
case of boys, and withdrawn, anxious/depressed, social problems, thought problems, 
attention problems, delinquent behavior, aggressive behavior, internalizing problems, 
and externalizing problems in the case of girls. Thus, the results of the study indicate 
that parental incarceration is an additional factor increasing behavioral and emotional 
problems. This finding is true mainly about girls, in whose case a significantly higher 
level of problems manifested itself in nearly every category (the exception being so-
matic problems). The results of our study make it reasonable to suspect that parental 
incarceration affects girls more strongly than it affects boys. In other words, it is 
girls who bear greater psychological cost than boys, though this issue undoubtedly 
requires further research.

The results of our study are consistent with the results reported by Kinner and 
colleagues [2], who also found that prisoners’ children showed a higher level of inter-
nalizing and externalizing problems; they also correspond with the findings of other 
authors concerning the increased risk of emotional and social difficulties [22-24].

The second hypothesis postulated that boys were characterized by a higher level of 
externalizing problems compared to girls and that girls had a higher level of internal-
izing problems compared to boys. This hypothesis was partly supported. Girls from 
the criterion group (i.e., prisoners’ daughters) were higher in withdrawal than boys 
from this group. In the remaining categories of problems, differences proved not to 
be statistically significant. Boys in the first control group were higher in delinquent 
behavior and externalizing problems than girls. In the second control group, girls were 
higher in internalizing and anxious/depressed problems than boys from the same group. 
Other authors reported similar findings [2].

In future research a larger number of prisoners’ children should be included, as 
the sample size in the current project was a  limitation precluding the use of more 
advanced statistical techniques.
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