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Breaking the Cycle of Despair:
Children of Incarcerated Mothers

Nationwide, the population of women in prison has increased more than
20% in the last 3 years—more than threefold in the last decade.1 Most
women in prison are not violent criminals. They are substance abusers whose
criminal behavior is integrally linked to their addiction. The majority are
charged with drug offenses or drug-related property offenses. Over 75% of
the incarcerated women are mothers, most with two or more children. They
are often the primary caregivers for their children.2 Nationally, it is estimated
that, on average, 165,000 children daily are affected by their mothers'
incarceration.3

Women in prison generally have a limited education, poor employment skills
and histories of substance abuse. They are often single parents, who have
sole responsibility for their children. Prior to the mother's arrest, the family
typically survived on less than $500.00 a month.4

Parental criminal justice involvement is a sign of a family deeply in crisis. For
some families, the mother's imprisonment triggers this crisis. For most families,
the criminal justice involvement is one more manifestation of the effects of
substance abuse, poverty and domestic violence. In either case, criminal justice
involvement is a reliable indicator of families and children in need.

For an already weakened family structure, a mother's imprisonment can be
the final, lethal blow. As a family disintegrates, children experience a
prolonged period of instability and uncertainty. Without her children, a
mother loses her main incentive to rebuild her life. This downward spiral is
rarely alleviated by a woman's release. Years of separation, compounded by
the difficulty of integrating into society, severely impair a mother's ability to
reconnect with her children.
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Ultimately, children suffer the most. They love their mom, no matter the label
society attaches to her. Children are usually between 7 and 12 years old
when their mother is imprisoned.5 As a result of their parents' incarceration,
these children experience tremendous amounts of trauma, anxiety, guilt,
shame, and fear. As children enter adolescence, their suffering frequently
manifests itself in poor academic achievement, juvenile delinquency, gang
involvement, violence and, eventually, adult criminal behavior—the final link
in an intergenerational cycle of criminal justice involvement.

Although these predictions are alarming, the situation is not hopeless. If we
are truly committed to protecting and nurturing children and families, we can
break this cycle of despair. However, it will require a societal and
governmental commitment to the following four principles:

• Whenever possible, sentence mothers to community
correctional alternatives and provide drug treatment and
educational services which will enable them to live self-
sufficient lives and take care of their families.

• As soon after arrest as possible, aid mothers in making plans
for their children's care—with information, advice, and
professional supportive services.

• Help women preserve and strengthen family bonds.

• Provide support to families when the mother returns home. B
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Source: Timothy J. Flanagan and Kathleen Maguire, eds., Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics
1991. US Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Washington, D.C. USGPO, 1992. The
1994 figures were released by the Department of Justice in a press release on Thursday, October 27,
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NUMBER OF INCARCERATED
WOMEN WITH CHILDREN

Women In Prison
22% No
Children

11% Adult
Children

67% Minor
Children

Women in Jail

26% No
Children

6% Adult
Children

68% Minor
Children

Sources: United States Department of Justice.
(1994). Survey of State Prison Inmates, 1991:
Women in Prison. NCJ-145321. Washington,
D C : Bureau of Justice Statistics. United States
Department of Justice. (1992). Women in Jail
1989. NCJ-134732. Washington, D.C.: Bureau
of Justice Statistics.

What Happens to the Children...

WHEN MOM IS ARRESTED AND DETAINED

ARREST: During arrest, little attention is paid to the needs of the woman's
children.

Approximately one in five children of incarcerated mothers witnesses
his or her mother's arrest.6 Even if not present at the arrest, the
children will often reconstruct the scenario in their minds. On seeing
a New York City policeman, one child asked, "Are you the
policeman who arrested my mommy?"

Although 67% of the mothers in jail are primary caregivers for at
least one of their children, the police rarely ask a woman whether
she is responsible for any children.7 After arrest, a mother is allowed
few opportunities to make arrangements for her children's care,
usually no more than a quick phone call to a friend or relative asking
them to pick up the children.

DETENTION: After arrest, very few children visit their mother while she is
detained in jail.

On any one day, approximately 2,640 children in New York City
have mothers in jail at the Rikers Island Rose M. Singer
Center, the New York City jail for women. As soon as possible after
the mother's arrest, the child needs to see his or her mother to be
reassured that she is safe and unharmed. However, visiting at most
jails, which house women who are detained awaiting trial or who
receive a sentence of less than 1 year, is more difficult than visiting
at a prison, which houses convicted felons.

Unlike prisons, jails usually do not allow contact visits in which the
inmate and visitor can touch. Instead, children must sit across a table
from their parent, often separated by a glass partition. When
children come to see their parent, they usually wait a long time in a
large, crowded room with absolutely nothing to do. Very few jails
offer play areas for children in the waiting room or visiting room.
With steel fixtures and concrete, monochromatic walls, the visiting
room is not conducive to quality interaction between parent and
child. Although jails are located much closer to the child, visiting a
woman in jail can be such an ordeal that only a few dedicated
caregivers attempt it.



PLANNING: Upon arrest, parents must, under pressure, make placement
decisions that will be pivotal in determining the quality of their children's
care and whether the parents will maintain a relationship with their children.

If the mother is incarcerated, the children will need a stable, loving
home with a caregiver who can help the children deal with their
feelings about their parent's criminal justice involvement. Finding
such a caregiver and equipping the caregiver with the resources he
or she needs to provide for the child takes time and effort. The
mother's isolation from her community and family undermines her
ability to make a good decision.

Women are desperate for a home for their children. Most mothers
rely on their extended family to take care of the children. Especially
if the mother is a single parent, the grandparents usually assume
responsibility for the children.8 These caregivers often agree to look
after the children with little information about how long they will be
responsible for the children.

• "Brenda," age I I , and "Jane,"
age 9, spent four years in foster
care while their mother was
incarcerated. During those four
years they moved four times,
changed schools four times and
lived with four different
caregivers. They visited their
mother only once.
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Sources: United States Department of Justice. (1994). Survey of State Prison Inmates, 1991:
Women in Prison. NCJ-145321. Washington, D.C.: Bureau of Justice Statistics. United States
Department of Justice. ( 1992). Women in Jail 1989. NCJ-134732. Washington, D C : Bureau of
Justice Statistics.


