Distal communication between an incarcerated parent and their child

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2008), the number of inmates with minor children is increasing. Parents and their children generally go through difficult periods of communication. Unique problems arise when incarceration and distance are added to the equation. Inmates’ family members have the issue of separation and are limited with how often they get face-to-face contact. 
The subject of how incarcerated parents maintain a relationship with their children deserves attention. Alexander (2015) states that children’s needs are ignored during the time of their parent’s incarceration and more emphasis should be placed on parent-child communication. Alexander suggests that programs need to be developed to help increase family connection. With relatively new channels of communication becoming available to inmates, such as email, the way families adapt to their situation with a confined parent is to be explored. Distance communication between and incarcerated parent and child is important because we need to understand how these relationships work through the obstacle of not always having access to traditional communication. 	Comment by Emily: Notice that these intro paragraphs aren’t long, but they are written from a neutral perspective (i.e. they’re not about the student’s thoughts/ ideas), and they cite credible, non-academic sources to make a claim for the importance of this topic. 
In order to prepare for a study of how children with a currently or formerly incarcerated parent perceive communication with that parent, this paper will proceed by reviewing related academic literature in communication and proposing methodology for this study. There is little information in the communication field about incarcerated parents communicating with their children. Therefore, situations like divorce and long-distance relationships will be the focus of the literature review.	Comment by Emily: This paragraph just provides a set-up of what is to come in the paper. Previews are good!
Literature Review
Communication within a family demonstrates the dynamics of power, how information is transferred and the roles of its members (Barbato, Graham, Perse & Crystal). When distance is added, adaptation is necessary. Long-distance relationships are not adequately studied because time constraints make it difficult to get the data (Sahlstein, 2010 cited in Crystal, 2013). Brody (2013) and Crystal (2013) agree that despite widely held beliefs, long-distance relationships, whether romantic or platonic, can be secured. Three themes are interwoven in long-distance relationships: intimacy, self-disclosure, and idealization. Intimacy does not refer to sexuality but rather feeling connected to one another (Barbato et al. & Crystal, 2013). Self-disclosure occurs when someone shares their personal thoughts and emotions with another. Idealization happens when one wears a positive lens to view the other person. 
Intimacy and Self-disclosure
Because intimacy and self-disclosure work so closely together, they support one another. Trust and relational satisfaction are arguably greater in distal relationships rather than close relationships because intimacy is actively maintained (Crystal & Hancock, 2013). When ideas of closeness are reshaped, it provides greater opportunity to avoid loneliness. For example, one member shares a private detail. The other member offers validation, causing an optimistic outlook of the situation. Interpersonal relationships are enforced through repeating this cycle. Those within a relationship feel a stronger connection once they have each disclosed information and received an appropriate response (Crystal & Hancock, 2013). Uncertainty in the future is then ignored. 
Idealization
In long-distance relationships, members inaccurately envision the other person in a brighter light. Crystal and Hancock (2013) and Brody (2013) do not agree on the cause of idealization. Crystal and Hancock (2013) suggest that loneliness can be counteracted when one has positive memories. Conversations are kept to lighter topics. In a sense, they rewrite history by not remembering negative events and generally focusing on happy feelings. Brody (2013) argued the belief that idealization happens because partners only disclose the good things. It is more difficult to hold one accountable when not face-to-face. Also, presenting only positive events and attitudes seemingly help secure the relationship. Self-disclosure, intimacy, and idealization lead to a reduction of uncertainty. A relationship is easier to preserve when there are fewer obstacles. An exploration of what specifically happens to between families that are separated could lead to a greater insight into that process of preservation.
Parent-Child Distal Communication
Laursen and Collins (2004) explain that parent-child relationships must evolve due to roles and how each person understands the other. Parents and children see things differently. The author tells us that early intimacy is demonstrated by physical closeness. Families can keep a continuity of closeness when it’s formed early on. Intimacy is later shown through shared feelings and information. MacManus and Braithwaite completed two separate self-disclosure studies, in which participants are interviewed to understand the motivation behind their actions. The authors contradict one another concerning self-disclosure. McManus and Nussbaum (2011) recommend openness for greater intimacy. For Braithwaite (2006), children of divorce wanted involvement with the distal parent but did not feel emotionally connected because distance keeps them from knowing about their everyday lives. McManus and Nussbaum refer to Afifi by stating that there is often confusion about how much to disclose and what subjects should be avoided. 
Self-disclosure can be difficult for parents as well (Afifi et al, 2009). Afifi also argues that when parents frequently share “intimate and negative” details, the child’s emotional well-being is in jeopardy (McManus 2011, p. 502). Contrary to that, Afifi also mentions that self-disclosure within a family helps them adapt to the distance. Intimacy improved members’ general feelings about the relationship (McManus & Nussbaum, 2011). Children complained of the relationship feeling like an afterthought. One participant shared an incident when her biological mother used information from a conversation against the stepmother. This was a betrayal of trust in self-disclosure (Braithwaite, 2006). The distal parent may share negative details about the custodial parent, which causes a child to dread self-disclosure (Braithwaite, Baxter, McManus & Nussbaum). Whether self-disclosure helps or hurts intimacy was inconclusive (McManus & Nussbaum). Braithwaite and Baxter also found many contradictions with children’s attitudes toward welcoming more intimacy with their parents.
Incarceration and Communication
In addition to divorce, familial separation results from a parent’s incarceration. There have been relatively few studies to explore the way an inmate maintains the role as parent. Because there is such limited information, married life involving an inmate and their approach to communication from within the prison is another aspect to compare. Segrin and Flora (2001) state that the quality of the relationship before incarceration affects the level of loneliness and satisfaction after separation. A longer separation equals greater loneliness. When reviewing the previous sources, loneliness and satisfaction are a major feature regarding incarcerated individuals and their partners as opposed to the focus on intimacy. 
Warm feelings about each other, possibly a form of idealization, and the status of the relationship directly correlate to loneliness. Imprisonment seems to add more negative challenges compared to a long-distance relationship that is not involuntary. Peterson and McNamee (2016) add that inmates often withdraw from their families; in a sense they withdraw from intimacy and self-disclosure. This is either done to avoid disappointment or simply because not being physically present it too difficult to handle. These studies focus more on the incarcerated person from the aspect of whether they make themselves available to communicate (Frank & Gill, 2015; Segrin & Flora, 2001; Peterson & McNamee, 2016; and Wilson, Gonzalez, Romero, Henry, & Cerbana, 2010). Frank and Gill (2015) and Wilson et al. (2010) specifically focus on the hardships that inmates have dealing with their new identities and remaining parents. While in prison, they have multiple contexts in which they communicate.
Future Studies regarding Distal Communication
There is a gap in what we know about incarcerated parents and how they communicate with their children. While this is a form of long-distance relationship, it involves many factors that cannot be addressed when looking at divorced parent-child scenarios or even married inmates. When a parent is incarcerated, they have violated their caretaker role. This adds a level of disappointment, anger and likely mistrust from the child. Forms of intimacy that were once there, are no longer available. Family members will have physical barriers if prison visitation is allowed. Face-to-face or phone time may be limited. Time constraints may hold one back from self-disclosing unsettling information. Idealization is possible depending on the scenario. 	Comment by Emily: This is where the author (student) explains how their project will contribute to the body of knowlege they’ve discussed in the lit review. 
Theoretical Framework
Relational dialectics will be used. According to Griffin, Ledbetter, and Sparks (2015), interpersonal relationships are believed to have continual conflict. Leslie Baxter and Barbara Montgomery, both credited with the theory, list three dialectics or tensions inside a relationship. Integration-separation is the battle between being independent and relying on the other person in the relationship. Stability-change tension focuses on the need for both reliability/security and spontaneity in a relationship. The final tension, expression-nonexpression, relies on one’s desire to self-disclose while also having a layer of secrecy in the relationship. This theory has been used with other family communication studies and these contradictions work well with the themes of distal relationships, being idealization, intimacy and self-disclosure. 
Method
Two research questions are posed:
RQ1:  How is a parent-child relationship maintained when the parent is incarcerated?
RQ2: What effect does the violation of the parental role following incarceration have on communication between parent and child?
[bookmark: _GoBack] 	A series of ten in-depth qualitative interviews will be conducted with people that currently have or previously had an incarcerated parent. The interviews will take place at a neutral location with minimum distractions. The ideal participants will have been old enough to remember when their parent was initially incarcerated. If possible, a comparison will be drawn of the relationship before the separation and during the separation. Participants will be asked to describe a typical interaction with their incarcerated parent. They will also be asked how often they communicate and by which method of communication, such as letters, phone calls, or email. Preference of communication method will be discussed, as well as why they prefer it. 
The topic of conversation between parent and child will be explored. Participants will identify whether any subjects are off limits with the incarcerated parent. If there are, the reasons will be discussed. Those being interviewed will be encouraged to describe whether they feel emotionally bonded with their parent. Self-disclosure and intimacy are common themes among long-distance relationships. These questions are expected to reveal the child’s level of self-disclosure and their perception of intimacy.
There will be an examination of whether the parent behaves in an authoritative role. The participant will be questioned about the role they play. Power dynamics will be explored: Does the parent give advice? Does the child ask for advice? Does the child heed advice if the parent offers? Braithwaite and Baxter (2016) mention that intimacy is difficult because the lack of frequent interaction between parent and child does not allow them to bond the same as with a custodial parent. 
Although each participant’s experience will be unique, they all have the same context as far as being in a forced distal relationship. The study aims to find out how this specific demographic communicates. A qualitative approach gives an explanation to their motivations. 
Conclusion
Long-distance relationships have three common themes: Self-disclosure, intimacy and idealization. Those in distal relationships, whether platonic or romantic, gauge their satisfaction based on the status of self-disclosure, intimacy and idealization (Brody 2013). When one is in a long-distance relationship, they must prioritize what topics are worth talking about. They are trying to build a connection that will last until the next time they have contact. Sharing information is a way to build trust. The person is sharing a part of their self in hope to have that action reciprocated. When both parties participate in self-disclosure, they likely want to leave the moment with positive feelings of closeness. Long-distance relationships also have a higher chance of survival when the members have good things to remember. When the separation in involuntary through incarceration, more problems arise.
Scholarly research is scarce regarding distal relationships between an incarcerated parent and their child. Parent-child communication is facing challenges as family dynamics are changing. Although technology increases the means of communication, there is not data to understand the impact of limited interactions. Adapting to having an incarcerated parent undoubtedly affects the child’s communication with the outside world. The goal of this project is to uncover how these families cope and try to find solutions to make the communication process more effective.
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