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Profiles of Criminal Justice Involved Women  
The research literature on the profile of women involved in the criminal justice system is vast. 
Most of it confirms three facts: women in the criminal justice system are overwhelmingly from 
communities characterized by concentrated poverty; the women have personal histories 
distinguished by a wide range of difficult experiences and conditions including mental health 
problems, substance abuse and childhood and adulthood victimization; most are involved in the 
criminal justice system due to drug, rather than to violent, offenses.  The policy implications 
drawn from these findings are straightforward.  The majority of women in the criminal justice 
system pose little threat to public safety and are in great need of treatment and other services. 
 
The interdependence between individual and structural pathways to crime receives a lot of 
attention in the research literature.  Since the population of female offenders is a largely uniform 
group, it is clear that the personal histories they share are related to the constellation of 
demographics they have in common. The poor communities from which women in the criminal 
justice system are drawn are areas with high levels of substance abuse, personal abuse, social 
support, and discrimination. They also are rife with low levels of literacy and education and low 
levels of employment.  It is not, then, surprising that the personal histories of women in the 
criminal justice system share these traits as well. While the issue of race is one which might 
warrant a category all its own, it is also inseparable from the other factors which affect women�s 
offending. Women of color in the criminal justice system are most likely to come from 
communities where these problems are heightened. Some of the research in this section 
suggests that violence and drug use may be adaptive strategies used by people to deal with the 
extreme social and economic deprivation they experience by living in these communities.  Indeed, 
much of this literature discusses what is called a �pathway� to criminal behavior, in which women 
are portrayed as starting as victims of violence and ending as offenders because they employ 
strategies, such as drug use, which lead to other types of criminal behavior.    
 
Overall, this body of research shows that women in the criminal justice system represent a group 
of people marginalized both from mainstream society and from mainstream opportunities. Thus, 
many scholars interested in understanding women�s pathway to crime call for the criminal justice 
system to address the notion that women with lifelong exposure to poverty and violence are being 
criminalized for what many see as their reliance on poorly chosen survival strategies. Stopping 
the cycle of crime and incarceration, then, is related to enhancing structural conditions and 
opportunities and helping people to employ more effective coping techniques. The research 
findings evident in this body of work shows that involvement in conventional activities such as 
being employed, in a relationship, or living with children decreases the likelihood of engaging in 
criminal behavior.  This, in turn, supports the call for increasing treatment and decreasing prison 
sentences. 
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Prisons 
The research literature presented in this section examines ways in which the correctional 
environment is experienced differently by women than it is by men. The high rate of mental health 
problems, substance abuse and childhood and adulthood victimization noted in the Profiles 
Section has implications for how women �do time,� how they experience the physical environment 
of prison and how correctional staff need training to best work with women.  The research 
findings presented in section show that women in prison have identity crises and coping 
mechanisms distinct from those of men.  For instance, women are much more likely to continue 
to identify as mothers than men are to identify as fathers.  Consequently, they experience the 
separation from children and family more poignantly and the threat to their parental identity more 
problematically.  One strategy incarcerated women employ to cope with this is to form intense 
relationships and families with fellow inmates. At the same time, the correctional environment, 
itself, is potentially damaging to incarcerated women.  For instance, the physical environment and 
routine prison procedures may re-traumatize survivors of abuse. Finally, the research shows that 
women question and interact with staff more than do men.  Staff who are unprepared for this 
difference are more likely to respond inappropriately.  
 
The studies highlighted in this section continue to develop the idea, presented in the Profiles 
Section, that only a small number of female offenders need to be confined to prison because they 
represent a risk to public safety.  The rest are better served through alternatives to incarceration 
where women can receive the services they need while maintaining ties to their families and 
communities.  This is increasingly true as we begin to identify the multiplicity of needs 
experienced by female inmates and the dearth of programming available in prison to help them.  
Alternatives to incarceration provide much needed services and help women maintain links to the 
community and their families.  In this way, community-based programs also increase public safety 
by increasing the chances for a successful reintegration. 
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Violence against female offenders 
The prevalence of abuse histories among incarcerated women is one of the most dominant 
themes in the research literature on women in the criminal justice system.  While estimates vary, 
most studies find that the vary majority of incarcerated women report a history of at least one type 
of abuse. Forms of abuse include emotional, physical and sexual abuse by caretakers or 
strangers during childhood, violence and rape by intimate partners, and sexual violence by 
strangers. 
 
Many incarcerated women also experience abuse at the hands of prison staff and/or fellow 
inmates.  This may include sexually offensive language, inappropriate touching during searches, 
and sometimes even rape.  In the overwhelming majority of complaints of sexual abuse by female 
inmates against staff, men are reported to be the perpetrators. In the Amnesty International report 
cited below, the United States is condemned for rejecting international standards which prohibit 
employing men to guard women and for placing relatively few restrictions on the duties of male 
staff.   Although most states and the Federal Government have laws criminalizing correctional 
sexual misconduct and most have had training to develop and implement policies and 
procedures, monitoring organizations advocate for improvement of internal oversight and 
reporting systems. 
 
The prevalence of a history of abuse among incarcerated women has fundamental implications 
for understanding a woman�s entry into the criminal justice system as well as her well being 
during, and after incarceration.  For instance, research shows that experiencing childhood abuse 
increases the likelihood a woman will engage in risky behavior, such as substance abuse and 
involvement in criminal activities.  Other studies reveal that abuse increases the likelihood of 
mental health problems and that the traumatic experiences women are exposed to in prison 
frequently exacerbate these problems.  Women who find themselves in such a position may seek 
to respond with a variety of coping mechanisms often seen in prison, including substance abuse, 
violence, self-injury, and suicide.  Thus, the cycle of violence which started in childhood continues 
in prison.  This body of research highlights the importance of identifying the interrelated factors 
between criminal conduct and a history of abuse.  This is particularly important for women who 
may be released from prison with relatively little treatment. Such women are ill-prepared to return 
to the abusive environments from which they originally came and are at-risk for continued abuse 
and, potentially even re-arrest. 
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Parenting and Criminal Justice 
Incarcerated women are more likely than incarcerated men to be the primary caregivers of their 
children. Consequently, sentencing women to prison is a sentence which impacts the whole 
family.  While much research has investigated how women in prison are affected by the 
separation from their children and the loss of the maternal role impacts, a growing body of 
research focuses on the impact of maternal incarceration on the family unit and on child welfare.  
 
In general, most studies in this section are grounded in the finding that the enforced separation 
which results from incarceration negatively affects both mother and child.  Mothers have limited 
contact with their children while serving their sentences.  One reason is that prisons typically are 
located at great distance from their children�s home and their children�s caregivers (often the 
maternal grandmothers) frequently have difficulty arranging transportation, time off from work and 
other resources necessary to bring children to visit their mothers.  Another reason is that prison 
practices, such as requiring inmates to make collect calls and charging higher-than-usual rates 
for these calls, serve as an obstacle to frequent and quality contact between mother and child. 
Many researchers recommend that prison officials facilitate increased contact between mothers 
and children by altering policies and practices to promoting increased correspondence and 
telephone. This is particularly true in light of the fact that fewer institutions offer furloughs and 
over-night visits today than did twenty years ago. Parenting classes also are less common than 
they once were.  This is unfortunate since parenting classes and visitation programs have been 
shown to increase the quantity and quality of contact between mothers and children.  Parenting 
classes also allow mothers to improve their parenting skills by dealing with her their own 
problems. This is especially important for their ability to re-establish a healthy relationship with 
their children upon release.  
 
Most women have the goal of reunification with their children upon release.  Reunification, 
however, is not always a straightforward matter. The majority of children of incarcerated mothers 
do not live with their fathers.  Instead, they typically live with another relative.  Only a small 
percentage of these children are formally placed in foster care.  Those who are, however, tend to 
live with non-related foster parents. Consequently, most children placed in foster care are 
removed from their family networks.  Re-establishing the family unit requires women to navigate 
the complexities of the child welfare system and this can be difficult to do.  This is especially true 
if, while incarcerated, mothers are left out of decisions regarding their child�s welfare.  For this 
reason, this body of research also calls for including women in determinations about their 
children�s placement, including their notification of, and attendance at, court hearings. Programs 
also should include early and continuous legal representation for parents with children in foster 
care to support families in accessing services. 
 
This body of research makes clear that the criminal justice, welfare and child welfare systems are 
interdependent entities.  Women involved in one system often are involved in others so these 
systems should collaborate when they work with incarcerated women and their children.  As the 
authors represented in this section point out, integrating  criminal justice, welfare and child 
welfare policies would go a long way to offsetting the damage done to families by incarceration.  
Other recommendations include the need to modify Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) 
and Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) legislation so that returning mothers are not denied 
the welfare benefits they often need to sustain their families, and so that parental rights are not 
terminated simply because of enforced separation.   
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Reentry into the Community  
The Bureau of Justice Statistics now estimates that more than 600,000 people return home from 
prison every year. The body of research presented in this section shows that release is a moment 
full of risks: reentry is difficult and levels of recidivism are high. It also is a moment full of 
possibility: appropriate services and opportunities can make reentry a time of success.  While 
only a limited number of the articles in this section refer specifically to women, the entire 
collection is relevant to policy makers interested in the issue of women returning home from 
prison.   
 
Overall, this research shows that former prisoners returning to the community experience a 
variety of challenges. Navigating the reentry process is difficult, particularly for individuals who 
have a variety of medical and mental health problems. Former prisoners have numerous needs 
such as public assistance, drug treatment and health care.  Housing can be difficult to obtain and 
jobs are in short supply.  Employers are unlikely to hire people who have served time in prison.  
When they do get hired, their prison experiences results in lower wages throughout their lives. 
For most former prisoners returning home, then, success is dependent upon receiving services.  
While service providers tend to focus on one area of need or another, as the articles in this 
section highlight,  the needs are all interconnected.  Consequently, services are most effective if 
they are provided in a coordinated fashion by prison and community supervision officials, private 
agencies and community groups.  
 
Within the general body of scholarship on reentry from prison there is a small subsection which 
specifically investigates the unique needs of women. These studies report that in addition to the 
issues all former prisoners cope with such as sobriety, stigma, employment and housing, women 
are more likely than men to struggle with reunification with children and reintegration into prior 
intimate relationships. Unlike men returning home from prison who can attend to the details of 
substance abuse treatment, housing and employment, women frequently focus first on reforming 
their families.  Thus, while women need all the services men need for a successful reentry, they 
also must deal with the added responsibility of reunifying with children and finding child care to 
make their other commitments possible. At the same time, the reentry process is exacerbated for 
women who are more likely than incarcerated men to have a history of abuse, more significant 
drug use problems, fewer skills, and less work experience.  Like men, women need intensive, 
coordinated services.  In addition, however, they need support for reunification with children 
(which includes particular housing needs) and, in many cases, special attention to domestic 
violence concerns. 
 
The research presented here shows that reentry is a moment when links with services can make 
a huge difference in whether or not the transition home is successful.  However, resourcing to 
individual services is insufficient. Given the multifaceted nature of the problems facing reentering 
individuals, these articles suggest that an equally multifaceted set of providers, from government 
agencies to treatment providers to the community, need to work in a coordinated effort to improve 
individual stability and avoid recidivism.  Moreover, the difficulty of reentry is exacerbated by the 
fact that ex-prisoners typically return to a relatively small number of major metropolitan 
communities.   These areas are ill prepared to integrate the influx of people smoothly and 
successfully because they are disproportionately affected by the consequences of long-term 
poverty and crime. Few resources exist in these areas to assist with the transition process and 
residents living in these areas are stretched too thin to compensate effectively for the lack of 
resources available to their returning relatives and loved ones.  Given the disproportionate 
concentration of incarcerated and reentering individuals in a small number of neighborhoods, 
these places should be targeted for services.  This would ease the way for reentering individuals 
as well as help to ensure that the families left behind are in a better position to assist others with 
reentry when it occurs. Not only does this make good policy sense, but as these articles show, it 
also makes good financial sense.  
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Programming for Female Offenders 
The research presented in this section highlights the finding that there is a lack of sufficient 
programming for women in state prisons across the country. Furthermore, the little programming 
that does exist is not tailored towards the gender specific needs of women.  The authors of these 
articles stress the importance of gender-specific programming because it is designed and 
implemented to address the factors considered to be unique to, or particularly important to, 
women.  Female inmates need help addressing such topics as: substance abuse treatment, 
education, job training, life skills, parenting issues and coping with the effects of trauma.   
Programs developed for men, however, cannot simply be transported into women�s prisons.   
Women in prison have disproportionately suffered abuse and trauma and they are more likely to 
be addicted to drugs, have mental illness, and respond differently to custody and supervision than 
men.   These factors need to be considered when curricula for women are being developed. In 
addition, since women are more likely to have responsibility for children, they are more in need of 
programs that address the subjects of parenting and custody.  A few other factors need to be 
considered when programming is being developed.  Among other things, the authors of the 
articles emphasize how important it is for programs to stress accountability, even as they strive to 
acknowledge the underlying causes of women�s conflicts with the law.  Finally, all programming 
for women involved in the criminal justice system should provide a continuum of care from inside 
facilities to a transitional component to community-based programs.   
 
Two types of programs that have been shown to be particularly effective for reducing recidivism 
are highlighted here: college and work.  College programs in prison not only reduce recidivism, 
they reduce costs, positively affect the prison environment, stimulate students� intellectual and 
personal growth, and they promote successful reentry.   The issue of work in prison is more 
complicated since many jobs in prison teach job skills with little relevance to work outside the 
prison environment.  As a result, the articles in this section discuss the importance of bringing 
private industry jobs into prisons and the need for job training programs appropriate for the 21st 
century economy.  Only then will people coming out of those programs be able to get jobs that 
will allow them to support themselves and their families. 
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Criminal Justice System Policy and Practice  
Over the past twenty five years there has been a massive growth in the use of incarceration.  
Most of the scholarly, policy and public attention has focused on how this expansion has 
impacted men, particularly black men from inner-city areas. The rate of increase, however,  has 
been especially high for women.  Although a modest part of the increase in female incarceration 
can be attributed to the fact that twenty years ago such a small number of women were 
incarcerated that any increase in the number of women sentenced to prison shows up as a large 
proportional increase of the total, this is not the entire story.  The growth in female incarceration 
also can be explained by The War on Drugs. This policy decision disproportionately impacted 
women because it focused police attention on the types of crimes women are most likely to 
commit.  Accompanying changes in sentencing laws which increased the probability of 
incarceration for people arrested on drug-related offenses further widened the criminal justice net 
to include more women. 
 
Most of the research evaluating criminal justice system policy and practice addresses the issue 
that women in prison are most likely to be non-violent offenders. Typically, they commit crimes 
associated with their drug addiction, a problem which frequently grows out of the abuse which 
punctuates many of their pasts. Women pose very little risk to institutional or community security 
given the types of crimes they commit. Women also �do time� differently than men and the 
evidence shows even women incarcerated for violent offenses typically present no, or minimal, 
security risk.  As a result, traditional risk assessment tools developed primarily for use with men, 
may not sufficiently classify women.  The authors presented here argue for gender-specific 
classification system that would be needs-based instead of risks-based because supplying 
women with the help they need has been shown to be the best way to reduce recidivism.  
 
Most women could be diverted safely to alternative, community-based sanctions because they 
present no risk to public safety.  The call for diverting women away from incarceration is 
strengthened by the research which points out that the preponderance of incarcerated women 
have a host of needs which go unmet during their stay in prison but which could be addressed 
effectively in the community.  The research shows that although the majority of women under 
community supervision do not use community based services, those who do participate in 
community-based social services have improved outcomes on recidivism.  The more access a 
woman has to services the longer she will go without committing a new offense.  Yet, as the 
nation has gotten more punitive, parole has started to disappear, and the programs that do exist 
focus more on surveillance than rehabilitation and successful reintegration.  The research 
highlighted in this section call for official community supervision programs to be refocused. 
 
Keeping women in the community also is important because most women sentenced to prison 
are mothers.  Typically they are the primary caregivers, raising their children as single parents. 
Consequently, incarcerating women disrupts families, increases the number of children who end 
up in foster care and weakens communities. Some authors suggest that there should be special 
consideration in sentencing for individuals with special needs, such as single mothers and 
pregnant women.  When it comes to sentencing, however, these women are just as likely as 
others to receive a prison sentence.  
 
Policy has a huge effect on who is under supervision, the nature of their supervision, the effects 
on others in their family and their community, and their success after supervision.  Not all of the 
works below specifically address women, however, it all illustrates how the massive expansion of 
the incarceration has impacted them.  Finally, this work also shows how other institutions (such 
as education) pay a price for the cost of incarceration when they lose funding in the face of limited 
resources and an ever-expanding criminal justice system. 
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Female offenders and health 
The body of research on the health of incarcerated women shows that the majority of women in 
prison suffer from significant medical problems and they rely upon prison health services 
extensively. In particular, women in prison are more likely than women in the general population 
to have Hepatitis and to be infected with HIV/AIDS.  The pervasiveness of these diseases is due 
to the prevalence of high-risk events in the histories of female inmates.  These typically include 
substance abuse, trauma, multiple sexual partners and low protection behaviors.  Researchers 
also have found that women in correctional settings have higher levels of psychiatric illnesses 
(particularly depression) compared to the general population, and that most are symptomatic 
during their incarceration.  
 
The studies highlighted in this section find that while significant resources are already directed 
towards health services in prison, current levels are insufficient to meet the needs of incarcerated 
women.  This is true particularly because the conditions of prison frequently exacerbate many of 
the health care concerns with which women enter prison.  Researchers report that the harsh 
penalties of prison make risk behaviors worse and successful treatment of mental and physical 
illnesses less likely.  Ironically, prison provides a unique opportunity to provide treatment for the 
multitude of problems faced by female prisoners.  The high concentration of high-risk individuals 
makes it easier (and less expensive) to deliver treatment.  In addition, the controlled environment 
means people who are otherwise hard to treat can be reached through healthcare outreach for 
both education and care. Compliance with treatment can also be monitored. The articles in this 
section recommend a continuum of care, including screening, diagnosis, treatment and post-
release planning.  Given that treatment is not easily continued after incarceration, researchers 
recommend that any interventions, including referrals, begin in prison and extended beyond the 
facility.  Women released into the community with unresolved health problems are prone to 
spread infections to the community, particularly if they cannot afford medical care. One approach 
suggested in the research literature is to encourage collaborations with outside agencies to 
provide in-prison healthcare. Not only would this defray costs, but it would bring much needed 
medical staff into the prison, a place where individuals often are reluctant to work. It also would 
facilitate the transition from in-prison to community care, promoting both the health of women and 
the communities to which they return. Thus, health care policies for prisoners are really health 
care policies for the public-at-large. 
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