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Overview
Visitation in prisons and jails must be recognized and protected as a right, not just for incarcerated 
people but for their families.

Drawing on ethnographic research in California, this brief shows how current practices undermine family 
bonds and produce real social and psychological harms to the families of incarcerated people. Despite 
clear evidence that visitation strengthens families and improves reentry outcomes, most U.S. jails and 
prisons continue to revoke visitation as a punishment for rule violations, as a result of time in solitary 
confinement, or even at administrative discretion. 

The Problem: Visitation as an Earned Privilege
Around half of incarcerated people are parents, and around 5 million children in America will have a 
parent incarcerated at some point in their lives. Consequently, conditions of incarceration and rights 
to in-person visits are not just about the rights and needs of incarcerated people but also implicate the 
millions of other Americans impacted by the incarceration of a loved one. While many state laws, including 
California’s, formally recognize a right to visitation, in practice, visitation is regularly denied, restricted, or 
suspended for disciplinary or administrative reasons. 

For incarcerated people and their loved ones alike, losing in-person contact has devastating effects. An 
ethnographic project with incarcerated people and their families in San Francisco casts light on these 
issues. Participants experienced repeated interruptions to their in-person visits, often with no notice and no 
indication of their duration. Even when visits were available, the threat of their revocation led some to reject 
visitation altogether.

Vulnerability of Visits
Brendon,* an incarcerated Black father, had been held in San Francisco County Jail No. 5 for four years 
pre-trial when he took part in the research project about families with incarcerated members. He spoke 
about the importance of having his son in his life and the pain of losing visits with him. It took five 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1708682
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/parents-prison-and-their-minor-children-survey-prison-inmates-2016
https://www.vera.org/news/more-than-5-million-children-have-had-an-incarcerated-parent
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months for Brendon to get his first visit with his son approved. After that, his son visited almost every 
week. During this time, Brendon felt like they had built a strong relationship, despite his incarceration. 
The visits oriented Brendon, helping him through the tension and emotional upheaval of a protracted 
prosecution. Brendon recalled,

“I lived for those visits more than news on my case or anything like that.” 

Then Brendon was transferred to another facility, and the visits abruptly ended. On the paperwork 
denying his application, an official had written that Brendon didn’t deserve visitation privileges with his 
son. Reflecting on that decision, Brendon said, 

“It was like the clock just stopped on me. I had been having visits with 
him for years. How was I supposed to tell him that someone thought I 
didn’t deserve to see him? Didn’t they see that it wasn’t about whether 
I deserved to see him? He deserved to see me.”

The daughter of an incarcerated parent, Lupe,* gave further insight into the impact losing visits has on 
families of incarcerated people. She said: 

“I remember one time, we turned up to our visit after we’d been 
driving for hours in the car just to be told that Dad wasn’t going to 
be allowed to come to the visit. We just waited in the lobby till the 
bus came to take everyone back. One of the ladies who was in another 
visit—her husband had told her about some kind of fight, and that’s 
why my dad wasn’t there. Things like that used to really worry 
me. We didn’t know he was okay till we talked to him on the phone 
after we got home. Whenever we didn’t see him for a while, it was 
always tough. I think it was really hard on my mom; she wanted 
to know that he was okay and sometimes she didn’t trust the phone 
calls because she knew he’d say everything was cool because he didn’t 
want to worry us. So she always wanted to see him, to know that he 
was okay. I think I needed that too.”
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Drew,* another incarcerated Black father, had a young son—born while he was incarcerated—whom 
he saw through a special child visiting program operated in the jail. Drew had an interview scheduled 
with a researcher shortly after he returned from nine days in the Security Housing Unit (SHU) for a 
disciplinary infraction (a disciplinary infraction might be a fight, refusing to follow a deputy’s orders, 
arguing with a deputy, or being found with contraband). On returning to his housing-pod, Drew decided 
not to reapply for in-person visitation. He explained,

“All these things they give us here, they’re just one more thing that can 
be taken away. There’s no such thing as a free gift.”

He simply couldn’t bear the repeated disappointment of losing contact with his son and didn’t think 
his son could either, particularly as he grew old enough to understand what was happening. The loss of 
his visits with his son led Drew to view those visits as a vulnerability he couldn’t endure, rather than the 
source of strength they had initially been.

This experience ran counter to the San Francisco Sheriff’s Department’s media image of the jail as a 
site of a progressive incarceration centering treatment, programming, and education. To Drew and 
many other research participants, progressive institutions within a punitive carceral system were above 
all about control, incentivizing desired behavior with access to more programming and punishing 
unwanted behavior by its withdrawal. 

For all of the families who took part in the research project, as for many hundreds of thousands of 
others across America, in-person visits were and are an essential part in their struggle to keep their 
family together in the face of the separation effected by their loved one’s incarceration. Drew’s mother, 
who had diligently brought his infant and then toddler son to the jail every other Saturday morning 
for two years, was determined that her grandchild wouldn’t grow up without knowing his father. For 
her, the end of those visits was an end to a deeply held determination to interrupt what she saw as an 
intergenerational cycle. Brendon’s wife and son, who had given up nearly every Saturday morning for 
four years to visit him, lost a crucial connection to their past family routines of connection. 

Why This Matters

Punitive Restrictions Undermine The Right to Family Contact
Treating visitation as a reward promotes isolation, severs vital lines of emotional support, and 
introduces unnecessary tension into already strained relationships for incarcerated people and 
their families. It discourages positive behavior and a mindset orientated towards the post-release 
future. Finally, it violates the law and infringes on the rights of incarcerated people and their families, 
particularly the rights of children of incarcerated parents.

https://www.cbsnews.com/sanfrancisco/
https://sfsheriff.com/sites/default/files/2023-05/Media%20Release%20FREE%20TABLETS_0.pdf
https://sfsheriff.com/sites/default/files/2024-06/Media%20Release%20%202024%20Five%20Keys%20Jail%20Graduation.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1478601X.2019.1692009#d1e1239
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1478601X.2019.1692009#d1e1239
https://www.right2hug.org/
https://www.right2hug.org/
https://www.susu-osborne.org/bill-of-rights


Family Contact Reduces Recidivism and Helps Families
Dozens of studies robustly link family contact while incarcerated with positive outcomes: better 
relationships with children, better mental health post-release, lower rates of recidivism (from all 
visitation but especially with family and significant others), better post-release employment, and 
stronger family reintegration. Incarcerated people with consistent family contact similarly report lower 
levels of anxiety and violence while incarcerated.

Jails Aren’t Built for Family Visits, and Video Visits Aren’t the Solution.
Following efforts to reduce overcrowding in state and federal prisons, like California’s 2011 realignment, 
jails now house more people serving longer sentences, yet they lack the infrastructure (like contact 
rooms or visiting programs) to support family contact. 

Video calling is an insufficient answer to the problem, especially when, as in most cases, jails and 
prisons ban in-person visitation once they have implemented “video visits.” This substitution leaves 
incarcerated families with a pale imitation of in-person contact. A 2015 Prison Policy Initiative report 
found that video visits, marketed as a cheaper and easier alternative to in-person visits, are often 
riddled with technical issues and conducted in common areas that offer little or no privacy. Video visits 
can also be prohibitively expensive, with a business model which maximizes revenue for the facility and 
the telecom company, rather than prioritizing family connection. For these reasons, families and the 
incarcerated prefer in-person visitation, seeing video calls as a beneficial addition, not an alternative. 

Policy Recommendations

1. Minimize Administrative and Financial Barriers for Family Visits
• Ban policies that deny family visits due to minor administrative errors or subjective screening. 

• Ensure affordability and access to both in-person and virtual visitation options. 

• This includes restricting predatory billing practices for phone calls and video visits and providing 
transportation to and from facilities; such policies remove barriers disproportionately impacting 
low-income and rural families.

2. Protect the Children of Incarcerated Parents
• Ensure that the children of incarcerated parents can continue contact with their parents, 

unconstrained by lack of transportation or lack of someone to take them. 

• Support legislation like California’s AB 1195, which ensures that children who are taken into foster 
care and who have a parent in county jail are given regular, scheduled, in-person visits with their 
incarcerated parent. 

3. Support Incarcerated Parents
• Enact policies that explicitly protect the right of parents to maintain regular contact with their children. 

• This includes prioritizing placement close to their children, preventing visits from being revoked 
as punishment, more flexible visiting hours, and ensuring child-friendly visiting environments.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0033350624002543?via%3Dihub
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https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2011/stadm/realignment/realignment_081911.aspx
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/media/publications/Public%20Safety%20Realignment%20-%20Impacts%20So%20Far,%20PPIC,%202015.pdf
https://www.bscc.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/CJCJ-Commmunity-Insights-on-California-Jails_Survey-Findings_8.11.2021.pdf
https://qz.com/1039081/massachusetts-has-started-replacing-in-person-jail-visits-with-video-calls
https://qz.com/1039081/massachusetts-has-started-replacing-in-person-jail-visits-with-video-calls
https://qz.com/1039081/massachusetts-has-started-replacing-in-person-jail-visits-with-video-calls
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/visitation/report.html
https://static.prisonpolicy.org/visitation/Exhibit9.pdf
https://www.vera.org/publications/closing-the-distance
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2017/08/remote-video-visitation/535095/?utm_source=eb
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58e127cb1b10e31ed45b20f4/t/63e16306b1ca4a230059219b/1675715342415/2023+-+Policy+Blueprint+for+Ending+Profiteering.pdf
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2017/05/09/video-visitation-quotes/
https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1190&context=crimjust_facpubs
https://www.vera.org/publications/closing-the-distance
https://legiscan.com/CA/text/AB1195/id/3136884


4. Enact Legislation to Protect and Operationalize Visitation Rights
• Support legislation that strengthens protections for the constitutional right to visitation and ensures that 

correctional practices align with this fundamental right. 

• For example, in June 2025 the Colorado Governor signed into law HB 25-1013, which creates clear 
limitations on when corrections staff can restrict visits. HB 25-1013 provides a model for how states 
can translate the right to visitation into state law and operational policies. 

5. Curtail Disciplinary-Based Restrictions
• Prohibit the blanket use of visitation restrictions as punishment. 

• Do not deny visits for infractions unrelated to safety in the visiting room.

6. Mandate In-Person Visitation in Jails and Prisons
• Ensure that facilities provide regular, in-person visiting options. 

• Video calls can supplement but must never replace physical contact, particularly for incarcerated 
parents and young children.

Conclusion
Families of incarcerated people, particularly children, should not lose their right to contact because of their 
loved one’s sentence. When visitation is treated as a privilege, it becomes a tool of coercive control - one that 
punishes people for seeking the very relationships that help them heal and grow. Reframing visitation as a 
right is a moral, legal, and practical imperative which helps families, incarcerated people, and wider society

*“Drew,” “Brendon,” and “Lupe” are pseudonyms.
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