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COLLATERAL COSTS OF
IMPRISONMENT FOR WOMEN:

COMPLICATIONS OF REINTEGRATION

MARY DODGE
MARK R. POGREBIN

University of Colorado at Denver

This article examines issues of family separation and community isolation as experi-
enced by women on parole. Qualitative data, based on unstructured, in-depth inter-
views with 54 former inmates, offer retrospective reflections and current accounts
that delineate many of the unintended costs of imprisonment. The narratives portray
the difficulties these women experienced in parenting, relationships, and community
reintegration. Social stigma and self-shame are important definitional and reactional
elements of their efforts to reestablish social bonds. The collateral costs of imprison-
ment are related to diminished investment in self and others that is created by contin-
ued internal and external shaming.

Women in prison, once considered the forgotten population, have become
the focus of considerable research. Incarceration rates for women have
increased threefold over the past decade and created a wide range of individ-
ual and social concerns (Bloom & Chesney-Lind, 2000). This study gives
voice to former women inmates who explore their experiences, feelings, and
thoughts on the obstacles that they endured in prison and now face in the
community. Their retrospective reflections and current accounts portray con-
flicted emotions about children and relationships both in and out of prison
and the difficulties of community reintegration. Their narratives identify and
expand on the often overlooked consequences of being an incarcerated
female offender.

The stigmatization that imprisoned and paroled women experience car-
ries great costs. The stigma (Goffman, 1963) associated with criminality
becomes what Becker (1963) referred to as one’s master status. Women who
are labeled as criminals find confirmation of their deviant master status as
they undergo the process of community reintegration with few social bonds
(Braithwaite, 1989). The difficulty, if not impossibility, of attempting to dis-
avow one’s deviant label is a formidable task for many women offenders.
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Once released into the community, women on parole may be treated as out-
casts, excluded from the job market, and judged for their past criminal behav-
ior. According to Braithwaite (1989), stigmatizing shaming inhibits reinte-
gration and furthers criminal behavior. As a consequence of society’s
labeling and the mechanisms of self-shaming, it appears that women offend-
ers often experience a degradation process (Garfinkel, 1956). Female
inmates and parolees who have low self-esteem (Fox, 1982) and suffer from
feelings of powerlessness and vulnerability (Bill, 1998) are likely to experi-
ence increased levels of shame in their relationships.

Punishment is compounded for many women inmates when they are sepa-
rated from their children. The majority of incarcerated women are mothers—
estimates range from 60% to 80% (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; Henriques,
1996). Most women inmates were living with their children and providing
the sole means of family support prior to incarceration (Baunach, 1985;
Chesney-Lind, 1997; Datesman & Cales, 1983; Greenfeld & Minor-Harper,
1991; Henriques, 1982, 1996). Imprisoned mothers rank estrangement from
children as their primary concern (Baunach & Murton, 1973; Glick & Neto,
1977; Henriques, 1996; Stanton, 1980; Ward & Kassebaum, 1965). Rasche
(2000) noted that the harshest single aspect of being imprisoned may be the
separation of mother and child. The secondary costs of imprisonment to chil-
dren have been acknowledged but are largely incalculable (Henriques, 1996;
McGowan & Blumenthal, 1978).

Women in prison experience an unparalleled sense of isolation. Added to
the pains of women’s imprisonment (Sykes, 1958) are the frustration, con-
flict, and guilt of being both separated from and unable to care for their chil-
dren (Barry, 1987). According to Crawford (1990), as a result of imprison-
ment, female parents often experience feelings of despair and depression.
Crawford further stated that these emotions appear to be widespread, even on
the part of women inmates who believe that they were inadequate as parents
when they were living with their children at home. Furthermore, anxiety
arises over fear of losing custody (Bloom, 1995; Fletcher, Shaver, & Moon,
1993; Knight, 1992; Pollock-Byrne, 1990).

Divorce, another contributing factor to the loneliness of separation, is a
common occurrence for imprisoned women. Rafter (1985) noted that, unlike
men in prison, women are unable to count on a spouse or significant other to
provide a home for their children. Because of this, female parents in prison
suffer more anxiety about the type of care their children are receiving.
Stanton (1980) found that a great many women prisoners report being
divorced by their husbands or deserted by men with whom they lived before
coming to prison. Three out of four women in prison leave children, and only
22% say that they can depend on the fathers of their children to care for them
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while they are incarcerated (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993). Overall, women
inmates, because of their primary parental role, are not, to any great degree,
receiving child care help from spouses or fathers of their children.

The obstacles imprisoned women must overcome in order to maintain a
relationship with their children can be extremely frustrating (Bloom &
Steinhart, 1993). Loss of contact, coupled with an inability to meet social ser-
vice contract requirements resulting from a lack of visitations by the children
via foster parents, places inmates at considerable risk of losing parental cus-
tody (Gabel & Johnston, 1995). Bloom and Steinhart (1993) reported results
from a national study that more than 54% of the children with mothers in
prison never visited them during their incarceration, despite research find-
ings that frequent contact promotes ongoing custody and family reunifica-
tion (Martin, 1997).

Reestablishing relationships and social ties often represents a barrier to
successful reintegration. A majority of incarcerated female mothers expect
to take responsibility for their children once they are released and rarely
receive any financial or emotional support from the fathers (Prendergast,
Wellisen, & Falkin, 1995). Reunification is an important although somewhat
unrealistic goal for released mothers (Browne, 1998; Hairston, 1991; Harris,
1993; Henriques, 1982; Jones, 1993). If the child has been placed in foster
care or state custody, it is even more difficult for a released female prisoner to
show that she is able to take care of and provide for her child adequately
(Pollock-Byrne, 1992). Women on parole often have to overcome many bar-
riers in order to maintain their parental rights (Barry, 1995).

Prison is a difficult experience for most women, and the subsequent hard-
ships that they endure upon release are no less significant. Internalized
self-shame, whether derived from embarrassment or guilt, along with stig-
matizing social shame from the community often constitute punishment well
beyond the actual time women offenders serve and may contribute to further
deviance.

METHOD

Qualitative data were collected from female parolees who were incarcer-
ated at the same correctional facility located in a western U.S. state. The
prison was constructed in 1968 and has a mixed classification of inmates.
The prison population at the time of this study was approximately 300
women, with 61 correctional officers (37 female and 24 male). The ethnic
and racial composition of the prison population was 45.6% Anglo-Ameri-
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can, 31.5% Black, 18.4% Hispanic, 1.7% Native American, 0.4% Asian, and
2.4% unknown.

Women on parole were contacted at the time they had appointments to see
their parole officers. The participants in this study were not chosen at ran-
dom, but, according to a representative case sampling method, their experi-
ences provide examples that are indicative of the issues women on parole
confront (Shontz, 1965). Each person volunteered to participate and gave
informed consent. A total of 54 women agreed to interviews over a 3-month
period. Their ages ranged from 23 to 55 (median = 36), and their length of
incarceration ranged from 1 to 12 years (median = 4.8) for all classes of
offense. Seventy percent of the women interviewed were mothers.

Interviews were conducted at the parole offices in private conference
rooms. Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and was tape
recorded with the participant’s consent. All women parolees were guaran-
teed confidentiality and told that they could choose not to tape the interview.
Three women requested not to be taped, and notes were taken during those
sessions. The former inmates were cooperative and seemed willing to discuss
their prior prison life. We found those interviewed to be open and quite frank
in relating their personal experiences, although at times the process was emo-
tionally painful. We used a semistructured interview format, which relied on
sequential probes to pursue leads provided by participants. This approach
allowed the women parolees to identify and elaborate on important domains
that they perceived to characterize their prison experiences retrospectively
(rather than the researchers’ eliciting responses to structured questions).

The interview tapes were transcribed for qualitative data analysis, which
involved a search for general relationships between categories of observa-
tions using grounded theory techniques similar to those suggested by Glaser
and Strauss (1967). The data were categorized into conceptual domains as
portrayed by our participants. The experiences of these women may not be
reflective of all women who have served time, but the narratives add depth to
our understanding of the issues (Ragin, 1994; Seidman, 1991).

FINDINGS

SEPARATION CONCERNS

For female inmates in this study, being separated from their children pro-
voked considerable stress and threatened their self-esteem. Women who vio-
late the law are not only viewed as social outcasts but are often perceived by
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the community as inadequate parents. The most difficult aspect of being in
prison was voiced by one respondent who seemed to portray a representative
opinion for most of the women who left their children behind:

It was so long. I missed my kids. I missed my freedom. I went to bed every night
and woke up in a tiny cell. I just wish it was all a bad dream and I would wake up
and I would still be there.

Often, inmates with children begin to perceive themselves as bad people, as
expressed by one parent whose child has grown up not knowing her:

Being away from my daughter affected me a lot. She is only 6, so that means
that I have been in the system almost her entire life. I haven’t been there for her.
I feel like a horrible person because of this.

Another great concern for women in this study was the degree to which the
fathers of their children took responsibility for them during the mother’s
incarceration. There are cases in which the husband does take responsibility
for the children but leaves his imprisoned spouse for another woman. Obvi-
ously, this circumstance causes great distress for incarcerated women. There
is little they can do about the situation from behind bars, and feelings of aban-
donment become intense. One woman stated:

My husband chose to go to another woman. He cheated on me. It’s so much to
go through. You lose your husband, you lose your kids, your kid’s gonna
always love you, but someone else takes care of your kids, another woman, it’s
so much to go through. It’s tragic. It’s a terrible thing that you wake up and say I
want to go home.

Abandonment by a husband or partner is one matter, but the additional
problem of displaced children seemed insurmountable to many of these
women. In the following case, one woman expressed her feelings about her
husband remarrying and taking custody of her daughter. Her feeling of help-
lessness is apparent:

My daughter ended up with her dad. He got married, and they took her in. He is
a pretty good guy. I was upset at first when I knew he was involved with some-
one cause I always thought when I got out we would be together. I guess I was
just young and dumb. When I first found out, I spent many nights crying over
him. At first, he wrote and visited me once, but then it just stopped. Then he
wrote and told me he met someone and they were getting married and were
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going to raise Meg. It was hard. I was so hurt. I mean I’m glad Meg is with her
dad and has a family, but she is my daughter and I just wish she was with me.

As painful as having others taking one’s place as the child’s primary par-
ent, nothing, it seems, can be as emotionally difficult as giving up a newborn
infant while incarcerated. A respondent explained:

The hardest part about being in prison was being away from my kids. I was
pregnant when I just got in. It hurts so bad; I mean I had my daughter here. I
didn’t even get to hold her. I mean she was my baby. I didn’t even know how she
is doing or if she is alive or anything. For all I know, she could be living right by
me, but I’ll never know because they won’t tell me, and I’ll never forgive
myself for getting into trouble and losing her.

In this instance, the state took custody of the newborn child and placed her in
a foster home. The child was later put up for adoption. This is not an uncom-
mon occurrence for incarcerated women.

Mothers who are in prison often find their children transferred to foster
homes when there are no relatives who will be responsible for them. If multi-
ple children are involved, they frequently are placed in different homes and
separated, making it difficult for incarcerated mothers to locate them. Not
being able to see one’s children for a long period of time is a reality for many
inmate parents. One respondent explained:

I talked to my daughter when she was with my family and I wrote her but I never
got to see her and I wasn’t able to talk to her after she moved in with her dad.

Information about where their children are, who they are with, and their
general welfare is not always forthcoming from state departments of social
services. One parent related the difficulty she experienced:

I wrote and stuff but they won’t tell me where they are. My social worker said
once I get on my feet and keep a job for 6 months we can see about visitation.
What she doesn’t understand is for the past year I have been trying to find a job,
but no one wants to have someone who was in prison for 6 years. They [my chil-
dren] are the only good thing that has ever happened to me, and I want them
back. I didn’t even know where they are.

In some cases, women in prison lose custody of their children. A woman
related her story:
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My children, there isn’t much to say. I had three boys and I lost them when I
went in. I haven’t seen them since I violated my probation, it’s been about 5
years. I get letters from a social worker telling me how they are doing, but I
can’t see them or talk to them or anything. I talked to someone from social ser-
vices about it, but I will never get them back. I really miss them.

Having one’s children placed in foster care while incarcerated frequently
is related to the financial circumstance of the female prisoner’s relatives who
are taking responsibility for the children. In many cases, children are being
cared for by grandparents or other relatives who often cannot afford the finan-
cial burden. In these instances, family members would like to seek financial
aid from the state but often are reluctant to do so. Many female prisoners do
not seek government funds for relatives who are responsible for their children
for fear of losing custody. This is what occurred in the following case when
the inmate’s mother applied for agency funding from the state to help her care
for the children:

I wanted my kids to be with my mom, but she didn’t have much money, so she
tried to get help and the state came in and took my kids. They helped all right. I
haven’t seen them since.

PROBLEMS OF REUNIFICATION

The paroled women in this study had been out of prison for a period of 14
to 24 months, and many were involved in drug and alcohol rehabilitation pro-
grams. Some resided in halfway houses, whereas others were living on their
own or with relatives. Most told of extreme difficulties in their attempts to
regain custody of their children. A woman on parole who wishes to regain
custody must meet the criteria of state social services agencies. For example,
if she had an alcohol or drug abuse problem prior to her incarceration, she
must show that she has actively participated in a rehabilitation program and
has been off drugs and/or alcohol for a period of time. A woman on parole
must show that she has sustained employment, can financially support her
children, has a permanent and appropriate residence, and is no longer
involved in any criminal activity. Obviously, these criteria, along with addi-
tional discretionary demands that the paroling authorities impose, present
difficult obstacles to women who wish to regain custodial rights of their
children.

Part of the dilemma paroled parents face is convincing child service work-
ers that they have become responsible adults who are capable of providing
adequate care for their children who remain in foster homes. Once paroled to
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the community, this particular parent summarized the problems she faced in
proving she was a mature, responsible adult. She talked about her daughter:

I get visits. I am trying to get her back. It is hard. The social worker had a hear-
ing set, but I had to take a bus cause I’m not allowed to drive, but the bus never
showed up, so I was late. I know that didn’t look good, but I guess I’ll keep try-
ing. It’s hard. I didn’t even know where she is at. When I see her, we go to social
services. I don’t even know how she is treated or anything.

Another case clearly illustrates the conflict women on parole face between
wanting their children back and not having the financial resources to ade-
quately provide for them. One woman commented:

I visit and we can spend the day together. It is hard cause part of me feels I
should just leave her alone. She is 7 and she is doing good in school and has a lot
of friends, but I just can’t do it, she’s my little angel and I know it might not be
the best thing, but I need her.

When asked whether it was possible in the future to get custody of her daugh-
ter, the woman commented:

No, I’ve tried. It’s hard enough to get visits. I know I fucked up big time, but I
paid the price and I screwed up, but now I am ready to move on.

IMPEDIMENTS TO REINTEGRATION

Once out of prison and on parole, women in this study reported the many
difficulties they experienced in adjusting to living in the community. The one
factor common to the experience of all the interviewees was the distrust com-
munity members communicated. The women constantly felt they had to
prove themselves as worthy citizens to others who had knowledge of their
criminal backgrounds. One respondent explained:

I am doing very well. I have a place to live, but it’s hard getting your kids back
because nobody will believe that I have changed and I’m a different person
now. No matter how much time we do, everyone always thinks it’s like once a
criminal always a criminal and that is how people see me and it’s very hard to
deal with.

When interacting with others in the community who have no knowledge
of their past criminal background and imprisonment, the respondents
reported being treated in a “normal” manner. One study participant, however,
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explained the change in attitudes when parents of her child’s friends learned
of her background:

I became friends with some other mothers at my kid’s school. They were really
nice. I joined the PTA and it was going good. Then I told someone, I don’t know
how it came up, that I was in prison. Now, some of them won’t talk to me, and
they won’t let their kids play with mine. So I learned my lesson. I don’t really
care what people think of me. Well, I kind of do, but I just don’t want my kids to
suffer.

The consequences of the criminal label and the stigma attached to it were
experienced by another woman in a religious environment:

It’s been tough, my sister is great letting me live with her, and all at once when
people find out I was in prison they look down on me. I was going to church
cause I really found God and everyone was so nice. Then, someone found out I
was in prison and everything changed, no one would talk to me anymore. Now I
don’t go, I just pray at home.

One of the biggest problems faced by the parolees was finding well-
paying employment. Often, women on parole have few job skills. This, coupled
with their past criminal history, leads to low-paying, dead-end employment.
The negative reactions of potential employers toward their past criminal life-
style make attaining meaningful employment with future growth potential
nearly impossible for these women. A respondent said:

I was lucky cause I had a place to live. I know a lot of people end up not having
anywhere to go. When you’re getting out, you are just so excited to have your
freedom again. Once I got out, I couldn’t find a job. It is hard. Nobody will give
you a break. I could be such a good worker, but they can’t see it cause I was in
prison. I mean it is a lot worse in prison, and I’m glad I’m not still there, but it’s
been very hard for me out here.

IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY SUPPORT

Close ties to families during incarceration are crucial in maintaining con-
nections in the community. Visits from relatives, sustained correspondence,
phone calls, or any type of communication serves to maintain a support sys-
tem for inmates. Family contacts let the woman know that she is not forgotten
and that there are people who care about her. For women returning to the
community, the assistance of family is crucial to success. Family support for
women on parole may mean a place to live, money for necessities, transporta-

50 THE PRISON JOURNAL / March 2001

 at SMITH COLLEGE on July 16, 2011tpj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tpj.sagepub.com/


tion, food, and a host of short-term needs until they become financially
independent.

Support from relatives also enhances emotional survival. Families often
provide love and a sense of caring that lifts a newly released woman’s
self-esteem. One example of how meaningful family support is was related
by the following respondent:

My family was great. I know that I was lucky. A lot of people in prison do not
have any support, and that is what helps you get through the rough times. I
don’t know why my family stuck by me. My husband could have given up on
me. He could have got custody of the kids and left. He must really love me, and
I thank God every day that he stayed in the relationship. My family offered me
the support I needed. I never would have got through it without them.

In contrast, we also found that almost half of the women had lost touch
with their families. They tried several times to contact family members but
never received any type of communication in return. After a while, the
women stopped attempting to contact relatives: such a void of a family sup-
port system means female prisoners released to the community must function
pretty much on their own. This makes for greater adjustment problems in
reintegrating into the community. To illustrate the rejection by family mem-
bers, one woman explained the type of response she received when she
attempted to make contact while imprisoned:

My sisters live out east and have their own lives with nice houses and kids. I am
just an embarrassment to them. They won’t have anything to do with me. I
wrote them each a couple of times, cause when you’re in a place like this, you
realize how important your family really is, but they sent the letters back, and
I’ve never heard from them.

For women without family support, being released from prison appears to be
even more frightening. In these circumstances, women on parole have to
become their own support system. Yet, success in the community is very
much dependent on the belief that they will be accepted in society.

DISCUSSION

Women on parole experience the pain of social and self-imposed punish-
ment that manifests from feelings of shame or guilt connected to external and
internalized norms (Cochran, Chamlin, Wood, & Sellers, 1999; Grasmick &
Bursik, 1990). Although the distinction between guilt and shame is equivo-
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cal, shame is an internalized emotion that arises from public disapproval,
whereas guilt is related to a specific behavior (Gehm & Scherer, 1988;
Tangney, 1995). Shame for paroled women develops from being unable to
live up to societal definitions of what it means to be a woman, a good parent,
and a responsible citizen. Ex-offenders rarely view themselves as blameless,
but continued societal alienation accentuates feelings of guilt and hinders
successful reunification and reintegration. Women on parole are likely to
experience “guilt with an overlay of shame” that leads to rumination and
self-castigation (Tangney, 1995, p. 1142). The “bad mother” label, identified
by Burkart (1973), is a painful and enduring stigma. Women in this study
appear to engage in continued self-deprecation over the loss of their children,
families, and relationships.

Community members often are reluctant to accept female ex-offenders
and seem to engage in harsh moral judgments. Consequently, few efforts are
made to reconcile the offender’s presence in the community, and the person,
not the deed, is labeled as bad (Braithwaite, 1989). The narratives in this
research show that many of the women believe that once they are identified as
a criminal, they remain a criminal in the eyes of others. Women on parole also
experience disapproval from a variety of social organizations, which pro-
motes further alienation.

Negative labels may lead to limited employment opportunities. Many
parolees also lack relevant job training. Vocational education and training
programs for women in most corrections facilities are limited (Moyer, 1992).
Training programs for clerical jobs, food services, and cosmetology,
although cost-effective for the prison, fail to prepare women to be self-
supporting upon release (Durham, 1994). The lack of job training, coupled
with the label of being a female criminal, results in fewer employment
opportunities.

This research represents a starting point for identifying the additional
costs of imprisonment associated with displacement and the loss of signifi-
cant others. The narratives, although based on women from one prison,
emphasize the need for alternative sanctions, parenting programs, and com-
munity education. The collateral costs of prison and parole can be reduced by
increasing opportunities that emphasize reentry into the job market, reinte-
gration into the community, and reunification with children and families.
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