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Although jails and prisons were 

never intended to be mental 

hospitals, they have become the 

nation’s largest psychiatric 

facilities. 



Women Prisoners and 

Social Capital

 Often prisons are geographically isolated  

from families and communities



Challenges when they return to 

their families and communities…

 Do you know what it is like to try to get through 
the day with an X on your back [a criminal 
record]? People don’t want to hire you, no one 
wants to rent you an apartment, you can’t count 
on your family because they have given up on 
you, your church calls you a sinner, and no one 
trusts you. I’ve done my time. But coming home 
is like having to do time again in your own 
community where folks just won’t forgive you or 
lend you a helping hand. (29-year-old woman 
living with friends)

 Richie, 2009



What can nursing leaders do?

 Doula birth support 

for incarcerated 

pregnant women
 Schroeder & Bell, 2005

 Trained labor support 

(doulas).

 Antepartum, labor and 

delivery, and postpartum 

visits.

 Coordinated by nurses



What can nursing leaders do?

 Well-integrated Screening 
and Evaluation for Women 
across the Nation 
(WISEWOMEN)

 Kahyjou, et al 2007

 South Dakota 

 Focused on reducing heart 
disease and stroke risk among 
women prisoners.

 Screening and education

 Links women with services 
outside prison, upon release



What can nursing leaders do?

 Get on the Bus

 Brings children and 

guardians throughout 

the State of California 

to visit mothers and 

fathers in prison



What can nursing leaders do?

 Educators

 Southwestern Community 

College & Donovan State 

Prison

 Nursing students clinical 

experience in outpatient 

clinics

 Agreement with the CA 

Receiver



What can nursing leaders do?

 Develop partnerships with jails/prisons to 

assure that adequate health and social 

services are provided in their facilities 



What can nursing leaders do?

 Hospice care 

 Guiding Responsive 
Actions for Corrections at 
End-of-Life (GRACE) 
project

 Goal the development of 
high-quality end-of-life 
care in prisons

 Promotion of a standard 
of care equal to that of 
hospice programs in the 
community



What can nursing leaders do?

 Advocate for strong reentry 

programs that include:

 Healthcare

 Housing

 Parenting

 Education

 Employment 



What can nursing leaders do?

 Promote research and policy that cross 

the institutional circuit

 Prisons/jails

 Communities

 Substance use treatment programs

 Other mental health treatment programs

 Other settings



Women in Prison: Central Issues

 “A gender sensitive criminal justice system 

is an essential first step to make sure that 

gender specific needs and circumstances 

are taken into account at all stages of the 

criminal justice process”

WHO International Conference on Prison Health, Kyiv, Ukraine, 2008



Kyiv Declaration, 2009

 Need for gender-specific health care

 Organization of health care services for women in prison 

 HIV, hepatitis C and other infectious diseases 

 Substance use

 Mental health 

 Self-harm and suicide 

 Learning disabilities

 Sexual health and reproductive health 

 Pregnancy, postnatal care and breastfeeding 

 Violence and abuse 

 Multiple and complex treatment needs 

 Pre-release preparations and continuity of care after release



 “I know that we can be liars and cheats, 

but that is what we do to survive. Tell them 

that there is a human being in there.”

 A colleague who is a former prisoner


