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Abstract

Recent studies have suggested that incarceration dramatically increases the odds of divorce, but 

we know little about the mechanisms that explain the association. This study uses prospective 

longitudinal data from a subset of married young adults in the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (N = 1,919) to examine whether incarceration is associated with divorce 

indirectly via low marital love, economic strain, relationship violence, and extramarital sex. The 

findings confirmed that incarcerations occurring during, but not before, a marriage were 

associated with an increased hazard of divorce. Incarcerations occurring during marriage also were 

associated with less marital love, more relationship violence, more economic strain, and greater 

odds of extramarital sex. Above-average levels of economic strain were visible among 

respondents observed preincarceration, but only respondents observed postincarceration showed 

less marital love, more relationship violence, and higher odds of extramarital sex than did 

respondents who were not incarcerated during marriage. These relationship problems explained 

approximately 40 percent of the association between incarceration and marital dissolution. These 

findings are consistent with theoretical predictions that a spouse’s incarceration alters the rewards 

and costs of the marriage and the relative attractiveness of alternative partners.
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Spouses can be important sources of support for former inmates. They provide emotional 

and material support after incarceration, they serve as bridges to extended kinship networks, 

and they may play a role in preventing or reducing recidivism (Laub and Sampson, 2003; 

Sampson and Laub, 1993; Uggen, Manza, and Behrens, 2004). Yet former inmates’ 

marriages seem to be quite fragile. Specifically, recent studies have suggested that 

incarceration dramatically increases the odds of divorce (Apel et al., 2010; Lopoo and 
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Western, 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). If we wish to help inmates preserve 

these potentially beneficial partnerships, to counteract the corrosive effects of imprisonment 

on family well-being (Giordano, 2010; Wildeman, 2010; Wildeman, Schnittker, and Turney, 

2012), or to improve our understanding of this apparent collateral consequence of 

incarceration, we must first determine why incarceration and divorce are associated.

Although the studies on this topic are few in number, their findings are very consistent. 

First, only incarcerations occurring during, versus before, marriage lead to divorce (Lopoo 

and Western, 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). Second, inmates’ marriages 

continue to be at risk of dissolving even after the spell of incarceration (Apel et al., 2010; 

Lopoo and Western, 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011; Western, 2006). Third, the 

effect is large, with studies reporting up to a .20 increase in the probability of, or a doubling 

or more of the odds of, divorce among the formerly incarcerated (Apel et al., 2010; 

Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). Fourth, the effect increases with incarceration length, 

with each additional year behind bars increasing the odds of divorce by 32 percent 

(Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011).

The mechanisms behind the incarceration-divorce association have remained relatively 

unstudied. One of the only studies to address mechanisms directly focused on which aspect 

of the incarceration, the stigma of being an excon or the period of separation from one’s 

spouse, is most relevant for divorce (Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). Theoretically, 

the stigma of a prison record or—as Massoglia and colleagues (2011) found was more likely

—the imposed period of separation would harm specific qualities of marriages, which in 

turn would raise the odds of divorce. With respect to these marital qualities, scholars have 

speculated that incarceration may change the way that spouses interact and reduce spouses’ 

ability to support the shared household (Apel et al., 2010; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 

2011; Wildeman, Schnittker, and Turney, 2012). Research to date has not yet tested whether 

such qualities do mediate the incarceration-divorce association, probably because few data 

sources include detailed information on both incarceration and marital quality. Such data 

limitations also mean that research has not tested whether inmates had more than their share 

of marital problems even before their incarcerations. If they did, then part of the 

incarceration-divorce association could be spurious to preexisting relationship risk factors 

for divorce.

This study contributes to this literature in two ways. First, drawing on theories of marital 

instability, we present a conceptualization of incarceration as an experience that alters the 

key factors behind marital cohesion: the rewards and costs of the marriage, the barriers to 

leaving the marriage, and the relative appeal of alternatives to being in the marriage. We 

describe how the conceptualization of these factors in the marriage literature overlaps with 

themes emerging from recent studies of incarceration’s impact. Second, we present findings 

from a partial test of this perspective. To do this, we capitalize on detailed relationship 

information from a subset of married young adults interviewed as part of a larger national 

panel study. The data allow us to 1) examine the association between incarceration and the 

duration-dependent risk of divorce; 2) test whether incarceration is associated with lower 

emotional and economic rewards of the marriage, higher physical costs of being in the 

marriage, and increased odds that spouses will turn to alternative romantic partners; and 3) 
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examine whether these rewards, costs, and alternatives mediate the incarceration-divorce 

association. The data also allow us to compare these marital qualities among couples who 

have already experienced an incarceration and couples who soon will experience an 

incarceration. This comparison sheds light on whether incarceration precedes marital 

problems, which would be consistent with mediation, or whether marital problems are likely 

to emerge before incarceration, which would be consistent with spuriousness.

A THEORY OF MARITAL DISSOLUTION

A prominent perspective on marital dissolution focuses on how the relative attractiveness of 

the relationship and the extent of moral and structural commitments to the marriage combine 

to influence marital stability. Levinger’s (1965) classic statement of this perspective drew on 

social exchange theory (Thibaut and Kelley, 1959) and proposed that divorce is a function of 

inducements to remain in the marriage, specifically the attractions of the marriage and 

barriers to leaving, and inducements to leave the marriage, specifically the attractiveness of 

the alternatives to staying. The attractions of the marriage are conceptualized as the ratio of 

the relationship’s rewards to its costs. Rewards are positive aspects such as love, happiness, 

respect, trust, sex, companionship, and socioeconomic resources; costs are negative aspects 

such as relationship violence (Amato and Hohmann-Marriott, 2007; Previti and Amato, 

2003). Barriers to leaving the marriage are personal and social commitments such as 

children, religious beliefs, pressure from relatives, and community stigma (Previti and 

Amato, 2003; White and Booth, 1991). The relative attractiveness of alternatives to the 

marriage is the relative appeal of alternative sources of rewards such as affection, sex, and 

socioeconomic resources (Udry, 1981; White and Booth, 1991). The joint influence of these 

factors means that unhappy marriages are not always ended (e.g., if the barriers to leaving 

are high) and that some happy marriages end (e.g., if the alternatives are more attractive; 

Lewis and Spanier, 1979).

Elements of this social exchange perspective underlie theories of various aspects of marital 

functioning (Collett, 2010), and research has suggested that attractions, barriers, and 

alternatives do influence marital dissolution. Married couples report that love, friendship, 

communication, commitment, respect, compatibility, trust, and children—indicators of 

attractions and barriers—keep them together (Previti and Amato, 2003). Unhappily married 

couples who hold pro-marriage values and have few alternative sources of support—both 

barriers to exit—report that it is unlikely they will divorce (Heaton and Albrecht, 1991). 

Divorced people say that factors such as extramarital affairs, incompatibility, and a lack of 

closeness or communication—indicating low attractions and viable alternatives—led to the 

divorce (Amato and Previti, 2003). Longitudinally, indicators of low attractions and favored 

alternatives, such as low or declining levels of closeness and relationship satisfaction, 

household economic hardship, high levels of relationship violence, and involvement in 

infidelity, predict later divorce (Amato and Rogers, 1997; Conger et al., 1990; DeMaris, 

2013; Kurdek 2002; Rodrigues, Hall, and Fincham, 2006; White and Rogers, 2000).

Although this perspective is “one of the best explanations of marital stability” (White, 2013: 

28), an important criticism is that it does not address the sources of changes in marriages, 

that is, what might cause shifts in the rewards, costs, and attractiveness of alternatives to a 
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relationship (Karney and Bradbury, 1995). We suggest that spouses can have life events and 

experiences that, by altering these factors, cause their stable marriages to become unstable. 

Incarceration may be one such experience that indirectly leads to divorce via its harmful 

effects on inducements to remain in the marriage and on inducements to leave it.

APPLYING THE THEORY TO COUPLES WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED 

INCARCERATION

Past works have described in detail the personal, financial, and social difficulties that 

individuals and their spouses experience during a spell of incarceration. Incarceration 

physically separates couples, curtailing their closeness and intimacy (Comfort, 2008; 

Harman, Smith, and Egan, 2007; Karakurt et al., 2013). The removal of a partner and earner 

from the household increases parenting-related stress and family economic instability 

(Wildeman, Schnittker, and Turney, 2012). In addition, both inmates and their spouses 

worry that their partners have or will cultivate relationships with other romantic interests 

(Comfort, 2008; Fishman, 1990). Despite these stresses, inmates report optimism about their 

postrelease relationships (Benson et al., 2011). Inmates and their partners often anticipate 

that their postrelease relationships will be similar to or better than their preincarceration 

relationships (Fishman, 1990; Travis and Waul, 2003).

The elevated rate of postincarceration divorce indicates that these hopes are not always 

realized. For instance, Massoglia and colleagues (2011) found that more than 40 percent of 

divorces among ever-incarcerated males from a general population sample occurred 

postrelease. Apel and colleagues (2010) found that the impact of incarceration on divorce 

among Dutch men actually grew stronger over the 10 years after release. The timing of these 

divorces suggests that they could be the culminating events in longer term processes of 

marital erosion. The timing also is consistent with scholars’ suggestion that any 

“honeymoon” period of optimism after incarceration is likely to fade over time as families’ 

high expectations go unfulfilled (Fishman, 1990; Nurse, 2002).

Research on families and reentry has indicated that problems consistent with the elements of 

social exchange theory may continue to affect couples postrelease. First, postincarceration 

marriages may carry relatively low rewards and high costs. One spouse has been “marked” 

as dishonest and unreliable, which damages both spouses’ reputations and interferes with the 

former inmate’s ability to obtain and maintain employment and contribute financially 

(Arditti and Parkman, 2011; Braman, 2004; Western, 2002). Consistent with this, declines in 

mothers’ trust in previously incarcerated fathers partly explain why those fathers are less 

involved with their children (Turney and Wildeman, 2013). At the same time that 

incarceration undermines partners’ respect and trust, it also creates the threat that partners 

will report parole violations if releasees do not contribute enough, stay out too late, or 

violate other domestic expectations (Goffman, 2009; Nurse, 2002). As control over money, 

household resources, and even freedom shifts away from the previously incarcerated spouse, 

power differentials are created or exacerbated (Braman, 2004; Harman, Smith, and Egan, 

2007; Oliver and Hairston, 2008). These differentials may amplify the effects of already 

poor listening, communication, and conflict resolution skills to increase relationship 

violence (Harman, Smith, and Egan, 2007; White et al., 2002). It thus is possible that the 

Siennick et al. Page 4

Criminology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 August 01.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



incarceration-divorce association operates in part through lower levels of love, respect, trust, 

and relationship satisfaction and through higher levels of shame, embarrassment, family 

economic hardship, and relationship violence.

Second, a spouse’s “ex-con” status may lower or remove barriers to divorce, in particular, 

external pressures that would have been imposed by relatives, friends, and the wider 

community. Under average circumstances, the stigma and social disapproval of divorce 

might keep some unhappy marriages intact (Levinger, 1965). The incarceration of a spouse 

formally identifies that spouse as a criminal offender, creating its own stigma and social 

disapproval (Braman, 2004). Communities attach that stigma and disapproval not only to 

inmates but also to inmates’ relatives and associates (Arditti, 2012; Comfort, 2008). These 

social penalties narrow social support networks, sometimes for years after the incarceration 

(Braman, 2004; Turanovic, Rodriguez, and Pratt, 2012; Turney, Schnittker, and Wildeman, 

2012). Partners’ families also may withdraw their support for the relationship in light of the 

criminal justice system involvement (Nurse, 2002). If kin, friends, and community members 

judge affiliation with a former inmate more harshly than they do divorce, or even encourage 

divorce from criminal spouses, then couples experiencing incarceration might be socially 

freed to divorce.

Third, postincarceration couples may see higher relative appeal in alternatives to remaining 

in the marriage, such as alternative partners. For these couples, extramarital partners may 

offer rewards and fulfill needs that their marriages do not. For the former inmate, additional 

partners provide additional sources of emotional and material support and opportunities to 

make up for the lack of sexual contact while incarcerated (Braman, 2004; Harman, Smith, 

and Egan, 2007; Thomas et al., 2008). For the nonincarcerated spouse, they provide support 

and serve as “backups” in case their marriages fail (Braman, 2004; Harman, Smith, and 

Egan, 2007; Thomas et al., 2008). The incarceration of a spouse thus could create conditions 

of low reward, high cost, low barriers to exit, or good alternatives to existing marriages—

any one of which could prompt divorce under exchange theories of marital instability.

Proposing that marital problems and eventual divorce are collateral consequences of 

incarceration presupposes that the elevated marital problems follow the incarceration. Yet it 

also is possible that couples who go on to experience incarceration have troubled marriages 

to begin with. Many divorces are foreshadowed by relationship problems visible when 

couples are still newlyweds (Lavner, Bradbury, and Karney, 2012). On its surface, 

incarceration and its aftermath may provide a plausible explanation for divorce, but this 

could obscure the fact that preexisting weak bonds, financial problems, and violence might 

have increased these couples’ odds of divorce apart from the incarceration (Goffman, 2009; 

Nurse, 2002). Most studies of this topic have been unable to examine the sequencing of 

incarceration and marital problems, but this sequencing is important for our understanding 

of divorce among former inmates.

CURRENT STUDY

This study examines the association of incarceration with marital problems and divorce over 

a 6-year period among a sample of married young adults interviewed as part of a larger 
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national panel study. These respondents were observed during the peak age span of early 

spells of incarceration (Bonczar, 2003). Although our data cover an important age range for 

criminal justice system involvement, they cover relatively early marriages. Early marriages 

like our respondents’ are not rare—one fifth of young people marry by their early 20s 

(Uecker and Stokes, 2008)—but they tend to be less stable than later marriages. Our 

findings may not be generalizable to couples who married at older ages. We return to this 

issue in the discussion.

Our analyses examine whether incarceration 1) is associated with an increased risk of 

marital dissolution among married young adults, 2) is associated with marital problems 

among these young adults, and 3) is indirectly associated with marital dissolution via its 

associations with marital problems. The marital problems we examine are indicators of 

rewards of, costs of, and alternatives to respondents’ marriages, specifically couples’ levels 

of love, their ability to make ends meet, their levels of relationship violence, and their 

involvement in extramarital sex. As noted, these factors are associated with incarceration 

and are known predictors of divorce from the marriage literature. Our data do not include 

information on external barriers to divorce (e.g., social disapproval), but the removal of such 

barriers also could explain part of the incarceration-divorce association. We leave it to future 

studies to determine whether they do.

Examinations of this topic must account for the possibility that young adults who are 

incarcerated may be poor relationship partners to begin with, or that low-quality marriages 

led to incarceration. We address this by subdividing respondents who were incarcerated 

during marriage into two groups: one that completed interviews about their marital 

characteristics before they were incarcerated, and one that completed interviews about their 

marital characteristics after they were incarcerated. If incarceration leads to divorce because 

it triggers marital problems, then marital problems should be worse among the latter group 

and should explain the divorces of only that group. As an added safeguard, we include 

covariates that were used in past work, namely, race and ethnicity, parenthood, educational 

attainment, employment status, religiosity, substance use, involvement in nonfamily 

violence, incarceration prior to marriage, and the length of the marriage (Lopoo and 

Western, 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). We also include other known 

correlates of marital problems and dissolution, namely, age at marriage, gender, and whether 

the couple lived together before marrying (Amato, 2010), and two other potentially relevant 

factors, problem gambling and prior domestic violence convictions.

Couples who divorce often report that their marriage had had more than one problem 

(Amato and Rogers, 1997). Similarly, couples affected by imprisonment often have multiple 

interdependent relationship problems (Harman, Smith, and Egan, 2007). It thus is likely that 

the four mediators we examine will best explain the incarceration-divorce association when 

considered together. Still, it is important to determine whether any one marital problem in 

particular is an especially powerful explanation of the association because such information 

would be useful to families, clinicians, and interventionists. We have no a priori 

expectations about the relative importance of the four factors, so we examine the extent to 

which they jointly and individually mediate any observed effect of incarceration on marital 

dissolution.
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METHOD

DATA

The data are from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). Add 

Health is a good source of data for this project because it features detailed longitudinal 

information on respondents’ romantic partnerships and contacts with the criminal justice 

system. Add Health drew on a nationally representative sample of adolescents who were in 

grades 7-12 during the 1994-1995 school year. Participants were selected via a two-stage 

stratified sampling design. First, 132 schools were randomly selected from a national 

sampling frame stratified by region, urbanicity, school size, school type, and racial 

composition. Then, students in each school were stratified by grade and gender, and a 

nationally representative probability sample of nearly 19,000 adolescents was selected for 

the longitudinal in-home component of the study. To date, in-home respondents have 

completed four in-person survey interviews. The key measures for this study come from the 

wave 3 interviews (conducted in 2001-2002) when the now-adult (18-28 years of age) 

respondents were first asked detailed questions about their marriages, and from the wave 4 

interviews conducted six years later (2007-2008) when respondents (now 24-34 years of 

age) provided information about their incarceration histories and the status of their 

marriages. We also include some demographic information from wave 1 (1994-1995).

At wave 3, respondents provided details about their romantic relationship histories. To 

create the analytical sample, from the total pool of 15,197 wave 3 respondents, we selected 

those who were married at the time of the wave 3 interview (n = 2,222). From that subset, 

we selected respondents who participated at wave 4 (n = 1,930). We omitted 11 respondents 

whose spouses were deceased by wave 4.

At wave 4, respondents again provided details about their romantic relationship histories. 

We used respondents’ wave 3 and wave 4 reports of their wedding dates and the number of 

times they had ever married to identify the wave 4 relationship reports that corresponded to 

respondents’ marriages at the time of the wave 3 interview. Our analyses of time to marital 

dissolution used data from all 1,919 respondents who participated at wave 4 and whose 

spouses were not deceased by wave 4. Our analyses of whether incarceration predicted 

relationship characteristics used data from the 1,847 (96 percent of) respondents whose 

longitudinal relationship reports could be matched with confidence; unlike the analyses of 

time to marital dissolution, these models required observed marriage end dates. Following 

Kreager and colleagues (2013), matches were cases where respondents’ wave 3 and wave 4 

reports of the marriage start month and year were identical, or where their wave 3 and wave 

4 reports of their marriage start dates differed by less than 2 years and they reported only 

one marriage during that time span.1 We did not count as matched 6 of the 1,853 marriages 

that met these criteria because these 6 respondents’ wave 4 reports of both the beginning and 

1Restricting the latter criterion to a difference of less than 1 year resulted in a loss of 65 cases and did not change the study’s 
substantive findings. Even without this time span restriction, most of the 72 unmatched cases still would have gone unmatched for 
reasons including wave 4 reports of wedding dates that followed the date of the wave 3 interview, and multiple wave 4 relationships 
that could have been matched to the wave 3 marriage.
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end dates of the marriage preceded their wave 3 reports of the marriage start date; we could 

not be certain that these reports referred to the same marriages.

FOCAL OUTCOME VARIABLE

Our main dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of marital relationship dissolution 

by the time of the wave 4 interview (0 = no, 1 = yes). Relationships were counted as 

dissolved if the respondent reported an end date for the marriage, reported that the marriage 

was no longer ongoing, or reported that they were not currently in a relationship with their 

spouse from wave 3.

FOCAL PREDICTORS

At wave 4, respondents who spent time in a jail, prison, or other correctional facility 

reported how old they were when this first happened, as well as when this most recently 

happened for those with multiple incarcerations. They also reported the total amount of time 

they had ever spent incarcerated during adulthood (mean = 3.9 months). Approximately 63 

percent of ever-incarcerated married respondents served a total of 1 month or less, 20 

percent served 2 to 5 months, 8 percent served 6 to 11 months, and 9 percent served 1 year 

or more. These lengths of time served are lower than those in the study by Massoglia and 

colleagues (2011), but they are comparable with those in the study by Apel and colleagues 

(2011). Nationally, 80 percent of jail inmates serve less than 1 month, the average state 

prison inmate serves approximately 16 months, and the average federal prison inmate serves 

slightly less than 3 years (Bonczar, 2011; Noonan, 2010; Pew Charitable Trusts, 2012). It is 

likely that our findings speak mainly to the effects of jail sentences, whereas the findings of 

Massoglia and colleagues speak more to the effects of longer prison sentences. Given these 

differences in data sources and samples, it is noteworthy that the effects of incarceration on 

divorce are highly consistent across studies. In ancillary analyses, we observed that even 

lifetime incarceration stays totaling less than a month were associated with marital 

disruption. This association became more pronounced as total time incarcerated increased.

Using information on respondents’ ages at incarceration, birthdates, wedding dates, and ages 

at the time of each interview, we created a dichotomous2 indicator of whether respondents 

had been incarcerated during marriage. To help establish the timing of incarceration and 

relationship dynamics better, we also subdivided this indicator into separate dichotomous 

indicators of whether respondents had been incarcerated during marriage and by wave 3 

when relationship dynamics were measured, and whether respondents had been incarcerated 

during marriage but only after wave 3. These two indicators are mutually exclusive; the 

reference category is never incarcerated during marriage. We examine these indicators as 

part of a proposed sequence leading from incarceration to divorce via relationship dynamics. 

If this chain is accurate, then the indicator of incarceration during marriage but after wave 3 

should not predict relationship characteristics measured at wave 3 (prior to the 

incarceration), and relationship characteristics thus should not mediate any association 

between this indicator and divorce.

2For seven respondents, our information on the timing of incarceration was not fine-grained enough for us to tell definitively whether 
these respondents were more accurately categorized as incarcerated before marriage or as incarcerated during marriage. Because of 
this uncertainty, we imputed the timing of incarceration for these cases.
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RELATIONSHIP CHARACTERISTICS

We examine four marital characteristics, all measured at wave 3, that may explain the 

incarceration-divorce association. Low marital love (α = .74) is an item response theory 

(IRT) scale of two items assessing how much respondents loved their spouse (0 = a lot, 3 = 

not at all) and how much they thought their spouse loved them (0 = a lot, 3 = not at all). 

Preliminary analyses revealed that 95 percent of respondents who were never incarcerated 

during marriage, 76 percent of respondents who were incarcerated during marriage and 

before wave 3, and 93 percent of respondents who were incarcerated during marriage and 

after wave 3 loved their partners a lot; the corresponding percentages for reports of partners’ 

love were 93 percent, 79 percent, and 86 percent, respectively. We created this scale and the 

other IRT (for scales based on ordinal indicators) and Rasch (for scales based on 

dichotomous indicators) scales used in this study using Thissen et al.’s (2003) MULTILOG 

7.0 program. IRT and Rasch scaling techniques use measurement models to estimate 

respondents’ latent “true” scores on the construct of interest, based on the observed 

indicators (Raudenbush, Johnson, and Sampson, 2003). The resulting scores have desirable 

statistical properties: They are approximately normally distributed and, unlike summative 

scales, can accommodate items with different numbers of response choices, are not 

dominated by the most commonly endorsed items, and are not dependent on the number of 

items included.

Economic strain (α = .68) is a Rasch scale of seven items assessing whether in the past 12 

months respondents or their households did not pay the full amount of the rent or mortgage 

for lack of money; were evicted from a house or apartment for not paying the rent or 

mortgage; did not pay the full amount of a gas, electricity, or oil bill for lack of money; had 

gas, electric, or oil service turned off because payments were not made; went without 

telephone service; did not receive needed medical care because they could not afford it; and 

did not receive needed dental care because they could not afford it (0 = no, 1 = yes for each 

item). Thirty-six percent of respondents who were never incarcerated during marriage, 66 

percent of respondents who were incarcerated during marriage and before wave 3, and 61 

percent of respondents who were incarcerated during marriage and after wave 3 experienced 

at least one of these forms of economic strain.

The IRT scale of relationship violence (α = .81) includes eight items assessing how often in 

the past 12 months respondents had threatened, pushed or shoved, or thrown something at 

their spouse; slapped, hit, or kicked their spouse; insisted on or made their spouse have 

sexual relations when the spouse did not want to; or injured their spouse during a fight, and 

how often their spouse had done each of these things to them (0 = never, 4 = 6 or more 

times). Preliminary analyses revealed that respondents incarcerated during marriage and 

before wave 3 had the highest unadjusted base rates of each form of violence, with 55 

percent reporting threats, shoves, or thrown objects; 48 percent reporting slaps, hits, or 

kicks; 26 percent reporting forced sexual relations; and 19 percent reporting injurious 

violence. The unadjusted base rates for respondents incarcerated during marriage and after 

wave 3 were lower (45 percent, 37 percent, 15 percent, and 16 percent, respectively), and 

those for respondents who were never incarcerated during marriage were lower still (27 

percent, 21 percent, 9 percent, and 7 percent, respectively). Relationship violence was most 
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often bidirectional; only 18 percent, 16 percent, and 15 percent of the three groups, 

respectively, reported unilateral violence (committed by only one spouse) in the marriage.

Finally, extramarital sex is a dichotomous indicator of whether respondents reported being 

in a current sexual relationship with someone besides their spouse, had been married more 

than 1 year and reported having more than one past-year sexual partner, or reported that 

their spouse had had other sexual partners during their relationship (0 = no, 1 = yes). Unlike 

the items used to assess the other marital problems, the items assessing extramarital sex are 

not well suited to distinguishing among levels of intensity of this problem, so we measure it 

as a dichotomy.

CONTROL VARIABLES

We include measures of respondents’ male gender (0 = no, 1 = yes) and of their race and 

ethnicity, measured as a set of dummy variables indicating Black (0 = no, 1 = yes), Hispanic 

(0 = no, 1 = yes), or other non-White race (0 = no, 1 = yes); White is the omitted reference 

category. Co-resident child indicates whether the respondent had a son or daughter who 

lived in the same household (0 = no, 1 = yes). Non-co-resident child indicates whether the 

respondent had a child who did not live in the same household (0 = no, 1 = yes). Educational 

attainment is measured as the highest level of education respondents had completed (1 = 

eighth grade or less, 5 = some graduate school). We include a dichotomous indicator of 

whether the respondent was employed full-time at wave 3 (0 = no, 1 = yes). Religiosity (α = .

91) is measured as the mean of the Z scores of 10 items assessing respondents’ frequency of 

religious service attendance and participation in organized religious activities over the past 

year (for both, 0 = never, 6 = more than once a week), how important their religious faith 

and spiritual life were to them (for both, 0 = not important, 3 = more important than 

anything else), the extent to which they were religious and spiritual (for both, 0 = not at all, 

3 = very), the extent of their agreement that they were being “led” spiritually and that they 

used their spiritual beliefs as a basis for how to act and live (for both, 1 = strongly disagree, 

5 = strongly agree), how often they prayed privately (0 = never, 7 = more than once a day), 

and a count of the hours per week they spent in religious activities at home. Hard drug use 

indicates whether the respondent had used cocaine, crystal meth, or other hard drugs in the 

year prior to wave 3 (0 = no, 1 = yes). Problem drinking is the sum of three ordinal items 

assessing the number of past-year school or work, interpersonal, and health or safety 

problems the respondent had because of drinking (0 = none, 2 = two or more). Problem 

gambling is a dichotomous indicator of whether the respondent spent a lot of time thinking 

about or planning gambling, gambled to relieve uncomfortable feelings, gambled to get even 

after losses, or had relationship problems as a result of gambling (0 = no, 1 = yes). Non-

family violence indicates whether the respondent had used a weapon to get something from 

someone, taken part in a group fight, used a weapon in a fight, or brought a gun to school or 

work in the year prior to wave 3 (0 = no, 1 = yes). Prior domestic violence conviction 

indicates whether the respondent reported being convicted of domestic violence before wave 

3 (0 = no, 1 = yes); five respondents did. Incarcerated before marriage is a dichotomous 

indicator of whether respondents had ever been incarcerated before marrying their wave 3 

spouse (0 = no, 1 = yes). Finally, important relationship covariates include the respondent’s 

age at marriage, the couple’s number of years married, and whether the couple had 
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cohabited before marriage (0 = no, 1 = yes). Information on race and ethnicity came from 

wave 1; the other covariates were measured at wave 3.

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the study variables among respondents with matched 

wave 3 and wave 4 relationship reports, separately for respondents who were never 

incarcerated during marriage (n = 1,752), those who were incarcerated during marriage and 

before wave 3 (n = 33), and those incarcerated during marriage and after wave 3 (n = 62). 

Five percent of respondents were incarcerated during marriage. Other studies on 

incarceration and divorce using nationally representative data have found that incarceration 

among married people is similarly rare. For instance, 49 men had been incarcerated during 

marriage in Lopoo and Western’s (2005) analyses of the NLSY 1979 cohort, and our own 

ancillary analyses of data from the NLSY 1997 cohort revealed that 2 percent of married 

respondents were incarcerated during the marriage.3 As shown in table 1, a higher 

percentage of females, Whites, and respondents with higher levels of education were in the 

category of never incarcerated during marriage (i.e., column 1) compared with those 

incarcerated during marriage (i.e., columns 2 and 3). Respondents who were never 

incarcerated during a marriage, compared with those who were, also had lower levels of 

problem drinking, problem gambling, non-family violence, and hard drug use.

Table S.1 of the online supporting information compares the descriptive statistics of cases 

with and without matched longitudinal relationship reports.4 The 72 respondents whose 

marriages could not be matched with confidence were more likely to be male, non-White, 

and non-resident parents; had less education; married younger, had been married longer, and 

reported less marital love and more extramarital sex; were more likely to have histories of 

incarceration; and showed more hard drug use, problem gambling, problem drinking, and 

violence.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

We estimate a series of models relating incarceration during marriage to relationship 

characteristics and to marital dissolution. First, we examine the association of incarceration 

with the duration-dependent risk of marital dissolution via life table analyses and a discrete 

time event history model. These analyses allow examinations of marital duration in the 

presence of censoring and require no assumptions about the shape of the baseline hazard. In 

the discrete time model, observations were person-years and time was specified as a set of 

dummy variables indicating the number of years since marriage; “married this year” was the 

omitted reference category. We treat respondents as at risk for divorce until they either 

divorced or were right-censored (i.e., still married) at the time of their wave 4 interviews. 

These analyses include the small number of cases (n = 72) whose wave 3 marriages could 

3Furthermore, studies that have used nationally representative data to examine incarceration effects on other outcomes (e.g., 
employment) also have reported a similar percentage of incarcerated individuals. Indeed, using the NLSY 1997 data, Apel and 
Sweeten (2010: 456) reported that only 5 percent of the sample had been incarcerated. Despite the small number of incarcerated 
individuals in our data, our analysis was able to estimate strong and significant incarceration effects during marriage net of an 
extensive set of control variables. Still, a larger sample size of incarcerated individuals may have allowed us to detect additional 
effects or differences that went undetected in the current study.
4Additional supporting information can be found in the listing for this article in the Wiley Online Library at http://
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/crim.2011.52.issue-3/issuetoc.
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not be matched to wave 4 reports of marital outcomes; we treat these cases as right-censored 

at the time of their wave 3 interviews.

Second, we estimate three linear regressions and one logistic regression predicting marital 

characteristics at wave 3 (low marital love, economic strain, relationship violence, and 

extramarital sex) from incarceration during marriage and the control variables. These 

models will show the degree of association between these potential mediators and 

incarcerations that occurred during marriage and by wave 3. They also will show whether 

respondents who would be incarcerated during marriage, but had not yet been by wave 3, 

already showed marital problems at wave 3. These analyses use data from the 1,847 cases 

with matched longitudinal relationship reports because they require information on post-

wave 3 marital incarcerations, which was not available for respondents with unknown 

marriage outcomes and end dates.

Third, we estimate discrete time models predicting relationship dissolution from 

incarceration before marriage, incarceration during marriage and by wave 3, and 

incarceration during marriage but only after wave 3, once without and once with the 

measures of relationship characteristics. These analyses include, but treat as censored, the 

small number of cases with unmatched marital outcomes. We compare coefficients from 

these two models using Karlson, Holm, and Breen’s (2012) test for indirect effects to 

determine whether relationship characteristics are statistically significant mediators of the 

association between incarceration and relationship dissolution. Because the relationship 

characteristics were measured at wave 3, if they are mediators rather than confounds, we 

would expect their inclusion in the model to reduce only the coefficient for incarceration 

during marriage and by wave 3. The results of several robustness checks also are noted in 

the Results section.

Finally, we repeat our main analyses on data from the subset of our sample that was male. 

Males have a much higher incarceration rate than do females—11 percent of males in our 

sample, versus 2 percent of females, were incarcerated during marriage—and most past 

studies of this topic focused on males (e.g., Apel et al., 2010; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 

2011). Although there were too few incarcerated females in our sample to allow tests of 

gender differences, the findings for males provide a closer point of comparison for the 

findings of past studies as well as some insight into the potential for gender differences in 

the observed associations.

Add Health used a stratified and clustered sampling strategy. This study focuses only on 

married respondents and does not aim to provide estimates for the total population, so we 

present unweighted analyses. Although tests revealed that in nearly all of our models the 

clustered nature of the sample did not violate the assumption of independence of residuals, 

residual levels of economic hardship did vary systematically across sampling units. To 

adjust for this dependence, we include a fixed effect (i.e., a set of dummy variables) for 

sampling unit in the model predicting economic hardship. We used multiple imputation to 

reduce potential bias from item-missing data (Carlin, Galati, and Royston, 2008; Royston, 

2005). More specifically, we created ten complete data sets featuring imputed values for 

missing cases and combined estimates across the ten following Rubin’s (1987) rules.
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RESULTS

RELATING INCARCERATION TO MARITAL DURATION AND DISSOLUTION

The first phase of our analysis established the magnitude and the timing of the association 

between incarceration and marital dissolution in this sample. As an initial step, we examined 

survival functions for marriage among respondents who were and were not incarcerated at 

some point during the marriage. A plot of the survival function created via the actuarial 

method (see figure S.1 in the online supporting information) revealed a widening gap 

between these groups in the probability of remaining married, beginning between the fourth 

and fifth years of marriage and increasingly favoring the nonincarcerated group over time (p 

< .05 for group difference). This finding indicates that the marriages of respondents who 

experienced an incarceration during marriage lasted fewer months than did the marriages of 

other respondents. Additional exploration of the data indicated that the point of divergence 

of the curves approximately corresponded to the average number of years into the marriage 

at which the marital incarcerations occurred.

We next examined whether incarceration was associated specifically with subsequent 

marital dissolution net of controls for demographic, behavioral, and relationship history 

factors. Table 2 shows the results of a discrete time model predicting the risk of marital 

dissolution in a given year from a dichotomous time-varying indicator of whether the 

respondent had been incarcerated by that year and from the control variables. Even when 

factors such as religiosity, substance use, and age at marriage were accounted for, 

incarcerations occurring during a marriage were associated with an increased risk of that 

marriage dissolving (b = .70, p < .001). Exponentiating the coefficient to obtain the odds 

ratio indicated that incarceration during marriage was associated with 102 percent higher 

odds of marital dissolution. In contrast, incarcerations occurring before a marriage did not 

significantly increase the odds of that marriage dissolving (b = .19, p > .05).

To examine time to divorce after an incarceration, we estimated survivor and hazard 

functions for postincarceration marital duration among the subset of 107 respondents who 

were incarcerated during marriage. Figure 1 shows that the probability that such a 

respondent remained married declined steadily across the years after the incarceration before 

leveling off approximately 6 years later. The hazard function (not shown) indicated that the 

rate of marital dissolution among these respondents hovered around .15 for the first six time 

intervals, and then it declined to nearly zero. As noted earlier, some respondents experienced 

the incarceration by the wave 3 interview, and others after. The survival curves for these two 

groups were comparable. However, by design, the uncensored postincarceration observation 

period tended to be longer for respondents who were incarcerated by wave 3 (more than 6 

years on average) than for respondents incarcerated only after wave 3 (3 years on average). 

The estimated survival functions imply that in the absence of censoring, we might have 

observed more marital dissolutions among the latter group.
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RELATIONSHIP PROBLEMS AMONG RESPONDENTS INCARCERATED DURING 
MARRIAGE

We next examined whether incarceration during marriage predicted the hypothesized 

mediators of the association between incarceration and divorce. These models compared the 

associations of pre-versus post-wave 3 incarcerations with relationship characteristics 

measured at the wave 3 interview. The linear and logistic regression coefficients shown in 

table 3 indicate that relative to respondents who were not incarcerated during marriage, 

respondents who were incarcerated during marriage and by wave 3 showed less marital love 

(b = .17, p < .001), more economic strain (b = .48, p < .001), and more relationship violence 

(b = .35, p < .001), as well as higher log-odds of extramarital sex (b = .83, p < .05) at wave 

3. In contrast, respondents who were incarcerated during marriage but only after wave 3 did 

not show less marital love (b = .02, p > .05), more relationship violence (b = .10, p > .05), or 

higher log-odds of extramarital sex (b = −.17, p > .05) at wave 3, prior to their 

incarcerations. For all three of these outcomes, the nonsignificant coefficients for post-wave 

3 incarceration were significantly different from the significant coefficients for pre-wave 3 

incarceration (all ps for differences < .05). Post-wave 3 incarceration was associated with 

wave 3 economic strain, however (b = .26, p < .01). Although its coefficient was 46 percent 

smaller than the coefficient for pre-wave 3 incarceration, the two coefficients were not 

statistically distinguishable (p for difference > .05).5

USING RELATIONSHIP PROBLEMS TO EXPLAIN THE INCARCERATION-DIVORCE 
ASSOCIATION

We next estimated two discrete time models predicting relationship dissolution from 

incarceration before marriage, a time-varying indicator of incarceration during marriage and 

by wave 3, and a time-varying indicator of incarceration during marriage and after wave 3. 

Model 1 estimated the effect of incarceration on the risk of divorce net of the controls; 

model 2 added the relationship characteristics hypothesized to mediate the association. 

Table 4 shows the results. Model 1 shows that incarcerations occurring during marriage and 

by wave 3 positively predicted marital dissolution (b = .68, p < .001). Exponentiating this 

coefficient revealed that these respondents had nearly twice the odds of marital dissolution 

by wave 4 as did respondents not incarcerated during marriage (e.68 = 1.97). Incarcerations 

occurring during marriage and after wave 3 had similar associations with marital dissolution 

(b = .71, p < .001, odds ratio [OR] = 2.03).

Model 2 of table 4 shows that as expected, relationship dissolution was significantly 

predicted by low marital love, economic strain, relationship violence, and extramarital sex. 

Our main interest is in the effect of these characteristics on the coefficients for incarceration. 

The significance tests for indirect effects reveal that wave 3 relationship characteristics 

significantly reduced the effect of prior incarceration during marriage on relationship 

dissolution (p for reduction in coefficient < .05). Specifically, the remaining direct effect 

was 40 percent smaller than the original coefficient; it also was no longer statistically 

5In multiple sets of ancillary analyses, we included in these models cases with unmatched longitudinal relationship reports by making 
various assumptions about these cases’ post-wave 3 marriage end dates, which were needed to code these cases’ post-wave 3 marital 
incarcerations. The results of these models were similar and sometimes identical to the results presented here, although in some cases 
the difference in coefficients for pre- and post-wave 3 incarceration in predicting relationship violence was not statistically significant.
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significant. When added individually to model 1 of table 4, each of the four characteristics 

produced a decline in the incarceration coefficient, but low marital love and extramarital sex 

produced larger declines (of 19 percent and 25 percent, respectively, p for both reductions 

< .05) than did economic strain (4 percent, p < .05) and relationship violence (7 percent, p 

< .10). In addition, only low marital love and extramarital sex had unique mediating effects, 

producing declines in the incarceration coefficient even net of the other three characteristics 

and the controls (p < .05). Because table 3 suggests that economic strain had uncertain 

sequencing with incarceration, we examined the joint indirect effect of love, relationship 

violence, and extramarital sex while accounting for economic strain and the controls. These 

three relationship characteristics reduced the remaining effect of prior incarceration during 

marriage by 37 percent (from .65 to .41; p for reduction in coefficient < .05). The addition of 

relationship characteristics to the model did not significantly change the effect of subsequent 

incarceration during marriage or the effect of incarceration before marriage.

RESULTS FOR THE MALE SUBSAMPLE

Finally, we examined the associations of incarceration with marital characteristics and 

dissolution among male respondents (see table S.2). Most of the coefficients found for this 

subsample were similar to those found for the whole sample, but some significance levels 

changed. For instance, the association between low marital love and incarceration remained 

positive but was not statistically significant among the male subsample. Similarly, the 

positive association between incarceration and economic strain among males was only 

significant for pre-wave 3 incarceration. The relationship characteristics explained a 

statistically significant 35 percent of the effect of pre-wave 3 incarceration, compared with 

40 percent among the full sample. Although comparing coefficients in tables 3 and S.2 

revealed some hints of potential gender differences, because we could not test them directly, 

we cannot draw firm conclusions about gender differences from these analyses. Nonetheless, 

we encourage future researchers to examine the possibilities that the incarceration of males 

has a weaker impact on love and a stronger impact on household economic strain than does 

that of females.

ROBUSTNESS CHECKS

Testing Mediation in Reduced Models—The main analyses adjust for many 

covariates, but the sample sizes of the key incarceration groups are modest, raising the 

possibility that the models are overly complex. Table S.3 illustrates the consistency of the 

mediation findings across different reduced form models. Regardless of whether and which 

control variables were included, adjusting for relationship characteristics reduced the 

coefficients for incarceration during marriage and by wave 3 by at least 53 percent and to 

statistical nonsignificance. In some models, adjusting for relationship characteristics 

produced modest but significant reductions in the coefficients for incarceration during 

marriage and after wave 3. These models all omitted the behavioral control variables. 

Ancillary analyses indicated that adding religiosity, hard drug use, and problem drinking, 

and in some cases any one of these covariates, to these models eliminated the “mediating” 

effect of relationship characteristics for post-wave 3 incarceration. In 16 additional reduced 

form models (results available on request), we confirmed the differential effects of pre- and 

post-wave 3 incarceration on wave 3 relationship characteristics, with one exception: In a 
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model with only relationship history controls, the difference in coefficients predicting 

extramarital sex, although large (.82 versus .15), was not statistically significant. We thus 

conclude that the findings presented earlier are not simply artifacts of the extensive set of 

control variables used in the main analyses.

Logistic Regression Models Predicting Relationship Dissolution—We also 

verified our results for relationship dissolution via logistic regression models predicting 

marital dissolution among cases with matched longitudinal relationship reports. The bottom 

panel of table S.3 shows results for full and reduced models. These models confirmed that 

incarcerations occurring during marriage and by wave 3 were associated with doubled odds 

of marital dissolution by wave 4 (e.g., in the full model, e.85 = 2.34). In contrast, net of the 

controls, incarcerations occurring during marriage but after wave 3 did not significantly 

predict marital dissolution, although the coefficients were in the expected direction. The 

survival curves presented in figure 1 suggest that a longer follow-up period might have 

allowed us to observe more divorces among this group, so censoring could explain the 

difference between these results and the discrete time results presented earlier.

Together, our findings indicate that young adults who are incarcerated while they are 

married remain at increased risk for divorce for several years after their release. This 

increased risk seems to be in large part because incarceration is associated with lower 

emotional and economic rewards derived from the marriage and higher physical risks of 

staying in the marriage, and these relationship problems in turn are associated with divorce. 

It is possible that these marital problems are confounders rather than mediators of the 

incarceration effect. Yet although preincarceration couples do show increased levels of 

economic strain, unlike postincarceration couples, they do not seem to love each other less, 

engage in more relationship violence, or have higher odds of extramarital sex than do 

couples who do not experience an incarceration during marriage. This finding provides 

suggestive evidence that marital problems follow from spells of incarceration and thus 

mediate the incarceration-divorce association.

DISCUSSION

This study used recent data from a contemporary national sample to confirm an important 

past finding: that incarceration occurring during marriage, but not before, is associated with 

an increased risk of marital dissolution for several years postrelease (Apel et al., 2010; 

Lopoo and Western, 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). When combined with our 

existing knowledge of the impacts of incarceration, social exchange perspectives suggest 

that incarceration disrupts marriages by reducing inducements to stay in them and raising 

inducements to leave them (Levinger, 1965). Our findings go beyond past work by 

demonstrating that incarcerations occurring during marriage are associated with less love 

between spouses, more marital violence, and greater odds of extramarital sex, and that these 

factors in turn are associated with increased odds of divorce. It is possible that the 

incarceration-divorce association is spurious to, rather than mediated by, these factors. Yet 

postincarceration couples, but not preincarceration couples, were the couples that showed 

elevated levels of these marital problems. Our results do suggest that preincarceration 

couples experience more than their share of economic strain, which also seems to play some 
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role in the incarceration-divorce association. Still, overall the results are consistent with the 

idea that some forms of marital problems are intermediate steps in a sequence leading from 

incarceration to marital dissolution.

These marital problems, which also are strong predictors of divorce in the family literature 

(Amato, 2010), explained 40 percent of the incarceration-divorce association. This finding 

implies that former inmates’ marriages may fail for some of the same reasons that other 

people’s marriages fail, and they may fail at a higher rate because couples that experience 

incarceration experience more of these marital problems. One criticism of the social 

exchange perspective on divorce is that the perspective is silent on why rewards, barriers, 

and alternatives might change during the course of a marriage (Karney and Bradbury, 1995). 

Our findings suggest that one source of such changes could be spouses’ life events and 

experiences with other social institutions, such as the penal system. This possibility 

underscores the potential for criminological and family scholarship to inform each other.

Many scholarly predictions about the reduced respect, trust, and loyalty that may follow 

incarcerations were developed from research on lengthy spells of imprisonment (e.g., 

Braman, 2004; Harman, Smith, and Egan, 2007; Nurse, 2002). In addition, many past 

studies linking incarceration with divorce examined spells longer than those examined here 

(e.g., Lopoo and Western, 2005; Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). Our study found a 

comparably large link between incarcerations of only a few months or less and later divorce. 

For our interpretation of our findings to be correct, these brief spells would need to be 

sufficient to damage couples’ love, fidelity, and conflict resolution, and possibly their 

financial well-being. We would need longitudinal data on pre- and postincarceration marital 

characteristics to test these ideas directly. In the absence of such data, the possibility remains 

that these couples already had marital problems before experiencing incarceration. If true, 

than rather than pointing to mechanisms of the incarceration effect, our results point to 

important relational confounds that should be accounted for in future studies of incarceration 

and relationship dissolution. If our results do capture mechanisms, we can say only that 

these mechanisms follow incarcerations of modest length; they may not explain the effects 

of longer prison stays.

This study thus also relates to important theoretical debates about the aspects of 

incarceration that undermine former inmates’ social integration. Broadly, incarceration 

could affect the costs, rewards, and alternatives of a marriage via stigma, that is, by 

tarnishing inmates’ reputations and causing people to want to disassociate from them. 

Alternatively, it could affect these things via incapacitation, that is, by making it physically 

difficult for inmates to participate in and contribute to their relationships (Apel et al., 2010; 

Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011). Although the effects of incarceration may grow 

stronger as incarceration length increases (Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011), our 

findings suggest that incarcerations need not be lengthy to produce divorce. The brevity of 

these apparently impactful incarcerations may imply that stigma does play a role in shaping 

marital love, conflict, openness to outside relationships, and ultimately divorce. We do not 

think this possibility is incompatible with the idea that longer incarcerations may be more 

detrimental to marital quality or that they may trigger additional destabilizing mechanisms, 

and indeed findings to that effect would bridge many of the differences between this study 
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and past works. Future research should examine whether our findings generalize to longer 

prison stays.

Our attempt to identify intervening processes may tell us something meaningful about 

incarceration’s unintended consequences across a wide number of conventional domains. 

One of the many domains disrupted by incarceration is marriage. Although several studies 

have reported that incarceration increases marital instability (Lopoo and Western, 2005; 

Massoglia, Remster, and King, 2011; Western, 2006), the mechanisms that link 

incarceration to marital dissolution have remained elusive. By examining potential 

mechanisms, this study provides suggestive evidence on why incarceration might affect 

marital stability, namely, by adversely affecting important relationship dynamics that are 

strongly tied to marital cohesion. To the extent that this is the case, the patterns we observed 

indicate that incarceration may be implicated in the production of social inequalities (e.g., 

deficits in love, domestic violence, and infidelity) within marital relationships that increase 

the odds of marital instability.

More broadly, our results are in line with many studies that have highlighted the harmful 

effects of incarceration on positive life outcomes (Apel and Sweeten, 2010; Hagan and 

Dinovitzer, 1999; Patillo, Weiman, and Western, 2004; Petersilia, 2003; Pettit and Western, 

2004; Uggen, Manza, and Thompson, 2006). This body of research has provided substantial 

evidence that incarceration inhibits prosocial life-course transitions that can lead to 

cumulative and compounded disadvantages as ex-inmates return home (Laub and Sampson, 

2003; Pettit, 2012; Uggen, 2000; Wakefield and Uggen, 2010; Western, 2006). Indeed, 

incarceration sanctions are intended to reduce or disrupt an individual’s offending trajectory 

and simultaneously deter crime. However, research has continued to show that incarceration 

has unintended consequences by disrupting conventional achievement prospects that have 

been shown to lower criminal offending (e.g., employment, marriage; Hagan and 

Dinovitzer, 1999; Huebner, 2005; Lopoo and Western, 2005; Sampson and Laub, 1993; 

Uggen, 2000). For example, stable employment and quality marriages have been linked to 

desistance by serving as a source of informal social control for criminal offenders (Sampson 

and Laub, 1993). On the other hand, persistent offending is more likely among those who 

fail to obtain prosocial stakes in conformity. Thus, this broad line of evidence suggests that 

incarceration and existing criminal justice penal policies have several unintended 

consequences that lead to future offending or other negative life outcomes (Patillo, Weiman, 

and Western, 2004; Petersilia, 2003).

Our findings have important implications for policy and intervention. Most directly, they 

indicate that efforts to build marital closeness, strengthen marital commitment, and promote 

nonviolent conflict resolution among couples who have experienced incarceration could 

help preserve current and former inmates’ marriages. Efforts to improve couples’ financial 

health could have similar effects. Multipronged interventions that address marital quality, 

fidelity, domestic violence, and family economic well-being together could be most 

effective for three reasons. First, these relationship characteristics best explained the 

incarceration-divorce association when considered jointly (cf. Amato and Rogers, 1997; 

Harman, Smith, and Egan, 2007). Second, the link between incarceration and domestic 

violence indicates that efforts to promote marital stability without comprehensively 
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addressing these couples’ problems could inadvertently put some spouses at risk. Third, 

preserving poor quality marriages likely would do little to prevent recidivism (Sampson and 

Laub, 1993) and might worsen marital conflict (Levinger, 1965). We thus suggest that the 

goal of intervention should not be the simple preservation of all of these couples’ marriages, 

but instead it should be the amelioration of the specific relational stresses caused by 

incarceration.

Our data covered people who were married before their late 20s and followed those 

marriages prospectively for 6 years. At wave 4, it was still too soon to know what would 

become of all of these marriages, especially those of respondents incarcerated after wave 3. 

In addition, although our sample was observed at a key age range for incarceration, studying 

this age range necessarily means that we were studying relatively early marriages. People 

who marry by their mid-20s are more likely to divorce when the marriage turns bad, 

suggesting that they may be subject to fewer constraints against divorce or less resilient to 

marital stressors (Glenn, Uecker, and Love, 2010). Yet people who are incarcerated at later 

ages may be more persistent or serious offenders who are at increased risk for a variety of 

negative outcomes. Not enough research exists on the overlap between the incarcerated and 

married populations for us to predict with confidence how our results might differ in an 

older sample. It is noteworthy that we observe the same general incarceration-divorce 

relationship found in data capturing a broader age range. Still, future research should 

examine whether our findings generalize to other marital contexts such as marriages 

occurring later in life, marriages of longer duration, and remarriages.

This study has some additional limitations. First, like most studies of this topic, our data 

only captured the incarceration experiences of one spouse (the respondent). Although only 

one partner’s negative marital experience may be enough to end the marriage, it is possible 

that respondents’ spouses had different views of the marriage. In addition, our reference (no 

incarceration) groups may have included some respondents whose spouses had been 

incarcerated. This possibility probably makes our estimates conservative tests of the 

differences between couples who are and are not affected by incarceration, but information 

on both partners’ experiences would be desirable. In addition, despite the relative rarity of 

incarceration among married people, we detected strong effects of incarceration on marital 

processes, but our incarcerated samples were too small for us to examine variations in 

effects across demographic subgroups. Future studies should examine whether these 

processes differ across genders, racial and ethnic groups, parental status, and other important 

dimensions. Despite these limitations, this study offers the advantages of prospective 

information on marriages and incarcerations, and a rare look at the potential mechanisms 

behind former inmates’ marital instability.

In conclusion, our study adds to a growing body of research documenting the negative 

impact of incarceration on family well-being (Giordano, 2010; Wildeman, 2010; Wildeman, 

Schnittker, and Turney, 2012). Although our findings contribute important information 

about why former inmates’ marriages fail, there is more work to be done. We explained 

some of the incarceration effect using a partial list of marital costs, rewards, and alternatives, 

but other indicators as well as barriers to marriage dissolution are theoretically relevant 

(Previti and Amato, 2003). We must determine the relevance of these factors not only to 
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improve our understanding of inmates’ marriages but also because many of these couples 

have children who may keep unhappy, conflict-ridden marriages intact (Previti and Amato, 

2003). In addition, small-scale implementations of marital interventions in correctional 

facilities have reported beneficial effects on inmates’ relationship skills (Einhorn et al., 

2008; Shamblen et al., 2012). Our findings suggest that such interventions could have long-

term benefits for marital cohesion and stability, and this possibility should be tested. Finally, 

although marital dissolution could be an intermediate link between incarceration and other 

important outcomes, we know little about the consequences of former inmates’ divorces. 

Most of the available evidence suggests that family disruption harms inmates, spouses, and 

children, but some families could benefit when an offender is removed from the household 

(Johnson and Easterling, 2012). A better understanding of incarceration’s effects on marital 

process could shed light not only on marital outcomes but also on broader individual and 

family adjustment and development.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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associated with fluctuations in alcohol use and misuse, as well as the consequences of heavy 

drinking with respect to midlife socioeconomic attainment, health, and mortality.
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Figure 1. Proportion of Respondents Still Married at Each Year Since Incarceration
Source: National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables, by Respondent Incarceration

Variables Timing of Incarceration Range

Never During
Marriage

During
Marriage,
by Wave 3

During
Marriage,

after
Wave 3

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Focal Outcome Variable

 Relationship dissolution by wave 4 .35 .61 .48 0–1

Relationship Characteristics

 Low marital love −.97 (.01) −.77 (.10) −.92 (.05) −1.03–1.03

 Economic strain .15 (.02) .64 (.14) .51 (.10) −.29–2.65

 Relationship violence −.02 (.01) .41 (.13) .19 (.08) −.36–1.97

 Extramarital sex .21 .48 .29 0–1

Demographic Characteristics

 Male .33 .73 .70 0–1

 Black
a .11 .00 .10 0–1

 Hispanic
a .18 .36 .24 0–1

 Other non-White race/ethnicity
a .07 .03 .06 0–1

 Co-resident child .57 .55 .79 0–1

 Non-co-resident child .05 .15 .15 0–1

 Educational attainment 2.92 (.01) 2.73 (.08) 2.77 (.06) 1–5

 Employed full-time .59 .61 .54 0–1

Behavioral Characteristics

 Religiosity .03 (.02) −.19 (.14) −.15 (.08) −1.66–2.46

 Hard drug use .05 .12 .25 0–1

 Problem drinking .18 (.02) .64 (.20) .62 (.16) 0–6

 Problem gambling .01 .06 .07 0–1

 Non-family violence .04 .21 .21 0–1

 Prior domestic violence conviction .00 .00 .02 0–1

 Incarcerated before marriage .04 .14 .30 0–1

Relationship History

 Age at marriage 21.06 (.04) 19.91 (.31) 20.81 (.24) 17–27

 Years married at wave 3 1.69 (.04) 2.52 (.25) 1.91 (.22) 0–5

 Cohabited with spouse before
marriage .59 .76 .76 0–1

n 1,752 33 62

NOTE: Variables measured at wave 3 unless otherwise noted.

ABBREVIATION: SE = standard error (omitted for dichotomous variables).

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.

a
Measured at wave 1.
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Table 2

Discrete Time Survival Model Predicting Duration-Dependent Risk of Relationship Dissolution From 

Respondent Incarceration During Marriage (N = 14,644 observations on 1,919 respondents)

Predictors b SE OR

Focal Predictor

 Incarcerated during marriage .70*** (.18) 2.02

Demographic Characteristics

 Male −.35*** (.10) .71

 Black .61*** (.12) 1.85

 Hispanic .06 (.11) 1.06

 Other non-White race/ethnicity −.11 (.17) .90

 Co-resident child −.12 (.09) 1.13

 Non-co-resident child .43* (.15) 1.54

 Educational attainment −.11 (.11) .89

 Employed full-time .07 (.09) 1.07

Behavioral Characteristics

 Religiosity −.20** (.06) .82

 Hard drug use .33* (.17) 1.39

 Problem drinking .04 (.05) 1.04

 Problem gambling .18 (.33) 1.20

 Non-family violence −.05 (.19) .95

 Prior domestic violence conviction .42 (.59) 1.53

 Incarcerated before marriage .19 (.18) 1.21

Relationship History

 Age at marriage −.10*** (.03) .90

 Years married at wave 3 −.19*** (.04) .82

 Cohabited with spouse before marriage .61*** (.10) 1.83

Time

 One year since marriage −.47* (.19)

 Two years since marriage −.27 (.18)

 Three years since marriage .13 (.17)

 Four years since marriage .42** (.16)

 Five years since marriage .41* (.16)

 Six years since marriage .30† (.17)

 Seven years since marriage .21 (.19)

 Eight years since marriage .80*** (.19)

 Nine years since marriage .54* (.25)

 Ten years since marriage .83** (.29)

 Eleven years since marriage .26 (.53)
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Predictors b SE OR

 Twelve years since marriage −.36 (1.03)

 Thirteen or more years since marriage 1.67 (1.11)

 Constant −.95 (.68)

NOTE: Reference category for time variables was married this year.

ABBREVIATIONS: OR = odds ratio; SE = standard error.

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.

†
p < .10;

*
p < .05;

**
p < .01;

***
p < .001 (two-tailed).
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