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Objectives

 Analyze the health problems of prisoners, 

especially women prisoners.

 Describe the implications of these health 

problems for nursing leaders.

 Describe strategies to improve the health 

of this vulnerable population.



One in 100 Adults in the US 

in in Jail or Prison

The Pew Center on the States, 2008. 



Persons in US Jails and Prisons

 2,310,984 

 Approximately 2/3 held in state and 

federal prisons 

 Approximately 1/3 held in local jails 

West, & Sabol, 2009.



US Prisoners

 Federal 201,142

 California 173,320

 Texas 173,232

 Florida 100,494

 New York 62,211



Women Prisoners

 More than 1/2 million women and children 

are held in prisons throughout the world

 Approximately 1/3 of these are in the US

Walmsley, 2006



Incarceration Rate for Women by 

Ethnic Group

African American 1 in 100

Hispanic 1 in 297

White 1 in 355

PEW Center on the States, 2008



Prison Health is Public Health

 Communicable disease

 Mental health

 Substance use disorders



Almost all prisoners will eventually 

return to their communities.

National Commission on Correctional 

Healthcare, 2002



Woman Prisoners

 Majority in their 30’s

 Have minor children

 Few job skills

 Limited education 



 For me, school was always hard. I never 

really learned to read, and I sure can’t 

spell. All I can do is talk a good game. 

There was no kind of after-school program 

or place to help people like me. You at 

least need to know how to read to even 

find the reading programs! (28-year-old 

woman serving 12 years in state prison)
 Richie, 2009



Typically come from disadvantaged 

communities

 They have limited healthcare access 

before arriving in jail or prison.

 Compared to men, women more likely to 

have a history of homelessness, illicit drug 

use, and multiple health problems.



Health Problems among 

Women Prisoners

 Chronic physical and mental health 

problems

 Communicable disease

 6-10% are pregnant



I mean lets face it, none of us thought about our mental 

or physical health before we ended up incarcerated and 

because the drugs weren’t there to help those pains and 

issues that we had. Only then did we realize, oh my 

gosh my back has been hurting me for ten years now…I 

can feel it now—I couldn’t feel it before.

Woman, Former Prisoner in Recovery Program


