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• Describe the state of incarceration for women.
• Identify specific concerns related to women 

who are incarcerated.
• Outline strategies for improving care that align 

with the values of social work. 

Today's Agenda



incarceration of women



HELPFUL DEFINITIONS
⚬ Jail - short term detention for people awaiting pre-trial, 

sentencing, or who have committed minor crimes (fewer 
security measures; ran by local government)

⚬ Prison - long term incarceration following conviction/ 
sentencing (security measures vary greatly; ran by state or 
federal government or private owned)

⚬ Community Supervision - supervision of individuals who 
have been convicted of crimes in the community (i.e., 
probation; parole)

⚬ Incarcerated - to be confined in jail or prison
⚬ Justice Involved -  someone who interacts with the criminal 

justice system (e.g., incarcerated, community supervision)



HOW MANY WOMEN ARE INCARCERATED IN 
THE US?

⚬ Approximately 173,000
⚬ Incarceration rates have grown at 

twice the rate of men
⚬ Disproportionately located in jails
⚬ ~60% being held have not been 

convicted
⚬ Harder time affording money for 

bail than men
⚬ More likely once convicted to 

serve a sentence in jail
⚬ Due to type of crime being most 

likely property or Drug related

USDOJ/ Prison Policy Initiative



CHARACTERISTICS OF INCARCERATED WOMEN

⚬ More likely than men to be incarcerated for a drug or property offense
￭  25% of women in prison have been convicted of a drug offense 

compared to 12% of men in prison
￭ 19% of incarcerated women have been convicted of a property crime 

compared to 13% among incarcerated men
￭ The proportion of imprisoned women convicted of a drug offense has 

increased from 12% in 1986 to 25% in 2020. (Carson, 2022)

⚬ Total adult female population of the U.S. as of 7/1/22: 
￭ 59% white, 13% Black, 19% Hispanic, 0.7% 

American Indian or Alaska Native, 6% Asian, and 
3% other (2.4% were two or more races and 0.2% 
were Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander) 

￭ Prior to incarceration likely to be young, earn low wages, be under- or unemployed, 
and have restricted educational opportunities (Heimer et al., 2023)



Intersection of Women’s unique needs &
the justice system



ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCS AND INCARCERATION   



Mental Health of women in prison



Access to Care
People  who a re  inca rcera t ed wit h  h ist ory of ment a l illness who do not  rece ive

 ment a l hea lt h  t rea t ment

State/ Federal Prisons Local Jails

NAMI, 2024



• ~58% of all women in U.S. 
Prisons are mothers

• ~80% of all women in JAILS are 
Mothers

• Of these women, Most are the 
primary caretakers of their 
chiildren

• ~58,000 people are pregnant 
when they enter local jails or 
prisons

carceral facilities & Motherhood



⚬ Many lack the basic standards of care for expectant 
mothers

⚬ ~1/3  have written policies about breastfeeding & lactation 
￭ yet even in these prisons few women actually engaged  

in these activities
⚬ ~8,000 women who are pregnant and admitted have opioid 

use disorder (oud)
￭ yet long term treatment is rare 

⚬ More prone to being “high risk” pregnancy due to 
complications with substance use, poor nutrition, and STI’s

⚬ Several states still do not have any policies limiting 
restraints on women during pregnancy  (despite prohibited 
practice)

Bureau of Justice statistics, 2016
PIPS, 2018

carceral facilities & Motherhood



PIPS, 2018

carceral facilities & Motherhood



PIPS, 
2018

Downstream effects 



carceral facilities & healthcare access
Women who a re inca rcera ted likely experience some of the grea test ba rriers to receiving life 

saving hea lthca re services such a s abortion. 

￭ Pre-Dobbs: Under Roe, the constitutional right to abortion while incarcerated 
was retained, though policies made it difficult to exercise.

￭ Post-Dobbs: States with bans or restrictions on abortion create barriers that 
may be insurmountable for incarcerated people (e.g., traveling out of state).

⚬ Other barriers include: 
￭ Cost  & Loss of Medicaid program coverage 
￭ Mandated waiting periods, multi-day appointments, scripted phone calls, and 

traveling long distances



carceral facilities & Period Poverty
In Tapp & Henson’s 2024 examination of 99 articles, "For men, by 

men": Menstrua l victimiza tion and the weaponiza tion of period 
products in ca rcera l settings”

• Articles within the sample included facilities that...
⚬ Did not provide any period products
⚬ Did not provide enough quality products for varying body/ 

menstruation flow types
⚬ Engaged in humiliating strip search practices during 

menstruation 
⚬ Refused medical care for menses 
⚬ Weaponized access to products based on women’s behavior
⚬ Limited access resulted in need to trade/ barter with other’s 

who were incarcerated
⚬ Women created makeshift products to account for lack of 

access leading to Menstrual Toxic Shock Syndrome



THE HIDDEN COSTS OF INCARCERATION

⚬ Jails in Arkansas charge up to $5.25 for a 15-minute phone call, reaping 
profits for companies, while prisons charge $2.10 for a 15-minute call.

⚬ Arkansas prisons charge people a $5 medical copay to see a health 
care provider.

⚬ Arkansas prisons charge families up to a 10% fee to transfer money to 
an incarcerated loved one.

⚬ If a person in Arkansas prisons has more than $10 in their commissary 
account, they may not qualify for assistance to purchase essentials like 
hygiene items and postage.

⚬ People in Arkansas prisons may not be paid for their work or will be 
compensated for just pennies an hour. 

⚬ Arkansas charges up to 50¢ for an e-message to or from prison, among 
the highest rates in the nation.  

(Prison Policy Initiative, 2017)

Example: Arkansas



strategies for improving care



• Prisons= single largest institution for individuals with mental illness
⚬ However, mental health treatment is absent at worst and limited 

at best within prisons.
• Carceral facilities were created with the aim to incarcerate men. 

⚬ However, the incarceration of women has increased at an 
alarming rate in the past several years. 

• They are believed to serve as a rehabilitative institution for those 
who have committed crimes.
⚬ However, it is rarely rehabilitative and always punitive- not only 

to the individual incarcerated, but also to their families, friends, 
and communities. 

Building competence



• Opportunities for diversion from the justice system:
⚬ Crisis response resources: 

￭ mobile crisis teams
￭ crisis lines
￭ crisis stabilization unit

• Community resources
⚬ Case management 
⚬ Outpatient services 
⚬ Peer support

Social Justice: 
Creating alternatives to incarceration



• In 2017, the Arkansas Legislature passed Act 
423 requiring Crisis Intervention Training for 
law enforcement officers and created a pilot 
program consisting of four Crisis Stabilization 
Units throughout the state.

•  To provide alternatives to inpatient 
psychiatric hospitalization and incarceration 
for persons in a mental health crisis.  

Social Justice: 
Creating alternatives to 
incarceration
Example: Arkansas



• Group therapy
• Partnerships with academic institutions

⚬ Practicum sites
⚬ Internships

• Evidence Based Treatments
⚬ Trauma, Depression, Anxiety, Personality 

Disorders, etc. 
• Re-entry services

⚬ Coordination at parole
⚬ Connections to insurance coverage, license 

restoration, housing, mental health treatment, 
family services. 

service:  feasible, accessible, & effective 
treatments



• Training social workers & other disciplines in 
Trauma Informed Care

• Providing Trauma Informed Care when 
interacting with individuals who are justice-
involved with the consideration that loss of rights, 
constant surveillance, and dehumanizing 
practices within carceral settings can themselves 
be traumatizing

• Calling out inhumane practices & policies

dignity & worth of the person integrity



“Recovery cannot occur in isolation. It can take place 
only within the context of relationships characterized by 

the belief in persuasion rather than coercion, ideas 
rather than force, and mutuality rather than 

authoritarian control—precisely the beliefs that were 
shattered by the original traumatic experiences.” 

(Herman, 1992, p. 136)

importance of human relationships



questions?
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