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ABSTRACT
This study examines the intergenerational consequences of court- 
imposed monetary sanctions for parents and children. Research on pun-
ishment and families has generally focused on imprisonment, yet mone-
tary sanctions are far more commonly imposed. We extend research on 
intergenerational financial exchanges to conceptualize payment of mone-
tary sanctions as stigmatized transfers, analyzing 70 semi-structured inter-
views with debtholders in Minnesota. Adult children reported perceiving 
anger and financial strain from family members who provide assistance. 
Those with minor children expressed hopelessness, stress, and financial 
strain, as they prioritized basic needs over meeting their outstanding 
financial obligations. We conclude by discussing the implications of 
these intergenerational impacts for research, law, and policy.
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This article draws attention to an understudied aspect of punishment and family life: the 
intergenerational reverberations of criminal legal financial obligations (LFOs), or monetary 
sanctions, beyond the individuals receiving them. Although research has highlighted how 
criminal punishment may harm families as well as individuals, these impacts have histori-
cally focused on incarceration. Yet far more families are subject to monetary sanctions – 
a form of criminal punishment often considered relatively “lenient”–than incarceration, 
and such families often have fewer resources (Wakefield and Uggen 2010). We therefore 
consider monetary sanctions in the context of theories of intergenerational relationships 
and financial transfers (Swartz 2009; Swartz et al. 2011; Wiemers and Park 2021).

Research has long examined how resources are transferred across generations (Mitnik, 
Bryant, and Weber 2019; O’Connor 2009; Sharkey 2008), though this work has generally 
focused on normalized transfers (e.g., help with education or housing expenses) rather than 
stigmatized transfers. For example, many parents provide “safety nets and scaffolding” 
(Swartz et al. 2011) when their adult children experience negative life events such as divorce, 
serious illness, or death of a spouse (Smits, Van Gaalen, and Mulder 2010), though these 
circumstances are less stigmatizing than criminal punishment. Drawing on descriptive 
interview data with people who owe monetary sanctions, we show how potentially stigma-
tized intergenerational exchanges, through payment of court-imposed debts, provide 
needed support but may be consequential for children and parents. We focus on the tri- 
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generational impact of monetary sanctions; that is, from adult children onto their parents 
and from adults onto minor children in their care. For the parents of adults sentenced to pay 
monetary sanctions, sanctions put significant financial strain on family members (see also, 
Boches et al. 2022).

Our work expands extant literature on LFOs by studying a new site, Minnesota, and 
considering potentially stigmatized transfers in the context of multiple generations. 
Moreover, we present evidence of emotional consequences: anger exhibited by parents 
providing support to their adult children. “Volitional” models suggest that provision of 
support depends, in part, on the quality of parent-child relationships (Lye 1996; Van Gaalen 
and Dykstra 2006), particularly for mother-child relationships (Swartz et al. 2011). We 
speculate that the stigma and secrecy around this form of intergenerational exchange, 
coupled with financial precarity, may underpin the frustration and anger our participants 
observed in their parents when receiving assistance with LFOs. Moreover, through these 
spillover effects, families who are already marginalized (such as those who are poor, those 
who embody racialized legal statuses, etc.) may experience further disadvantages such as 
poorer physical and mental health (Asad and Clair 2018).

We identify several mechanisms by which monetary sanctions may disproportionately 
harm marginalized families. First, criminal legal debt reduces the resources available to 
families. Second, this debt may exact an emotional toll. Parents consistently attributed 
feelings of hopelessness and discouragement to their heavy financial debts. The emotional 
consequences of monetary sanctions on adults caring for minor children are distinct, 
differing from those reported as developing when young adults with legal debts receive 
financial assistance from their parents. Our findings also show how unpaid LFOs may have 
the counterproductive effect of increasing family stress, tension, and generating negative 
emotions while producing few identifiable benefits to victims and the larger society.

Punishment and Families

Considering the extraordinary scale and scope of U.S. criminal punishment, researchers are 
documenting its many ripple effects on families. To date, the vast majority of these studies 
have focused on incarceration, describing deleterious impacts on the partners of people 
imprisoned (Comfort 2009; Geller and Franklin 2014; Turney, Schnittker, and Wildeman  
2012), their children (Cochran, Siennick, and Mears 2018; Johnson and Easterling 2012; 
Poehlmann 2005; Wakefield and Wildeman 2013), and their parents (Green et al. 2006; 
Gueta 2018; Sirois 2020). We also know that the distribution of incarceration within and 
across families is unequal, meaning there are racialized, classed, and gendered variations in 
the likelihood that some groups will experience the incarceration of multiple family 
members simultaneously or over the life course (Lee et al. 2015; Yi 2023).

Yet most people under formal legal control are serving community sentences (Phelps  
2017). However, the most common punishments imposed are monetary sanctions 
(Harris 2016; Martin et al. 2018), which are unique in an important respect: unlike 
other criminal legal sanctions, they can be entirely fulfilled by someone other than the 
person sentenced (Boches et al. 2022; O’Malley 2013). Expanding research on the 
“collateral consequences” of punishment or spillover effects on families reveals ways 
that collateral consequences operate among families (Chesney-Lind and Mauer 2003; 
Ewald and Uggen 2012; Kirk and Wakefield 2018). Our findings suggest that while 
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considered relatively less punitive, unaffordable legal debts may have deleterious impacts 
on both the parents and children of those ordered to pay them, both emotionally and 
materially. Moreover, we find these sanctions hit the most disadvantaged families the 
hardest.

Monetary Sanctions

“Monetary sanction” is an umbrella term that includes myriad financial penalties 
imposed through involvement with the criminal legal system, including fines, fees, 
surcharges, restitution, and related sanctions. Fines are considered a punishment, 
which are typically imposed by a judge at sentencing. They can be the sole consequence 
or accompany incarceration or probation sentences. Surcharges and fees are imposed to 
generate revenue or to recoup service costs (e.g., electronic home monitoring, drug 
testing), which has increasingly been described as a predatory criminal justice practice 
(Page and Soss 2021). Fees are often tied to probation, electronic home monitoring, 
drug testing, and other court-mandated programs. In some cases, fees are assessed to 
offset confinement costs. These are typically called “pay-for-stay” charges (Fernandes 
et al. 2019; Friedman and Pattillo 2019; Harris, Smith, and Obara 2019; Martin 2020; 
Shannon et al. 2020), in contrast to “pay-or-stay” charges in which individuals are 
incarcerated for failing to pay monetary sanctions (Fernandes et al. 2019). Restitution 
is distinctive in that it is typically paid to victims or victim support organizations, often 
considered a restorative sanction (Martin et al. 2018). These financial obligations can be 
imposed in addition to or instead of custodial (prison, jail) or non-custodial (e.g., 
probation) sentences. Further, some monetary sanctions (e.g., home monitoring and 
pretrial drug testing fees) are levied on individuals who are never convicted of an 
offense.

Even basic descriptive information, such as average sanctions imposed, time to pay, 
and debt accrued, is difficult to obtain in many jurisdictions. Nonetheless, wide variation 
in the application and imposition of monetary sanctions is evident. For example, Harris 
et al. (2017) compared statutorily prescribed ranges for a first-time “driving with 
a suspended license” offense in 9 states. In California, a defendant might expect total 
monetary sanctions (the sum of fines, fees, surcharges, and other charges) from $1,310– 
$3,480. But in North Carolina or Minnesota (the site of the current study), a similarly 
situated defendant with the same offense might expect a much smaller financial penalty 
($188-$388 and $279.50–289.50, respectively).

More affluent people can often pay monetary sanctions quickly with limited impact 
on their household budget. Those unable to immediately do so, however, must often pay 
a premium through “poverty penalties” (Harris 2016), such as compounding interest, 
late fees, license suspension fees, extended supervision fees, and, in some jurisdictions, 
criminal consequences. For less affluent people, it is unclear how families prioritize these 
legal debts relative to other needs and obligations. Further, a general lack of accessible 
information regarding total balances owed, how to obtain payment deadline extensions, 
and other difficulties make navigating the monetary sanctions system cumbersome and 
confusing. In interview studies, people subject to sanctions often express confusion 
about the legal process in general and monetary sanctions specifically (Spencer-Suarez 
and Martin 2017).
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Effects on Families

Although we know far less about the ripple effects of non-custodial sanctions, such 
entanglements can reverberate to affect family members. For instance, Ewald and Uggen 
(2012) conceptualize that the termination of parental rights is a collateral sanction faced 
by parents. Turney and Sugie (2021) show how parental arrest affects family stress and 
disruption and worsens material hardship. Care for loved ones is also an important 
mechanism linking bail costs to family members. Cash bail is distinct from monetary 
sanctions in that it is not technically considered a punishment and is ordered prior to 
conviction, but its gendered and racialized familial consequences may be similar (Page  
2022; Page, Piehowski, and Soss 2019). In a rich participant ethnography as a bail agent, 
Page (2022) found female relatives were targeted for financial extraction. “When the 
defendant calls, get mom’s number, get grandma’s number, get a wife,” as bail compa-
nies believed these women, despite their own financial hardship, would care enough to 
bail out the defendant. It is thus reasonable to expect that monetary sanctions will affect 
family members. A multistate study of organizations found that when people are 
sentenced to prison, responsibility for paying conviction-related costs is usually shoul-
dered by female family members (DeVuono-Powell et al. 2015). Recent surveys of 
justice-impacted residents in Illinois (Gleicher and DeLong 2018) and Alabama (Cook  
2014) found that most respondents borrow money from family or friends to pay their 
legal debts. Likewise, Giuffre (2023) shows that Missouri men with outstanding LFOs 
rely heavily on family and friends for financial assistance, but this provision can 
restructure relationships. In some cases, men engaged in “relational work” to negotiate 
help. In others, those who aided then used their support as a justification to assert 
managerial control over these men. Relatedly, a Michigan study leveraged a DUI fee 
policy change to assess the family impact of monetary sanctions (Mueller-Smith et al.  
forthcoming). Amongst a subset of individuals at-risk for recidivism, the total earnings 
of their romantic partners increased after the fee increased, suggesting these partners 
may have helped shoulder the fees (Mueller-Smith et al. forthcoming).

In a landmark study, Harris (2016:65) used firsthand, qualitative accounts to show how 
legal debt can undermine efforts to establish a stable family life and secure future. Similarly 
focused recent work analyzed interviews with court personnel and people sentenced to 
monetary sanctions in Georgia and Missouri to explore their impacts on families (Boches 
et al. 2022). Consistent with results from survey studies and Giuffre’s (2023) qualitative 
work, Boches et al. (2022) found family members frequently provide financial support for 
loved ones with legal debts. Most often this support was provided by mothers, rather than 
fathers or romantic partners, coming at a cost to their own wellbeing and economic 
stability. For example, some providing financial assistance “cashed out” retirement funds 
or pawned valuable items. Boches et al. (2022) maintain that court actors view romantic 
partners and family members as a manipulable funding source, coercing them into paying 
the financial penalties of their loved ones and imposing symbiotic harms. We similarly 
emphasize how monetary sanctions affect family members, but situate our analysis in the 
context of other forms of intergenerational exchange (Swartz 2009; Swartz et al. 2011). To 
do so, we conceptualize financial exchanges for monetary sanctions as potentially stigma-
tized transfers, relative to parental assistance for expenses such as college costs, weddings, or 
housing.
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Intergenerational Transfers and Relationships

Research on socioeconomic status and families has firmly established that social class is an 
intergenerational phenomenon as both poverty and wealth are transmitted across genera-
tions (Blau and Duncan 1967; Chetty et al. 2014; Mitnik, Bryant, and Weber 2019; 
Napolitano 2015; O’Connor 2009; Sharkey 2008). Recent work on intergenerational trans-
fers among U.S. families indicates that the financial independence that once characterized 
young adulthood is shifting and that many adults continue to rely on the financial support 
of their parents well into their late twenties (Bea and Yi 2019; Sironi and Furstenberg 2012). 
Although parental support generally declines as children enter their thirties, intergenera-
tional exchanges continue to occur throughout the life course (Swartz et al. 2011; Wiemers 
and Park 2021).

Transfers from parents to their children have been consistently documented, but the 
extent to which such support is contingent on parental resources, behaviors of adult 
children, or the cause of financial need remains unclear. Research on intergenerational 
transfers has emphasized evolutionary theories (based on genetic relations), exchange 
theories (based on norms of reciprocity or solidarity), or some combination of the two 
(Clark and Kenney 2010). In each case the purpose of the transfers is relevant, such that 
parents may be especially motivated to provide financial assistance that enhances the 
fertility of their adult children (e.g., weddings and down payments on first homes) or 
provides adult children with the financial means to reciprocate care for their parents at later 
ages (e.g., education and vocational training) (Wiemers and Park 2021).

Some scholarship indicates that parental transfers to adult children are also tied to needs 
and exigencies, such as income losses following divorce (Leopold and Schneider 2011; 
Swartz et al. 2011), and that these transfers may be diluted by siblings in low-income 
families (Roksa 2019). But as Swartz (2008:22) asks, to what extent is support tied to good 
behavior, or “conditional not only on the purpose of the help, but also on whether young 
people adhere to parental and societal behavioral expectations. . . on young adult behavior 
or compliance?” Swartz (2008) suggests that parents may view paying an adult child’s 
criminal legal debt differently than paying for an adult child’s wedding or college degree. 
Unlike more normative transfers, family members may be uncomfortable speaking to 
friends about paying for an adult child’s probation or interlock ignition fees. Moreover, 
paying for court debt could also cause frustration or tension. Our study provides concrete 
examples of how such tension and stress may arise in the context of even small transfers. 
Further, although intergenerational financial transfers are generally given willingly, this 
giving may be more likely to feel coercive in the shadow of criminal sanctions.

Family Adaptations in Marginalized Communities

Research shows that children, especially Black children, and those from lower socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, often live in extended family households (Cross 2018), and that Black 
and other marginalized families support each other through expansive kinship networks 
and reciprocity, supporting each other through cooperative resource and service exchanges 
(Stack 1997). However, with respect to monetary sanctions, Giuffre (2023) suggests that 
reciprocity may not be practicable. Further, children in these families may face “adultifica-
tion,” taking on adult responsibilities prematurely (Burton 2007). Due to this trend toward 
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the larger and more diffuse family kinship networks among marginalized communities, we 
might expect to see greater reliance on extended networks for support in our sample. We 
also might anticipate our interviewees receiving non-monetary forms of support from their 
family networks.

Intergenerational Transmissions of Financial Punishments?

Meanwhile, we must consider that just as the hardships of familial incarceration are 
compounded by multiple family members being incarcerated (Lee and Wildeman 2021),1 

it seems reasonable that the adversities on families caused by monetary sanctions might 
impact individual families through multiple peoples’ sanctioning or when imposed on 
a single family member multiple times. As discussed, studies on the impact of incarceration 
indicate that punishment can and does negatively impact the imprisoned person’s children 
and parents. We also know that many parents continue to provide financial support for 
adult children, yet the extent and consequences of such transfers for those subject to 
monetary sanctions remains unknown. Given the potentially stigmatizing nature of crim-
inal justice debts, we anticipate that intergenerational transfers may generate negative 
emotions, particularly for economically marginalized families who cannot immediately 
pay such debts.

The Current Study

This study examines Minnesota data collected as part of a collaborative multistate study of 
monetary sanctions (see Harris, Pattillo, and Sykes (2022)). We conducted semi-structured 
interviews with 70 individuals who had been sentenced to pay monetary sanctions. We 
recruited participants between March and September of 2017 through Craigslist, flyers, 
local probation offices, and drug treatment facilities in six Minnesota counties spanning 
urban, suburban, and rural areas of the state. Although our interview guide was not 
designed to focus on intergenerational transfers, our participants consistently invoked 
them in our discussions. These themes were pervasive and emerged organically from 
interview questions on the lived experience of monetary sanctions.

Analytic Procedures

Our interviews were transcribed and imported into NVivo for coding and analysis. The 
initial coding of our data was done in collaboration with a large team of researchers 
from the other sites involved in this study. The first phase of coding used a modified 
grounded theory approach (Lofland et al. 2006) with both inductive and deductive codes 
identified in tandem in discussions with researchers from all study sites. Deductive 
codes were developed from previous empirical research on LFOs, including that of the 
research team (i.e. Harris 2016; Harris et al. 2017). Inductive codes emerged from the 
interviews themselves as well as from courtroom observations. Due to the size and 
number of persons involved in this first phase of coding, many of the codes were 
intentionally broad, meant to capture key elements of the interviews that would be 
analyzed in greater depth in later stages. Once consensus was reached on an initial 
codebook, two rounds of preliminary coding were conducted on a small sample of 
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interviews. In this preliminary stage a researcher from each of the eight sites involved in 
the study coded the same interviews to clarify and validate the coding scheme, modify-
ing the scheme accordingly, before it was finalized. Once conceptual agreement was 
reached the coding scheme was implemented. Each interview in our sample was coded 
by two researchers, a researcher from our site and a researcher from another site. For 
a more detailed discussion of this coding process in the larger study see Harris, Pattillo, 
and Sykes (2022).

In the second analytic phase, the Minnesota team drilled down on unexpectedly promi-
nent (or absent) themes in the data. The first author ran queries in NVivo that were 
prominent in the majority of interviews of both men and women. One code stood out 
from this analysis: a descriptive code titled “personal networks” (“general or specific 
conversations about the respondent’s personal network or lack of personal network such 
as their family members, friends . . . ”), which we selected for further exploration. This code 
was present in 66 of our 70 interviews (31 women and 35 men). Two members of the 
Minnesota team examined all of the personal-network coded segments of defendant inter-
views with the aim of uncovering more nuanced and potentially gendered patterns. This 
more focused phase of coding (Richards 2009) revealed prominent patterns that speak to 
the intergenerational impacts of monetary sanctions that we separate and present as two 
major themes; receiving parental support in adulthood and financial strain on children/ 
families with young children. Only three of our participants received support from a family 
member who was not a parent or partner.

Descriptives

Table 1 presents basic descriptive information about the 70 interview participants, high-
lighting their economic precarity. Most participants earned less than $1,500 per month, 
about half were not employed, and over one-third had experienced homelessness. About 
13% had not completed high school, and another 25% had achieved a high school diploma 
or GED. They ranged from 22 to 59 in age (with a mean of 36), and a little over half 
identified as men. Most of our participants were white (60%), about 16% identified as 
biracial, 11% as Black, and 6% as Native American. These patterns reflect the racial 
composition of Minnesota and its racial disparities in punishment (Frase 2019).2

Parenthood was not initially a focus of our study, making the heavy presence of such 
discussions in our interviews a powerful revelation. Although we did not consistently 
inquire about children’s ages, we asked questions regarding the scale and scope of 
financial responsibility for children. Over half (56%) of our participants were currently 
helping to support children, and those doing so had primary custody of two children on 
average. Those who were not currently caring for minor children could have been doing 
so in the past (such as before losing primary custody or before their children reached 
adulthood).

Of our 70 participants, 56 had been convicted of a felony and 61 had been convicted of 
a misdemeanor (52 had been convicted of both). Although there was a considerable range in 
the recency of their criminal justice encounters, 34% of those with felonies and 33% of those 
with misdemeanors had been convicted within the last 2 years. About 70% of our partici-
pants’ felony convictions and 66% of their misdemeanor convictions occurred within the 
past 7 years.
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Results

We organize our results in two sections, which are separated for analytical clarity, but 
are not mutually exclusive. The first section focuses on adult participants who 
reported perceptions of strain, stress, and hostility from the parents who assisted 
them with legal debts. The second section focuses on a similar but distinct pattern 
among persons caring for minor children, who described how debts affected their 
ability to provide for their families and created financial strain and feelings of hope-
lessness. We posit that these emotional responses, especially from parents helping 
adult children pay their monetary sanctions, may be directly related to the stigmatiz-
ing nature of these debts.

Receiving Parental Support in Adulthood

Participants reported receiving financial assistance from their parents as young adults and 
at later ages. Consistent with other studies, many came from impoverished families, such 
that parental support likely came at some cost to parents. We often observed this pattern 
with women. For instance, Lisa, a 31-year-old Black mother responsible for four children, 
estimated amassing over $6,000 of criminal legal debt throughout her life. Although her 
father agreed to provide some financial assistance, she explained how angry he was about it:

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of participants (N = 70).
Age

Mean 36 Been Homeless
Range 22–59 Yes 60.0%

Gender No 35.7%
Women 42.9% Unknown 4.3%
Men 54.3% Caring for Minor children
Unknown 2.9% Yes 55.7%

Race No 44.3%
Black 11.4% Number of Minor Children
White 60.0% Mean 2
Native American 5.7% Range 1–4+
Biracial 15.7% Year of Last Felony
Other 1.4% Mean 2013
Unknown 5.7% Range 1992–2017

Educational Attainment Not Applicable 20.0%
Some high school 12.9% 2000 or earlier 4.0%
High school/GED 25.7% 2001–2005 3.0%
Some college (includes AA) 31.4% 2006–2010 6.0%
College graduate (Bachelor’s) 22.9% 2011–2015 33.0%
Unknown 7.1% 2016 or later 34.0%

Monthly Income Year of Last Midemeanor
Less than $500 41.4% Mean 2013
$501–1,500 18.6% Range 1999–2017
$1,501–3,000 24.3% Not Applicable 12.9%
More than $3,000 12.9% 2000 or earlier 4.3%
Unknown 2.9% 2001–2005 5.7%

Employed 2006–2010 11.4%
Yes 48.6% 2011–2015 32.9%
No 48.6% 2016 or later 32.9%
Unknown 2.9%

Interviews were conducted between March and September of 2017.
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Lisa: Yes. My dad has chipped in a couple times . . . . . . This last one he paid $400 for probation 
up in [Name] County. No, the restitution. The restitution. 

Interviewer: . . . how do you think he feels about that? 

Lisa: He’s angry. He’s pissed because he knows I don’t have no way to pay it, but he also knows 
that I won’t be able to move on if it’s not paid. . . . That’s his money and he worked for it . . . 
I know that I did something wrong and stuff, but the thing is if it was more feasible, I could pay. 
If the payment plan was set up so we could pay, that would be great, but it’s really not. It’s not 
set up to be feasible . . . It’s a kind of a sad system actually, but I guess it makes America go 
around.

Lisa’s comments illustrate a degree of legal cynicism as well as family strain regarding her 
monetary sanctions (Kirk and Matsuda 2011). In recounting the support her father pro-
vided, Lisa initially mixes up probation and restitution. Although the distinction between 
them is philosophically and practically significant,3 she experiences them both as a single, 
insurmountable burden.

Like Lisa, 27-year-old Margerie, a white woman, felt her financial burdens were so great 
that she would never be able to pay them off, “It’s made me not want to get my taxes, not 
want to get a legitimate job that I have to pay taxes on because it’s like, what’s the point? You 
guys are going to take the majority of it anyway?” Margerie described paying about $4,000 
in court-imposed debt and having over $18,000 seized. Also, like Lisa, her parents provided 
support but “absolutely hated” doing so. When asked how often they helped, Margerie 
explained:

Margerie: Whenever I ask them to. A couple hundred bucks, probably, in total. No, actually, 
probably more – close to a thousand. I just thought about all the money that I had put on my 
account when I was in jail that they [the jail] took 60% of . . . . 

Interviewer: What is your sense of how your parents feel about providing financial assistance? 

Margerie: They hate it. They absolutely hate it. They’ll do it because they want to see me 
succeed in life, but they hate it.

In both Lisa and Margerie’s interviews it was difficult to determine exactly where their 
parents’ anger about helping with their monetary sanctions was directed. Nonetheless, their 
parents’ anger about paying these debts was palpable, difficult to discuss. This anger may be 
a unique feature of these stigmatized exchanges. Both participants described how their 
fathers provided other forms of support (work, community service, and housing) during 
their interviews with no indication of anger or hostility around these types of parental 
exchanges. When Lisa had court-ordered community service obligations, her father encour-
aged her to complete community service hours at his gym:

My dad owned a boxing gym . . . I worked in his gym, and I’d do that for like three hours a day, 
two to three hours depending on how much time I had, cleaning up the lockers, cleaning up the 
gym after everybody was said and done, kind of like janitorial work. Then he’d sign off on my 
hours . . . .

Margerie, in treatment at the time of her interview, said her father’s support was central 
to her future plans, he was going to provide her with a place to live and, as she explained “I 
will be [employed] in the next month when I graduate. . . . . . I can work for my dad’s 
company for now.” In addition to anger and frustration, interviewees worried about 
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imposing financial strain on their parents. Sharon, a 26-year-old white woman who accrued 
$30,000 of criminal legal debt, detailed this financial burden:

Sharon: My Mom emptied her 401K and her life savings to help me with my . . . all of it. 

Interviewer: Yeah. So, what is your sense of how they feel about providing assistance? 

Sharon: They just wanted to help me . . . my parents were having to donate plasma just so that 
they could get by, because of everything that they paid out for me. Granted, there was other 
debt that they had . . . like, raising four girls, and all of that. Like, they had all of that other debt 
and whatever. But when they put everything for my attorney, and then for bailing me out, and 
paying court fines and fees here and there. And, paying for the blow machine4 [alcohol 
breathalyzer], and all of those things . . . like, it strapped them.

Sharon’s statement illustrates the financial precarity of the parents of those sentenced to 
monetary sanctions. Her parents did not have the means to provide financial assistance, had 
their own outstanding debts from raising four children, and resorted to donating plasma 
and emptying their retirement savings to help their daughter. Like Lisa, the distinctions 
between types of monetary sanctions blurred together for Sharon, and she experienced 
them as a series of costs that neither she nor her family could afford to pay.

Mitchell, a 39-year-old white man supporting three children, estimated his cumula-
tive court costs and restitution totaled over six figures. He explained that his father 
provided financial assistance when able but doing so generated financial strain. “They 
say to me that, ‘It’s not a problem. I’ll help with what I can.’ But I’m not stupid. It puts 
a strain.” Likewise, Christine, a 54-year-old white woman who estimated she owed 
$10,000 of legal debt, said her parents were unhappy about providing financial support, 
and doing so caused financial hardship. Christine’s mother was not explicit about the 
strain, but Christine read between the lines when her mother would request to be 
reimbursed for small amounts of money.

I think it did affect her. Yeah. Because there would be times when she’d call me and say 
“Christine can you pay me some money back? It’s so and so’s birthday” or. . . it did affect my 
mom. I think she didn’t want me to feel real bad but she would call me and say stuff like, “It 
would be nice if you could pay me even $25 a month or something like that.” I would do that 
for a while and then that would drop off and my addiction would kick in. . .

In sum, our adult interviewees often received parental assistance in paying their monetary 
sanctions. Their assessments of how their parents felt suggested that the help they received 
with legal financial obligations was accompanied by anger and strain. Nevertheless, many 
continued to accept this support because they saw few viable options to repaying legal debts 
they perceived as insurmountable or overwhelming.

We also saw some preliminary racial distinctions in the way that our interviewees 
received parental support, with white participants describing highly structured assistance. 
For instance, Nate, a 26-year-old white man explained how his mother assisted him:

Nate: Well, my mom actually helps me out with that a lot. I wish she was here to answer some 
of these questions because she would help out a lot. 

Interviewer: Does she keep track of it? 

Nate: Yeah, she does. Yeah, she helps me keep track of it.
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Similarly, rather than having her court-ordered monetary sanctions payments automa-
tically deducted from her income, Natalie, a 38-year-old white woman named said simply, 
“My dad is doing [e.g., paying] it for me.”

In contrast, but consistent with what we might expect given racial income inequality, we 
observed greater poverty among respondents of color, especially Black participants. For 
instance, Jeff, a 26-year-old biracial man, attributed the absence of family support to his 
parents’ lack of resources: “Nope. Family that I have, you know, they’re poorer than I am 
right now, actually. A lot of them are on welfare and some of them just don’t work.”

Financial Strain on Children/Families with Young Children

Over half of our interviewees were financially responsible for minor children (including 
several quoted in the previous section). Like others impacted by the carceral system, many 
were economically disadvantaged prior to receiving monetary sanctions, which worsened 
their financial precarity. Just as LFOs may spread financial strain from convicted adult 
children onto aging parents, these debts may also spread financial strain from convicted 
parents to minor children in their care.

Many interviewees viewed the financial burdens of monetary sanctions as insur-
mountable. The weight of these obligations, combined with caregiving responsibilities 
and struggles with the legal system, were demoralizing for Jared, a 30-year-old biracial 
father of three with over $15,000 of monetary sanctions. Bleakly, Jared described his 
situation:

A big hole you get yourself into and cannot get out. . . My whole life I’ve been dealing with fines 
and the struggle with the system . . . . All I do is work and come home. That’s it. I don’t go out, 
drink, don’t do any of that . . . It plays a big role in your future too. Everything that you do in 
your past. You can’t get housing, you can’t, you know, it just sucks all around. So, if you’re 
trying to raise a family and you got all this . . .

Jared’s statement emphasizes how his past decisions haunted and hindered his future. He 
describes having to isolate himself from others, living a life consisting of only work, with 
barriers to housing and other opportunities. When Sally, a 36-year-old white woman with 
over $10,000 of criminal legal debt, considered her monetary sanctions, expenses, potential 
earnings, and caretaking obligations, she described retreating from the labor market, a form 
of system avoidance, due to feeling similarly discouraged:

I’m not working, I would be scared to file taxes probably right now because it probably, I don’t 
know, I just wouldn’t do it . . . . . . ‘Cause it’s discouraging. It’s like Okay, if I go get a minimum 
wage job, they’re gonna take some of my money, which I have three kids to support. Let’s say 
I make, whatever, $1,000 a month and my rent’s like six, $700, I gotta worry about that and then 
I only have $300 more to take care of my kids . . . . That doesn’t include my electricity, my bills, 
my groceries and stuff. It’s discouraging, it is. Then, just to know that I’ve sat in jail so long that 
I don’t feel that I should have to pay a fine or pay them money on top of it. . . it’s ridiculous. 
I don’t know how they even have the right to charge you to go to jail.

Sally was distressed by her struggling as a mother of three, unable to pay her legal debts and 
provide food and housing for her children, given her minimum-wage job and additional 
financial charges for her time in jail. In contrast to other participants, the different types of 
monetary sanctions were meaningfully distinct for Sally. She was upset that in addition to 
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her other financial penalties and jail sentence she was charged a fee for each day she spent in 
jail. Sally felt this was outrageous and futile, as she could not afford food and electricity even 
without this debt. Sally’s sense of never being able to make ends meet was common among 
our interviewees as they prioritized their expenses, with monetary sanctions taking 
a backseat to meeting basic needs. Sally also described how the stigma of bad credit, directly 
stemming from her legal debts, resulted in being denied credit cards and housing, explain-
ing “I went to apply for a duplex, and I was told, ‘No,’ because of my credit score and I’ve 
never had credit cards in my name since I’ve been an adult.”

For many interviewees with children, monetary sanctions were another in a long list of 
overwhelming financial pressures. Because they stem from the criminal legal system, 
however, monetary sanctions and the associated debt may be particularly stressful and 
stigmatizing – a form of “piling on” that may exacerbate other strains. Later in her inter-
view, Sally explained:

[W]hen I drive I’m like, “Oh my God, I can only drive certain hours and I have to make sure 
I drive right because I don’t have a license.” But I think for me to get my license back is like 
$4,200, maybe $4,600. I don’t have that. That’s like buying a car. Where am I gonna come up 
with that kind of money? . . . It’s affected my life as far as the decisions, and it puts a blockage in 
front of me being able to move on, getting my license or with my credit, building my credit . . .

In contrast to many states, Minnesota prohibits incarceration as a consequence of nonpay-
ment, so those unable to pay are not routinely incarcerated on this basis (Harris et al. 2017). 
Despite this, we observed some evidence of system avoidance (Brayne 2014) resulting from 
participants feeling their debts were insurmountable. Yet the most prominent consequence 
of nonpayment described in our interviews was driver’s license suspension. For some, like 
Sally, license suspension increased stress. For others, such as Ian, a father of five who owed 
about $10,000 in monetary sanctions debt, license suspension led to additional financial 
penalties and criminal legal encounters. Like others, Ian prioritized feeding his children and 
paying rent above paying his court debts, but was despondent about the unpaid debts.

[I]t just made me settle for the crappy jobs or even just cash jobs and just made me accept 
things like they were without trying to better myself at all . . . for so long I just drove anyways, 
and that’s how I racked up all my tickets and stuff over them years. But I just say it’s just real 
discouraging . . . You’re stuck in a slump. Who wants to work? Well, a lot of people work just to 
pay bills and stuff, but who wants to work just to pay off a debt and you’ve still got rent and stuff 
to pay? You still got kids to feed, you still got rent to pay, and it’s just like you got to pick 
between the two. You’re going to pick feeding your kids over paying a fine every day of the week. 
I promise you.

Amy, a 37-year-old Native American woman raising three children was similarly unable to 
pay her legal debts because providing food and housing took priority. She shared that her 
monetary sanctions made it difficult to plan financially, as she did not know whether she 
would receive her tax return (in Minnesota tax returns are routinely intercepted to collect 
outstanding court debt). Amy had $9,000 intercepted from her last return and still owed 
over $1,000 more.

[I]t makes it harder for us to plan things . . . . . . . we don’t know if we’re getting any money back, 
no money back, some money back. . . Out of our taxes . . . We can’t afford on a day to day, week 
to week basis to pay on any of them things [LFOs] because we have bills to keep roofs over our 
heads and food in our kid’s mouth.
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Apart from prioritizing housing and food, like Amy does above, our participants who were 
caregivers for children reported difficulty affording other expenses such as gas and daycare. 
Many expressed they could not address their criminal legal debts while struggling to meet 
such basic needs. Ernest, a Black 29-year-old father of a five-year-old who owed “thou-
sands” in court costs, explained that paying his LFOs would leave him with insufficient 
funds for food for his son and himself:

I haven’t . . . I feel like . . . I mean, I won’t be able to feed myself if I paid them [monetary 
sanctions], and my child. . . The cost of living is pretty high, food and . . . it’s not enough money 
to give them fifty or twenty-five dollars even a month. Daycare is this much, or gas is this much, 
bus fare, rent. . ..

For Ernest, like others, monetary sanctions loomed over his expectations for the future, 
adding to his stress:

I have all those different other things to worry about, it’s just kind of added to that. . . now I’m 
getting my life and I’m cleaning up and getting things in order like I’m supposed to. Yeah, it 
brings stress, because I know I’m going to have to worry about it in the near future.

Such financial stress was pervasive. Like many, Jessica, a 43-year-old white mother, was 
already impoverished and experiencing housing insecurity when her debts were imposed. 
She described the added strain of $13,000 in legal financial obligations, as she and her two 
children survived a cold Minnesota winter in a camper:

I had my two sons with me, and we were living in a camper in January and a storage unit in the 
winter . . . . . . . We didn’t have money to begin with . . . . . . We stole so we could have a place to 
live and gas in our truck, and food. It was a survival thing . . . Once we got all this extra stuff 
tacked on, payments, and fines, and probation fees, then it was just like, we didn’t have the 
money to begin with. Now we’re really screwed. And you have to do this stuff. Otherwise, you 
might as well just go sit in jail. Which a couple times I thought when my husband was in jail. 
I was like, you’re better off where you’re at because we’re out in a camper out in the winter. 
I thought about it, just going and sitting my time and working it out that way instead of all that 
money.

Unlike Sally who was ordered to pay for her time in jail, Jessica believed she could have 
reduced her financial obligations if she spent time in jail. Both assessments are plausible, as 
people sentenced to monetary sanctions may encounter both “pay-for-stay” and “pay-or- 
stay” arrangements (Friedman and Pattillo 2019).

Another, related spillover effect we saw on parenting was in the decision to delay 
children due to financial precarity. When asked about her debts, Tanya, a 25-year-old 
biracial woman, described dire circumstances that delayed her family plans. “[I]t’s kind of 
held me back from having kids and having a family,” Tanya said, “how can I pay for the bills 
of a child if can’t pay my own bills?” Sheila, a 24-year-old Black woman, noted that paying 
her monetary sanctions would come at the expense of caring for her daughter:

I haven’t started paying on it yet, but when I do it’s gonna affect, like. . . I have a daughter, I have 
things I have to do, so it’s like . . . It’s gonna take money from other places that I just I can’t 
afford . . .

Overall, we find that those responsible for children prioritize spending on, and attention to, 
meeting their children’s basic needs, especially food, housing, and transportation, even as 
monetary sanction debts accumulate. Parents experience these debts as discouraging, 
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viewing the prospect of paying them off as insurmountable. This was due both to the large 
amounts they owed and to their own precarious circumstances.

Conclusions

We find the impact of monetary sanctions spans multiple generations. Participants often 
experienced their criminal legal debts as a cumulative sum, making few distinctions regarding 
the type of monetary sanctions they owed (whether probation fees, fines, or restitution), 
which undermines the distinct goals of such sanctions. Fines, intended as punishment, will 
likely go unpaid or be paid for by someone other than the individual (commonly the parents) 
upon whom they are levied. Fees, intended to recoup the costs of state-provided services, also 
have a low rate of repayment, especially among the low-income people most subject to them. 
The same is true of surcharges and even restitution, which cannot help victims when 
uncollected. Many interviewees viewed paying off their LFOs as an unattainable goal. Their 
monetary sanctions in the context of their economic deprivation was demoralizing, and many 
expressed despondency and despair regarding the past, present, and future. Such emotions 
may contribute to legal cynicism, system avoidance, and civic disengagement among debtors 
and their families. Research has shown that the imprisonment of a family member is 
consequential in shaping perceptions of government legitimacy and participation in civic 
engagement, and while focused on the imprisonment of a romantic partner (Lee, Porter, and 
Comfort 2014) it seems plausible that we might see similar, though possibly attenuated effects 
develop from insurmountable LFOs imposed on a parent or child.

We observed strained family relations and despondency across our sample, most promi-
nently for those caring for minor children. For those assessed monetary sanctions, a parent’s 
help was often accompanied by perceived stress and anger. These findings point to a possible 
tension between maintaining warm, supportive, intergenerational family ties and forcing 
adults to seek financial support from their loved ones. These burdens may also conflict 
with our participants’ attempts to be parents, providers, and otherwise fulfill adult roles and 
responsibilities. This stress is consistent with studies showing how such transfers vary by race 
and class (Wiemers and Park 2021) and Swartz’s (2008) suggestion that parental assistance is 
conditional on both the purpose of the help (in this case, the costs assessed in a legal 
proceeding) and adherence to parental and societal behavioral expectations. This stress may 
be heightened by the limited resources of both parents and their indebted adult children.

Our findings in this regard are consistent with the observations of Boches et al. (2022); 
that providing assistance with LFOs created onerous burdens on parents with limited 
means. Our findings similarly align with seminal work from Washington showing the 
severity of monetary sanctions for those who cannot afford to pay them (Harris 2016) 
and new work in the field, such as Giuffre’s (2023) work examining how relationships, 
especially with former or current intimate partners, are structured around the receipt of 
and/or nonrepayment of financial assistance, but we are less concerned with how our 
participants navigate or experience their relationships and more concerned with how 
LFOs may impact those intergenerationally connected to our participants.

That our findings from Minnesota are congruent with those observed in the West (Harris  
2016) and Southern states (Boches et al. 2022; Giuffre 2023) is an important contribution – 
illustrating how even in a Midwestern state with a comparatively lenient approach to 
financial penalties (Harris et al. 2017) these spillover burdens are pervasive.
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Beyond validating, replicating, and geographically diversifying prior work, however, our 
analysis revealed an emotional pattern, particularly among fathers providing support to adult 
daughters: anger. This finding, if replicated, adds an emotional component to the extant 
literature on intergenerational transfers involving monetary sanctions. We posit that this 
anger may arise from the stigmatized nature of this type of intergenerational exchange. It also 
adds nuance as a gendered pattern of intergenerational exchange. Unlike studies that focused 
on maternal support (Boches et al. 2022; DeVuono-Powell S et al. 2015; Page 2022) we 
observed both fathers and mothers providing financial support to adult children in our 
sample, although the greatest financial strains seemed to fall on mothers. These findings 
show how direct effects on people with monetary sanctions alongside spillover effects on their 
family members across generations may contribute to mental/emotional health disparities 
that we know are prevalent among those with racialized legal statuses (Asad and Clair 2018)

Unexpectedly, we observed little difference between men and women in terms of 
receiving support or experiencing strain. We speculate this may be due to the especially 
stigmatized nature of criminal conviction for women (e.g., Larson et al. 2022). It is perhaps 
noteworthy that a separate Minnesota study also failed to detect strong gender differences in 
intergenerational financial exchange, though it did observe gender differences in receipt of 
housing support (Swartz et al. 2011).

We note that we did not speak directly with parents who helped adult children 
pay monetary sanctions. We therefore cannot determine whether and how these 
parents would characterize their own emotions. That is, we cannot be sure whether 
parents who helped their children financially were angry about the choices their 
children had made, the criminal legal system imposing monetary sanctions, or their 
inability to provide their children with support. A subsequent investigation of these 
questions could offer an important addition to this literature. Still, the fact that our 
adult interviewees consistently attributed parental anger and strain to the payment 
of monetary sanctions is a new and notable finding. Another limitation of our study 
is the relatively small number of racial minorities in our sample. Future research 
should investigate how both race, gender, and their intersections may shape the 
intergenerational consequences of monetary sanctions with attention to those from 
demographic groups known to be disparately impacted by the criminal legal system 
such as Native American women or Black men.

This study also highlights the potential impacts of monetary sanctions on parents’ 
ability to support their children. LFOs may lead to material hardship, emotional 
distress, and despair (DeVuono-Powell S et al. 2015). These sanctions disproportio-
nately affect disadvantaged families, echoing the effects of parental incarceration 
(Wakefield and Wildeman 2013). If paid, the financial burden reduces resources 
for children’s basic needs, which like parental incarceration may result in conse-
quences such as hunger, housing instability, and inadequate clothing (Curry et al.  
2019; Turney, Schnittker, and Wildeman 2012). Even in less severe situations, if 
a parent’s driver’s license is suspended due to unpaid monetary sanctions, this may 
limit children’s access to school, activities, and social events. Monetary sanctions 
likely compound existing challenges for families, affecting both parents and children 
in multiple ways. Perhaps most troubling, however, are the emotional consequences 
we observed. Our study reveals that parents may feel so discouraged and disheart-
ened by their debts and circumstances that they may give up on trying to provide 
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for their children. Beyond parents, further research might explore the consequences 
upon siblings, cousins, and extended kin networks. The pervasiveness of this theme 
and its frequency in the context of discussing parenting, was an unexpected but 
strong pattern in our analysis.

In sum, this research expands the literature on the reverberations of punishment 
to consider the intergenerational toll of monetary sanctions. Given that punishment 
is distributed unequally across racialized, classed, and gendered lines, it seems 
plausible that the imposition of monetary sanctions on multiple family members 
simultaneously, or on the same family members at different points throughout the 
life course, may compound or amplify the dynamics observed in our study, an 
important direction for future scholarship. Much scholarship on the consequences 
of punishment has focused on material and economic impacts, with growing atten-
tion to health and social and civic integration. Our work here suggests that research-
ers think more seriously about emotional consequences, in line with broader calls 
for greater attention to the importance of emotion in the field of sociology (Bonilla- 
Silva 2019; Thoits 1989). We urge subsequent studies on the collateral consequences 
and spillover effects of the penal system to further expand knowledge in this arena. 
Although they are the most common punishment imposed (Harris 2016), little is 
known about their broader impact (Boches et al. 2022). We have shown here how 
such stigmatized financial transfers may shape the relationships and the resources 
available to both the parents and children of those subject to such debt.

Notes

1. Notably, those conducting this research on the harms of incarceration operate on the 
assumption that policies that result in a low-level sanction, such as a ticket, for 
a criminal legal encounter would be considered “family-friendly” (Lee and Wildeman  
2021).

2. For more context, Appendix A provides descriptive quantitative detail using Minnesota 
administrative court data, including calculated mean monetary sanction debt amounts strati-
fied by race and age groups, and details on the percentage of persons unable to pay their court 
debts within 90 days by offense type.

3. “Probation” here refers to the fee Lisa is obligated to pay for the service of probation, while 
restitution is payment intended to compensate the victim of her crime (Martin et al. 2018; Page 
and Soss 2021).

4. A “blow machine” is an alcohol breathalyzer that people convicted of certain crimes must have 
to retain driving privileges and/or remain out of jail. It is unclear whether Sharon is referencing 
the alcohol-testing electronic home monitoring which can cost $16–$19/day (Warkentin 2022) 
or an ignition interlock device with installation costs of $70–150 and monthly calibration fees 
of $60-$100 (Smart Start 2020).
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