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For the past decade or more, juvenile justice agencies have been working to strengthen the role of 
families in their children’s treatment and experiences while in facilities and to increase their 
involvement in preparing them to return home. The need to engage and value family members as 
partners has been well-recognized in research and considered to be a key factor contributing to youths’ 
successful reentry into their communities. Recognizing the need to hear from families directly, the PbS 
Family Survey was launched in 2013 in collaboration with the Vera Institute of Justice to help agencies 
better understand the experiences and perspectives of family members. 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced agencies to stop in-person family visits for several months and early 
re-opening was limited to visitations through glass and with social distancing. Agencies quickly shifted 
to uniting young people with their families by video so they could connect regularly and as one of 
many changes in policies and practices prioritizing safety. The young people had limited activities – 
most education was suspended or delivered by video. Staff faced challenges ranging from learning 
new digital technologies to childcare and quarantining, as well as hospitalization and loss of life. What 
was it like for the families? 

Performance-based Standards (PbS) shares the results of 2,623 surveys of family members conducted 
from April 2019 to April 2021, adding their voice in the national discussion on the impact of the 
pandemic. The surveys are distributed to family members of youths leaving more than 150 correction 
facilities and aggregated every six months in the months of April and October. 

The vast majority of family members said they could reach their child in an emergency, they knew 
who to contact if they had questions about their child’s well-being and they felt their child was safe 
at the program.  

Connecting with their children by 
telephone increased slightly. At its peak 
96% of family members reported that 
during the months of October 2020-April 
2021 they had talked with their child. 
However, and understandably, the 
percentage of family members reporting 
they had physically visited their child 
dropped to only about half of all the 
families (52%), reduced from 60% during the previous six months and down from 79% during October 
2019 -April 2020. About 8% of the family members said they did not know how to call their child and 
9% said they did not know how to visit their child.                                   

https://www.vera.org/projects/family-youth-initiative-fyi-developing-national-standards-in-juvenile-justice-for-engaging-family
https://pbstandards.org/blog/posts/2021/june/data-snapshot-covid-19-prevention-and-protection-strategies/
https://pbstandards.org/blog/categories/covid-19/
https://pbstandards.org/
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Family members consistently reported that they felt their child was safe at the facility during              
the pandemic. In April 2021, 89% of family members reported feeling that their child was safe                     
and in April 2019, 90% similarly agreed.  

One of the positive impacts of the pandemic that PbS is working to sustain is the increased use of 
technology to connect with families. Agencies and families made extra efforts to enable youths to 
connect with their families via the use of cell phones, internet and video and access to these tools was 
made easier. We want to learn from that experience in order to sustain and build on the positive 
outcomes that resulted. 

Since the pandemic started, the percentage of families who said they preferred video calling to stay 
in touch with their child jumped from 3% to 31%. 

Perhaps not too surprisingly, the use of 
video calling became a necessity for 
juvenile facilities. Some were already set 
up with the technology and access they 
needed but many had to work quickly 
and diligently to get young people in 
front of computers and tablets to connect 
to their families. Concerns that families 
would have difficulties accessing 
technologies to communicate with their 
children did not seem to come to bear as 
video calling surpassed in-person 
visitations as the second most used 
method of connection between family 
members and their child. Phone calls were the most used method of communicating (67%), about the 
same percentage as before the pandemic. However, the percentage of family members who reported 
visits were their preferred way to stay in contact with their child was halved: In April 2019, 52% 
favored in-person visits but in April 2021, that dropped to 22%. However, the youths were clear that 
video visits do not equal an in-person visit or a hug. 

PbS has been working since 1995 with juvenile justice agencies across the country to improve the 
conditions of confinement, quality of life and positive outcomes for young people, staff and families. 
We have seen many trends over time and are committed to sustaining the positive impacts of the 
pandemic such as fewer youths in custody and better staff-youth relationships.  

 

https://pbstandards.org/blog/posts/2021/june/data-snapshot-responding-to-the-pandemic-fewer-youths-in-custody/
https://pbstandards.org/blog/posts/2021/february/data-snapshot-focus-on-positive-change/

