
 

Early childhood incarceration is linked to
high rates of severe physical and mental
health issues in adulthood

March 30 2018, by Ryan Hatoum
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When children are placed in juvenile detention centers, jails or prisons
before their teenage years, they are much more likely to experience
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serious physical and mental health issues as adults, according to a new
study by UCLA researchers.

The UCLA researchers reported that more than 21 percent of people
who had been incarcerated as children reported poor general health in
adulthood, compared with 13 percent for those incarcerated later in life
and 8 percent for those never incarcerated. The study appears in the 
International Journal of Prisoner Health.

"Those at risk for imprisonment during childhood need special attention
from the health care sector," said Dr. Elizabeth Barnert, principal
investigator of the study and an assistant professor of pediatrics at the
David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA. "The rates of poor health
outcomes among people who've been incarcerated tell us there's a huge
need for us to take better care of them—both as kids and as adults."

There has been a growing international movement to find alternatives to
juvenile incarceration—or the detainment of minors in juvenile halls,
probation camps and other juvenile justice facilities—for the youngest
offenders. Many countries are raising the minimum age at which
adolescents can be incarcerated and are deferring children to other
programs for rehabilitation.

Researchers from the Geffen School, UCLA Luskin School of Public
Affairs and UCLA Mattel Children's Hospital analyzed data from
14,689 adult participants in the National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent to Adult Health. Their analysis considered three groups:
adults who had been incarcerated during the ages of 7 to 13; adults who
had been incarcerated during the ages of 14 to 32; and adults who had
never been incarcerated.

"From the data we have available, it's hard to pinpoint exactly why those
who enter the juvenile justice system at a young age face greater health
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challenges," said Laura Abrams, also a principal investigator of the study
and a professor and chair of social welfare at the Luskin School. "It's
likely a combination of trauma, which can lead to troubled behavior and
long-term health problems, and the lasting effects of the conditions of
early imprisonment."

A key study finding were the differences among the groups' mental
health symptoms. Thirty-eight percent of the people who had been
incarcerated before age 14 experienced symptoms of depression in
adulthood, contrasted with 24 percent of those who were incarcerated at
age 14 to 32 and 15 percent of the never-incarcerated group.

In other findings, more than one in four of those incarcerated before age
14 reported suicidal thoughts as adults, contrasted with about one in 10
of the group incarcerated at later ages and one in 15 of the group who
had never been incarcerated.

Among the respondents who had been incarcerated at the youngest
ages—seven to 12—the rate was even higher; half experienced suicidal
thoughts and ideation in adulthood.

"Incarceration has human costs at all ages, but with children, it's
particularly problematic," Abrams said. "Children need spaces to grow
and thrive—not to be confined in jail-like settings."

While this new analysis does not prove a cause-and-effect relationship
between early incarceration and poor health later in life, mounting
research gives experts a sense of the factors involved.

One such factor is who gets incarcerated in the first place—for which
research has shown there is bias. A study in the journal Criminal Justice
and Behavior found that of children with psychiatric disorders, those of
a racial or ethnic minority are more likely than those who are white to be
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incarcerated rather than diverted to the community for treatment. As
such children are placed into juvenile justice facilities, their health issues
may be left untreated or worsen.

The UCLA study found disproportionate racial, ethnic and
socioeconomic patterns in those incarcerated as young children. People
incarcerated at the youngest ages were significantly more likely to be
male, black or Hispanic than those incarcerated at older ages and those
never incarcerated. They were also much more likely to have been raised
in the lowest income group and in a single-parent household.

"We're only now starting to understand the full effects of juvenile
incarceration on the person, and from a health perspective, the needs of
this population are largely going unmet," Barnert said. "We need a
system that effectively addresses their health challenges as early as
possible—ideally preventing adolescents from ever reaching juvenile
hall."
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long-term adult health outcomes: a longitudinal study, International
Journal of Prisoner Health (2018). DOI: 10.1108/IJPH-09-2016-0052 

Anne Dannerbeck Janku et al. Exploring Patterns of Court-Ordered
Mental Health Services for Juvenile Offenders, Criminal Justice and
Behavior (2009). DOI: 10.1177/0093854808330799

Provided by University of California, Los Angeles

Citation: Early childhood incarceration is linked to high rates of severe physical and mental
health issues in adulthood (2018, March 30) retrieved 2 May 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-03-early-childhood-incarceration-linked-high.html

4/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/juvenile+justice/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+issues/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/IJPH-09-2016-0052
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0093854808330799
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-03-early-childhood-incarceration-linked-high.html


 

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

http://www.tcpdf.org

