Women in Prison

Incarcerated women present a unique challenge to advocates.

Limited access to resources, myths and stigmas attached to
incarcerated women, and the prison system itself make it
tremendously difficult for victims who are incarcerated to
receive the support and services they need. As the number
of women in prison continues to increase, so does the need

for advocates to understand how to work with this population.

Virginia Sexual and Domestic Violence

ACTIONALLIANCE




Fact:

Given their
circumstances,

many women
in prison

may not have seen
committing the
crime as a choice,

but rather as a
necessity to
survive.

Myths about women who are incarcerated can make it more difficult for
them to access and receive appropriate services if they have experienced
sexual violence. They may fear being stereotyped based on these myths
or they may have internalized the myths and believe these things are true
themselves. As advocates, it is important to understand these myths and
the realities in order to provide appropriate services.

Myth: All women in prison are the same.

Fact: Women in the prison system come from a variety of backgrounds and
cultures and can be of any race and economic position. While we often see profiles
of women in prison, it is important to remember that each one is an individual with
different experiences, different beliefs and different needs. Be sure to assess the
individual woman’s situation and needs to determine appropriate services.

Myth: Women in prison chose to commit the crime.

Fact:  While this is true in some cases, it is important to understand the situation
behind the crime. Some women are incarcerated for killing or attempting to kill an
abusive partner in order to protect themselves and/or their families. Many women
report engaging in illegal activities to support themselves, their children, their
parents, and/or their partners. Given their circumstances, these women may not
have seen committing the crime as a choice, but rather as a necessity to survive.

Myth: All women in prison committed violent offenses.

Fact:  According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 28 percent of women in state
prisons and seven percent of women in federal prisons committed a violent offense.
The vast majority of women are incarcerated on property, drug or public-order
offenses (D.U.L, etc.). Further, when women do engage in violent crime, it is often
fundamentally different than when men commit similar crimes. Women are much
more likely to kill a male partner than to kill anyone else. Women are much more
likely to kill in self-defense in response to their male partner’s physical aggression
and threats, and recidivism rates for such crimes are extremely low. That is, it is
unlikely that a woman will commit another homicide.

Myth: Our center’s funding doesn’t allow us to work with incarcerated/criminally
charged women.

Fact: Unfortunately, the guidelines for VOCA (Victims of Crime Act) funds
prohibit utilizing these funds to provide services to women who are incarcerated.
However, agencies can ensure support for work with incarcerated survivors by
diversifying their funding base and ensuring that each staff position is supported,
at least in part, by a different funding source. Religious organizations, for example,
have historically been very supportive of funding work with people who are
incarcerated and may be responsive to requests for funding for this work.

It is important to remember that sexual violence services are for all survivors of
sexual violence, and many women who are incarcerated are also survivors of
sexual violence.



Separation from family support

Restrictions on personal freedoms

Survival sRills

Fear of retaliation

Half of all women
in prison are
incarcerated more
than 100 miles
from their families
and children.

Separation from
these supports can
lead to isolation
and continued
internalization of
issues related to
abuse.
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