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Summary: 

Columbia County Sheriff’s 

Office and Greater Hudson 

Promise Neighborhood offer a 

unique opportunity for 

incarcerated individuals to 

spend more time with their 

children to promote familial 

relationships and reduce 

abandonment trauma 

experienced by the children of 

incarcerated parents. 

Columbia County: Enhanced Child Visiting Program 

Problem 

Children with an incarcerated parent can experience 
negative effects on their mental health and 
development, such as increased risk of depression 
and anxiety, poor academic performance, stigma, 
and emotional and economic insecurity. A child’s 
separation from their parent during incarceration also 
can disrupt a child’s attachment, especially if the 
parent and child have a close relationship or lived 
together before incarceration. 
 
Detention facilities can be scary, overwhelming, and 
confusing for children, and an unwelcoming 
environment that may lessen the benefits of visitation. 
Youth and family visits with incarcerated family 
members can be inconsistent or uncomfortable. At 
the same time, incarcerated individuals who do not 
receive visits and sustained communication from their 
social circles can be more likely to recidivate. 

Program Description  

The Greater Hudson Initiative for Children of 
Incarcerated Parents created the Enhanced Child 
Visiting Program. The Initiative is a coalition of local 
government and nonprofit partners that aim to 
support children affected by incarceration through 
education, programming, and policy change. The 
Initiative partnered with the Columbia County 
Sheriff’s Office and Greater Hudson Promise 
Neighborhood, a non-profit organization that 
provides support and resources to individuals and 
families in the Greater Hudson area, to implement 
the Enhanced Child Visiting program at the 
Columbia County Jail in 2016. The program allows 
children ranging in age from younger than 1 to 18 to 
connect with their incarcerated parent during one-
hour, enhanced visits in a child-friendly space, which 
includes the mural featured above. 

Enhanced visits allow families to hug, read books, 
play games and with toys, and engage in other age-
appropriate activities for infants, children and teens. 
Children can bring their own items, such as 
schoolwork or a comfort item, or use the jail’s 

shared items, such as toys, games, or books. 
Enhanced visits focus specifically on one-on-one 
time between the child and incarcerated parent and 
are separate from court-ordered supervised visits. 
Non-incarcerated parents and caregivers are not 
permitted to attend in-person enhanced visits. 

The program aims to mitigate trauma experienced 
by youth separated from their incarcerated parents, 
offer familial emotional support to all participants, 
and address the lack of awareness regarding the 
needs of families impacted by incarceration. The 
program seeks to improve the overall well-being for 
children of incarcerated parents and their caregivers 
and reduce recidivism rates for incarcerated 
parents. 

The Correctional Services Coordinator from the 
Columbia County Sheriff’s Office meets with each 
individual admitted to the Columbia County Jail upon 
their arrival to determine whether the individual has 
any children and if so, their interest in participating in 
the program. Greater Hudson Promise 
Neighborhood staff involved with the program also 
receive a daily jail roster and supply the jail with 
updated promotional materials to ensure that 
incarcerated parents are aware of the program. The 
coordinator completes a background check to see if 
an order of protection is in place or if there are other 
considerations that may prohibit an enhanced visit. 
The incarcerated individual applying for enhanced 
visitation also meets with a social worker from 
Greater Hudson Promise Neighborhood to discuss 
how to maintain connections with their children 
throughout incarceration, explain their situation to 
their children in an age-appropriate way, and 
address any concerns or questions about enhanced 
visits. The social worker can also meet with the child
(ren)’s non-incarcerated parent or caregiver to build 
rapport, review expectations, and identify any 
special needs. These meetings provide the Sheriff’s 
Office and Greater Hudson Promise Neighborhood 
the opportunity to prepare families for their first 
enhanced visit and explore other ways to support 
the family during and/or between visits. To continue 
participation, incarcerated parents must maintain 
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satisfactory behavior while in the jail. Participation can be paused for 
inappropriate behavior, such as fighting with others. 

Greater Hudson Promise Neighborhood staff facilitate enhanced visits, 
and a correction officer oversees the visits. These staff enter the 
secured visiting area with the child and remain physically with the family 
for the duration of the visit, promoting a positive environment. The officer 
and Promise Neighborhood staff transition the child from the other 
caregivers to the visiting area and bring any items that the child brought 
or may need during the visit. 

Enhanced visits do not co-occur with other visiting families. A virtual 
enhanced visit option is available when in-person visits are not possible. 
The program launched virtual visits in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, but they continue to be available to families that may not be 
able to visit in-person for reasons such as proximity to the facility, 
illness, or conflicts with the child(ren) or other caregiver’s schedule. 

Columbia County Sherriff’s Office prefers that officers who oversee visits 
be educated and trained in family dynamics and trauma. Jail staff and 
front desk employees maintain awareness of the program and any 
special accommodations that a family may have, such as if the child 
requires medication to be readily available or a specific toy they like to 
bring, so the visits are more welcoming for the child. 

Greater Hudson Promise Neighborhood staff oversee enhanced visit 
logistics, including offering transportation or gas cards for families in 
need, and maintaining the shared game/toy inventory. As of 2024, each 
child can choose from a selection of stuffed animals to take home at the 
end of their initial enhanced visit. The stuffed animals are purchased 
using Greater Hudson Promise Neighborhood funds. The organization 
also coordinates donations from the local community during the 
December holidays to purchase items from children’s personalized wish 
lists and brings the items to the jail for incarcerated parents to wrap and 
gift during a visit. Families voluntarily participate in all elements of the 
program, including the holiday gift exchange. 

As of August 2025, more than 90 families have participated in over 750 
enhanced visits. Eighty-seven percent of these visits were in-person. 

Funding 

The program received initial funding and support through grants from the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Berkshire 
Taconic Community Foundation, the Dyson Foundation, the Hudson 
Valley Foundation for Youth. Continued implementation of the program 
requires little to no additional funding. 

 

Relevant Partnerships 

Columbia County Sheriff’s Office and Greater Hudson Promise 
Neighborhood work closely together to organize, implement, and 
consistently improve the program. 
 

Supportive Research 

Implementing similar programs with fidelity have shown improved 
outcomes and lessened negative effects for the families involved. 
Decades of long-standing research on attachment theory and 
developmental psychology, and research specifically focusing on youth 
of incarcerated parents support the full-contact component of the 
program. Research supports that consistently visiting an incarcerated 
individual positively correlates with re-entry success. Consistent 
visitation can also effectively maintain quality social connections and 
have an inverse relationship with criminogenic behavior. 

 

 

Program Reviews or Evaluations 

Although no formal evaluation has been conducted, staff from Greater 
Hudson Promise Neighborhood and the Columbia County Sheriff’s Office 
conduct surveys throughout program implementation. The surveys 
capture the perspectives, needs, and expectations of the incarcerated 
parent, non-incarcerated caregiver, and visiting child over time. This 
information helps staff gauge program satisfaction and identify areas of 
improvement. Based on these surveys, participating incarcerated parents 
reported positive outcomes, including improved behavior and fewer 
disciplinary issues. Surveys noted improved parent-child engagement 
over time, particularly with younger children. 
 
Children engaged in the Enhanced Visiting Program relayed positive 
outcomes in various areas, including, but not limited to, reduced anxiety 
about parents’ well-being or current circumstances, improved academic 
and behavioral outcomes, and feeling more connected to their 
incarcerated parent. Non-incarcerated caregivers report that visit 
facilitation and transportation assistance were critical for families who 
would otherwise be unable to attend due to transportation barriers, 
scheduling conflicts, and/or parental dynamics.  

Critical Success Factors 

• Develop and sustain program support from the community. This 

helps break the stigma for families with an incarcerated parent and 
promote continued participation from the community and the 
families. 

• Anticipate potential challenges and how to maintain program 

consistency. It is important that the program and its policies are 
supported through administration changes and/or other staffing 
challenges. 

• Ensure that visits are accessible for all families participating in the 

program. This involves addressing hurdles that may limit a families’ 
ability to visit. Accessibility is crucial to building trust with the 
families and ensuring their experiences with the program are 
positive. 

• Maintain positive working relationships and consistent program 

values among partners, with clear understanding of each 
organization’s role. These factors are critical for maintaining reliable 
communication and achieving goals. 

 

Lessons Learned 

• Obtaining funding and support can be an issue for any program in 

the beginning. Flexibility with partners and the community can lead 
to creative solutions. 

• Maintain enhanced visits, even if there are staff shortages. 

Collaborate with program partners to build creative solutions that 
minimize additional workload for jail staff to ensure visits occur. 
Keeping enhanced visits as a priority demonstrates to the 
incarcerated person and their families that their needs are 
important. 

Additional Comments 

Greater Hudson Promise Neighborhood staff and the Columbia County 
Sheriff’s Office remain actively involved with the Enhanced Child Visiting 
program and its operations and may be able to offer technical assistance 
or consultation to other organizations and agencies seeking to replicate 
this program. 

Submit a Program to the Knowledge Bank 

Has your agency implemented a program or practice that has addressed a public safety issue?  

Contact the Criminal Justice Knowledge Bank today!  

https://knowledgebank.criminaljustice.ny.gov
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/
https://berkshiretaconic.org/
https://berkshiretaconic.org/
https://dysonfoundation.org/
https://www.hvfyh.org/
https://www.hvfyh.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272401443_The_Association_Between_Parental_Incarceration_and_Health_Education_and_Economic_Outcomes_in_Young_Adulthood
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8870158/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8870158/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047235222000241

