
Women in prison: A literature review 

One of the most remarkable things about crime is the gender gap. On the whole, crime is something that 
men, not women, become involved in. Why, then, has so little consideration been given to understanding 
the differences between men and women who find themselves in prison? A brief mention... The history of 
women's imprisonment has been remarkably similar in most countries. Small numbers of women have 
been housed in often unsuitable accommodations, under regimes stressing the domestic role of women in 
society and providing little access to programs or training. 

The women were usually regarded either as too sunk in criminality to be reformed or as childlike 
creatures who needed to be taught their maternal and domestic duties.2 The women sometimes received a 
brief mention at the end of reports of committees of inquiry into prison conditions. 

Studies of women in prison have also been limited. They have tended to mirror trends in the study of 
prisons for men.(3) On the whole, it was felt that there were too few women to be of major concern.(4) 

Only since the 1970s, with the re-emergence of feminism, has there been a determined concern about not 
only the conditions of women's imprisonment, but also the reasons why women have ended up in prison. 

This approach has revealed that men and women do not receive comparable services and programs and 
that stereotypical views of women's role in society have guided approaches to female prisoners. It has 
been argued that women are subject to power and controls over their behaviour that affect them from 
childhood to adulthood, in the home and in the workplace.(5) Canadian situation Canada was no exception 
to this pattern until the mid-1970s. There was almost no information available about the conditions or 
circumstances of women in prison, apart from occasional government reports.(6) It was not until the 
development of the victims' movement and broader recognition of the extent of violence against women 
in society that attitudes toward the treatment of women in the correctional system began to be questioned. 

The initial focus was on the lack of programs and facilities for women in the federal correctional system 
and, more recently, on differences in the experiences and needs of female offenders (compared with men) 
- especially in the light of their experience of sexual and physical abuse. In short, the question raised is 
whether the correctional model used for the majority male population is appropriate for women.(7) The 
particular problems faced by aboriginal women m the correctional system - both as non-whites and as 
women - have also at last been recognized.(8) 

Such concerns resulted in the appointment of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women whose 
report Creating Choices, published in 1990, established a very different approach to the imprisonment of 
the female federal offender population.(9) 

However, it is worth noting that while women in prison in most countries have tended to be ignored, there 
are two major factors that have helped to camouflage their existence in Canada. The enormous size of the 
country and the separation of responsibility for imprisonment between the provinces and the federal 
government have created particular problems for women.(10) A uniquely Canadian problem The great 
majority of women remanded or sentenced to prison are housed in provincial institutions. In 1991, some 
13,500 women under sentence and about 8,500 on remand were admitted to provincial or territorial 



prisons.(11) 

These women represented just 9% of all offenders receiving a provincial sentence, a relatively tiny group 
in comparison with men, although their numbers have increased over the past 20 years. In practice this 
has meant that women are often housed very far from their homes, or in very small numbers, in a variety 
of jails or prisons across the provinces and territories. In Ontario, for example, women may be housed in 
as many as 32 different jails or detention centres.(12) 

Far fewer women (about 141 in 1991) receive a federal sentence of two years or longer.(13) The total 
population of federally sentenced women amounts to about 350 women, compared with 12,000 men. In 
other words, women represent 2% of the federal offender population. 

For many years women receiving federal sentences were housed only in the Prison for Women in 
Kingston, Ontario.(14) But, since the 1970s up to a third of federally sentenced women have been allowed 
to stay in provincial prisons in their own province. The recommendations of Creating Choices will 
eventually result in the closing of the Prison for Women and the housing of most federally sentenced 
women in five new regional federal facilities.(15) 

The fact remains, however that the great majority of Canadian women serve their sentences in provincial 
institutions, where facilities and programs are often minimal. Further, in many cases the women are 
housed in an institution with a much larger male population. 

The overcrowding in some local provincial prisons and the pressures they are under to provide services to 
the courts and to manage intake and release procedures for short-term sentences all inhibit the 
development of programs for those women spending more than a few weeks in prison. 

Compared with other countries that have similar offending patterns or justice systems, such as England 
and Wales or Australia, Canada appears to make far greater use of imprisonment for women. While it is 
always difficult to compare countries, the use of short-term sentences in Canada seems to account for this 
difference.(16) 

The great majority of provincial sentences for women in Canada are six months or less, and almost 40% 
are 14 days or less.(17) For women in Canada, imprisonment appears to be used in preference to, or in the 
absence of, alternatives. There have been too few to think about. A profile of women in prison The small 
number of women receiving a prison sentence, compared with men, reflects the less serious nature of 
their offending as well as incidence of offending overall. On average, women receive shorter sentences 
than men, and they are also less likely to re-offend or to breach the conditions of their parole.(18) 

More than 25% of women admitted on sentence to a provincial prison are sentenced for property 
offences, such as shoplifting or fraud. Others are sentenced for "moral" and public-order offences, 
drinking offences, traffic offences or drug offences. Only 9% have committed violent offences, and these 
are primarily minor assaults.(19) 

Three out of every 10 are admitted for failure to pay a fine; others are admitted for breaches of court 



orders or probation orders that do not involve a further offence. Overall, their offences involve fairly 
minor infractions and present little threat to public safety. 

Many of the women are in prison for the first time, but around a quarter of them have been sentenced to 
prison repeatedly for minor offences involving drinking, prostitution, theft or fraud. Their offences rarely 
become more serious, and their short sentences do little to change that behaviour or deal with the reasons 
that lead to it.(20) 

The small number of federally sentenced women includes all those convicted of more serious offences, 
such as murder or manslaughter (some of these offences were committed in response to abuse by a 
partner). It also includes those convicted of persistent offences involving robbery, drugs, theft or fraud. 

These women are, however, less likely than those under provincial sentence to have been in prison before. 
In 1989, 36% of women sentenced federally had no prior convictions, half had never been in prison 
before, and 87% had received their first federal sentence - a much higher proportion than for federally 
sentenced men.(21) 

Compared with their numbers in the population as a whole, aboriginal women are much more likely to 
receive a prison sentence than non-aboriginal women. They are also more likely to be imprisoned for non
payment of fines.22 

Aboriginal women are also over represented in the prison population to a greater extent than aboriginal 
men. In 1989-1990, aboriginal women accounted for as many as 33% of provincial admissions, compared 
with 17% for aboriginal men.(23) The numbers of aboriginal women in the federal offender population is 
similarly high, with up to 20% of federally sentenced women being of aboriginal origin. Who are these 
women? Although many women in prison in Canada come from backgrounds similar to those of men in 
prison, there are a number of important differences. Like women outside prison, these women have fewer 
economic resources, poorer prospects of earning a living on release, and much greater child-care 
responsibilities than men. They are also more vulnerable to the effects of alcohol and drugs, tend to have 
more physical health problems, and are more likely to have experienced both physical and sexual abuse. 

The ability of most women m prison to earn a reasonable living is severely limited. Many have been 
living in poverty. They are likely to have few job skills, little training or few qualifications, and low 
educational attainment.(24) Only about a third of federally sentenced women had good work experience 
prior to their offence. 

Further, the availability of well-paying jobs for women in the community is more restricted than for men, 
and women usually have domestic responsibilities that limit their capacity to train or work full time 
without strong financial support to pay for child care. 

At least two thirds of women in prison have children, and up to two thirds of these mothers are likely to 
be single parents.(25) Women with children tend to have fewer supports in the community than fathers in 
prison.(26) 



About half of the mothers were living with a child before their sentence. Many of them, therefore, have to 
make special arrangements for the care of their children. In some cases, the children are placed in care; 
this presents their mothers with the problems of regaining custody after release. 

Few prisons have facilities that are designed for family visits or encourage interaction between the 
mothers and their children. Many jails and detention centres do not allow contact visits. The long-term 
costs of separation for both the women and their children are far greater than those of the period of 
imprisonment itself, and this applies to young and adolescent children as much as infants. Separation 
from their children and the inability to deal with problems concerning them are major anxieties for 
women in prison.(27) 

About two thirds of the women in prison have a serious problem with drugs or alcohol, and substance 
abuse (alcohol, prescription drugs, street drugs or a mixture of substances) is associated with their 
offending in some way.(28) Often, they have a long-term addiction that is not likely to be dealt with by a 
sentence of imprisonment. 

Substance abuse, as well as their life style, makes women in prison more susceptible to a wider range of 
physical health problems than men. These women are particularly susceptible to gynaecological 
problems.(29) Access to good and appropriate health services is, therefore, of great concern to women in 
prison. 

Eating disorders are also prevalent, as well as other mental-health problems, such as depression, sleep 
disorders and high anxiety levels, in part a consequence of being in prison. Slashing and self-injury have 
also been a problem among women in the federal prison population. A recent study at the Prison for 
Women suggests a link between self-injury and prior sexual abuse.(30) 

Many of the women in prison have experienced physical and sexual abuse in both childhood and 
adulthood. The range of this type of experience is considerable: some women have suffered single or 
minor episodes of abuse; others have suffered severe, prolonged and very damaging abuse. 

Estimates of the proportion of women in prison populations who have experienced physical or sexual 
abuse either in childhood or as adults vary, partly because of differences in willingness to talk about it. 
Sixty-eight percent of women serving federal sentences in 1989, however, said they had experienced 
physical abuse; 53%, sexual abuse. These figures were much higher among aboriginal women (90%, 
physical abuse; 61%, sexual abuse), and the abuse was often more prolonged and extensive. Comparable 
levels of abuse were experienced by provincially sentenced women and, significantly, by those under 
community supervision. How women experience prison Many of these problems overlap, and the 
experience of imprisonment adds considerably to the difficulties the women face. Women who have been 
abused are also likely to have substance-abuse problems, poor education and job experience, physical-
and mental-health problems, and little support in the community. 

Women serving long federal sentences have expressed the need for specific programs and for plans to 
meet these needs.(31) There are few halfway houses or support programs for women returning to the 
community. 



For aboriginal women, the experience of poverty, the breakdown of families, the loss of children, 
substance abuse, and violence and racism is very damaging.(32) Six aboriginal women at the Prison for 
Women have committed suicide since 1989. Issues for the future Women coming into the criminal justice 
system have different experiences and needs from the majority male population, and there is a need for 
programs that take these differences into account. 

Remedies include encouraging interaction between mothers and their children and providing women-
centred programs to give support to women dealing with experiences such as substance abuse, physical 
and sexual abuse, and poverty.(33) Such women-centred programs are being developed at the Prison for 
Women and elsewhere.(34) 

There is also a need for aboriginal programs and approaches that are sensitive to different cultural and 
ethnic backgrounds and that involve people from those cultures. 

Finally, there is a need to develop regimes that provide support to women, rather than punitive responses, 
as Creating Choices underlines. This means recognizing that the majority of women currently receiving 
prison terms in Canada are not a risk to the public and that less costly alternative sentences would allow 
the women to deal with their offending. 

This implies the use of community-residential accommodation for the majority of women now given 
short-term sentences with no supportive programming. Such an approach has been accepted in Nova 
Scotia on the basis of the 1992 report Blueprint for Change,(35) which recommended building community 
residences to replace the use of the correctional centre for women. 

Women currently serving both short and long sentences need community programs that focus on the 
range of problems they face. Conclusion In Canada, the biggest challenge for the next century is not 
assessing how far programs for women can be developed within prisons, although that still remains 
important, but assessing how far alternatives to the 19th- and 20th-century prison model can be developed 
in a community setting, and in a way that does not replace that model with an apparently benign but as 
controlling a system.(36) 

The challenge is not to develop alternatives under the shadow of the prison walls, but to develop 
programs in their own right - to stop seeing prison as an appropriate sentence for many women. 

Apart from mere buildings, as Creating Choices and Blueprint for Change stress, the challenge also lies in 
developing programs for women that account for their experiences and that approach the consequences of 
their offending in a supportive rather than punitive way. 

However, at a time of increasing concern about violent crime (to which women contribute very little) and 
increasing poverty (which tends to affect women more than men), women are at great risk of being swept 
up in any penal policies designed to tighten the correctional system. 
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