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 ABSTRACT  

Background: this review reveals the needs of inmate 
mothers from different perspectives: as women, wives, and 
mothers, as well as their physical, mental and social 
characteristics, going through their histories of violence, 
traumas, victimization, and the impact of separation on the 
family ties especially with their children. Methods: an 
integrative bibliographic review was carried out in databases 
of Biomedicine, Sociology, Nursing, Anthropology and 
Psychology, as well as original articles, online reviews, 
national and international books published between 1993 
and 2017 were included. The variables considered were, 
characterization, social condition, mental health, gender, 
mother and child relationship and intervention programs. 
Findings: out of 7950 articles found, 50 were selected taking 
into account the interests of the research. With the analysis 
conducted, 5 categories emerged: Characterization (16 %), 
Social status (20 %), Mental health (22 %), Gender (16 %), 
Mother-child relationship (10 %), Intervention programs (16 

%); Being mental health and social conditions the most studied variable and to a lesser 
extent the mother-child relationship, we should state that the work has as their first author 
“Women”, highlighting the gender approach. Conclusion: incarceration with a gender focus 
is given mostly by female authors, where vital aspects such as jail conditions, 
sociodemographic characteristics, maternity, mental health, social condition, and mother-
child relations, were seen to be neglected by the system with very few interventions and 
types of control. The condition of female prisoners continues to be framed by social 
inequality, and it is necessary to incorporate these mothers’ needs into fundamental and 
solid strategies so we can restore their human rights. 
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RESUMEN  

 

Introducción: esta revisión revela las necesidades de las madres reclusas desde distintas 
ópticas: mujeres, esposas, madres, características físicas, mentales y sociales; historiales 
de violencia, traumatismo, victimización, e impacto en el vínculo con sus hijos. Métodos: 
se llevó a cabo una revisión bibliográfica de tipo integradora, en bases de datos de 
Biomedicina, Sociología, Enfermería, Antropología y Psicología. Se incluyeron artículos 
originales, revisiones y libros en línea, nacionales e internacionales, publicadas entre 1993 
y 2017. Las variables contempladas fueron, caracterización, condición social, salud mental, 
genero, relación madre e hijo y programas de intervención. Hallazgos: se encontraron 7950 
artículos de los cuales se seleccionaron 50 teniendo en cuenta los intereses de la 
investigación. Con el análisis realizado surgieron 5 categorías: Caracterización (16  %), 
Condición social (20 %), Salud mental (22 %), Género (16 %), Relación madre-hijo (10 %), 
Programas de intervenciones (16 %); siendo la salud mental y las condiciones sociales las 
más estudiadas y en menor proporción la relación madre e hijo, cabe resaltar que los 
trabajos tienen como primera autora a las mujeres, resaltando el enfoque de género 
Conclusión: los trabajos de reclusión con enfoque de género están dados 
mayoritariamente por mujeres, desde la mayoría de sus aspectos: condiciones, 
características sociodemográficas, maternidad, salud mental, condición social, relación 
madre e hijo, siendo escasos los de tipo intervención y control. La condición de las mujeres 
reclusas sigue enmarcada en la desigualdad social, siendo necesario incorporar sus 
necesidades al abordaje integral para el restablecimiento de sus derechos humanos. 
 

Palabras clave: Mujeres; Prisioneras; Madres; Hijo; Necesidades. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

It’s strange how vulnerability can forge stories of violence, where victims become 
perpetrators, and self-defense turns into murder; Suddenly children, families, loved 
ones and lives are interrupted, making the inmates’ only purpose is to survive the 
sentence. This document echoes the lives of female prisoners, especially those of 
mothers, where we try to analyze and understand their situation as inmates and the 
consequences of their bad decisions. 
 
It is not normal to see mothers nursing their children in prisons, nor children standing 
in line waiting to be checked and authorized so they can see their mothers. When 
dealing with the impact of a mother-child bond separation, we notice that the real 
weight of this situation is underestimated, and that all the new implemented policies 
are still lacking appropriate interventions, and forward thinking. It is important to 
highlight the need of “life restoration” policies to rescue the families on both ends, to 
look at these imprisoned mothers beyond their legal status and start to view them as 
humans in search of their primary needs that is “being with their families”. 
 
We live in a society where inequality prevails, especially when it is gender based, 
nowadays we notice a number of significant changes that are taking place in our 
society, particularly those that focus on protecting the human rights. Today, we are 
trying hard to fight gender inequality, and to promote respect for biodiversity; but we 
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remain short, poverty, apathy and corruption in the system are great walls that we 
haven’t been able to climb, there people can’t even hear their own voices nether the 
less defend them; these people are the inmate mothers [1]. 
 
It has become a habit of our society to ignore the conditions that prisoners live in, 
the system doesn’t care for their needs and the public doesn’t empathize with their 
cases, an understandable situation hence it is our own way of showing them our 
anger towards their actions, but unlike free people, these inmates cannot defend 
their actions nor express their feelings to the world, one of the reasons why they 
have turned invisible to our society; a society that unfortunately forgets how unequal 
it has become [2]. 
 
When speaking of inmate mothers, it is important to focus the study on their mental, 
physical, emotional, social wellbeing, as well as, bring up the protective factors that 
were forged and broken in their courses of life [3]. One of the aspects that should be 
taken into account with the inmates’ population is anger management and problem 
solving skills as a group rather than individually, following an approach that studies 
multidisciplinary strategies that preserve and restore the health of prisoners based 
on their collective needs [4]. 
 
In this sense, we start by talking about their social characteristics; Most of these 
women have precarious socioeconomic conditions, establishing the main motivation 
that led them to commit a crime [5]. Moreover, these women have high rates of 
comorbidity such as disorders that are consequences of psychoactive substances 
abuse [6], that have the power to influence their consciousness, physical 
coordination, concentration and judgment [7], not to mention their previous 
sufferings that may have effected their mental wellbeing [8]. 
 
This overlook is not very far from our daily life; children surrounded by drug addiction, 
absent parents, hostile environments, poverty, and a fragile society with a 
disoriented future ready for interrupted their lives full of conflict; probably a common 
factor among these female prisoners [9, 10]. 
 
Similarly, there are distresses product of violence, which are generally well known 
when they are physical, but if being mental and emotional, they are not easily 
detected [11]; According to the WHO data on mental health, exposure to traumatic 
events that generate violence against women can cause stress, fear and desolation, 
which can lead to depression and suicide attempts [12]. Moreover, Collier et al [13], 
describes that the majority of female prisoners (54 %) reported a personal history of 
family abuse; being predominant cases of domestic violence such as between 
couples 26 %, general abuse 29 %, physical abuse 22 % and sexual abuse 10 %. 
In addition, the vast majority of the females (90 %) reported being under the effects 
of drugs before incarceration. Undoubtedly, the consequence of violence is often 
devastating for the psychological functioning of an individual, being an antisocial risk 
factor. 
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Based on the ideas presented, we deduce that Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) is among the consequences that have the highest percentage; In the 
analysis carried out by Howard et al [14], it is revealed that 97.8% of the inmates 
experienced traumatic situations and that 60.5% of them met the criteria for a PTSD 
diagnosis, being childhood abandonment, emotional abuse, physical neglect, sexual 
and physical abuse the most common forms of childhood traumas. On the other 
hand, in adulthood, physical assault and unwanted sexual experience are commonly 
found. We should note that the cases where multiple traumatic experiences occurred 
are very frequent, and these were found both in childhood and adulthood, generating 
greater consequences in these individuals [15]. 
 
In the same way, these stories of traumatic events bring with them a high number of 
Personality Disorders; Lopez et al [16] managed to establish a statistically significant 
relationship between the risk of violence and the Paranoid, Limit, Histrionic and 
Narcissistic Disorders; a set of personality disorders characterized by being, feeling, 
thinking and behaving with little to no adaptions, which  in most cases may become 
permanent and persistent diverging from the expectations of what is normal [17]. In 
short, it can be inferred that a series of traumatic events in the course of a life, can 
create mental disorders, which generally conditions an individual to adapt 
inappropriate behaviors against society, a situation that is a product of its 
consequences, both for the individuals and the environment surrounding them [18, 
19] (See diagram 1). 
 
Moving forward to the impact on their mental and emotional health upon their 
incarceration, these females manifest their inability to sleep, headaches, frequent 
crying, anxiety, fear, worry, stress, depression and panic attacks; generally, being a 
product of homesickness, their separation from their children and their economic 
uncertainty; the latter is one of their greater stressors since most of them are single 
mothers who are the  only supporters of their families and loved ones [20, 21],  and 
may worsen when lacking the support of their children’s father or grandparents [22], 
the greater this emotional symptomatology is, the worse is the coping, the emotional 
climate and therefore the adaptation in prison [23]. 
 
However, the fact of having a daily routine, knowing that their children are well and 
being aware of their jail sentence, generates some kind of relief and adaptation to 
prison, thus decreasing the symptoms and dependence on medication [24]. 
Likewise, Yang et al [25], describes the outside world as an important role in the 
stories of the inmates and their psychological state, highlighting its association with 
anxiety, instead of depression. 
 
Consequently, if these patients are not diagnosed or treated in a timely manner, their 
mental instability can transcend to other neuropsychiatric disorders such as major 
depression, which in turn can lead to serious complications such as suicide [26]. 
Mundt et al [27], states that major depression was present in 43% of female prisoners 
with a high suicide risk of 15%. Nevertheless, other studies argue that mental 
disorders are overrated in prisoners [28]. 
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Diagram 1: Inmate mothers 

 
 

Source: construction of the author 

 
 

On the other hand, data provided by Walker et al [29], maintains that mental health, 
particularly the ones that present symptoms of anxiety and depression, increase with 
incarceration, but then improve with the passage of time; This is not an independent 
factor, hence there are other conditions that may cause it such as overcrowding and 
other causes that are associated with poor mental health. In this regard, the WHO 
points out that overcrowding in prisons has indisputable effects on the health of 
inmates [30]. 
 
At the same time, the gender aspect sets up an added value in all the 
aforementioned context, because of the role that women represent in the family and 
in society. The mother is the main caretaker of the family and in some cases the only 
mean of sustenance of the household, there is also an alteration of roles and 
attachment problems, effects that are aggravated in the case of having small children 
or babies [31]. Likewise, a female incarceration carries a family disgrace, since she 
is then described as a "bad person" because she contravened the role that 
corresponds to her as a submissive, dependent and docile wife or mother [32], a 
reason why it is important to address the fact that it’s not that women have problems 
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different from those of men, but that in addition they are subjected to gender 
inequality [33]. 
 
Even though it is true that female prisoners represent a very small and less 
problematic population compared to male inmates, placing their conditions as a 
secondary concern is unjust for them and their families [34]. This situation has led to 
a series of factors of discrimination such as precariousness of spaces, poor housing 
conditions, inaccessibility to their family and protective surroundings, criminal profile 
mix-ups, and most important lack of knowledge regarding their social and personal 
traits, a vital aspect that turns them more vulnerable when entering this harsh world 
[35]. 
 
In addition to the above, when we add the “mother” variable to these prisoners we 
realize that a certain family nucleus has been ruptured, and that their members are 
lacking the care and affection of their most important pillar, which results in negative 
effects for both the inmates and their children [36]. In this sense, not only mothers 
are those who suffer; Children experience some feelings after the separation, 
leading them to sadness, worry, confusion, loneliness, anger and fear [37]. Likewise, 
this situation links up to more serious problems such as developing psychological 
difficulties, separation anxiety, stress and depression, as well as bad behaviors, lack 
of self-regulation, social regulation and low self-esteem [38]. All these behaviors are 
the result of family disaggregation, since in many cases children must move with 
relatives, friends, or neighbors, not mentioning, those less fortunate who have no 
one and must be sent to foster care [39].  
 
So far, we have seen all the problems that this specific population has, but without 
a doubt the impact that this generates on the family, is what worries the most. When 
the foundations that constitute a family are weakened, problems become frequent, 
in many cases these events may lead bad behavioral patterns to the extent that the 
children commit crimes or misdemeanors, thus reliving their mothers’ story [40, 41]. 
Incidentally, Dunkel [42], confirms that an intervention focused on the needs of the 
inmates may lead to positive results, especially those programs that emphasize on 
interpersonal and family problems, former victims, trauma and self-esteem. Some 
studies focus their interventions on providing more humane conditions while under 
arrest, including a medical visit after 48 hours of police custody, the right to receive 
visits and communication, ease the disciplinary system, access to educational, 
cultural, recreational services and activities, as well as medical and psychological 
visits upon entering and leaving prison [43]. 
 
On the other hand, González [19] proposes more gradual interventions, initially 
resolving the socio-family problems that are triggered by the mother’s incarceration, 
including specific programs focused on reducing vulnerability, such as acquiring 
knowledge or craftsmanship to organize their lives after their release, such as 
cooking, dry cleaning, sewing or tapestry, etc. However, there are other authors who, 
from a gender perspective, do not view the last mentioned activities so well, since 
these trainings are historically traditional activities that condition the female gender 
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to be weak and dependent; that is, the authentic role that was assigned to them by 
society, leaving them again in disadvantage when entering the labor market, since 
few of these activities will allow them to subsist independently [18]. 
 
On the other hand, Bilington et al [44] states that shared reading is an intervention 
that satisfies the need to promote well-being and improve the inmate’s sense of 
achievement, self-esteem and social participation, hence, these women recommend 
that the first interventions should be focused on the integral evaluation of their health 
in their entry and exit from incarceration and have always had a positive response 
towards it, as well as generating strategies to improve health, literacy and the 
establishment of  support groups [45]. 
 
It should be noted that the time that these women must spend in prison should not 
be a time-out; although from a legal point of view it is a punishment, this should be 
an opportunity to evaluate their needs and provide them with treatments aimed to 
reducing the effects of their previous violent experiences as well as to raise 
awareness of their ill choices that led them to jail [46]. In addition, the prison services 
are obligated to take care of the prisoners and within that context they must 
implement strategies that prepares these inmate mothers to be useful, and 
productive future citizens that are abided by the law [47]. 
 
Furthermore, it is important to highlight that good treatment, decent spaces for work 
and leisure favors equality and dignity and improves their present and future life [48], 
an essential condition for their mental health [49]. The above-mentioned statements 
would not be significant without give emphasis to the “family” as one of the most 
important protective factors in the inmates’ well-being and mental health, not only to 
maintain or strengthen the family ties, but also as a right that must be protected [50]. 
 
 

METHODS 

A search of scientific articles was carried out, with the purpose of understanding the 
social adversities that female inmates live from different perspectives using an 
integrative bibliographic review, defined by Guirao [51], as one that "focuses on 
synthesizing knowledge about Methodology, theoretical knowledge or carried out 
research, outlining a conclusion on a specific topic", which allows the identification 
of theoretical gaps. The databases of Biomedicine, Sociology, Nursing, 
Anthropology and Psychology were used for this research. 
 
Original articles, reviews, national and international online books published between 
1993 and 2017 were included; the review was carried out during the months of March 
and June of 2017 using the search descriptors: women, prisoners, mother-child 
relationship and needs, which were taken from the descriptors in health sciences 
(DeCS), in order to give a correct use for the term. 
 
The methods used in the bibliographic search were: 
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• Analysis and categorization of the articles according to the needs of the study. 
• Evaluation and organization for the synthesis of information. 
• Selection of the articles that were to be included in the document, taking into 

account those published in scientific journals of greater visibility, both 
nationally and internationally, and which may backup our review. 

 
The validity of the articles was given by the applicability to the context, and the level 
of sustainable evidence II-2, II-3 and III (USPSTF) [52]. 
 
 

FINDINGS 

There were 7.950 articles found, of which 50 were selected considering the interests 
of the research; from the analysis that was carried out, 5 categories emerged: 
Characterization (16 %), Social status (20 %), Mental health (22 %), Gender (16 %), 
Mother-child relationship (10 %), Intervention programs (16 %) ; where mental health 
and social conditions were the most studied category, and the mother and child 
relationship the least one; It should be noted that the work has as its first author 
women, highlighting the gender approach.  

 

CONCLUSION 

For decades, society has been marked by human situations that differ in extreme 
magnitudes, leaving the weakest unprotected, who in their eagerness to survive 
become easy targets of everything that corrupts our society, this is a reality that 
many inmates live, whether they are the precarious socio-economic conditions, or 
just in the wrong place at the wrong time, their life stories are full of violence and 
persecution, where they take refuge in drugs and commit crimes avenging their own, 
the series of traumatic experiences throughout their lives along with substance 
abuse lead them  to neuropsychological problems that affect their lives in society, a 
situation that only gets worse when children are introduced; The anguish, the 
uncertainty, the broken bonds and the fear just overwhelm the endless wait of these 
forgotten subjects. 
 
Historically, the fact of being a woman constitutes a significant variable, hence 
society has stigmatized men and women with well-defined roles, where women 
represent the docile, comprehensive, maternal role of a human being that is 
expected to be submissive, weak and dependent, a reason why current and former 
female inmates are classified as “Bad” just because they break all traditional 
stereotypes. 
 
Finally, it is important to highlight that this problem should not be seen as an 
individual problem, since the reality of this situation impacts not only the individual 
but also extends to the family nucleus, affecting their behaviors, life expectancies 
and their own self-definition; that is, a chain of never-ending conflicts, the reason 
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why it is a social duty to look thoroughly at these inmate mothers  from all 
perspectives; thus, establishing intervention strategies that aim to improve their 
conditions in terms of  their physical, mental, and emotional needs, with the objective 
of preserving the family unit  as the fundamental axis of society. 
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