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This is an ex p l o ra t o ry study of the impact of matern a l
i n c a rc e ration on ch i l d ren and adolescents.W h i l e
some info rmation is ava i l able from other countri e s ,
little is known in Canada about the nu m b e rs or
ch a ra c t e ristics of Canadian ch i l d ren who are affe c t e d
by parental incarc e ra t i o n .The goal here is to rev i ew
ava i l able re s e a rch , and undergo some pre l i m i n a ry data
c o l l e c t i o n , to info rm the next steps in re s e a rch and
p ro gram deve l o p m e n t .The study used seve ra l
m e t h o d o l o gi e s :l i t e ra t u re rev i ew, s u rvey of
i n c a rc e rated mothers ,s u rvey of mothers after re l e a s e ,
i n t e rv i ews of ch i l d ren and adolescents, and a rev i ew
of pro gram models. Fo rt y - fi ve women we re surveye d
to learn about their 90 ch i l d ren and adolescents. I n
a d d i t i o n , six ch i l d ren and one adolescent we re
i n t e rv i ewe d .

Using info rmation collected from the ab ove sourc e s ,
these observations we re made: p a rental separa t i o n
t ri g ge red by incarc e ration is diffe rent than separa t i o n
for other re a s o n s ;s e p a ration because of m a t e rn a l
i n c a rc e ration is more destabilizing for ch i l d ren than
p a t e rnal incarc e ra t i o n ; the stresses and ch a n ge s
associated with maternal incarc e ration often act on
an alre a dy ch a l l e n ged fa m i ly system; ch i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated mothers (and fa t h e rs) have an eleva t e d
v u l n e rability to criminal behaviour themselve s ;a n d ,
impacts – both emotional and practical – will va ry
depending on many fa c t o rs including the age of the
ch i l d . Fi n a l ly, c e rtain fe a t u res of the current system
exacerbate the negative impact on ch i l d ren but there
a re ways to minimize the damage :a s s u re ch i l d re n
h ave safe placements and stable care gi ve rs , find way s
for meaningful contact between ch i l d ren and
m o t h e rs ,p rovide parenting pro gra m s ,t rain key
p ro fessional groups to understand the unique
c o n t i n gencies of parental incarc e ra t i o n , fo s t e r
meaningful release planning, and help women avo i d
re c i d i v i s m .

A developmental fra m ewo rk is proposed to ex a m i n e
the like ly impact of maternal crime and incarc e ra t i o n
on ch i l d ren of four age gro u p s :i n fa n t s / t o d d l e rs ,p re -
s ch o o l e rs ,s ch o o l - aged ch i l d re n , and adolescents.
S even case studies from two families illustrate the
concepts discussed,w h i ch focus on how ch i l d ren can
d evelop maladaptive coping stra t e gies to adjust to a
m o t h e r ’s absence and rationalize her cri m i n a l
b e h av i o u r.

These cognitive and emotional fa c t o rs can intera c t
with other contextual fe a t u res (disru p t i o n s , fa m i ly
s t re s s , economic disadva n t age , etc.) to elevate the
possibility they will repeat the patterns of their
m o t h e rs (and fa t h e rs , in many cases) to fi n d

t h e m s e l ves in conflict with the law. I m p o rtant in
u n d e rstanding the elevated propensity for cri m i n a l
b e h aviour are fe a t u res of maternal incarc e ration that
c o m p romise attachment to a nu rt u ring care gi ve r,
c o m p romise school readiness and success, foster anti-
social value systems and disrespect for the justice
s y s t e m , and promote attitudes and behav i o u rs
c o rrelated with youth crime (e.g., substance ab u s e ,
absence of adult superv i s i o n ,a n ger manage m e n t
d e fi c i t s ) . Our wo rk suggests that, as a cri m e
p revention stra t e gy, e a r ly intervention with this gro u p
is an effe c t i ve devotion of re s o u rces to high-need
yo u n g s t e rs . Few groups in our communities wo u l d
evidence in the ag gregate the number of and ra n ge of
wo rrisome adve rsities and risk fa c t o rs .

The implications of these findings are .....

1 While they constitute a smaller number than
ch i l d ren of incarc e rated fa t h e rs , the ch i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated mothers , to ge n e ralize about them as
a gro u p , m o re fre q u e n t ly ex p e rience destab i l i z i n g
d i s ruptions and ch a n ges in their live s ,a re more
l i ke ly to end up in foster care ,a re more like ly to
be affected by paternal incarc e ration in addition,
h ave mothers with more serious social, e m o t i o n a l
and mental health pro bl e m s , and have mothers
who are less well pre p a red by education and
u p b ri n ging to provide for them emotionally and
fi n a n c i a l ly

2 A l t e rn a t i ves to incarc e ration would build on a
wo m a n ’s existing strengths rather than tear dow n
the aspects of her life that support law f u l
b e h av i o u r

3 These ch i l d ren are a high-risk group and many are
exposed to multiple fa c t o rs elevating their
l i kelihood of invo l vement with the criminal justice
s y s t e m

4 R e s e a rch e rs ,p ro gram designers , and serv i c e
p rov i d e rs should be awa re of how the effects of
m a t e rnal incarc e ration va ry across deve l o p m e n t a l
s t ages and how interventions should be tailored to
the age and gender of the ch i l d ren as well as other
fa c t o rs such as their status as an ethnic minori t y
and/or new Canadians

5 . When women are arre s t e d ,e ffo rts to plan fo r
placement will minimize the disruption of
multiple placements and ensure that suitabl e
c a re gi ve rs are ch o s e n

6 Visiting pro grams and other effo rts to maintain the
p a re n t / child bond will help ch i l d ren adjust to the
absence of and re t u rn of their mothers
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7 Pa renting pro grams for women in conflict with
the law will target a group that is ex p e ri e n c i n g
m a ny ch a l l e n ges and will benefit their ch i l d re n ,
who are a high risk group for abuse and other
fa c t o rs associated with negative outcome

8 The desire to make a better life for their ch i l d re n
is a powerful factor motivating women to make
better choices and participate in self-betterm e n t
a c t i v i t i e s

9 M a ny pro fessional groups will come into contact
with these ch i l d ren and training will incre a s e
u n d e rstanding about how parental incarc e ra t i o n
a ffects ch i l d ren on emotional and practical leve l s

1 0 Helping women with release planning and
successful re i n t e gration will help their ch i l d re n
regain (or gain) stab i l i t y

1 1 Helping women avoid recidivism will reduce the
ex p o s u re of their ch i l d ren to the de-stab i l i z a t i o n
associated with multiple ab s e n c e s

1 2 I n t e rventions for ch i l d ren matched to age and
d e l i ve red in a timely manner will have the best
chance of success

13 Adolescence (when these ch i l d ren come to the
attention of the criminal justice system) may be
too late for successful intervention so effo rt should
s t a rt early and focus on the entire 
fa m i ly system

Recommendations focus on three principal stra t e gi e s :
c reate viable altern a t i ves to incarc e ra t i o n ;a s s i s t
women to lead pro d u c t i ve lives and be nu rt u ri n g
p a re n t s ;a n d ,s u p p o rt ch i l d ren through incre a s e d
u n d e rstanding and deve l o p m e n t a l ly sensitive and
t a rgeted assistance. S u g gestions for the next steps in
re s e a rch are offe re d .We know ve ry little at pre s e n t
about the unique circumstances of these ch i l d re n ,
e s p e c i a l ly in Canada. E ffo rts to increase unders t a n d i n g
could incl u d e : routine collection of data on pare n t a l
i n c a rc e ration in social service settings, q u a l i t a t i ve
s t u dy of ch i l d re n , collections of data fro m
i n c a rc e rated women about their role as mothers ,
assessment of ch i l d ren at their mothers ’a d m i s s i o n
and re l e a s e ,c o m p a rison of a matched sample of
ch i l d ren of pro b a t i o n e rs and ch i l d ren of inmates,
fo l l ow-up study of ch i l d re n , fo l l ow-up study of
released wo m e n , a pro s p e c t i ve longitudinal fo l l ow - u p
of ch i l d re n , and development and evaluation of
i n t e rventions for ch i l d re n .The single best way to help
these ch i l d ren is to help their mothers stay out of
p ri s o n .R e s e a rch on women in the corre c t i o n a l
system should focus on these questions: who comes
b a ck? ..why? ...how can we address those re a s o n s ?
This may well re q u i re a community-wide response to
e n s u re we have a spectrum of services to address the
needs of both women and ch i l d re n .
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Among the many ways women in prison diffe r
f rom their male counterpart s , the most
s i g n i ficant may be the most ove r l o o ke d .A s

Faith (1993: 204) observe s , when a mother enters
p rison she is seen as a conv i c t . In her own mind she
s h a res the dual status of inmate and mother, t wo
o bv i o u s ly incompatible roles that she struggles to
re c o n c i l e .At home, w h e re a child awaits her mother’s
re t u rn , this split is ra re ly in ev i d e n c e .M o m my is go n e .

A c c o rding to the Ministry of Public Safety and
S e c u ri t y, on any gi ven day in Ontario 434 women are
housed in one of 23 provincial institutions where
women serve sentences or await bail hearings or tri a l .
P ro b ably over 300 are mothers (based on data in
S h aw & Hargre ave s ,1 9 9 4 ) .Assuming an ave rage of
t wo minor ch i l d ren per fa m i ly, about 600 Ontari o
yo u n g s t e rs fall asleep each night separated from their
m o t h e rs because of incarc e ra t i o n . On a national leve l ,

that number is pro b ably at least 2,600 each day
(based on data in Finn et al., 1 9 9 9 ) , about 1,700 of
whom lived with their mothers at the point of arre s t .
O ver a ye a r, 85,000 sentenced admissions invo l ve
wo m e n , with admissions for remand and other
reasons being double that number (Hendri ck &
Fa rm e r, 2 0 0 2 ) .A conserva t i ve estimate based on these
fi g u res suggests that at least 20,000 Canadian ch i l d re n
a re separated from their mothers because of
i n c a rc e ration eve ry ye a r.And that number rises as
penal populations increase year after ye a r. P reva l e n c e
in the ge n e ral population – how many ch i l d ren have
ever been touched by maternal incarc e ration – is
higher than we care to think ab o u t .M o re ove r, a
d i s p ro p o rtionate number will be A b o ri ginal or
m e m b e rs of a visible minority or new Canadian
c o m mu n i t y.

These yo u n g s t e rs are the hidden victims of

Not a day goes by that I don't cry to be with my childr e n .

I'm really worried that when my children are older they won't be able to be whatever they want 
because of me. I really wanted to be someone my children could look up to, and it did not happen.

Being in prison is about losing my identity, my kids, and putting everything and everybody else 
b e f o re my kids and myself. I have a lot of pain; I wonder how much pain my children have. I 

wonder what kind of questions my children will have, but I am not afraid to answer them honestly.



i m p ri s o n m e n t . And they are one of the most needful
groups of young people in our commu n i t i e s .

On a practical leve l , their lives are affected by mov i n g ,
n ew care gi ve rs , losing touch with fri e n d s ,a n d
s e p a ration from sibl i n g s .E m o t i o n a l ly, t h ey suffer not
o n ly the loss of a mother, but also confusion, fe a r,
a n ge r, g u i l t , and shame.These ch a n ges and emotions
can manifest in acting out, p ro blems in school or
substance use; or these ch i l d ren can pre m a t u re ly
adopt adult roles of caring for yo u n ger siblings and
t rying to keep their mother off drugs or out of pri s o n .
T h ey may be teased at school and only re l u c t a n t ly
c o n fide their feelings in others , even their ow n
m o t h e rs .At the ve ry least, t h ey have fo rever lost that
innocent place of safe t y, that unquestioning belief that
m o m my will always be there ,m o m my will alway s
t a ke care of me, and mommy is inv i n c i bl e .

This study is an ex p l o ra t o ry one, i nvestigating the
p ractical and emotional consequences for ch i l d re n
s e p a rated from mothers by detention, penal sentences
or both. Key emphasis is placed on how these fa c t o rs
i n t e ract with pre - existing vulnerabilities to destab i l i z e
an alre a dy ch a l l e n ged fa m i ly unit.This situation both
d i s rupts the healthy development of ch i l d ren and

seems to elevate the likelihood they will one day fi n d
t h e m s e l ves in conflict with the law. I n fo rmation has
been collected about 90 ch i l d ren from 40
i n c a rc e rated women and what is now a small sample
of women after re l e a s e . Based upon this info rm a t i o n , a
rev i ew of the litera t u re ,i n t e rv i ews with ch i l d re n ,a n d
a know l e d ge of child deve l o p m e n t , a hy p o t h e t i c a l
model of impact is put fo r wa rd for four age gro u p s .
Key in this exe rcise is the explication of how a
m o t h e r ’s criminal behaviour / arrest / incarc e ra t i o n ,i n
the absence of buffe ring fa c t o rs , puts her ch i l d ren at
risk for fa c t o rs associated with crime among yo u t h
(see Fi g u re 1).

I find that I have n ’t got as many friends as I thought I
h a d , nor has my mu m .I ’ve got into a bad habit of
d ru g s . I’m only just coming off them now.All thro u g h
her period in [pri s o n ] ,I ’ve been doing them. . . . I tend
to be more closed in and that ... I don’t commu n i c a t e
as well as I used to – hard heart e d ,s o rt of thing. I
c a n ’t talk to anyone other than my mu m , you see.
Sometimes I re a l ly want to talk to her but... I don’t
send my letters I wri t e . But I write to her and
although I’m not talking to her, it helps. I just throw
them away afterwa rds (18-year-old "Gina" cited in
H owa rd League for Penal Refo rm ,1 9 9 3 :1 6 ) .
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Figure 1

Model of Risk for Criminal Behaviour Among Children of Incarcerated Women



In the United States, the mothers of an estimated
126,000 ch i l d ren we re in state or fe d e ral prison in
1999 and 35,400 households we re missing a mother
because of incarc e ration (Mumola, 2 0 0 0 ) .Adding the
e n o rmous jail population would double those fi g u re s .
In Canada, w h e re parallel fi g u res are not ava i l abl e , we
do know that three quart e rs of fe d e ra l ly sentenced
women have ch i l d ren (Shaw et al., 1 9 9 1 ) .I n
p rovincial fa c i l i t i e s , the fi g u res are 71% in Ontari o
( S h aw & Hargre ave s , 1994) and 69% in Bri t i s h
Columbia (Tien et al., 1 9 9 3 ) , similar to fi g u res fro m
the United States (Snell & Mort o n ,1 9 9 4 ) , England and
Wales (Wa l m s l ey, H owa rd & W h i t e ,1 9 9 2 ) ,a n d
Scotland (Social Wo rk Services and Pri s o n s
I n s p e c t o rates for Scotland, 1 9 9 8 ) .

In the United States, 2 of eve ry 100 A m e ri c a n
c h i l d ren has one or both parents in prison in 
a ny gi ven ye a r, a number which has tripled 

in a decade (Johnson & Wa l d fo ge l , 2 0 0 2 ) .

In other wo rd s , most incarc e rated women are
m o t h e rs .M o re ove r, their nu m b e rs (and pro p o rt i o n
within penal populations) are grow i n g , and grow i n g
at a faster pace than for their male counterpart s .As a
group they have more serious allied pro bl e m s ,s u ch as
substance ab u s e , than men.And there is evidence to
suspect that the frequency and seriousness of these
p ro blems among the population of incarc e ra t e d
women are on the ri s e . Because inmates tend to be
yo u n g , most of their ch i l d ren are yo u n g .H oweve r,
some women care for adult ch i l d ren with
d evelopmental disabilities and their incarc e ra t i o n
constitutes as mu ch or more of a hardship as it does
for minor ch i l d re n , some of whom may be left to care
for their disabled siblings (Loy,2 0 0 0 ) .

C o m p a red with the ge n e ral population, i n c a rc e ra t e d
adults are more like ly to be parents of underage
ch i l d ren (Fo ra n ,1 9 9 5 ) ,p o s s i bly because they are
yo u n ger on ave rage as a gro u p .H oweve r, i n c a rc e ra t e d
women are more like ly to be parents than
i n c a rc e rated men, t h ey are more like ly to have
c u s t o dy of their ch i l d ren at admission, and they are
m o re like ly to care for them upon re l e a s e .M o re ove r,
the number of women in prison is rising faster than
the number of men (Treve t h a n ,1 9 9 9 ) . In the U. K . ,a s
but one ex a m p l e , the ave rage number of women in
p rison increased 140% between 1993 and 2001
c o m p a red with 46% for men (Home Offi c e ,2 0 0 2 ) .

This study focuses on women invo l ved with the
p rovincial correctional system in Ontari o ,s p e c i fi c a l ly,
those on re m a n d ,s e rving sentences of less than two
ye a rs , or in custody for fine default (see Appendix A

for a pro file of prov i n c i a l ly sentenced wo m e n ) .
P rovincial facilities house adults on re m a n d ,s e rv i n g
sentences of two ye a rs less a day, or those awa i t i n g
t ra n s fer to a fe d e ral facility after receiving a sentence
of two ye a rs or more .S h aw (1994a) found that
m o t h e rs in Ontario facilities we re like ly to be single
or separated (63%) and had an ave rage of 2.1 ch i l d re n
( i n cluding adult ch i l d re n ) . Most of the ch i l d ren (59%)
we re ten ye a rs of age or under and a third we re fi ve
or under.

C o m p a red with mothers in the ge n e ral population,
these women are young and poor and often burd e n e d
with the long-term effects of childhood abuse and
ex p o s u re to violence. As children, 40% of the
women in our study were themselves separated
f rom parents because of incarc e r a t i o n, e q u a l ly
l i ke ly to have been a mother or a father (and in some
cases both). About half were teenagers when
having their first child. Most ack n ow l e d ge
p ro blems with substance ab u s e , little fo rm a l
e d u c a t i o n , and poor job histori e s , even compare d
with male inmates. I n d e e d , their life circumstances are
s u ch that some do not have custody of their ch i l d re n .

Boudin (1998), h e rself an incarc e rated mother,
i d e n t i fies the three central emotions of tra u m a ,
s h a m e , and guilt: the wo m a n ’s own tra u m a t i c
ex p e riences as a ch i l d ; shame and guilt about ch o i c e s
that brought them to pri s o n ;a n d , the grief of
s e p a ration from ch i l d re n .At admission, i n m a t e
m o t h e rs wo rry more about their ch i l d ren than they
do for their own personal safety (Fo ge l ,1 9 9 3 ) .T h e s e
a re pro fo u n d ly oppre s s i ve fa c t o rs but also powe r f u l
l eve rs for ch a n ge of which correctional pro gra m m e rs
should make good use.

I have never been in a place like this befo re ,
not to mention being away from my ange l .

I know what I did was ve ry, ve ry wro n g , and 
I did not understand what it would do to my
c h i l d . I am so sorry for what I did. Not for me,

but for my ange l . God knows that. If you ask me
if I learn e d , I did. I never ever want to be away
f rom my baby and in this kind of place aga i n .

If God ever gi ves me a second chance, I'm go i n g
to take a good look at my child, and I will

p romise to him that I will never do this, a n d
n ever be away from him, a ga i n . I was a fo o l , b u t
it was a learning test that God gave me. I could
go on and on, but that is what I have learn e d .

S o, I am going to make big changes in my 
l i fe for me and my son.

(Mother responding to our survey)
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Council is a not-fo r - p ro fit entity fi rst organized in
1952 and today comprised of nine autonomous
E l i z abeth Fry Societies, a vo l u n t a ry board ,a n d
compassionate donors .These three components of
Council are united by core beliefs and committed to
raising awa reness among the publ i c , wo rking with
gove rnments to recommend law and policy re fo rm s
re flecting the needs of wo m e n , and pro m o t i n g
ge n d e r - s e n s i t i ve and effe c t i ve services on behalf of
adult women and adolescent girls invo l ved with the
justice system. Council facilitates effe c t i ve
c o m munication among Ontario societies to identify
issues for concerted action.The role of Council at a
committee and policy level in provincial corre c t i o n s
compliments that of individual agencies which have
both pro fessional staff and vo l u n t e e rs and are
gove rned by Boards of Dire c t o rs .

E l i z abeth Fry societies are located in Hamilton,
K i n g s t o n ,K i t ch e n e r / Wa t e r l o o ,O t t awa , Pe e l / H a l t o n ,

Pe t e r b o ro u g h , Simcoe County, S u d b u ry and To ro n t o .
An agency is under development in Thunder Bay.
E l i z abeth Fry societies assist wo m e n ,f rom arrest to
d i s ch a rge from prison and re t u rn to the commu n i t y.
S e rvices are provided for women (and some men)
b e fo re the court s ,s e rving sentences in the
c o m mu n i t y, or re i n t e grating into the community after
a period of incarc e ra t i o n .P ro grams provided by
individual agencies include those pertaining to court
p rocessing (e.g., c o u rt wo rke rs ,m e d i a t i o n ) ,d i ve rs i o n
p ro gra m s ,p ro b a t i o n / p a role counselling, c o u n s e l l i n g
in local jails, t e m p o ra ry absence supervision and/or
e s c o rts for tempora ry ab s e n c e s ,l i fe skills and
d rug/alcohol pro grams in institutions, re l e a s e
p l a n n i n g ,i n - re a ch pro grams for life rs ,p a ro l e
s u p e rv i s i o n ,s u p e rvision of community service ord e rs ,
c o u n s e l l i n g ,e m p l oyment tra i n i n g , and a va riety of
residential services that include commu n i t y - re s i d e n t i a l
c e n t re s , satellite housing, and support i ve housing.

The Ontario Council of Elizabeth Fry Societies

The London Fa m i ly Court Clinic began wo rk in 1974
as a small team of advocates for youths appearing in
what was then called the juvenile court . It continu e s
t o d ay as the Centre for Children and Families in the
Justice System with a considerably expanded ra n ge of
s e rv i c e , re s e a rch ,t ra i n i n g , consultation and advo c a c y
a re a s .S e rvice areas include pre p a ration of ch i l d re n
who are called upon to testify in court ,a s s e s s m e n t s
of ch i l d ren for custody and access disputes after
p a rental separa t i o n ,p re-sentencing assessment of
young offe n d e rs ,t e s t i m o ny in criminal and civil cases
i nvolving woman ab u s e ,c risis and other intensive
i n t e rvention in custody facilities and group homes,
and parenting capacity assessments for child we l fa re
c a s e s . In 2002/03, almost 800 young people re c e i ve d
s e rvices through six clinical pro grams (Centre fo r
C h i l d ren and Families in the Justice System,2 0 0 3 ) .We

h ave a vibrant and growing capacity for pro fe s s i o n a l
t raining and development of re s o u rce material for a
va riety of audiences.

The mission of the Centre is to integrate re s e a rch and
p ractice to promote safer commu n i t i e s .A mu l t i -
d i s c i p l i n a ry understanding of families and the legal
system info rms a holistic appro a ch to re s e a rch that is
s e n s i t i ve to ge n d e r, c u l t u re , age , and ab i l i t y. O u r
re s e a rch helps us re fine and develop innova t i ve
p ro grams for ch i l d ren and fa m i l i e s , recommend new
d i rections for policy, and identify the next steps fo r
f u rther re s e a rch .A strict ethical protocol demands
that all re s e a rch be grounded in the needs of our
client gro u p s , to help them and others like them
re c e i ve a more effe c t i ve service (Cunningham, 2 0 0 3 ) .
We are committed to widely disseminating re s e a rch
findings through the the Intern e t .

This study employs seve ral methodologies to collect
i n fo rmation from a va riety of sourc e s .

L i t e ra t u re Rev i ew
The fi rst step was to conduct a rev i ew of the
l i t e ra t u re ava i l able on this topic. In recent ye a rs ,t h e re
has been an increased interest in how ch i l d ren are
a ffected by parental incarc e ra t i o n , but almost all the
m a t e rial has been produced in other countri e s .S e e
Appendix B for a list of selected web sites,b o o k s ,
re p o rts and art i cl e s .

S u rvey of Incarc e rated Mothers
Pe rmission was secured from the Research
Committee at the Ministry of Public Safety and
S e c u rity to distribute surveys in three prov i n c i a l
i n s t i t u t i o n s : E l gin Middlesex Detention Centre ,M e t ro
West Detention Centre , and the Vanier Institution fo r
Wo m e n .S u rveys we re distributed through the
E l i z abeth Fry Societies in To ronto and in Pe e l / H a l t o n
and by an MPSS social wo rker in the case of Elgi n
M i d d l e s ex . It was important that a support i ve pers o n
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be ava i l able to the women should they have any
questions or concerns about the survey.A quarter said
that completing the survey was quite upsetting and
another 44% said it was little bit upsetting.O ve ra l l ,
h oweve r, most of them appreciated the opport u n i t y
to discuss their role as mothers .M a ny wro t e
comments which are interjected throughout this
document or are re p roduced in Appendix C.T h e
s u rvey itself can be found on our web site at
w w w. l f c c . o n . c a / c i m p . h t m l .

I know I am a ve ry young mom but nothing in
this wo rld comes befo re my children and my s e l f
or their fa t h e r.N o t h i n g . I have so much more to

s ay but I must stop now befo re I start to cry.
Thanks for listening.Yo u rs tru ly, upset mother.
P. S . I feel like a big disappointment to my s e l f,

my mother and most of all my childre n .

(Mother responding to our survey)

The women we re asked for their correctional status
( d e t a i n e d , sentenced or both), h ow mu ch time they
had to make ch i l d c a re arra n gements befo re
a d m i s s i o n ,h ow long they had been in custody,h ow
t h ey kept in touch with ch i l d re n , whether there had
been visits, and how far away their ch i l d ren live d .I n
addition to demographic info rm a t i o n ,t h ey we re
a s ked to identify the struggles they faced as pare n t s .
Fi n a l ly, the current circumstances of each child wa s
rev i ewe d ,i n cluding care gi ve rs ,i nvo l vement of fa t h e rs ,
i nvo l vement of the Childre n ’s Aid Society (CAS), a n d
l i fe ch a n ges precipitated by their mother’s admission
to custody.

O n ly women with ch i l d ren under 18 we re asked to
complete the survey. In total 40 surveys we re
completed by women in custody with info rm a t i o n
p e rtaining to 78 ch i l d ren or teenage rs . Fo rt y - t h re e
p e rcent of the women we re serving a sentence and
the remainder we re in detention.Almost all the
sentenced women had served a period of detention.
Those in detention had so far spent an average
of 12 weeks in custody, with a range of 1 to 52
weeks. Women under sentence expected to
serve on average 20 weeks with the longest
t e rm being two years less a day. As descri b e d
l a t e r, a similar survey was completed by diffe re n t
women after re l e a s e , while on bail awaiting trial or on
p robation fo l l owing a provincial sentence.

The demographics of the incarc e rated women and
their ch i l d ren are as fo l l ow s :

• the women we re on ave rage 32 ye a rs old ra n gi n g
f rom 19 to 47

• t h ey had an ave rage of 2 ch i l d ren under 18 with an
ave rage age of 8.1 ye a rs

• 10% of the women also had ch i l d ren 18 or ove r

• one of the 40 women was pregnant and one
thought she might be

• t wo women we re nu rsing babies at the time of
a d m i s s i o n

• 59% had been 19 or yo u n ger when their fi rst ch i l d
was born

• almost all ch i l d ren the women described we re their
b i o l o gical ch i l d ren but four we re step-ch i l d ren and
one was the child of another fa m i ly member

• half the ch i l d ren we re aged six or under

• 74% of the ch i l d ren we re male

• 78% of the ch i l d ren had siblings and 22% we re only
ch i l d re n

• 17% of the women described themselves as
A b o ri gi n a l

• 38% described themselves as a visible minori t y

• 22% had been born outside Canada and for 13%
English was not their fi rst language

• 38% had finished high sch o o l

• 60% we re unemployed when arrested for the
c u rrent offe n c e

• 38% had been supported by Ontario Wo rk (i.e.,
we l fa re) prior to admission

• 36% said they will be re t u rning to a re l a t i o n s h i p
after disch a rge and 27% we re not sure

• 43% of the ch i l d ren had no contact with their
b i o l o gical fa t h e rs not including two ch i l d ren whose
fa t h e rs we re deceased

A c c o rd i n g ly, the sample matches the expected pro fi l e :
young mothers with young ch i l d re n , high levels of
u n e m p l oyment and early school leav i n g ,l ow levels of
father invo l ve m e n t , and an ove r - re p resentation of
A b o ri ginals and visible minori t i e s .The one anomalous
finding is the fi g u re about the sex distribution of the
ch i l d ren for which an explanation is not immediately
ev i d e n t .T h e re was also, as discussed below, a high
rate of re p o rted ch a l l e n ges including abuse duri n g
ch i l d h o o d , substance ab u s e , poor health and
p ro blems with alcohol. In addition, 38% had been
s e p a rated from a parent as a child because of pare n t a l
i n c a rc e ra t i o n .

In terms of their ch i l d re n ,

• 60% of the women had custody of at least one ch i l d
at the time of admission

• ch i l d ren not living with their mothers most often
had lived with fa t h e rs , gra n d p a rents or in fo s t e r
c a re

• for 36% of the ch i l d re n , this was not the fi rst time
a p a rt from their mothers because of incarc e ra t i o n



• 46% of the ch i l d ren knew their mothers we re in
p rison (mother re p o rt ) ,m o re like ly true of the
adolescents that the young ch i l d re n

• 85% of women who had custody of at least one
child said they had no time to make arra n ge m e n t s
for the ch i l d ren prior to admission

• while their mothers we re in custody, ch i l d ren most
c o m m o n ly lived with fa t h e rs (24%), in foster care
( 2 1 % ) , with the mother’s fa m i ly (18%), or with step-
fa t h e rs (10%)

• this prompted a ch a n ge in residence for 43% of the
ch i l d re n

• almost half of the ch i l d ren who had siblings (under
18) we re living apart from them

• a CAS was invo l ved in va rying capacities with half
of the ch i l d re n

• four of the ch i l d ren we re in youth custody when
their mothers completed the survey

• 18% said their ch i l d ren had been to visit them at
the institution

• 77% plan to live with their ch i l d ren upon re l e a s e
i n cluding those who would have to regain custody
f rom the CAS or an ex - p a rt n e r

S u rvey of Mothers After Release
A survey was also developed for women re c e n t ly
released from a period in provincial custody. It is
similar to the one administered in the institutions but
a d d resses the ch a l l e n ges commonly associated with
re i n t e gra t i o n .This survey is also completed by the
m o t h e rs of the ch i l d ren/adolescents we interv i ew. S o
far fi ve surveys have been administered pertaining to
12 ch i l d ren under 18.The survey itself can be fo u n d
on our web site at w w w. l f c c . o n . c a / c i m p . h t m l .

I n t e rv i ew of Children and A d o l e s c e n t s
This was the main component of the study as
p roposed but it proved difficult to find families to
p a rt i c i p a t e .We have interv i ewed six ch i l d ren (ages 5
to 12) and one adolescent.G i ven the vulnerability of
this gro u p , to our usual ethical safe g u a rd s
( C u n n i n g h a m , 2003) we added a pre - i n t e rv i ew
s c reening tool to identify possible points of tra u m a
for the child (e.g., seeing the mother arre s t e d ,h av i n g
a father in pri s o n ,e t c . ) .E ffo rts to locate families fo r

the study included distribution of pamphlets at key
locations where women in conflict with the law
might re a s o n ably be expected to frequent (e.g., t h e
John Howa rd Society, p robation offi c e ,h o m e l e s s
s h e l t e r, C h i l d re n ’s Aid Society). Po s t e rs we re hung in
s eve ral public areas around London including social
s e rvice agencies and an ad was placed in the
Pe n ny s ave r.Women released from the local detention
c e n t re we re told about the study by the social wo rke r
(but not all are local).We believe barri e rs to
p a rticipation include the fact that many women do
not have custody of their ch i l d ren after release (and
we we re targeting mothers in our effo rt s ) , wo m e n
might be embarrassed to identify themselves as
fo rmer inmates, and some women have not told their
ch i l d ren why they we re go n e . It would also be
u n d e rs t a n d able that they do not want to dwell on a
painful period from the past. H oweve r, it is our
ex p e rience that most ch i l d ren appreciate the
o p p o rtunity to speak about feelings and ex p e ri e n c e s
in a support i ve env i ro n m e n t .O f t e n , as indicated by
the title of a British study, "no one’s ever aske d "
( B rown et al., 2 0 0 2 ) .

Someone should ask me what it is like for me.
N o b o dy had ever asked what I think about it, h ow it
has affected me.... [My father] has had social wo rke rs ,
p robation offi c e rs ,p s y ch o l o gi s t s . No one ever asks me
or my mum what we wa n t . ( 1 6 - year old boy with a
father in pri s o n , quoted in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 . )

P roposal of a Developmental Model 
of Impact
When all the info rmation from ab ove is contra s t e d
with what we know about child deve l o p m e n t , we can
s u rmise how ch i l d ren and adolescents of diffe re n t
ages come to understand the imprisonment of their
m o t h e rs and are affected by it.This includes thoughts
and feelings about the ab s e n c e , adjustment to
ch a n ge s ,coming to terms with the criminal offe n c e
and sentence of the court , and fe a rs for the mother’s
s a fe t y.

R ev i ew of Pro gram Models
Fi n a l ly, a pre l i m i n a ry rev i ew was undert a ken of
p ro gram models now being used with women and
ch i l d ren in Canada and in other juri s d i c t i o n s .
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Pooling info rmation gathered from survey data and
the litera t u re rev i ew, s eve ral observations can be
made about the ex p e riences and needs of ch i l d re n
a ffected by maternal incarc e ra t i o n .

P a rental separation triggered by incarceration is
d i ff e rent than separation for other re a s o n s

Pa rents and ch i l d ren can be separated by many
fa c t o rs ,i n cluding death, d i vo rc e ,m i l i t a ry serv i c e ,a n d
h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n .The diffe rence here is evident most
s a l i e n t ly in the larger context and poor outcomes of
these ch i l d ren re l a t i ve to ch i l d ren who ex p e ri e n c e
d i vo rce or even the death of a mother.The National
C rime Prevention Centre funded this study
recognizing the struggles they face – befo re ,d u ri n g
and after the separation – elevate their likelihood of
c riminal behaviour as youth or adults.These ch i l d re n
s h a re the marginalized social and economic status of
their mothers and ge n e ra l ly face conditions that no
p a rent wants for their ch i l d re n :p ove rt y, mu l t i p l e
m oves and school ch a n ge s ,a n d , for some, the cycle in
and out of foster care or through the homes of
multiple care gi ve rs .The stigma of incarc e ration may
p revent them from re a ching out for help. O r,
i n c a rc e ration may become a normal part of fa m i ly life .
E ven after re l e a s e , a ch i l d ’s unquestioning belief in the
c o n t i nuity of a pare n t ’s presence has been shattere d
fo reve r. If it can happen once, it could happen ag a i n .
The anticipatory anxiety over the next separation will
be debilitating for some ch i l d re n .

These children are scarred by the loss of their
m o t h e rs , whose sentences often sentence their

c h i l d ren to a shifting series of fo s t e r- c a re
a rra n ge m e n t s .Th u s , an entire ge n e ration of

c h i l d ren becomes at ri s k ; in some real sense, t h e
sins of the mothers are visited on the sons and
d a u g h t e rs , and the potential for re - c reating a

n ew ge n e ration of inmates is great 

(McQuaide & Ehrenreich, 1998: 234).

Separation because of maternal incarceration 
is more destabilizing for children than 

p a t e rnal incarc e r a t i o n

Because men constitute 95% of provincial inmates in
O n t a ri o , and ge n e ra l ly serve longer sentences than
wo m e n , it is easy to speculate that many more
ch i l d ren will be touched by paternal rather than
m a t e rnal incarc e ra t i o n .A few fe a t u res of pare n t a l

i m p risonment are the same, i n cluding some fa c t o rs
c o m m o n ly associated with negative adjustment
among ch i l d re n :s e p a ra t i o n , potential for identifi c a t i o n
with the incarc e rated pare n t , social stigma and, i n
some fa m i l i e s , the effects of deception in ex p l a i n i n g
the absence (Gab e l ,1 9 9 2 ) . But there are good re a s o n s
to suspect that ch i l d ren of incarc e rated wo m e n
ex p e rience more disruption in their lives and suffer in
ways diffe rent than ch i l d ren of male inmates.
T h e re fo re , while paternal incarc e ration is far more
c o m m o n , m a t e rn a l i n c a rc e ration has the potential to
cause more disruption and negative consequences fo r
ch i l d re n .At least one study has documented that
ch i l d ren of incarc e rated women tend to have seri o u s
emotional and behav i o u ral pro blems not ev i d e n t
among ch i l d ren of incarc e rated fa t h e rs (Rich a rds &
M c Wi l l i a m s ,1 9 9 6 ) .W hy is this to be ex p e c t e d ?

* mothers in prison are more like ly to be a custodial
p a rent than fa t h e rs in pri s o n

In the U. S . , 64% of state pri s o n e rs and 84% of fe d e ra l
p ri s o n e rs who we re mothers lived with their ch i l d re n
at admission, mu ch higher than the parallel fi g u res fo r
inmate fa t h e rs (44% and 55% re s p e c t i ve ly) (Mumola,
2 0 0 0 ) . In the jail population, women we re more like ly
than men to be parents and to be living with their
ch i l d ren at arrest (Sch a fer & Dellinge r, 1 9 9 9 ) .I n
S c o t l a n d ,w h e re 70% of women in prison have at least
one ch i l d ,o n ly 17% of their ch i l d ren are cared for by
their fa t h e rs while 87% of the ch i l d ren of impri s o n e d
fa t h e rs are cared for by their mothers (Social Wo rk
S e rvices and Prisons Inspectorates for Scotland,
1 9 9 8 ) .The implication for ch i l d ren is that they are
l i ke ly to lose a care t a ker pare n t , one who lived with
them and took care of them on a daily basis.

* when a mother goes to pri s o n , it is like ly the
ch i l d ren will have to ch a n ge care t a ke rs and
re s i d e n c e s

In our study, about half of the children had to
change residences. Almost half of the childre n
who had siblings were living separately fro m
them while their mother was in custody. For 8%
of the children, the mothers felt that the
c u r rent placement was not safe and a further
23% had mixed feeling.When a father goes to
p ri s o n , it is like ly that his ch i l d re n ’s mother will
c o n t i nue to care for them, whether the father was in
the home or not.When a mother goes to pri s o n , few
ch i l d ren continue living in their own homes. In the
l a rge A m e rican jail population, the ch i l d ren of wo m e n
who are arrested and detained are more like ly to
ch a n ge care t a ke rs than the ch i l d ren of men (Sch a fe r
& Dellinge r, 1 9 9 9 ) . In Oklahoma (Sharp et al.,
1 9 9 7 / 9 8 ) , half of the ch i l d ren of female inmates both
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lost their mothers and had to leave their homes.M o s t
i n c a rc e rated mothers are lone parents without a
p a rtner in the home to continue or step into the care -
t a ker ro l e .O r, t h ey are invo l ved with men who are
not willing or able to take care of the ch i l d re n .T h e
implication for ch i l d ren is that they usually have to
ch a n ge residences to live with a gra n d p a re n t ,n o n -
custodial fa t h e r, or foster pare n t s .This is often
accompanied by associated ch a n ges of schools and
loss of contact with friends and other fa m i ly. S i bl i n g s
m ay also be split up over seve ral households.T h e s e
fa c t o rs serve to disrupt a ch i l d ’s social support
n e t wo rk at a time when they are most in need of
s t ab i l i t y.

c h i l d ren of women in prison are at 
g reater risk of being taken into care

In most juri s d i c t i o n s ,m o re ch i l d ren of inmate
m o t h e rs will live in foster care than will live with
their fa t h e rs . In our study,21% of the childre n
w e re in foster care while the mother was in
custody while 24% were living with their
f a t h e r s. In the U. S . , ch i l d ren of mothers in prison are
m o re like ly to end up in the care of a child pro t e c t i o n
agency than if their father is imprisoned (Johnson &
Wa l d fo ge l ,2 0 0 2 ) . In a New Yo rk study of dru g
o ffe n d e rs , 0.7% of incarc e rated fa t h e rs said their
ch i l d ren we re in foster care compared with 18% of
women (Human Rights Wa t ch ,2 0 0 2 ) .The implications
a re seve ra l . Fi rs t , it can be difficult for a mother to
regain custody after re l e a s e .S e c o n d , ch i l d ren may
ex p e rience multiple placements,w h i ch is an eve n
m o re destabilizing ex p e ri e n c e . Fi n a l ly, a c c o rding to
the Child and Fa m i ly Services Act of Ontario (and
p a rallel legislation in other juri s d i c t i o n s ) ,l e n g t hy
p e riods in care , or the accumulation of time ove r
multiple placements, can tri g ger wa rd s h i p . In Ontari o ,
for ex a m p l e , wa rdship is automatic if a child under
six has been the subject of a tempora ry care
agreement for 12 months. For ch i l d ren over six, t h e
p e riod is 24 months, c o n t i nu o u s ly or in interva l s .
While foster care is intended to be beneficial in that it
is superior to the previous living arra n ge m e n t , few
would argue that foster care is the best situation fo r
ch i l d re n . Studies in the U. S . , for ex a m p l e ,h ave show n
that ch i l d ren in foster care fair poorly in sch o o l ,i n
t e rms of perfo rm a n c e ,a t t e n d a n c e ,c o m p l e t i o n ,a n d
a d vancement to post-secondary education, eve n
c o m p a red with ch i l d ren of similar back gro u n d s
( Fi n kelstein et al., 2 0 0 2 ) . Reasons postulated incl u d e
the frequent ch a n ge of sch o o l s , missing sch o o l
because of appointments and other contingencies of
l i fe in care , reluctance to fo rm bonds with peers
(because of embarrassment or anticipation of
m ov i n g ) ,d i fficulty concentrating because of

d i s t ractions associated with their situation (such as
missing parents or sibs) and because the focus of
h e l p e rs in their lives is often on other issues so they
a re less like ly to re c e i ve help with school wo rk .T h e s e
fa c t o rs mirror those ex p e rienced by ch i l d ren of
p ri s o n e rs

women in conflict with the law tend to have 
p a rtners who are also in conflict the law

Another factor that auge rs badly for ch i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated women is that many of them have
fa t h e rs or father surrogates who are also invo l ve d
with the criminal justice system.H aving a cri m i n a l
fa m i ly member, e s p e c i a l ly a pare n t , is one of the
va ri ables most highly correlated with cri m i n a l
b e h aviour in youth (e.g., Fa rrington et al., 2 0 0 1 ) .S o m e
fa t h e rs in prison have relationships with women with
c riminal re c o rd s , but it seems that mothers who have
been in prison are highly like ly to be in re l a t i o n s h i p s
with men who have criminal re c o rd s . For ex a m p l e ,i n
one English study, 60% of mothers with cri m i n a l
re c o rds in a sample of intact families we re in
relationships with men who had criminal re c o rd s .T h e
reve rse was true in only 20% of cases (Wi l s o n ,1 9 8 7 ) .
This means that ch i l d ren with mothers in prison are
m o re like ly as a group to ex p e rience both matern a l
and paternal absences due to incarc e ra t i o n . In a
P i t t s b u rgh study, among boys with mothers who had
h i s t o ries of arre s t , 81.9% of their fa t h e rs also had
h i s t o ries of arrest (Fa rrington et al., 2 0 0 1 ) .I n
M a ry l a n d , 19% of incarc e rated women said a father of
at least one of their ch i l d ren was also incarc e rated at
the ve ry same time and, in Ore go n , 42% of wo m e n
inmates surveyed had a spouse or partner with
c riminal convictions (Moses, 1 9 9 5 ) .

women in prison tend to have more serious 
allied problems than men in prison

In Canada, p rov i n c i a l ly sentenced women have higher
needs than their male counterparts especially in the
a reas of substance abuse and mari t a l / fa m i ly issues
( Finn et al., 1 9 9 9 ) . Fe d e ra l ly sentenced wo m e n
evidenced signifi c a n t ly higher levels of difficulty with
b e h av i o u ral and emotional stability and fa m i ly
re l a t i o n s , and lower academic and vocational skills
c o m p a red with male offe n d e rs (Blanchette &
D ow d e n ,1 9 9 8 ) . In the U. K . , 15% of sentenced wo m e n
had spent time in a mental hospital or psych i a t ri c
wa rd , half we re on medication for a mental health
p ro blem and, at 40%, t h ey we re twice as like ly as male
inmates to have re c e i ved treatment for a mental
health issue in the year prior to admission, but there
we re lower rates of personality disorder (Singleton,
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Meltzer & Gatwa rd , 1998 cited in Home Offi c e ,2 0 0 2 ) .
In Oklahoma (Sharp et al., 1 9 9 7 / 9 8 ) , women we re
m o re like ly that male inmates to have used dru g s
when their ch i l d ren we re in the home.Women in
p rison have a higher rate of HIV infection – almost
twice as high – in all A m e rican states (Maru s ch a k ,
2 0 0 2 ) .Also in the United States (Mumola, 2 0 0 0 ) ,
c o m p a ring imprisoned mothers with fa t h e rs ,m o t h e rs
h ave more serious pro blems with drugs and higher
rates of mental illness.Women we re more like ly to
re p o rt drug use in the month befo re admission, m o re
l i ke ly to re p o rt intravenous drug use, used more
s e rious dru g s , and we re twice as like ly to have
committed their present offence under the infl u e n c e
of cocaine-based drugs or opiates (e.g., c ra ck ,h e ro i n ) .
Rates of alcohol dependence we re high but the same,
about one quarter for both sexes in state facilities and
l ower in the fe d e ral population. Rates of mental
illness we re about twice as high among mothers than
fa t h e rs . On the other hand, women we re less like ly to
h ave prior re c o rds (especially for violence) and we re
s e rving shorter sentences on ave rage .

women in prison are more socially and economically
disadvantaged than men in prison

S eve ral fe a t u res of the ave rage incarc e rated wo m a n
s u g gest that the mothers among them will have more
d i fficulty with housing and other aspects of life fo r
ch i l d re n .Women in provincial facilities are like ly to
h ave a grade nine education and be unemployed pri o r
to admission (Finn et al., 1 9 9 9 ) .C o m p a red with
women in the Canadian population, women in pri s o n
a re yo u n ge r, h ave lower levels of education, a n d
d ra m a t i c a l ly higher rates of unemploy m e n t
( Treve t h a n ,1 9 9 9 ) .C o m p a red to male inmates, fe m a l e
inmates in Canada are less like ly to have been
e m p l oyed befo re admission but share similar (i.e.,
l ow) levels of education (Treve t h a n ,1 9 9 9 ) . In the
United States, c o m p a red with incarc e rated fa t h e rs ,
inmate mothers had lower incomes, higher rates of
u n e m p l oy m e n t ,we re more than twice as like ly to
h ave been homeless in the past ye a r, and we re twice
as like ly as the men to be re lying on friends or fa m i ly
for economic support (Mumola, 2 0 0 0 ) .M o re ove r, it is
well established ethnic minorities are ove r -
re p resented in penal populations, perhaps more so
among women than among men. In 1992/93, o n e
t h i rd of adult female admissions to Ontario pri s o n s
we re visible minorities compared with one quarter of
males (Gittens & Cole, 1 9 9 5 ) . Race may be as
i m p o rtant as gender in understanding the needs of
women in conflict with the law (Coll et al., 1 9 9 7 ) .

mothers released from prison face more pare n t i n g
challenges than fathers

In a U. K .s t u dy that fo l l owed mothers and fa t h e rs fo r
six months after release (Rich a rds & McWi l l i a m s ,
1 9 9 6 ) , the women had greater difficulty re e s t abl i s h i n g
relationships with their ch i l d ren and saw their
ch i l d ren as having more emotional and behav i o u ra l
p ro bl e m s . Because the incarc e ration of women is
c e n t ralized in a few institutions, t h ey are more like ly
to be held far from home, diminishing the like l i h o o d
of fa m i ly visits.An interesting study in Ke n t u cky
( Ko b a n , 1983) found that more men than wo m e n
h ave frequent contact with their ch i l d ren while in
c u s t o dy, fewer men have pro blems contacting their
ch i l d re n ,men can ge n e ra l ly depend on the ch i l d ' s
mother to facilitate a visit, men's ch i l d ren are less
often separated from their sibl i n g s , and men are
u s u a l ly incarc e rated closer to their home
c o m munities compared with wo m e n .I n
c o n s e q u e n c e , not only do their ch i l d ren ex p e ri e n c e
fewer disruptions in their live s ,t h ey would find it
easier to maintain contact with an incarc e rated 
father auguring better for the re - e s t ablishment of 
a relationship after re l e a s e .

C o m p a red with men, women offe n d e rs are more
l i ke ly to have childre n , to have responsibility fo r
t h e m , to be caring for them at the time of their
o ffe n c e , and to feel the pro blems of sep a ration 
as a result of custody more ke e n ly.The children 
of female offe n d e rs are also more like ly to be

a ffected by their mother’s conviction and
ab s e n c e , and to ex p e rience greater upheaval in

their lives as a result of her conv i c t i o n .Th a t ,
in turn , i n c reases the likelihood that they,

t h e m s e l ve s , will be at greater risk of offending 
as they grow up 

( S h a w, 1994: 1).

The stresses and changes associated with matern a l
i n c a rceration often act on an already challenged 

family system

The fa c t o rs that bring most women into conflict with
the law – and the consequences incl u d i n g
i n c a rc e ration – would seve re ly ch a l l e n ge any wo m a n
in her effo rts to be a mother. We asked women what
fa c t o rs made it difficult to be the best mothers they
could be. In order of fre q u e n c y, the women said:
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• not having enough money (74%)

• conflict with the children’s father (59%)

• not being confident in their parents skills
( 5 6 % )

• being abused as a child (54%), including two
who felt they were better mothers because of
t h i s

• substance abuse (54%)

• not having family to help (51%)

• health problems (51%)

• having too many other responsibilities (46%)

• p roblems with alcohol (42%)

In an open-ended question about wo rries for after
re l e a s e , the most frequently stated factors were
needing money, the CAS, a drug problem, not
having enough support, and having a criminal
re c o rd. Other worries were about deportation,
homelessness, and how the length of time away
would affect them. Our findings are similar to those
f rom an Ohio jail, w h e re help with housing was the
most fre q u e n t ly mentioned issue re q u i ring assistance,
fo l l owed by drug counselling, mental health
c o u n s e l l i n g , financial aid, alcohol counselling, a n d
e d u c a t i o n / t raining (Singer et al., 1 9 9 5 ) .C h a l l e n ge s
t y p i c a l ly faced by women in the re - e n t ry phase

i n clude the inability to find effe c t i ve drug tre a t m e n t
p ro gra m s , health pro bl e m s , mental health pro bl e m s ,
the effects of childhood ab u s e , the need fo r
educational upgrading and job skills tra i n i n g , the need
for safe and affo rd able housing, and the need to re -
e s t ablish a relationship (perhaps not a custodial one)
with their ch i l d ren (Rich i e ,2 0 0 1 ) .

G abel (1992) argues that at least some of the
emotional and behav i o u ral pro blems manifested by
ch i l d ren of incarc e rated parents are less attri b u t abl e
to the absence than to the ove rall fa m i ly functioning
and circ u m s t a n c e s .E ven compared with other
ch i l d ren in an intensive hospital-based day tre a t m e n t
p ro gra m ,G abel and Shindledecker (1992, 1993) fo u n d
that the ch i l d ren of incarc e rated parents had
s o m ewhat higher levels of ex t e rnalizing pro bl e m s
s u ch as ag gression and delinquency,m o re
p ronounced for boys that gi r l s .T h ey believe that
higher levels of pro blems among clinical samples of
ch i l d ren affected by parental incarc e ration can be
a t t ributed in part to higher rates of child abuse and
p a rental substance ab u s e . In this view, t h e
d e s t abilisation associated with maternal incarc e ra t i o n
is acting on a fa m i ly unit that alre a dy faces many
ch a l l e n ge s .After re l e a s e , some families are ag a i n
ch a l l e n ged by the need to re s t o re a re s i d e n c e ,i n c o m e
s o u rc e , and perhaps a social support netwo rk .

♦ I worry about lost time being in jail, and I
worry about not having enough money.

♦ I worry about having a record, and I hope t
hat it doesn't affect my life. I know no one is
perfect, and everyone makes mistakes, so I 
hope that I can have a second chance. No 
one can judge me but God, so I am going 
to leave it to him.

♦ I'm worried that I won't be able to stay in
Canada.

♦ Yes, I worry about not having enough support.
However, I believe I will overcome, because in
my heart I want to change my life. I'm looking
forward to treatment and a better life.

♦ I hope my daughter is getting the best care
possible.

♦ Yes, my children are currently with CAS in [a
northern city] and I anticipate a problem with
relocation.

♦ I am scared that my unborn baby will be born
here, and about not being able to spend time
with my 2 year old.

♦ I'm worried about an abusive relationship with
the father.

♦ I’m worried that I will have to fight legally to get
my son back.

♦ I'm worried about drugs, housing problems, 
no money, and no support.

♦ Yes, I am worried about money.

♦ I'm worried about the sentence length, and if I'm
able to look after my child properly after a long
sentence. How will my incarceration affect my
ability to act as a parent?

♦ I am worried about the amount of time between
being incarcerated and being released, and the
effect one caregiver will have on three of my
children. My 16 year old has already run away.

♦ I am worried about work and money.

♦ I am worried about CAS getting involved.

♦ No. I trust we will return back to our daily
schedule as far as adjustments are concerned.

♦ CAS is going for six-month temporary care and
custody of my seven-month old and CAS wants to
make my son (2 years old) a ward.

♦ I worry how my newborn [three-weeks old] will
react – will she remember me? I worry about how
my 10-year old thinks of me and if she feels sad.

A re there things you worry about that might make it difficult [to achieve 
your plans for your children after r e l e a s e ] ?
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Despite the concerns these women have ab o u t
their readjustment to the parenting ro l e , t h ey

want parental re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ; and they do
resume them. In resuming these re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,

t h ey find that in addition to juggling the needs of
their childre n , t h ey have the responsibilities of:
(1) locating stable employ m e n t , (2) meeting the
re q u i rements of the criminal justice system, a n d

often (3) resuming the sole financial and
emotional care of their childre n . Such a situation
is stressful even for mothers who are without the

stigma of incarc e ration (Brow n e , 1 9 8 9 :2 1 2 ) .

E m p i rical wo rk examining criminal etiology among
women almost inva ri ably focuses on fa m i ly of ori gi n
i s s u e s ,v i c t i m i z a t i o n , and ab u s i ve or ex p l o i t a t i ve
relationships in early life .The majority of abused and
neglected ch i l d ren will grow up to lead law - ab i d i n g
l i ve s .H oweve r, the vast majority of women in
c o rrectional systems have ex p e rienced ch i l d h o o d
abuse and neglect, c o m p romising their health and the
ability to develop emotionally in a nu rt u ring fa m i ly,
complete sch o o l ,l i ve at home until adulthood, a n d
enter into non-ab u s i ve and non-ex p l o i t i ve
re l a t i o n s h i p s . In contra s t ,t h ey can develop coping
s t ra t e gies associated with escape and surv i val that can
t a ke the fo rm of or lead to criminal behav i o u r.

A c c o rd i n g ly, c riminal behaviour in women is typically
seen as part of an ove rall coping stra t e gy that
f re q u e n t ly has its roots in childhood abuse or neglect,
fo l l owed by leaving home yo u n g ,s chool dro p - o u t ,a n d
substance abuse as a coping mechanism (see Table 1).
Perhaps as a direct consequence, women in confl i c t
with the law typically have lives ch a ra c t e rized by
p ove rt y, inadequate housing, ab u s i ve or ex p l o i t a t i ve
p a rt n e rs , and instability such as frequent move s .A s
a l re a dy noted, m a ny women in prison left sch o o l
b e fo re gra d u a t i o n , had their fi rst child as a teenage r,

and are unemploye d .T h ey are also like ly to have few
job skills and be reliant either on we l fa re ,l ow - p ay i n g
j o b s , or criminal sources of income. E ven compare d
with men in pri s o n , as noted ab ove ,t h ey have high
rates of serious drug pro bl e m s .

In some fa m i l i e s , a mother’s absence benefi t s
ch i l d re n . In a small number of cases, i n c a rc e ration can
even benefit the wo m a n , if it constitutes a haven fro m
a violent re l a t i o n s h i p , a respite from dru g s , or a place
to access educational upgra d i n g , helpful pro grams or
nu t ritious fo o d .All these benefi t s ,h oweve r, can be
a ch i eved in less intru s i ve way s .To the extent that
i n c a rc e ration is dispro p o rt i o n a t e ly ex p e rienced by
women who alre a dy face many ch a l l e n ges in life ,i t
also tends to break down the sometimes tenu o u s
c o m munity ties that women need to remain cri m e -
f re e :h o u s i n g ,e m p l oy m e n t , and support netwo rks 
(see Table 2). In our sample of wo m e n , 38% had 
jobs at arrest and 60% had residences they
ch a ra c t e rized as safe and stabl e , all positive things that
would be jeopardized by impri s o n m e n t . In addition,
27% we re not sure 
if their relationships would remain intact upon their
re t u rn to the commu n i t y.A c c o rding to this model,
i n c a rc e ration can elevate risk for recidivism among
wo m e n .

I m p risonment is destru c t i ve to the parenting 
ro l e . Not only does it sever the pare n t - c h i l d

re l a t i o n s h i p , but it also fo s t e rs dep e n d e n cy, a
b e h aviour unconducive to the development of

responsibility for one’s childre n . For many
m o t h e rs , the sep a ration from their children is
akin to a loss resulting from divo rce or death,
and this loss necessitates difficult adjustments.
Related to the sense of loss is the incarc e ra t e d

m o t h e r ’s ove rall fear of inadequacy as a mother
and her fear of being unable to readjust to living

with her children upon release 
(Browne, 1989: 212).
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FA M I LY OF ORIGIN

• s exual and/or physical ab u s e

• emotional and/or physical neglect

• ex p o s u re to fa m i ly violence

• p a rental alcohol and/or 
substance ab u s e

• p a rental cri m i n a l i t y / i n c a rc e ra t i o n

• ex p o s u re to anti-social va l u e s /
c riminal role models

P OTENTIAL CONSEQU E N C E S

• health and mental health pro bl e m s
• e a r ly home leav i ng/s chool 

d ro p - o u t
• e a r ly child beari n g
• poor housing / homelessness
• ab u s i ve and/or ex p l o i t a t i ve

p a rt n e rs
• l ow employability and poor 

job re c o rd
• alcohol and drug pro bl e m s

I M P L I C AT I O N S

• s u rv i val cri m e
• exploitation by others in the fo rm

of sex trade invo l ve - m e n t ,d ru g
sales and economic crime such 
as shop theft

• s e rial incarc e ration destab i l i z i n g
social support s ,e m p l oyment 
and housing

• c o rrectional interventions not
designed to address wo m e n ’s
unique needs

Table 1

Pathways from Family of Origin Factors to Conflict with the Law Among Women



1 9 8 6 1 9 9 1 1 9 9 7
M o t h e rs Fa t h e rs M o t h e rs Fa t h e rs M o t h e rs Fa t h e rs
( n = 1 , 9 6 7 ) ( n = 5 , 7 6 9 ) ( n = 1 , 8 6 5 ) ( n = 1 , 8 8 9 ) ( n = 6 , 1 5 8 ) ( n = 6 , 1 7 9 )

Mother Incarc e ra t e d 3 . 1 % 1 . 3 % 4 . 0 % 1 . 4 % 8 . 6 % 4 . 7 %
Father Incarc e ra t e d 6 . 3 % 6 . 4 % 8 . 2 % 6 . 3 % 1 6 . 8 % 1 5 . 9 %
Mother or Fa t h e r 8 . 5 % 7 . 1 % 1 0 . 8 % 7 . 0 % 2 2 . 6 % 1 8 . 8 %
S o u rc e :R e p roduced from fi g u res in Johnson & Wa l d fo ge l ,2 0 0 2 :4 6 7 .

Among girls incarc e rated by the Califo rnia Yo u t h
Au t h o rity – a quarter of whom we re alre a dy mothers
– 89% had a fa m i ly member who had been arre s t e d
and 85% had a fa m i ly member who had been in
p ri s o n . Half the girls (49%) said their fa t h e rs had
been in prison and a quarter (27%) said this was tru e
of their mothers . Two thirds of the girls believed this
did not affect their live s . Among those who could
a rticulate an impact, the most we re : I was surro u n d e d
by cri m e ,d rugs and gangs; I admired and wanted to
be like them; I wa s n ’t able to know them because
t h ey we re in pri s o n ; it made me sad and angry ; I fe l t
u n l oved and ab a n d o n e d ; it was a way of life ; fa m i ly
member was a crime part n e r ; when they got arre s t e d
I started getting into tro u bl e ; I was placed in care
because of it; I turned to the gang because of it; and I
was left on my own (Owen & Bloom, 2 0 0 0 ) .

C h i l d ren of incarcerated mothers (and fathers) have an
elevated vulnerability to criminal behaviour themselves

One observer has called these ch i l d ren "the nex t
ge n e ration," so great is the correlation betwe e n

p a rental criminality and delinquency (Hag a n ,1 9 9 6 ) .
In a pro s p e c t i ve longitudinal study of 1,517 boys in
P i t t s b u rg h , half with arrested mothers (49.2%) we re
re p o rted as delinquent (Fa rrington et al., 2 0 0 1 ) . I n
our survey, as alre a dy noted, 40% of the women had
been separated as a child from a mother, father or
both because of parental incarc e ra t i o n . M o re ove r,
among their ch i l d ren 12 or older, one third had spent
some time in youth custody. These findings are
similar to those in other studies. A c c o rding to a large -
scale study of A m e rican parents behind bars , fo r
ex a m p l e , a significant and growing pro p o rtion of both
m o t h e rs and fa t h e rs re p o rt that a mother, father or
both have been incarc e rated (see Table 3). In state
p risons in the U. S . , 42% of regular drug users and 31%
of alcohol-invo l ved offe n d e rs have a close fa m i ly
member who served time (Centre on Addition and
Substance A b u s e ,1 9 9 8 ) .The same childhood fa c t o rs
associated with wo m e n ’s criminal behaviour – ab u s e ,
social disorg a n i z a t i o n , poor coping stra t e gies such as
substance use – can be replicated in the lives of their
own ch i l d re n , a cycle many women recognize but
find difficult to interrupt (Greene et al., 2 0 0 0 ) .
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CHALLENGED FA M I LY SYSTEM

• L ow education attainment + poor
job history = low income

• Financial pre s s u res = poor
nu t ri t i o n , bad neighbourhoods, e t c .

• Substance abuse = potential fo r
neglect of ch i l d ’s emotional and
p hysical needs

• little / no / negative invo l ve m e n t
of biological fa t h e r

• h i s t o ry of abuse in mother’s fa m i ly
of ori gin = lower likelihood of
e ffe c t i ve support from ex t e n d e d
fa m i ly, poor parenting role models,
e a r ly home leav i n g

• ab u s i ve / ex p l o i t a t i ve re l a t i o n s h i p s
= low self-esteem of mother,
ex p o s u re of ch i l d ren to violence,
e l evated risk for child ab u s e

I M PACT OF INCARCERAT I O N

• t e rmination of any employ m e n t
• loss of housing / housing subsidy

• loss of re l a t i o n s h i p

• loss of custody of ch i l d re n

• d i s ruption of social support
n e t wo rk s

• stigma / social isolation
• i m m e rsion in anti-social

e nv i ro n m e n t

• access to substances(or decre a s e d
access to substances depending
upon fa c i l i t y )

• emotional / practical impacts on
ch i l d

• d e c reased ex p o s u re to re l a t i o n s h i p
v i o l e n c e

• potential for parenting cours e s

CHALLENGES AFTER RELEASE

• re - e s t ablishing an income sourc e
( e m p l oy m e n t , OW, e t c . )

• finding appro p riate / affo rd abl e
housing for self and ch i l d re n

• re-gaining custody from curre n t
c a re gi ver (e.g., C A S )

• re - e s t ablishing a relationship 
with ch i l d re n

• finding affo rd able day care

• regaining social support netwo rk

• c riminal re c o rd affe c t i n g
e m p l oyab i l i t y

Table 2

Model of How Maternal Incarceration Destabilizes a Challenged Family System

Table 3

History of Parental Incarceration Among State Prisoners who are Parents in 1986,
1991 and 1997, United States



I ’ve been in corrections for 18 ye a rs and I’ve 
seen three ge n e rations of people in facilities –

gra n d m o t h e r, m o t h e r, and daughter 
at the same time 

(cited in Moses, 1995: 3).

Fi g u res va ry but the Center for Children of
I n c a rc e rated Pa rents conserva t i ve ly estimates that
these ch i l d ren have two to three times the ave rage
risk of being incarc e rated in their life t i m e s , a fi g u re
w h i ch is alre a dy ve ry high in the United States.W hy ?
While the correlations are stro n g ,a ny causal
m e chanisms are not well unders t o o d .H y p o t h e s i z e d
links between parent and child criminality typically
focus on these fa c t o rs :

1 . P r i v a t i o n / a d v e r s i t y ( i . e , the stresses and stra i n s
associated with marginalized and socially
d i s o rganized live s , residential instab i l i t y, p ove rt y,
d i s a d va n t aged neighbourhoods, i n t e r - ge n e ra t i o n a l
t ransmission of abuse and neglect, ex p o s u re to
violence in the home, etc.) 

2 . Modelling/social learning ( i . e . , ch i l d ren observe
c riminal behaviour as successful stra t e gies to solve
p ro bl e m s , adopt anti-social va l u e s , see prison as
n o rmal and expected part of fa m i ly life ,d evelop an
"us vs. them" view of police and court s )

3 . Stigma/stereotyping ( i . e . , police with discre t i o n
m ay be quicker to lay a ch a rge assuming "the apple
d o e s n ’t fall far from the tree," ch i l d ren may adopt a
s e l f - i d e n t i fication as a damaged or inev i t ably
destined to fo l l ow the fa m i ly script) 

4 . Poor coping strategies ( i . e . , in response to pare n t a l
ab s e n c e s ,a n x i e t y, guilt and sadness result in angry
o u t b u rs t s , substance ab u s e ,e t c . )

5 . G e n e t i c s ( i . e . ,c e rtain genes or genetic tra i t s
constitute a predisposition to violence, p o o r
impulse contro l ,c o g n i t i ve impairm e n t s ,e t c . )

Fa rrington et al. (2001) outline six possibl e
explanations for the high concentration of cri m i n a l
o ffending in some fa m i l i e s : 1) inter-ge n e ra t i o n a l
c o n t i nuities in ex p o s u re to multiple risk fa c t o rs (e.g.,
p ove rt y, poor child re a ri n g ) ; 2) assort a t i ve mating
meaning that people tend to marry people who are
similar to themselve s ; 3) the influence of fa m i ly
m e m b e rs on each other (e.g., yo u n ger siblings imitate
the behaviour of older sibl i n g s ) ; 4) the mediation of
e nv i ronmental mechanisms (e.g., c riminal men
choosing young part n e rs , living in bad
n e i g h b o u r h o o d s ,e t c . ) ; 5) genetic potential that
i n t e racts with env i ronmental fa c t o rs ;a n d , 6) bias by
the criminal justice system against the families of
k n own offe n d e rs .

Teasing out the effect of parental criminality from the
e ffect of parental incarc e ration may be diffi c u l t , as is
isolating a temporal order of some va ri abl e s .S o m e
fa c t o rs can operate as positive influences in some
families and negative in others .L e n g t hy or re p e a t e d
absences can depri ve a child of a good parent or
d a m age the pare n t / child bond and reduce the
m o t h e r ’s credibility as an authority fi g u re . Or the
absence of a mother can free a child from an ab u s i ve
or neglectful home.T h e re are also many mediating
and moderating fa c t o rs like ly at wo rk . For ex a m p l e ,
the findings of Robins et al. (1975) suggest that large r
families may be more like ly to see criminal behav i o u r
in the second ge n e ra t i o n , an explanation for which
p ro b ably lies in fa c t o rs associated with fa m i ly size. I n
the developmental model hypothesized below, we
d e m o n s t rate that maternal criminal behaviour and
i n c a rc e ration will like ly affect ch i l d ren diffe re n t ly
depending upon their ages but that there is a logi c a l
connection between maternal incarc e ration and ri s k
fa c t o rs for cri m e .

Want to create a criminal? Change eve rything 
in a child’s life and ke ep changing it. U n d e rm i n e
their sense of belonging and security from their
fa m i ly connections and their cultural heri t a ge .
Add ra c i s m , p ove rt y, social isolation, to furt h e r

d evelop feelings of insecurity and social
d ep ri va t i o n .G i ven a child’s growth stage , t h ey are

u n able to articulate their feelings so we wa t c h
this child start to "act out" their ange r,

f ru s t rations and deep hurt .We then label the child
"bad," unmanage able," "challenging," etc.

to further perpetuate their feelings of
u n wo rthiness and victimization. Ke ep this up
until one day the child turns to alcohol, d ru g s ,

p rostitution and eve n t u a l ly, if there is no
i n t e rvention or turn aro u n d , the child is lab e l l e d

" c riminal" and becomes a part of the system 

( T h e i j s m e i f e r, 2002: 2).

Impact will vary depending on many factors 
including the age of the child

Not all ch i l d ren will be equally affected by the
absence of a mother and Gabel (1992) suggests that
impact must be understood from the point of view of
the meaning for the ch i l d .H agan (1996) observes that
few if any studies examine ch i l d ren befo re and after
the period of incarc e ration leaving us to speculate on
s p e c i fi c a l ly how ch i l d ren are affected – positive ly or
n e g a t i ve ly. Johnston & Gabel (1995) enu m e rate the
l i fe ch a l l e n ges facing most women in prison but
p resent data to refute the assumption of many
p ro fessionals that they are bad pare n t s .N eve rt h e l e s s ,
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some parents are negative influences – especially
those who are ab u s i ve or neglectful – and their
absence can be objective ly positive to outside
o b s e rve rs .The absence may bring a stable care t a ke r
and associated benefits into their live s .H oweve r, eve n
the most objective ly toxic parent may be loved dearly
by a child and the separation is ke e n ly felt on an
emotional leve l .T h e re fo re , impact has many
d i m e n s i o n s , both practical and emotional.

All the students concerned we re ve ry diffe re n t
and reacted in ve ry diffe rent ways to the

i m p risonment of a pare n t .What they shared 
in common was the need for awa reness and

u n d e rstanding of their fa m i ly ’s situation 

(school principal cited in Ramsden, 1998: 53).

D rawing upon our know l e d ge of the impact of
a d ve rse events on ch i l d re n , we can speculate which
fa c t o rs might mediate or moderate the re l a t i o n s h i p
b e t ween maternal incarc e ration and child outcome:
p re-disposition of the ch i l d ren (e.g., t e m p e ra m e n t ,
i n t e l l i ge n c e ) ; situational fa c t o rs (e.g., age ,b i rth ord e r,
p resence and age of sibl i n g s ) ; ch a ra c t e ristics of the
p a re n t / child bond (e.g., ab u s i ve ,e n m e s h e d , ro l e
reve rs a l ) ;p a renting skill; ch a ra c t e ristics of the ab s e n c e
( e . g . ,s u d d e n n e s s ,t rauma associated with witnessing
a rre s t ,l e n g t h , distance from home, ability to contact
m o t h e r ) ;a n d , quality of care provided while the
mother is gone (see Fi g u re 1).

T h e re is also evidence to suggest that ch i l d ren of
A b o ri ginal mothers may face higher levels of
ch a l l e n ge s .S h aw (1994b) found that A b o ri gi n a l
women in Ontario institutions we re more like ly to
h ave ch i l d re n ,had larger fa m i l i e s , and we re more
l i ke ly to have been living with their ch i l d ren at
admission than we re non-Abori ginal wo m e n ,
c o n cluding that a higher pro p o rtion of ch i l d ren are
l i ke ly to be affected by a mother’s incarc e ra t i o n .T h ey
we re also less like ly to have visits with their ch i l d re n
while incarc e ra t e d , be institutionalized fa rther fro m
h o m e , we re more like ly to re p o rt sexual or phy s i c a l
abuse as a ch i l d , had lower levels of education on
ave rage with higher levels of alcohol ab u s e , and 80%
l i ved in the north where re s o u rces are harder to
a c c e s s . On the other hand,A b o ri ginal women we re
s e rving shorter sentences on ave rage and re p o rt e d
higher levels of fa m i ly support .

We can also speculate that boys and girls will be
a ffected in diffe rent ways by maternal incarc e ra t i o n ,
although there is little data ava i l able to fill out this
p i c t u re .M a ny questions remain unanswe re d ,

i n cluding if girls are more negative ly affected by the
i n c a rc e ration of a same-sex pare n t . In the hy p o t h e t i c a l
model presented below, we suggests diffe rent way s
that boys and girls might cope in the aftermath of
m a t e rnal incarc e ra t i o n .

[After release of the mother], young childre n
often exhibited signs of insecuri t y :t h ey became
cl i n gy and we re wo rried about their mothers

l e aving them aga i n .Th ey we re also seen by their
m o t h e rs to be angry with them and often

d i fficult to contro l .Women also felt that they had
lost the respect and trust of their childre n .Th o s e
women with teenage children felt that pro bl e m s

t h ey had ex p e rienced with them we re not so
clear cut; t h ey may have been just a function of
the young pers o n ’s developmental stage .Wo m e n
with yo u n ger children or those in care talke d
about a loss of closeness in their re l a t i o n s h i p

with their children due to a lack of contact and
about their children bonding with their

c a re gi ve rs .The women we re also concern e d
about the attitudes of their children towa rds the

police and the implications of this.Yo u n ge r
c h i l d ren we re said to be afraid and distru s t f u l ,

w h e reas older children had lost respect 

(Kingi, 2000: 6).

C e rtain features of the current system exacerbate 
the negative impact on children but there are factors

that can minimize the damage

In our study, and based on the litera t u re rev i ew, we
can identify seve ral fe a t u res of the incarc e ration of
m o t h e rs that exacerbate the negative impact on
ch i l d re n . In other wo rd s , the separation is bad
e n o u g h , but these preve n t able fa c t o rs can make
things wo rs e :l a ck of time to arra n ge a substitute
c a re gi ve r, d i fficulty maintaining meaningful contact,
absence of pro grams to address parenting skills
e s p e c i a l ly in detention centre s ,l a ck of meaningful
release planning, and the paucity of specialized
p ro grams ava i l able for ch i l d re n . It fo l l ows from these
o b s e rvations that effo rts to improve these situations
would ameliorate the situation for ch i l d re n .T h e
ge n e ral public may have little sympathy for people
who find themselves on the wrong side of pri s o n
b a rs , but it can only be in society’s interest to
s a fe g u a rd these innocent victims who have been
called the "collateral" casualties of our zeal fo r
i m p risonment (Hagan & Dinov i t z e r, 1 9 9 9 ;H u m a n
Rights Wa t ch ,2 0 0 2 ) .
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A s s u re Children have Stabl e
C a re gi ve rs and Safe Placements
In our study, when ch i l d ren lived with their mothers ,
in 83% of cases the women had no time at all to make
a rra n gements for substitute care rs when fi rs t
admitted to custody.This could occur when a wo m a n
is arrested and denied bail or when a sentencing
h e a ring unex p e c t e d ly results in a prison sentence. I n
our sample, most sentenced women had fi rst been
remanded in custody, s u g gesting that arrest may be a
common reason for haste.The consequence is cl e a r :
h a s t i ly made arra n gements -- perhaps neighbours ,
c u rrent part n e rs (some of whom may have entere d
the picture only re c e n t ly ) , distant re l a t i ves or a
combination of such people – may not be the best fo r
ch i l d re n .S u ch arra n gements may be unstable and
b reak down (Kingi ,2 0 0 0 ) , necessitating another
ch a n ge in re s i d e n c e .We know that continuity of at
least one care gi ve r, or at least the continuity of a
wider support system such as extended fa m i ly, i s
i m p o rtant especially for yo u n ger ch i l d re n .

But placements should also be safe . Sharp and Marc u s -
Mendoza (2001) found instances of women leav i n g
ch i l d ren with gra n d p a rents who had abused the
m o t h e rs as ch i l d re n , fe a ring they could not re g a i n
c u s t o dy if ch i l d - p ro t e c t i ve services we re invo l ve d .I n
our study, almost one third of the women we re not
c o n fident that their ch i l d ren we re in safe placements
– 8% of mothers wo rried about their ch i l d re n ’s safe t y
w h e re they we re staying and a further 22% we re not
s u re they we re safe .The CAS was invo l ved in the
c u rrent residential placement (either dire c t ly or
t h rough supervision ord e rs) in only about half of
c a s e s .This suggests they we re not on the scene to
assess or monitor the suitability of that plan. C A S
s c ru t i ny is not always welcome by wo m e n , who may
p u r p o s e f u l ly avoid involving them, but when the CAS
is not alre a dy invo l ved or not called in because of a
wo m a n ’s arre s t ,t h e re is no mandated person or
agency with the responsibility of ensuring safe living
a rra n ge m e n t s .

Find Ways for Meaningful Contact
In most Ontario provincial facilities where women are
h e l d , visits take place across a glass part i t i o n .T h e re
a re some exceptions such as the Metro We s t
Detention Centre and the Hamilton We n t wo rt h
Detention Centre . In the new Maplehurst facility fo r
women (now called Va n i e r ) ,t h e re is an area for fa m i ly
v i s i t i n g . No on-site, ove rnight visits are perm i t t e d
a ny w h e re . In our study, the mothers of 80% of the
ch i l d ren said they we re in contact with ch i l d re n
while incarc e ra t e d ,most via the telephone. O n ly 18%
of their ch i l d ren had been to visit them.When aske d
w hy there had been no visits, the reasons we re :

• I don’t want my ch i l d ren coming here (59%)

• the visiting arra n gements here are not nice fo r
ch i l d ren (35%)

• t h ey live too far away (24%)

• the current care t a ker does not believe they should
come to see me (24%)

• t h e re is not enough money to make the trip (15%)

• I just got here re c e n t ly (12%)

Te e n age rs we re more like ly to visit than babies but
still only 22% of them had visited.

W hy [have them visit]? Just to see them leave? I
d o n ’t want to see that pain in their eyes aga i n .I ’d

rather not see them 

(mother quoted in Swink, 1999).

Visiting can have both positive and negative
implications for ch i l d re n .C h i l d ren can see their
m o t h e rs are safe but it can also be emotionally
d i ffi c u l t : in most Ontario facilities they cannot touch
h e r, ch i l d ren see their mother in a subservient ro l e
with prison cl o t h i n g , and parting is emotionally
d i fficult and confusing.An infant or toddler simply has
no way of understanding this situation and yo u n g
ch i l d ren may be more distressed than comfo rted by
v i s i t s .As one woman told us, "seeing me would make
them feel wo rse." On the other hand, Human Rights
Wa t ch (2002: 8) summarize the benefi t s .Vi s i t s . . .

• a l l ow parents and ch i l d ren to maintain their
existing re l a t i o n s h i p ,w h i ch may also help the
fa m i ly to reunite upon re l e a s e

• a l l ow ch i l d ren to ex p ress emotional reactions to
the separa t i o n ,w h i ch they may not feel able to do
e l s ew h e re

• a l l ow parents to wo rk out their feelings ab o u t
s e p a ration and loss, and there by help them become
better able to help their ch i l d ren with the same
i s s u e s

• a l l ay some of the more ex t reme fe a rs that ch i l d re n
m ay hold about prison conditions and dispel
fantasies that they may develop about parents in
their pro l o n ged ab s e n c e

• reduce feelings of abandonment among ch i l d re n ,a s
well as the anger and guilt that may accompany
s u ch fe e l i n g s

• c o u n t e ra c t , by seeing other ch i l d ren and families at
p rison visiting centres in similar circ u m s t a n c e s ,
some of the alienation that ch i l d ren ex p e ri e n c e

• quell the separation anxiety to which ch i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated parents are part i c u l a r ly pro n e

S eve ral diffe rent models of visiting pro grams are
ava i l abl e , as discussed below, that reduce the negative
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aspects of visiting for ch i l d re n , that help wo m e n
d evelop skills to parent from a distance and addre s s
common issues that occur among ch i l d ren with
i n c a rc e rated mothers , and that facilitate the
maintenance of a strong pare n t / child bond.All these
fa c t o rs , in turn , lessen the adjustment diffi c u l t i e s
ch i l d ren will ex p e rience when mothers are re l e a s e d .

Women have diffe rent needs than men.
Responses to questions [directed to corre c t i o n a l
a d m i n i s t ra t o rs across the United States] ab o u t
wo m e n ’s pro gramming and treatment needs

s t ro n g ly echoed the emerging writings on ge n d e r-
re s p o n s i ve pro gra m m i n g . Fo rty-nine re s p o n d e n t s
(92 percent) asserted that women have unique
needs that should be addressed in corre c t i o n a l

s e t t i n g s .These issues included trauma and ab u s e ,
self-esteem and assert i ve n e s s , vocational skills,

medical care , mental health, p a renting and child
c a re , and relationships 

( Van Voorhis & Presser, 2001).

P rovide Pa renting Pro gra m s
When aske d , both incarc e rated mother and fa t h e rs
will like ly say they want more help with pare n t i n g
skills (Kazura ,2 0 0 1 ) .With high rates of child ab u s e
and neglect in their back gro u n d s , it can be assumed
that many will not have been exposed to appro p ri a t e
p a rental role models. In our study, 54% of the wo m e n
a ck n ow l e d ged that the abuse in their back gro u n d s
made it difficult to be the best parents they could be.
As alre a dy noted, these families often struggle with
multiple ch a l l e n ge s . It is only the possibility that
women might benefit in some way that makes the
exe rcise of incarc e ration anything but entire ly
n e g a t i ve for the fa m i ly system (see Table 2).

Basic parenting pro grams (i.e., classes without
ch i l d ren present) are offe red to women in 94% of U. S .
c o rrectional jurisdictions and to men in 85% (National
Institute of Corre c t i o n s ,2 0 0 2 ) .T h ey are mu ch less
common in Canada.A barrier to the development of
these pro grams has been the belief of some
c o rrectional authorities that it is not their
responsibility to provide parenting pro grams because
it is not a cri m i n o genic risk fa c t o r.This view is
i n c re a s i n g ly coming under attack for its ill fit with the
situation of women in favour of more holistic and
s t rength-based gender specific appro a ches (e.g.,
Sorbello et al., 2 0 0 2 ) .

Fi rs t ,p a renting is ex p l i c i t ly connected to cri m i n a l
b e h aviour in the case of we l fa re fra u d ,s u rv i val cri m e ,
child ab u s e , and when mothers engage in crime to

s u p p o rt their fa m i l i e s .We do not have enough data on
that point to dismiss the connection so easily.At least
some women see a connection between motheri n g
and their economic and escape motivated cri m e s
( Fe rrao & Moe, 2 0 0 3 ) .S e c o n d , these ch i l d ren are so at
risk of criminal behaviour themselves that interve n i n g
with parents is tru ly a crime prevention stra t e gy.
T h i rd , women can see the patterns of their lives being
repeated for their ch i l d ren but may not have the skills
and confidence to be a ch a n ge agent for their
ch i l d re n .The desire to make a better life for their
ch i l d ren is a powerful tool for motivating positive
choices among wo m e n . Fo u rt h , those who adhere to
the cri m i n o genic risk model of selecting pro gra m s
see families as positive influences for men (i.e.,
m a rried inmates have lower rates of re c i d i v i s m ) . I n
the case of wo m e n , we need to investigate how the
mother role and ability to reconstitute families after
release are related to re c i d i v i s m .We also must ensure
that criminal justice re q u i rements such as pro b a t i o n
conditions do not conflict with parenting pri o ri t i e s
( Fe rra ro & Moe, 2 0 0 3 ) .

When a woman goes to pri s o n , her re l a t i o n s h i p
to her children is a central emotional fo c u s : she 
is torn by guilt, anxiety and a sense of fa i l u re ,

ye t , at the same time, her child continues to be a
s o u rce of hope, a connection to a part of hers e l f,

a motivation for her to change .This crisis is
p o t e n t i a l ly an opportunity for enormous grow t h

if it is fa c e d , growth in a wo m a n ’s ability to
d evelop emotionally and growth in her ability 

to parent her child 

(Boudin, 1998: 104-5).

Train Pro fe s s i o n a l s
In ge n e ra l , Canada lags well behind other juri s d i c t i o n s
in thinking and taking concerted action on behalf of
ch i l d ren of incarc e rated pare n t s . Later in this re p o rt ,
some of the stra t e gies and pro gram models fro m
other jurisdictions are descri b e d .At pre s e n t ,t h e s e
ch i l d ren are large ly inv i s i bl e .A few specialized
p ro grams do ex i s t ,s u ch as the CABI pro gram in
O t t awa (Children A ffected by Incarc e ra t i o n ) .
G e n e ra l ly, h oweve r, dealing with the emotional and
p ractical consequences for ch i l d ren will be left to
t e a ch e rs , CAS wo rke rs ,t h e ra p i s t s , and agencies which
s u p p o rt wo m e n .U n fo rt u n a t e ly, the staff of yo u t h
c u s t o dy facilities also re p o rt parental incarc e ration as
an issue that often impacts their re s i d e n t s .Training fo r
these pro fessional groups might focus on issues such
as the pros and cons of visiting, h ow to ex p l a i n
i n c a rc e ration to ch i l d ren of diffe rent age s ,a d d re s s i n g
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ch i l d re n ’s questions and wo rries about pri s o n ,
helping them understand their mother’s cri m i n a l
b e h aviour and the connection between crime and
p u n i s h m e n t ,h ow ch i l d re n ’s emotional reactions can
m a n i fest behav i o u ra l ly, h ow ch i l d re n ’s sch o o l
p e r fo rmance and peer relationships can be affe c t e d ,
h ow ch i l d ren rationalize the separation for mothers ,
and ch a l l e n ges faced after re l e a s e .

Foster Meaningful Release Planning
While not asking specifi c a l ly about this topic, s eve ra l
women responding to our survey mentioned the lack
of release planning as a pro blem facing them in their
f u t u re plans. People outside the correctional system
a re often surprised to learn how little thought and
e ffo rt go into pre p a ring inmates for life on the
o u t s i d e :w h e re will they live , with whom, and how
will they support themselves? The iro ny of
" re i n t e gration" should not be lost.A sentence of
i m p risonment tri g ge rs a process where by individuals
a re ex t racted from society and fo rced to adjust to a
cl o s e d ,s t ru c t u red and art i ficial env i ronment where an
anti-social value system predominates and eve ry
decision is made for them.T h e n ,t h ey are re q u i red to
resume life in the community holding pro - s o c i a l
va l u e s , decision-making autonomy and life skills such
as finding and maintaining a residence and
e m p l oy m e n t .This transition would ch a l l e n ge most of
u s . But imagine someone with a grade eight
e d u c a t i o n , poor or no job re c o rd ,t e nuous or negative
fa m i ly support , and a substance abuse pro bl e m .

While release is ke e n ly sought by most inmates, t h e
re i n t e gration phase of a prison sentence can be a
d i fficult period as women seek to re - e s t ablish (or
e s t ablish) a suitable home for their ch i l d ren and, i n
some cases, re-gain custody from the Childre n ’s A i d
S o c i e t y.T h ree areas are of paramount concern to
women leaving pri s o n :m a ny are ch ro n i c a l ly ill; m a ny
a re homeless; a n d , reuniting with ch i l d ren is of cru c i a l
i m p o rtance for most (Conly, 1 9 9 8 ) . Fi n d i n g
e m p l oyment will be more ch a l l e n ging for wo m e n
than for men, not only because they have less
education and job ex p e ri e n c e , but because they need
to find and pay for day care . In our survey, 44% of the
ch i l d ren we re six ye a rs of age or less.

The likelihood of re e s t ablishing a strong pare n t / ch i l d
relationship will depend on the length of ab s e n c e ,
ages of the ch i l d re n , and how close they re m a i n e d
d u ring the incarc e ra t i o n .When ch i l d ren are in the
c a re of a child protection age n c y, a mother will have
to satisfy them that the ch i l d ren will not be placed at
risk if re t u rned to her.At the ve ry least, she mu s t
d e m o n s t rate an income source and suitabl e
re s i d e n c e .This can be a Catch - 2 2 .To get subsidized
housing you must have ch i l d ren but to get yo u r
ch i l d ren back , you must have housing.

Planning for release should be the most import a n t
component of a sentence.The post-release period is
ch a l l e n ging to nav i g a t e , even for those with go o d
fa m i ly support and employability skills.Ye t , these two
i m p o rtant components of the system – re l e a s e
planing and post-release pro gramming – are gi ve n
s h o rt shrift in a system where 75% of opera t i o n a l
costs are spent on prisons even though only 20% of
clients are institutionalized (Hendri ck & Fa rm e r,
2 0 0 2 ) . In our juri s d i c t i o n , one release planner serve s
350 inmates. C o n t extual fa c t o rs which now
c o m p romise re i n t e gration in Ontario incl u d e :

• d e clining grant rates for parole and tight
re s t rictions on tempora ry absences meaning that
most inmates are released after two thirds of the
sentence (disch a rge possible date) with no support
unless there is probation to fo l l ow

• the almost complete absence of half-way house
beds for provincial offe n d e rs (after their cl o s u re in
1 9 9 5 )

• rising use of uri n a lysis as static surveillance and the
d e cline of dynamic superv i s i o n

• high case loads for pro b a t i o n / p a role offi c e rs ,
c o m p romising the ability to be effe c t i ve support s

• complete absence of re s e a rch on the ch a l l e n ge s
faced by re i n t e grating inmates

• the paucity of ava i l able vocational pro gra m s
s u i t able for this population

• under-funding of pro grams that do offer post-
release support

Sixty percent of the women we surveyed had custody
of ch i l d ren at admission, and the future plans of most
women we re to live with their ch i l d ren ag a i n .
Helping the women get re - e s t ablished will help their
ch i l d ren regain (or gain) some stability in their live s .

It seems to me that, as a matter of pri n c i p l e , t h e
gove rnment has an obl i gation – to the pri s o n e r,

his fa m i ly, his community and the ge n e ral 
p u blic – to facilitate a smooth and safe tra n s i t i o n

for eve ry re t u rning pri s o n e r. . . . I think the goal 
of eve ryone invo l ved in the re - e n t ry process – the
individual pri s o n e r, his fa m i ly, his commu n i t y
and the agencies of gove rnment – should be to
i m p rove the chances of successful re i n t e gra t i o n

for each re t u rning pri s o n e r. This means 
re - e s t ablishing (or, as the case may be,

e s t ablishing) positive connections between the
re t u rning prisoner and his fa m i ly, the wo rld of

wo rk and the institutions of community 

( Travis, 2002: 7-8).

18



Developmental Model

This section of the re p o rt describes a hy p o t h e t i c a l
model of how ch i l d ren and adolescents are affe c t e d
by absences associated with maternal incarc e ra t i o n .
The Center for Children of Incarc e rated Pa re n t s
( w w w. e - c c i p . o rg) notes that most ava i l able re s e a rch
data is based on parent re p o rt and fails to consider
ch i l d ren who do not curre n t ly have a parent in pri s o n
but who have nonetheless been impacted by pare n t a l
i n c a rc e ra t i o n .O n ly a few studies have dire c t ly
c o m municated with the ch i l d ren themselve s .We also
note in our rev i ew of the litera t u re that, with some
exceptions (e.g., Jo h n s t o n ,1 9 9 5 ) , most re s e a rch on
ch i l d ren has either focused on a specific age gro u p
( u s u a l ly adolescents) or grouped all ch i l d ren toge t h e r
for discussion and analy s i s . Based upon a know l e d ge
of child deve l o p m e n t ,h oweve r, we can predict that
impact will va ry by age .Table 4 re p roduces a
f ra m ewo rk developed at the Center for Children of
I n c a rc e rated Pa re n t s .P l a i n ly said, i n fants will have
d i ffe rent ex p e riences than teenage rs . So interve n t i o n s
should be diffe re n t i a l ly targe t e d .

While each child is unique and many individual
a t t ributes will affect their development (e.g., l e a rn i n g
d i s ab i l i t i e s ,c o g n i t i ve impairm e n t s , nu t ri t i o n ,b i rt h
t ra u m a s ,e t c . ) , age is one of the key fa c t o rs shaping...

1 .p ractical consequences of maternal ab s e n c e

2 . emotional reactions to the ab s e n c e

3 . making sense of the ab s e n c e

4 . rationalizing the mother’s criminal behav i o u r

The fa c t o rs associated with elevated propensity fo r
f u t u re criminal behaviour will also va ry acro s s
d evelopmental stage s .We have grouped the 90
ch i l d ren in our sample into four developmental stage s
based on their age s :i n fants and toddlers ;p re -
s ch o o l e rs (ages 3 to 5); s ch o o l - aged ch i l d ren (ages 6
to 12); and adolescents.

D i ffe rences across developmental stages are
i l l u s t rated with case studies from two fa m i l i e s .T h e
fi rst fa m i ly was made of fi ve - year old A d a m ,n i n e - ye a r
old Bri a n ,1 2 - year old Chri s t o p h e r, and 16-year old
D a rry l .While raised in the same home, t h e re are
s t riking diffe rences in how they coped when their
mother spent one week in detention. M o re ove r,
looming in the near future is a sentencing heari n g
that could end in another absence of four to six
m o n t h s . Should this occur, the fa m i ly would lose their
home and the boys would like ly be split up among
c a re t a ke rs .Their father has served many pri s o n
sentences over the ye a rs and they appear we l l
accommodated to his periodic absences and re - e n t ry
into the fa m i ly. He was serving time when we met
t h e m .H oweve r, the separation from their mother fo r
the fi rst time – about four months befo re the
i n t e rv i ews – was a deeply felt loss. By examining how
these boys coped during the separa t i o n , since the
s e p a ra t i o n , and in the face of another separa t i o n ,o n e
can see the diffe rential coping stra t e gies that wo u l d
be expected across three developmental stage s .

In the second case study, the impacts of matern a l
i n c a rc e ration are examined through the wo rds and
d rawings of three sisters : fi ve - year old A my, s eve n - ye a r
old Brianne and nine-year old Corry.Two ye a rs pri o r
to our play-based interv i ew s , the gi r l s ’ mother wa s
i n c a rc e rated for two months. Despite the time that
has elapsed, the two oldest girls continue to be
a ffe c t e d .E ve ry time their mother goes out at night,
t h ey they wo rry that their mother may not come
home because she will be in jail. E ven though these
ch i l d ren seem secure in the know l e d ge that cl o s e
fa m i ly members would again care for them if their
mother we re to be incarc e rated ag a i n , this know l e d ge
about their own well being did not seem to lessen
their wo rry for their mother nor their pre - o c c u p a t i o n
and apprehension about further separa t i o n s .

Help Women Avoid Recidivism
Fi n a l ly, it is safe to assume that helping women will
help their ch i l d re n .This includes not parenting skills,
as alre a dy noted, but helping them get a leg up with
educational upgra d i n g ,e m p l oyability and vo c a t i o n a l
s k i l l s ,h o u s i n g ,t h e ra py if needed, health care – all the
fa c t o rs re q u i red to attain and maintain a safe and

s t able residence and to play a positive role in their
ch i l d re n ’s live s , even if they don’t live toge t h e r.W h i l e
s e p a ration from a mother will always be diffi c u l t ,
ch i l d ren who ex p e rience multiple separations or who
wa t ch their mothers cycle in and out of prison – eve n
f rom the va n t age of a stable home – will be most
a ffe c t e d .E ffo rts to help women avoid re - i nvo l ve m e n t
with the justice system will help their ch i l d re n .
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While only a sparse litera t u re on matern a l
i n c a rc e ration is ava i l able to info rm the deve l o p m e n t
of our model, t h e re are many parallels with the we l l -
re s e a rched subjects of child sexual ab u s e , ex p o s u re to
violence at home, or parental substance abuse or
mental illness. Fe a t u res of secre c y, s t i g m a , dy s f u n c t i o n ,
and role confusion are common to many of these
fa m i ly situations. I n d e e d ,t h e re may well be mu ch
overlap with these issues in some families affected by
m a t e rnal incarc e ra t i o n .As noted ab ove ,i n c a rc e ra t i o n
t y p i c a l ly acts to destabilize an alre a dy ch a l l e n ge d
fa m i ly system.

In our data, the mothers of babies pre d i c t ably tend to
be yo u n ger on ave rage (27 ye a rs) than mothers of
adolescents (38 ye a rs ) .With the young age of the
wo m e n ,t h e re is an ove r - re p resentation of yo u n ge r

ch i l d ren (see Fi g u re 2). M o re than one-third (37%)
we re under fi ve ye a rs of age . In the fi g u res pre s e n t e d
over the next few page s , some other diffe re n c e s
a c ross age groups are ev i d e n t .S p e c i fi c a l ly, we see
p a t t e rns in the extent to which mothers had custody
of ch i l d re n , planned to live with ch i l d ren after re l e a s e ,
whether ch i l d ren had ex p e rienced prev i o u s
s e p a rations because of incarc e ra t i o n , and whether
ch i l d ren we re separated from sibl i n g s .

O ve ra l l , 28% of the ch i l d ren remained where they
we re living because a father or step-father in the
home continued to look after them. H oweve r, 30% of
the ch i l d ren ch a n ged residences after their mothers ’
admission to custody, and there we re diffe rences by
age (see Fi g u re 3).The trend suggests that, as the
ch i l d ren get older, t h ey are more like ly to live
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Table 4

Possible Developmental Effects of Parental Crime, 
Arrest and Incarceration in Children, Center for Children of Incarcerated Parents
D evelopmental D eve l o p m e n t a l D evelopmental I n fluencing E ffe c t s
S t a ge C h a ra c t e ri s t i c s Ta s k Fa c t o rs

I n fancy Limited perc e p t i o n , D evelopment Pa re n t - child I m p a i red 
( 0 - 2 ) mobility & ex p e ri e n c e ; of attachment s e p a ra t i o n p a re n t - t o - child 

total dependency & tru s t b o n d i n g

E a r ly Childhood I n c reased Sense of autonomy Pa re n t - child I n a p p ro p riate 
( 2 - 6 ) p e rception & mobility; & independence; s e p a ra t i o n s e p a ration anxiety;

i m p roved memory ; sense of initiative other deve l o p m e n t a l
greater ex p o s u re to re gre s s i o n .I m p a i red 
e nv i ro n m e n t ; d evelopment of 
ability to imagi n e i n i t i a t i ve

Tra u m a Acute traumatic 
s t ress re a c t i o n s ;
s u rv i vor guilt

Middle Childhood I n c reased independence Sense of industry ; Pa re n t - child D evelopmental 
( 7 - 1 0 ) f rom care gi ve rs ; ability to wo rk s e p a ra t i o n re gre s s i o n s ;

i n c reased ability p ro d u c t i ve ly poor self-concept
to re a s o n ;
p e e rs become E n d u ring Acute traumatic 

t ra u m a s t ress re a c t i o n s .
Tra u m a - re a c t i ve 
b e h av i o rs .I m p a i red 
ability to ove rcome 
f u t u re tra u m a

E a r ly Adolescence O rganization of Pa re n t - child Rejection of limits 
( 1 1 - 1 4 ) b e h avior in pursuit s e p a ra t i o n on behavior 

of distant go a l s ;
p u b e rt y ;i n c reased E n d u ring Pa t t e rning of tra u m a -
ag gre s s i o n t ra u m a re a c t i ve behav i o u rs

Late Adolescence Emotional crisis A ch i evement of Pa re n t - child P re m a t u re 
( 1 5 - 1 8 ) & confusion; c o h e s i ve identity; s e p a ra t i o n t e rmination of 

adult sexual resolution of conflicts the dependency 
d evelopment & with fa m i ly & society; relationship 
s ex u a l i t y ; fo rmal ability to engage b e t ween parent 
ab s t ract thinking; in adult wo rk and ch i l d
i n c reased independence and re l a t i o n s h i p s

E n d u ring C h a ra c t e ristic legal 
t ra u m a s o c i a l i z a t i o n ;

i n t e rge n e ration 
c ri m e ,
i n c a rc e ra t i o n

S o u rc e : Johnston (1995: 6 8 ) .



s e p a ra t e ly from their mothers , so her admission to
c u s t o dy would not tri g ger a ch a n ge in re s i d e n c e .
O ve ra l l , 38% of the ch i l d ren remained where they
we re living because they we re alre a dy living
s e p a ra t e ly from their mothers .This fi g u re does not
i n clude the three youths who we re in youth custody
at the time and the one who entered custody while
his mother was in pri s o n .

Yo u n ger women with young ch i l d ren may be
d i ffe rent as a group from the older women with
adolescent ch i l d re n .The yo u n ger group could be
made up of some women who will be in prison fo r
the last or only time.T h ey appear to have fewe r
c o l l a t e ral ch a l l e n ges such as unemployment (Fi g u re
11) and low education (Fi g u re 13) and their ch i l d re n
a re like ly to live with them (Fi g u re 5).A l t e rn a t i ve ly,
we could be seeing a snap shot of what happens ove r
time when women ex p e rience repeat admissions.A s
the ch i l d ren get older, t h ey are less like ly to live with
their mothers (Fi g u re 5), expect to live with their
m o t h e rs (Fi g u re 6) and have ex p e rienced a prev i o u s
s e p a ration because of incarc e ration (Fi g u re 7). I n
other wo rd s ,m o t h e rs of adolescents as a gro u p
appear to have more ex p e rience with incarc e ra t i o n ,
a re more disconnected from their ch i l d re n ,h ave
l ower levels of education and employ m e n t , and re ly
to a greater extent on we l fa re .

In the adolescents, we can see the deteri o ration of
the bond between mother and child as re l a t i ve ly few
of these dyads live toge t h e r.As one woman said ab o u t
her own mother’s impri s o n m e n t , "I was okay with it
because I didn’t want her in my life any way!" We
d o n ’t know if she recognized the poignancy when
later saying that her biggest wo rry for her 14-year old
son was "fo l l owing my crazy path in life." It may we l l
be the case that we are seeing the conditions being
set into play that elevate risk for future cri m i n a l
b e h aviour in a good pro p o rtion of these teenage rs .

I n d e e d , half of them have alre a dy spent time in yo u t h
c u s t o dy. C o l l e c t i ve ly, these fi g u res suggest that effo rt s
to intervene with this population should start early, t o
fo restall some of these pattern s .

Links to Fa c t o rs Associated 
with Criminal Behav i o u r
By organizing impact according to deve l o p m e n t a l
s t age s , it is possible to isolate the fa c t o rs of matern a l
i n c a rc e ration (and contextual fa c t o rs) that act to
e l evate likelihood of future criminal behav i o u r.T h e
causes of crime are complex and mu l t i faceted and
can be found at the individual, fa m i ly, peer gro u p ,
n e i g h b o u r h o o d ,c o m mu n i t y, and societal leve l s . Fo r
m a ny young people, c rime will be tra n s i t o ry
b e h aviour associated with adolescent peer pre s s u re ,
t h rill seeking, or opport u n i t y. Evidence is amassing,
h oweve r, that ch ronic criminal behaviour among
adults is most often found in people whose cri m i n a l
b e h aviour began early and which was not
extinguished with the typical interventions affo rd e d
t h rough the youth justice system.

The model proposed here matches the
d eve l o p m e n t a l ly sensitive model of preventing cri m e
by investing in fa m i l i e s ,d eveloped by the National
C rime Prevention Council in the late 1990s (National
C rime Prevention Council, 1 9 9 6 ; National Cri m e
P revention Council, 1 9 9 7 a ; National Crime Preve n t i o n
C o u n c i l ,1 9 9 7 b ) .

Assumptions behind our model are that:

• coping styles (adaptive and maladaptive) and ri s k
fa c t o rs will va ry with age

• ex p o s u re to more than one risk factor eleva t e s
c o n c e rn

• ex p o s u re to risk fa c t o rs over seve ral deve l o p m e n t a l
s t ages will have more negative impact because
n e g a t i ve effects may accumu l a t e
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• i n t e rvention is most effe c t i ve when
d eve l o p m e n t a l ly targeted and delive red when the
child is still in the developmental stage when the
ex p o s u re occurre d

• m a l a d a p t i ve coping stra t e gies not re s t ru c t u re d
p ro m p t ly may be more resistant to interve n t i o n
e ffo rts in later ye a rs

At the same time, the presence of positive fa c t o rs can
b u ffer the negative impact and should be identifi e d
and augmented where possibl e .To consider risk in
the absence of re s o u rces would take into account

o n ly part of the picture (Gilgun et al., 2 0 0 0 ) .

When faced with a difficult and unpleasant situation,
ch i l d ren cope by 1) coming to some unders t a n d i n g
about what is happening; a n d , 2) dealing with the
flood of emotions. Rationalizations and coping
s t ra t e gies can be positive (e.g., talking about fe e l i n g s
with support i ve adults or peers or focusing on
activities such as sports or school) or coping
s t ra t e gies can be maladaptive (e.g., bl a m i n g
t h e m s e l ve s , blaming the system, becoming numb to
fe e l i n g s ,s e l f - h a rm , substance use, d eveloping fa n t a s i e s
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about their fa m i l i e s ,h aving a baby to escape the
fa m i ly, or pre m a t u re ly taking on the role of emotional
c a re gi ver for a pare n t ) .C h i l d re n ’s coping is alway s
a d a p t i ve in that minute because it helps them
n avigate a painful peri o d . But some coping stra t e gi e s ,
if solidified and ge n e ralized to other circ u m s t a n c e s ,
can support antisocial attitudes and behaviour (e.g.,
l a ck of empathy for others , addictions) or constitute
emotional barri e rs to normal deve l o p m e n t .

Coping stra t e gies – both adaptive and maladaptive –
will obv i o u s ly va ry according to a ch i l d ’s age . Fo r
e a ch developmental stage , the implications fo r
i n t e rvention are enu m e ra t e d .These observations are
most interesting when juxtaposed against curre n t
e ffo rts to respond to youth cri m e ,t a rgeted almost
e n t i re ly at youth aged 12 and ove r. Our system is
ge a red to a re a c t i ve response after criminal behav i o u r
has manife s t e d . Implications of our model suggest that
e ffo rts to interrupt the wo rrisome tra j e c t o ry of these
young lives should be prompt and should focus on
the entire fa m i ly system beginning when the ch i l d re n
a re yo u n g .

I n fants and To d d l e rs
From birth to the age of two ,b abies grow and ch a n ge
ra p i d ly, soaking in info rmation from their wo r l d
t h rough all fi ve senses. D u ring this critical period of
d eve l o p m e n t ,t h ey fo rm secure attach m e n t s ,b e c o m e
m o re active ex p l o re rs of their world through play, a n d
l e a rn about social interaction and relationships fro m
what they hear and observe in fa m i l i e s .I m p o rtant fo r
d eveloping babies are frequent bodily contact, p ro m p t
meeting of needs for food and ch a n gi n g ,a d e q u a t e
s l e e p , and lots of face to face intera c t i o n .T h ey are
c o m p l e t e ly dependent on care t a ke rs and need go o d
nu t ri t i o n , re l i able access to health care (e.g.,
va c c i n a t i o n s ,m o n i t o ring of deve l o p m e n t ) ,s t ab i l i t y
t h rough ro u t i n e s , and high-quality nu rt u ri n g .At this
age ,t h ey fo rm a secure emotional attachment to a

c a re gi ve r, who may or may not be a biological p a re n t .

The Mothers’ Perspectives
In our survey, s eve ral concerns we re ex p ressed by
women about their infants or toddlers .T h ey believe d
their babies we re confused by the sudden separa t i o n
and we re too young to understand or have the
situation ex p l a i n e d . Some wo rried that their bab i e s
would grow close to another care t a ker and not
remember them or that the bond between them
would be damage d .Almost all the women with infa n t s
or toddlers had contact with them (though
c a re t a ke rs ) ,m o s t ly with telephone calls. O n ly 11%
had been brought to visit the pri s o n ,p ro b ably ove r
c o n c e rn for the emotionally wre n ching point of
d e p a rt u re .A l s o , in settings that do not permit contact
v i s i t s , ch i l d ren of this age will not be able to
u n d e rstand why they can see but not touch their
m o t h e rs .

M a rie re m e m b e rs the look on her 2-ye a r - o l d
d a u g h t e r ’s face as the child pressed herself against the
i n ch - t h i ck window that separated the two .T h e
toddler pounded on the glass partition with her tiny
fi s t s , calling out and cry i n g , "Come on, Mom! Come
out of there!." Marie could only wa t ch and re a ch out
in a futile response (Bern s t e i n ,2 0 0 2 ) .

How Maternal Incarceration is Experienced 
by Infants and To d d l e r s
P ractical ways babies are affected by matern a l
i n c a rc e ration can include termination of bre a s t
feeding and disruption of ro u t i n e s ,w h i ch will be
unsettling until new routines are establ i s h e d . In this
group of yo u n g s t e rs ,t h e re is a high rate of ch a n gi n g
c a re gi ve rs , because most babies lived with their
m o t h e rs prior to admission. Some can remain in their
homes with fa t h e rs or step-fa t h e rs , but where the
mother was the pri m a ry care t a ke r, this situation will
still re flect a ch a n ge for the baby.The mothers are
u n d e rs t a n d ably wo rried about compromising the
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m o t h e r / child bond and they are correct to assume
that attachment to at least one nu rt u ring care gi ver is
i m p o rtant for these little ones.At this age , the cri t i c a l
need of babies is for a nu rt u ring care gi ver to meet
their needs. I d e a l ly, i n fants ex p e rience good care fro m
a constant care gi ve r. H oweve r, nu rt u ring and high-
quality care over time is more important than hav i n g
the same care gi ve r.That said, h oweve r, as Po l l o ck
(2002) notes, s e p a ration will be less traumatic for a
child of any age with secure attachments to other
c a re gi ve rs rather than only to the mother.

The period prior to the incarc e ration may also have
been difficult for some bab i e s . In the pre - t rial peri o d ,
or perhaps awaiting a sentencing heari n g , a mother’s
s t ress or anxiety may be felt by a baby. M o re ove r, t h e
c i rcumstances that found these young women in
p rison might include fa c t o rs that compromise their

p a re n t i n g .M a ny mothers ack n ow l e d ged stru g g l e s
with substance use that affected their abilities to be
the best mothers they could be. Implications fo r
b abies under these circumstances can include an
e l evated risk for maltreatment and both physical and
emotional neglect.The mothers of almost 85% of
b abies ack n ow l e d ged that an ab u s i ve partner or ex -
p a rtner affected their pare n t i n g .E x p o s u re to violence
in the home, with attendant loud noises and vivid
visual image s , will distress infants and toddlers .
Pa rents may not consistently respond to an infa n t ’s
needs which may negative ly affect the pare n t - ch i l d
b o n d . Fear and instability may inhibit ex p l o ration and
p l ay and the play itself may invo l ve imitations of the
witnessed ag gression (Baker et al., 2 0 0 2 ) .

Links to Risk Factors for Criminal Behaviour
E x p e riences in infancy set the stage for babies to
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• I feel that he does not unders t a n d . I hope 
he re m e m b e rs me when I get out.

• At his age , my son doesn't get to spend the
va l u able time with both pare n t s .

• My daughter doesn't know who "mom" is!

• As he is so yo u n g , he cannot understand where
m o m my is, and why he cannot go home to
m o m my.

• My son's daily routines have change d , and he
misses me.

• I think she's wo n d e ring where I am and why 
I haven't seen her.

• I hope my son's routine is being fo l l owe d
s o m ew h a t .

• I think my son felt ab a n d o n e d . I don't think 
he knows who I am any m o re .

• He is ve ry confused.

• He is tro u bled and confused.

• I was nu rsing my baby and he slept with me.

• I think she is most affected by being sep a ra t e d
f rom me for so long. She is not used to being
away from me.

• She is a new b o rn . I’m not sure if they suffer 
f rom sep a ration or not. I miss her a lot. I wa s
b re a s t feeding which stopped without we a n i n g .
She is still with my fa m i ly but her bonding with
her mother has been affected by jail.

How is (your infant/toddler) most affected by the absence from you?

• I'm wo rried that he is going to fo rget me because
he is a baby ; and I don't want that to happen. B u t
what can I do? I know for certain he is re c e i v i n g
good care ; my fa m i ly are wonderful people, a n d
he couldn't be in a better place than with them.

• I wo rry that he will grow apart from me because
of my being away from him for so long.

• That she feels abandoned and feels a loss.

• I wo rry how my being away from him for so long
is going to affect him.

• I wo rry about his health, and wonder if he is
o k ay.

• That I am not there to see her.

• That he is invo l ved with the fa m i ly he is with
right now, and that they take care of him in a
l oving and nu rt u ring way.

• That he won't understand and that he wo n ' t
k n ow me when I get out.

• That he'll lack the understanding of how deep ly I
l ove him, and that he doesn't understand why he
can't be with me.

• That bonding was hindere d , and that feelings of
l ove and caring are absent in my child.

• The bond wo n ’t be the same.

• My biggest wo rries are that she will be upset with
me and that she will not relate to me the same
way when I see her aga i n . [I also wo rry] that she
is ill or that she is upset all the time.

• I wo rry there may be lasting effects of such a sudden
s ep a ra t i o n , that our bonding has been affe c t e d .A
n ew b o rn needs her mother and I know that no one
could care for her as well as me.

What are your biggest worries for (your infant or toddler)?



d evelop into socially competent and adaptive pre -
s ch o o l e rs .The National Crime Prevention Council
(1996) rev i ewed the fa c t o rs ch a ra c t e ristic of little
ones at risk of later adve rsities and pro bl e m s .T h ey
i n cluded pove rt y, poor health and nu t ri t i o n , re d u c e d
o p p o rtunities to fo rm secure attach m e n t s , ex p o s u re
to violence, and high levels of fa m i ly stre s s .All these
fa c t o rs can commonly be found among many bab i e s
of incarc e rated wo m e n .

When maternal incarc e ration touches a fa m i ly alre a dy
ch a l l e n ged by fa c t o rs associated with conflict with
the law in wo m e n , it can affect babies in ways that
c o m p romise their normal deve l o p m e n t .I n t e rru p t i o n s
in attachment and ex p o s u re to inappro p ri a t e
s u rrogate care t a ke rs can interact with other fa m i ly
ch a l l e n ges to tri g ger delay in deve l o p m e n t a l
m i l e s t o n e s ,c o m p romised attach m e n t ,a n d
v u l n e rabilities in the neuro p hy s i o l o gical fo u n d a t i o n s
for self-regulation of emotions and behav i o u rs . If that
t ra j e c t o ry is not interru p t e d , some of these fa c t o rs
can set the stage for pro blems in later life that might
i n clude criminal behav i o u r. U n a d d ressed risk fa c t o rs
of infancy may accumulate with the effects of ri s k
fa c t o rs in the pre - s chool ye a rs (e.g., a t t e n t i o n
p ro bl e m s ,i m p u l s i ve n e s s , ag gre s s i o n ,d e l ayed social
d evelopment) to compromise school re a d i n e s s .O f
c o u rs e , the frequency and intensity of such pro bl e m s
will va ry by many fa c t o rs innate to the child (e.g.,
t e m p e ra m e n t ) , but gender diffe rences will pro b ably
be minimal at this stage .

Implications for Interv e n t i o n
The potential consequences for infants and toddlers
a re summarized in table 5.B abies need safe
e nv i ronments and emotionally accessible and
re s p o n s i ve care gi ve rs .As with ch i l d ren of all age s ,
b abies will benefit when we assist their mothers with
addictions and help them ex t ricate themselves fro m
ab u s i ve part n e rs .C h i l d ren in this developmental stage
fair best with the continuity of at least one nu rt u ri n g

c a re gi ve r, i d e a l ly augmented by continuity in large r
systems such as child care arra n gements and
extended fa m i ly contact.Things that should be
avoided are multiple placements, exposing babies to
c o nvenient but inappro p riate care gi ve rs , and sudden
t e rmination of helpful child care or other
a rra n gements with which the infant is fa m i l i a r. I d e a l ly,
when a mother is arre s t e d , the police should notify
the CAS to permit an assessment of the suitability of
the plan for surrogate care t a ke rs .Ta rgeted support fo r
this group of yo u n g s t e rs and their care gi ve rs is like ly
to be an efficient devotion of re s o u rces to a gro u p
t h a t , even at this early stage , is a needful population.

P re - s c h o o l e rs
C h i l d ren from three to fi ve ye a rs of age are ra p i d ly
l e a rning and consolidating skills that will see them
succeed in sch o o l .P re - s ch o o l e rs exhibit incre a s e d
individuation and physical independence (e.g., w i l l
t a ke pride in dressing themselves) and think in
e go c e n t ric way s .I m p o rtant at this age is the learn i n g
of appro p riate ways to ex p ress emotions to others ,
i n cluding fa m i ly and peers .T h ey will also develop an
u n d e rstanding of gender roles based upon message s
re l ayed by fa m i ly and other sources such as the
m e d i a .

In our sample of pre - s ch o o l e rs ,m o re than half (57%)
ch a n ged residences because of their mothers ’
i n c a rc e ra t i o n . On the other hand, 27% we re by that
point living separa t e ly from their mothers and staye d
w h e re they we re . Half we re in foster care when their
mother was in prison and almost all of them (77%)
we re the subjects of an open CAS fi l e .The other half
l i ved with fa m i ly members ,u s u a l ly their mothers ’
p a rents (21%) or their fa t h e rs (14%). In their curre n t
p l a c e m e n t , half we re separated from sibl i n g s .
C h a n ging schools and child care settings is an issue at
this age .M a ny (29%) ch a n ged schools because of their
m o t h e rs ’i n c a rc e ra t i o n , a high fi g u re in an age gro u p
w h e re many are two young for sch o o l .A l re a dy one
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Table 5
Consequences of Maternal Imprisonment for Infants and Toddlers
P ractical Consequences • most live with mother so will lose pri m a ry care gi ve r

• high rate of foster care placement
• ch a n ges in routines if pri m a ry care gi ver ch a n ge s
• breast feeding may be terminated earlier than ex p e c t e d

Potential Emotional Reactions • i n t e rruptions in attachment can manifest in distre s s ,
u n - s o o t h e ab i l i t y, w i t h d rawa l ,e t c .

U n d e rstanding Mother’s Criminal Behav i o u r • not applicable at this age

Fa c t o rs that Elevate Risk of • inappro p riate (neglectful/ab u s i ve) care gi ve rs
F u t u re Criminal Behav i o u r • disruptions in attach m e n t s

• seve re or ch ronic fa m i ly stre s s
• compromised capacity for self-re g u l a t i o n



t h i rd had prev i o u s ly ex p e rienced a separa t i o n
because of maternal incarc e ra t i o n .

The Mothers’ Perspective
The mothers ’c o n c e rns about pre - s ch o o l e rs we re
similar to those for infants in many re s p e c t s ,i n cl u d i n g
a concern that little ones would not remember them
and are confused by the separa t i o n .Ap p ro p ri a t e ly, few
p re - s ch o o l e rs we re told the re a s o n .O n ly 14% we re
b rought to visit.The women spoke most often of the
emotional strain of separation and longing to be
t o ge t h e r. Some spoke of the difficulty their ch i l d re n
would have adapting to new routines and care gi ve rs .
A third of the women wo rried their pre - s ch o o l e rs
might not be safe in the current placement.A few
women are concerned over losing custody
p e rm a n e n t ly.

How Maternal Incarceration is Experienced 
by Pre - s c h o o l e r s
Most pre s ch o o l e rs have a basic vo c ab u l a ry fo r
feelings (sad, m a d ,l ove ,h a p py, etc.) and re c o g n i z e
b e h av i o u ral ex p ressions linked to these emotions. Fo r
ex a m p l e ,t h ey may recognize that Grandma is sad
because Mommy is away.While they lack the
c o g n i t i ve skills to understand complex situations and
m o t i ve s ,t h ey feel for and resonate with the emotions
of those close to them. For ex a m p l e ,t h ey are like ly to
be distressed if Mommy is noticeably upset duri n g
a rre s t , or if Mommy telephones from jail and is
s o bb i n g .At this stage ,M o m my does not fade fro m
their awa reness because she is not visibly pre s e n t ,n o r

do the daily routines that have been ove rseen by
M o m my. In fa c t , routines are ve ry important for this
age group and they may not adapt quick ly nor
w i l l i n g ly to ch a n ges in fo o d , nap time, b a t h i n g ,t oy s ,
e t c .T h ey ex p e rience powerful emotions of sadness,
a n ge r, fe a r, c o n f u s i o n , gri e f, and loneliness.Wi t h
limited ability to verbalize these fe e l i n g s ,t h ey may act
o u t ,c ry, resist comfo rt i n g , or become despondent.
While this stage is ch a ra c t e rized by increased phy s i c a l
i n d e p e n d e n c e , one might observe delays or eve n
re gressions in areas such as emotional ex p re s s i o n ,
toilet tra i n i n g , cl i n ging to adults or security objects,
and needing help with tasks prev i o u s ly mastere d .

P re s ch o o l e rs may be confused by conflicting message s
s u ch as "Mommy loves you" when Mommy is cl e a r ly
go n e .Those who know where Mommy is will not be
able to grasp the causal relationship between cri m e
and punishment (especially because of the delay
b e t ween arrest and sentence).At this age ,t h ey are
focused on the outcome itself rather than the pro c e s s
or rationale that led to the outcome.T h ey may bl a m e
the police or the judge for taking Mommy away.O r,
t h ey may blame Mommy for being bad and needing a
"time out," which is again difficult to reconcile with
the good Mommy they know who does nice things fo r
t h e m .T h ey make sense of their world thro u g h
c o n c rete thinking, ru d i m e n t a ry catego ri z a t i o n s ,a n d
ex t e n s i ve ge n e ra l i z a t i o n s .This age - a p p ro p riate way of
p rocessing info rmation can lead to distortions such as
"all police are bad," that can in turn filter their
i n t e r p retations of future ex p e ri e n c e s .
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• My son is concerned that he isn't living with me;
he misses me dearly.

• My son feels sad that he can't see his mom.

• My son misses me.

• He misses me.

• She doesn't re a l ly know what's going on.

• My son is lonely, and has a diffe rent ro u t i n e .

• My daughter is too yo u n g .

• My son's routine has pro b ably changed because
of this.

• My daughter knows why she is living with her
gra n d p a re n t s , and she is okay with it.

• I think he misses me, I hope he misses me, and I
think it is ve ry confusing for him to go from one
place to another. He should be with me. He is
a ffected by not being with me, his real mother.

How is (your preschooler) most affected by the separation from you?

• These are his fi rst ye a rs to go to school, and I
cannot take him. I feel ve ry bad. He's too young to
s t ay sep a rated from me, and I feel ve ry sorry.

• No one [at CAS] knows where I am, and I am
a f raid they will take my child away.

• That my sons (age 4 and 5) feel ab a n d o n e d .

• E ve ry t h i n g .

• I wonder if he is okay.

• I am wo rried that she will not remember me.

• If I am going to have to fight through the system
to get him back.

• That he is missing the unconditional love that
o n ly a mother can gi ve .The cari n g , t e a c h i n g ,
l e a rning is not as good as I could gi ve .He doesn't
u n d e rstand why he can't come to my 'home'.

• My biggest wo rry is that I will never see him
a gain and that he will not remember me when I
see him, if I do. I wo rry that he will not be
c o m fo rt able with me when he sees me.

What are your biggest worries for (your pre-schooler) right now?



In a pre - s ch o o l e r, thinking starts and stops with "me."
The ego c e n t ric thinking of this developmental stage
often results in unrelated events being linked toge t h e r
and to them. For ex a m p l e , being scolded by Mommy
for not picking up your toys can be viewed as the
reason for her anger when the police came to the
h o u s e , as well as the reason for Mommy being take n
away by the police. In their ego c e n t ric way, yo u n g
ch i l d ren may blame themselves for Mommy ’s distre s s
and her absence from home.

Links to Risk Factors for Criminal Behaviour
P re - s ch o o l e rs who witnessed or we re told ab o u t
M o m my ’s arrest may see police offi c e rs or other
people in the justice system as being mean to a
p e rson who is nice to them.This can set the stage fo r
ch i l d ren to see the justice system as unjust and
"people like them" as victims of that system. Unless re -
f ra m e d , this view may colour their impressions of
subsequent incarc e rations by either pare n t . In later
ye a rs ,t h ey may be less like ly to see, as many
adolescents can, that Mommy has a pro blem (e.g.,
with dru g s ) , that Mommy is making bad ch o i c e s ,o r
even that Mommy is a good person who does bad
things for a good reason (e.g., to feed the fa m i ly ) .

Also important at this age is learning to ex p re s s
emotions in age - a p p ro p riate way s .This is an
i m p o rtant goal of pare n t i n g ,p re - s chool and
k i n d e rg a rten pro grams because it is such an essential
fe a t u re of school readiness and socialization at this
age .As noted ab ove , these little ones may be fl o o d e d

with unpleasant emotions for which they have limited
coping skills.T h ey may lash out with temper tantru m s
and ag gre s s i o n . Or they may be anxious and
i n c o n s o l abl e .The correlation between early ch i l d h o o d
ag gression and later criminal behaviour is often cited
in the re s e a rch litera t u re .Also emerging as a concern ,
e s p e c i a l ly for gi r l s , is the area of depression and other
ways hurtful emotions are internalized in pro bl e m a t i c
way s . Unless assisted to develop healthy stra t e gies to
cope with these emotions, the stage is set fo r
m a l a d a p t i ve coping stra t e gies such as nu m b i n g ,
d e n i a l , substance use, or anger regulation defi c i t s .

Success in school is an important pro t e c t i ve fa c t o r
against invo l vement with the justice system. C h i l d re n
who enter grade one ill-equipped to learn alongside
o t h e rs in this highly regulated env i ronment may fa l l
behind quick ly.When your mother is in pri s o n ,m a ny
fa c t o rs can compromise school readiness and make
success at school ve ry diffi c u l t .

Implications for Interv e n t i o n
C h i l d ren of this age do not have many helpful coping
skills in their re p e rt o i re .T h ey cannot seek out peers
for support , talk about their fe e l i n g s , or instinctive ly
s u blimate their anger through sport s , for ex a m p l e .I t
will be the adults in their world who create the
conditions that help them best navigate this diffi c u l t
p e ri o d .As with the bab i e s ,c o n t i nuity of a care gi ver is
d e s i rable but it is more important that any substitute
c a re gi ver provide a safe env i ronment and be
nu rt u ring and emotionally accessibl e .
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Table 6
The Consequences of Maternal Imprisonment for Pre-schoolers
P ractical Consequences • like ly to ch a n ge re s i d e n c e s

• high rate of CAS invo l ve m e n t
• separation from sibl i n g s
• need to ch a n ge sch o o l s

Potential Emotional Reactions • distressed by disruptions of ro u t i n e s
• sad, l o n e ly, a n gry, f ri g h t e n e d , confused 

• may feel abandoned or re j e c t e d
• may exhibit delay of re gression in milestones
• will mirror the emotional distress of the mother

U n d e rstanding of Mothers ’C riminal Behav i o u r • might blame themselve s
• will see the police as bad or Mommy as bad

Fa c t o rs that Elevate Risk of • inappro p riate ex p ression of emotions (e.g., ag gre s s i ve n e s s )
F u t u re Criminal Behav i o u r • belief that justice system is not fa i r

• compromise of school re a d i n e s s



Case Study: A d a m , a ge fi ve .
Adam is the yo u n gest of the four boys in his
fa m i ly.We saw him about four months after his
mother spent one week in detention.Adam is an
e n e rgetic boy who attends kinderg a rt e n .H i s
l i t e racy skills and fine motor development are
d eveloping slow ly. He enjoyed drawing picture s
and his attention span during these activities wa s
typical for his age . His mother describes him as
" h a p py - go - l u cky" and as a "ve ry shy child who
p l ays on his ow n . "

A d a m ’s mother and older bro t h e rs describe him 
as "crying and crying ... he couldn’t stop" duri n g
the week his mother was go n e . His mother thinks
Adam thought she wa s n ’t coming home ag a i n .A
m a t e rnal aunt took him to visit his mother, h o p i n g
to re a s s u re him she was okay.The week befo re we
met him, he accidentally learned his mother might
re t u rn to jail soon to serve a sentence. His mother
v i ewed Adam as noticeably upset upon learn i n g
that she might be incarc e rated ag a i n .

Adam was asked to draw a picture of a jail.T h e
d rawing (Fi g u re 20) shows Adam visiting Mommy
in the "big jail." Adam is the filled-in circle in the
c e n t re . His mother is the larger circle in the upper
right-hand portion of the draw i n g . He phy s i c a l ly
d e m o n s t rated how he cove red his eyes with his
hands when he saw his mother the day he visited.
He said he was "sad, ve ry sad" when he saw
" M o m my in jail." The dots inside the jail are
" M o m my ’s tears." The dots surrounding the jail are 

also tears .A d a m ’s memories of his mother’s
i n c a rc e ration are filled with sadness and tears .

Adam is a fan of the Power Range rs and had a
p i c t u re of one of these heroes in the room where
he was being interv i ewe d .When asked to draw a
Power Ranger visiting jail,Adam made a draw i n g
( Fi g u re 21) accompanied by these comments:

The Power Ranger flipped the jail over ...
he killed the police, the policeman is bl e e d i n g
. . . He killed all the police ...He grabbed the
wo rker by his long arm and threw him out. . . .
This is Spiderman ... he flipped the jail ove r
too and beat up the police. . . .H e re is Frosty 
the Snowman – he flipped the jail over and
then he died.

L i ke most young ch i l d re n ,A d a m ’s play and
d rawings contain fantasy elements and super
h e roes that fulfil wishes and solve pro bl e m s .
Consistent with his developmental stage ,A d a m
focuses on the outcome (e.g., police put Mommy
in jail) and is not yet capable of considering the
intent behind people’s actions.A c c o rd i n g ly, i n
c o n t rast to most young ch i l d re n , he views police
o ffi c e rs as bad because he thinks they put
m o t h e rs in jail. His ch i l d - l i ke solution is to have
super heroes destroy the police offi c e rs and the
j a i l .A d a m ’s early ex p e riences related to his
m o t h e r ’s arrest and incarc e ration may lay a
foundation pre-disposing him to develop anti-
social attitudes.
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Case Study: A my, a ge fi ve .
A my is the third oldest child in a fa m i ly of fi ve
d a u g h t e rs .We met A my about two ye a rs after her
mother spent two months in pri s o n .A my is a
p l ayful child who is described by her mother as
"quiet and independent" for her age . She enjoy s
c a t s ,d o l l s ,d rawing picture s , and sch o o l .

A my was three when her mother wa s
i n c a rc e ra t e d . Consistent with her stage of
d eve l o p m e n t , her memories are anch o red by the
p ractical consequences associated with her
mother's ab s e n c e .

I went to my gra n d m a ' s . It was fun. O n
we e kends I got to be at my house with my Dad
. . . when Mommy was at jail -- I mean the day
she was coming home, I fell off the couch
'cause Corry tickled me.

A my appears to have been buffe red from the
d i s ruption and distress often ex p e rienced when a
mother goes to jail. P ro t e c t i ve fa c t o rs included her
age ; her position within an intact, nu rt u ring sib-
l i n e ; the opportunity to stay in her own home
d u ring we e kends with a parent she views as
p ro t e c t i ve ;a n d , her placement during the we e k
with a grandmother who has always been part of
her life and lives "just a couple of bl o cks away. "

A my would not or could not draw a picture of her
mother in jail. H oweve r, she eage r ly accepted the
i nvitation to draw the feelings when her mother
was in jail and how she felt when her mother
came home (Fi g u re 22). Her pictori a l
re p resentations of being "sad" and "bro ken 

h e a rt e d , fo l l owed by images of being " and
" d o u bl e - h e a rted," capture the concrete associations
she makes with her mother's incarc e ration and
subsequent re t u rn .

It is not clear how mu ch A my recalls from the
t i m e ,h ow mu ch she has subsequently woven into
m e m o ry from listening to others talk about this
emotional eve n t , or how mu ch her re s p o n s e s
re flect how she thinks she would have fe l t .A my ' s
actual ex p e rience of this early childhood event has
become indistinguishable from her subsequent
ex p e riences related to the event (e.g., listening to
o t h e rs talk of their memori e s ) . Her older sisters
i d e n t i fied the same feelings but their re c o l l e c t i o n
of their mother's incarc e ration was accompanied
by emotional distress that was not evident in A my.

It is important to determine how pre s ch o o l e rs
h ave been affected by the separation from their
mother and by later related ex p e riences (e.g.,
media re fe rences to jail, fa m i ly discussions ab o u t
j a i l ) .E ven though ve ry young at the time,A my wa s
p a rt of this significant familial event and her
mother wisely included her in the ex c u rsion to
t a ke part in this pro j e c t .A my and her sisters
b e n e fited by coming toge t h e r, being with their
m o t h e r, and sharing snacks and play t i m e .This case
s t u dy also illustrates the importance of
i n t e rv i ewing each child separa t e ly.A my may have
become needlessly upset by seeing her sisters '
d i s t ress or her sisters may not have felt able to
s h a re concerns in front of each other or in front of
a yo u n ger sister.

30

Fi g u re 22



S c h o o l - a ged Childre n
E l e m e n t a ry school ch i l d re n , ages six to 12, who live
with their mothers may be far more awa re of the
c i rcumstances leading up to and fo l l owing a period of
m a t e rnal incarc e ra t i o n .At this age , ch i l d ren have an
i n c reased emotional awa reness of themselves and
o t h e rs and are better able to think in more complex
ways about right and wro n g , and cause and effe c t .
Academic and social success at school will have a
p ri m a ry impact on their self-concept.T h ey will be
fo rming friendships and starting to plan activities fo r
t h e m s e l ve s .Towa rd the end of elementary sch o o l ,
m a ny will start thinking about how they are
p e rc e i ved by members of the opposite sex .T h ey will
i n c re a s i n g ly identify with the same-sex parent and
will be ke e n ly awa re of the diffe rences betwe e n
males and females in our society.

C o m p a red with the babies and pre - s ch o o l e rs ,t h e
s ch o o l - aged ch i l d ren in our sample we re , as a gro u p ,
growing away from their mothers and being
e s t ablished with other care gi ve rs , so the admission to
c u s t o dy was less disru p t i ve to their living situations.
O n ly 61% of the mothers lived with their ch i l d ren at
a d m i s s i o n . Less than one third (29%) of the sch o o l -
aged ch i l d ren in our sample had to ch a n ge re s i d e n c e s
and the others stayed where they had alre a dy been
l i v i n g , with fa t h e rs , other fa m i ly members , or in fo s t e r

c a re .About one quarter (26%) had to ch a n ge sch o o l s .
Perhaps an indication that this group was more
e s t ablished in stable living situations,o n ly 45% we re
the subjects of open CAS files and only 19% lived in
foster care while their mothers we re in pri s o n . Fo r
one third , this was not the fi rst time they had
ex p e rienced the incarc e ration of their mothers .
Twe n t y - p e rcent of the mothers did not plan to live
with their ch i l d ren after re l e a s e , either because they
recognized the seve rity of their own pro blems or
because their custody of ch i l d ren would be opposed
by a father or a child protection age n c y.

The Mothers’ Perspective
A c c o rding to the wo m e n ,m a ny ch i l d ren in this age
group (61%) knew where their mothers we re and the
m o t h e rs had discussed the issue with 29% of them.A s
with all gro u p s ,o n ly a small perc e n t age of them
(16%) had been taken to the prison to visit.T h e
comments of the women show an appreciation fo r
h ow emotionally difficult their incarc e ration is for the
ch i l d ren and many speak of the stre s s ,s a d n e s s ,
c o n f u s i o n , and longing to be toge t h e r. S eve ral mothers
recognized maladaptive coping stra t e gies in their
ch i l d re n ,noting suppressed feelings or withdrawa l .
Some we re having pro blems in school and mothers
recognized that their incarc e ration would ex p o s e
them to teasing by their peers .You also see in the
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• My daughters (6 and 11) and son (11) have been
a ffected gre a t ly ;t h ey ke ep asking me when I'm
coming home.

• My son (10) and daughter (12) are ve ry sad to
k n ow that I am in pri s o n .

• I re a l ly think that if my son knew this it wo u l d
d e ep ly bother him.

• My son misses me deep ly.He has never been
s ep a rated from me befo re .

• My son is upset that he can't see me when he
would like .

• Being away from our home, and being with
s t ra n ge rs .

• Not being able to see me.

• I think that he may be confused as to why I'm
not there taking care of him like I always am
and by having to move in with his gra n d p a re n t s .

• My son misses me ve ry mu c h .

• My daughter was affected because they gave us
v i s i t s , then they we re cut off. I think they put
ideas in her head.

• He re a l ly misses me.

• The way his (biological) mother has dealt with it.
She said he was as important or loved as mu c h
as his dad's mu rd e re r.

• My son's feelings are most affected by the
s ep a ra t i o n .

• I think he gets ve ry stre s s e d . His school gra d e s
we re visibly lower this ye a r.We are all ve ry cl o s e .

• I know he gets stre s s e d . No one can replace yo u r
mother no matter her pro bl e m s . He misses me a
l o t . School is going well for him.

• This child is "my boy." He said he can’t come to
see me because he would just feel wo rs e .H e
misses his mom.

• I’m not sure , she is pro b ably most affected by the
teasing and hard time she would get from her
b i o l o gical mother.

• I am not there eve ry day and night and it is
a ffecting her because I’m not there to tuck her in
and read to her.

• I believe he is affected because I’ve raised him
o n e - o n - o n e .I ’ve never slept away from my child.
He is wo rried about me.

• E m o t i o n a l ly – sad, c o n f u s e d , h e l p l e s s , wo rried fo r
m e .

• She misses me.

How is your [school-aged child] most affected by the separation from you?



comments of some women that they are losing
c o n t rol over the care of their ch i l d ren and are not
a lways confident that surrogate care t a ke rs are acting
in their best intere s t s .

How Maternal Incarceration is Experienced by
School-aged Childre n
At this age , ch i l d ren will become awa re of how
i m p risonment might affect their mothers .Te l ev i s i o n
i m ages of prison may fi g u re into how they imagi n e
their mothers "behind bars." T h ey are just starting to
a p p reciate how their mother’s absence is affe c t i n g
t h e m ,e m o t i o n a l ly and pra c t i c a l ly, but they will be
focused on the unfair system that took Mommy away.
Most are not re a dy to judge her hars h ly or see her as
a fl awed pers o n .I n d e e d ,t h ey find it difficult to
reconcile that their mother, who is a good pers o n ,c a n
be in a place so obv i o u s ly meant for bad people.To
think cri t i c a l ly about their mother is to think cri t i c a l ly
about themselve s , and they are hurt when people say
bad things about her.T h ey may vigo ro u s ly defend her
and boys especially may take on the role of pro t e c t o r.
Girls may begin to adopt the role of care t a ke r, for her
and for any yo u n ger sibl i n g s .

As with ch i l d ren who face other fa m i ly adve rs i t i e s

s u ch as abuse and parental alcoholism, t h ey may
come to see their families as diffe re n t . Fo rm i n g
f riendships and being accepted by peers is becoming
i m p o rtant and most ch i l d ren will hide their "secre t "
f rom eve ryo n e .This attitude is a barrier to help
s e e k i n g , either from adults such as care t a ke rs or
t e a ch e rs , or from peers .M a ny are separated fro m
s i blings who would be natural allies and sources of
s u p p o rt . If news of their mothers ’i m p risonment ge t s
out – as happens in high-pro file cases cove red by the
media – the self-imposed shame will be
overwhelming and add to the feelings of sadness,
v u l n e rability and confusion. Means of dealing with
these emotions might include avo i d a n c e , nu m b i n g ,
and substance use.

The separation will be painful but ch i l d ren of this age
m ay recognize some positive aspects to their
m o t h e rs ’ ab s e n c e . It may free a child from contact
with a mother’s ab u s i ve partner or tri g ger the move
to a nicer house with better food and other amenities.
The burden of a mother with a substance ab u s e
p ro blem can weigh heav i ly on older ch i l d re n
e s p e c i a l ly.Their new care t a ke rs may distract them
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• P roper care and ge n e ral well being.
• My son (10) and daughter (12) have no money

to go to school, and nobody to take good care of
t h e m .

• That one day I will be a burden on his future .

• That CAS in North Bay is not accepting my collect
c a l l s , and they don't know where I am.

• That he feels ab a n d o n e d .

• I am wo rried that he is not safe right now ;h e
was taken illega l ly [by his fa t h e r ] .

• His nightmare s , and not able to be there to
c o m fo rt him.

• E ve ry t h i n g .
• I wo rry how my being away from him for so long

is going to affect him emotionally.

• Of him withdraw i n g .
• I wo rry about his happiness. I hope he has go o d

school cl o t h e s , and a good hair cut, so that he
doesn't get teased at school. I don't like where he's
going to school at all.Th ey tease him because he
n ow goes to a diffe rent school in the aftern o o n
because of his behav i o u r.

• Because of the ideas I put in her head, she will
grow up fru s t rated and re s e n t f u l .

• Him stuffing his fe e l i n g s .
• He'll be emotionally abused and become bitter.
• His fe e l i n g s .

• That he won't fully unders t a n d . He might fe e l
animosity towa rds me for not being there .
Something might happen to him that's out of my
c o n t ro l .

• N o n e , ex c ept that he might get mad at me in the
f u t u re .

• Of my doing it aga i n , and having to go back to
j a i l .

• My biggest pro blem is his not trusting me and
not believing in me as his mother.

• Her being with her [ab u s i ve] dad. H av i n g
p ro blems in school.

• This child is ve ry sensitive and I fear the damage
that will be caused to his self esteem from others
k n owing that his mom is in jail.

• Just the damage to confidence and self-esteem as
a result of others knowing her step-mom was in
j a i l .

• This will have long-term effe c t s .

• My biggest wo rries are how he is fe e l i n g , I know
he is confused and sad. I know he misses me so
mu c h .

• I’m wo rried about how I am affecting her, h ow
she is fe e l i n g , if she is coping okay, if she
u n d e rstands or has someone to talk to, if she is
s a d , l o n e ly, wo rried about me. I don’t want her to
feel hurt .

• She misses me.

What are your biggest worries about [your school-aged child]?



with outings and fun activities. E x p e riencing any
p l e a s u re or even relief during their mothers ’ ab s e n c e
can create a sense of dissonance if they feel they are
b e t raying their mother.

L a u ren is 11 ye a rs old and her sister, C h a rm a i n e ,
is six. L a u ren lives with their father while
C h a rmaine lives with their grandmother and
m a ny of their extended fa m i ly. . . .L a u re n
re m e m b e rs feelings sad and lonely when her
mother left her. She says that she also misses her
m o t h e r ’s "cuddles." Charmaine was asked how she
felt when she came to visit her mother on the
extended day visits. Her answer was that: "I wa n t
to sleep with Mummy .. and I want to stay with her
. . . I want her to come home and I miss her a lot .. I
want her to come home." Laure n , when aske d
what she was looking fo r wa rd to when her mu m
comes back home rep l i e d : " M u m ’s dinners ... j u s t
being with her .. I just want her to come home"
( H owa rd League for Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 :1 8 ) .

Links to Risk Factors for Criminal Behaviour
At this age , ch i l d ren are susceptible to adopting
rationalization they hear to justify their mothers ’
b e h av i o u r.T h ey must come to terms with her
b e h aviour in a way that pre s e rves their sense of her
as a good pers o n .C o n s i d e ring the reason for their
m o t h e rs ’i n c a rc e ra t i o n ,t h ey will focus on fa i rness and
i n t e n t . It is like ly that this will lead them to focus on
the fa i rness of the circumstances of her arrest and
p rosecution rather than on her behaviour itself.T h ey
m ay come to see the system as unfair or biased or

b e l i eve eve ry b o dy does it but "the system" chose to
p i ck on her, no one can live on we l fa re without
augmenting their income, or she is an innocent
p e rson being pers e c u t e d .T h ey may also excuse their
m o t h e rs ’b e h aviour because of her good intentions
( e . g . , our fa m i ly needed the money ) . Left unaddre s s e d ,
these attitudes can predispose them to adopt anti-
social rationales for their own criminal behav i o u r,
e s p e c i a l ly those who offend to provide needed items
for yo u n ger siblings or the household in ge n e ra l .T h ey
m ay also be resistant to later effo rts to cognitive ly re -
f rame their value system, so entre n ched is their view
that the justice system is capri c i o u s ,b i a s e d , and not
d e s e rving of re s p e c t .

A second risk area is that of school success. H aving to
ch a n ge residences will disrupt ch i l d ren who are we l l
e s t ablished in support i ve school settings and peer
n e t wo rk s .E ven those who stay in the same sch o o l
m ay ex p e rience adjustment difficulties that can
m a n i fest in a va riety of ways including ag gre s s i o n ,
d i fficulty concentra t i n g , multiple absences (e.g., v i s i t s ,
c o u rt attendance, CAS appointments), d e s p o n d e n c y,
and even school avo i d a n c e .All these fa c t o rs will be
a m p l i fied gre a t ly if the other students we re to learn of
their mother’s incarc e ra t i o n .

Implications for Interv e n t i o n
I n t e rventions for ch i l d ren of this age should re s p e c t
their need for pri va c y, their need to see their mother
as a good pers o n , and address any cognitive
d i s t o rtions about their mother’s behav i o u r, s e l f - bl a m e ,
and the role of the system. Basic education about the
p rison and legal systems can alleviate anxiety in

33

Table 7
The Consequences of Maternal Imprisonment for School-aged Children
P ractical Consequences • many alre a dy live separa t e ly from mother

• one third had to ch a n ge sch o o l s
• one third separated from sibl i n g s
• lower rate of CAS invo l vement and foster care , but still high
• most know where mother is although few visit

Potential Emotional Reactions • greater awa reness of mother as individual so concerned 
about her safe t y

• dissonance about seeing positive aspects to mother’s ab s e n c e
• embarrassment / need for secre c y
• possible re a c t i ve depre s s i o n
• increased sense of vulnerab i l i t y
• may avoid dealing with where mother is
• separation from siblings may increase distress and isolation

U n d e rstanding of Mothers ’ • can view mother as a victim of the "system"
C riminal Behav i o u r • concern about fa i rness of circumstances surrounding pro s e c u t i o n

• may excuse or justify mother’s behaviour because of her 
"just" intent

• will have difficulty separating behaviour (bad) from person 
( good) or prison (bad) from mother (go o d )



ch i l d ren who wo rry about safety and have other
fe a rs .At this age , some ch i l d ren are ex p ressing the
need to have specific info rmation about their
m o t h e r ’s case rather than vague platitudes.G ro u p
i n t e rventions for ch i l d ren can be helpful for some, by
b reaking the isolation and introducing stra t e gies fo r
p o s i t i ve coping. E n t ry into groups should be
p receded by a through individual assessment,
h oweve r, because some ch i l d ren will be fa c i n g
multiple ch a l l e n ges and would benefit from individual
t h e ra py.

In our sch o o l s , these ch i l d ren as a group are inv i s i bl e ,
a status they share with ch i l d ren undergoing other
fa m i ly pro blems such as mental illness, p a re n t a l
a d d i c t i o n s , or domestic violence (Dibb s ,2 0 0 1 ) .U n l e s s
a CAS wo rker reveals the situation, t e a ch e rs will be
u n awa re of most cases where students are
ex p e riencing paternal incarc e ra t i o n .M a t e rn a l
i n c a rc e ra t i o n , being a greater stigma in a ch i l d ’s eye s ,
will ra re ly be disclosed by students.Te a ch e rs can re fe r
to an excellent re s o u rce from the United Kingdom

( R a m s d e n ,1 9 9 8 ) .I m p o rtant is the need fo r
c o n fi d e n t i a l i t y. G e n e ral know l e d ge of the situation
can tri g ger school avo i d a n c e , victimization of the
ch i l d , ag gre s s i o n , or despondency. C h i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated parents can benefit from the support
t y p i c a l ly ava i l able to students ex p e riencing fa m i ly
c rises or learning difficulties (Dibb s , 2 0 0 1 ) .
Maximizing success at school is cru c i a l , but so is
p roviding a support i ve env i ro n m e n t :" s chool can be
the anchor point in an otherwise chaotic and
fluctuating wo r l d . It can be the only norm that these
ch i l d ren have , their only stability" (Dibb s ,2 0 0 1 :1 1 ) .

With my 11 year old, I’m not as hard on her now
[since parenting pro gra m ] . I expected her to be
an adult. I’m now telling her, "be the little gi rl .Yo u
d o n ’t have to wo rry about the big people things."
I don’t tell her the things her little mind can’t
handle (Je rri , an incarc e rated mother quoted in
B o u d i n , 1 9 9 8 :1 1 1 ) .
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Case Study: B ri t t a ny, a ge seve n .
B ri t t a ny is in grade two . She likes sch o o l , dolls and
laughing with her sisters and fri e n d s . She wa s
almost fi ve when her mother was incarc e rated fo r
t wo months.

B ri t t a ny said that her mother was in jail for a "big
time" and that it was "like a secret." At fi rs t ,s h e
thought her mother was at a cousin's place. H e r
mother thought it best to tell Bri t t a ny and her
yo u n ger sisters that she was at a re l a t i ve's place so
t h ey wouldn't wo rry. H oweve r, it is ve ry hard to
p revent ch i l d re n ,e s p e c i a l ly when an older sibl i n g
k n ows the tru t h ,f rom learning what is happening
in the fa m i ly. B ri t t a ny suffe red alone because the
s i g n i ficant adults in her life did not know she had
d i s c ove red the truth and because she knew she
wasn't suppose to know that Mommy was in jail.

It's re a l ly hard to keep a secre t … you don't want to
tell but fi n a l ly I told Dad. He said he didn't wa n t
M o m my to be in jail either…I didn't tell my fri e n d s
ever 'cause I didn't want them to tell anyone else.

L i ke many affected adults, B ri t t a ny's mother, fa t h e r
and grandmother wanted to protect her from the
n e g a t i ve reactions of others .While this is
u n d e rs t a n d able and may avoid hurtful re s p o n s e s
f rom the outside wo r l d , it also prevents ch i l d re n
f rom benefiting from support i ve responses and
b u rdens them with a wo rrisome secre t .I n
B ri t t a ny's case, it even delayed her ability to
re c e i ve support from within the fa m i ly.

C h i l d ren need to make sense of why their mother
is in jail in a way that pre s e rves their view of the
p a rent and their beliefs. B ri t t a ny explains her
mother's situation in wo rds ve ry similar to those
used by her mother and yo u n ger sister.

My Mother was with [my uncle] and he gave stuff
he wanted to steal to my mom and then he ra n
away and that's how my Mom got in jail. It wa s n ' t
nice to leave my mom and have her go to jail
when she didn't do any t h i n g .

While Bri t t a ny can cl e a r ly articulate the pra c t i c a l
consequences of her mother's incarc e ration (e.g.,
going to live with Grandma during the week and
at home with Dad on we e ke n d s ) , her thoughts
l a rge ly focus on her emotional reactions of sadness
and wo rry (Fi g u re 24).

L i ke most young ch i l d re n ,B ri t t a ny has neve r
visited a jail. Some of her concerns relate to her
mother's well being in the jail created in her
child's imagi n a t i o n .

She was in a bad place...you only get dry bre a d
and water… I was afraid she'd get sick…I wo rri e d
that she wasn't sleeping... a person in a ro o m
d own from her made noises…when she doesn't
sleep she gets all kinda cra n ky. . . doesn't wanta ge t
up in the morn i n g .

L i ke many young ch i l d re n , her image of jail
consists of barren bars and is devoid of any of the
c o m fo rts associated with home (Fi g u re 25).
C h i l d ren tend to miss an absent mother more
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a c u t e ly at nighttime re g a rdless of the reason fo r
her absence (e.g., va c a t i o n ) .B ri t t a ny's narra t i ve
i l l u s t rates how wo rry related to incarc e ration can
be intensified by ch i l d - l i ke images of the "bad"
place called jail and shows how a child's longi n g
for her absent mother grows to include concern
about the parent's we l fa re .

B ri t t a ny's comments also demonstrate that the
impact of maternal incarc e ration may affect a ch i l d
long after a mother re t u rns to the home. C o n s i d e r
this seve n - year-old child's responses made almost
t h ree ye a rs after her mother was in jail.

Do you have any wo rries now? "When she's not at
home I wo rry that she might be in jail." W h a t
would that mean? "That my wo rries would be 

coming back." What do you do when you wo rry
about this? "Tell my dad and he lets me sleep with
him and then the wo rries go away." (Bri t t a ny
began to suck her thumb and ge n t ly ro ck back and
fo rt h ) .When do you wo rry about this? "Sometimes
when she's out at night in tow n . I wonder if she's
gone to jail." What is your biggest wo rry now that
M o m my is back home with you? "Mommy might
go back to jail."

Comments made by Bri t t a ny's mother suggest that
re fe rences to tro u ble or going back to jail may
e m e rge in marital arg u m e n t s .A child's stress ove r
c u rrent concerns (e.g., m a rital tension) may evo ke
m e m o ries associated with or conditioned to the
anxiety felt around maternal incarc e ra t i o n .

B ri t t a ny has the fo l l owing advice for the people
who want to help ch i l d ren when their mothers
h ave to go to jail.

Tell ch i l d ren not to wo rry about Mom when she's
in jail.Tell them she's in a safe place.Will ch i l d re n
b e l i eve their mother is in a safe place? No.H ow
come? Cause the people might be ly i n g . So will
a nything help ch i l d ren? People shouldn't lie to
ch i l d ren even if they are trying to make them fe e l
b e t t e r.

Fi g u re 23

Fi g u re 24



Case Study: B ri a n , a ge nine.
B rian is the second yo u n gest of four boy s .B rian is
d e s c ribed by his mother as "an emotional ch i l d
who is sweet and sensitive." He is enrolled in a
special learning pro gram and gets along well with
o t h e rs .

B ri a n ’s mother re p o rted that they have neve r
s p o ken about her incarc e ration because "he
d o e s n ’t ask." He did not visit her at the jail but
s p o ke with his mother over the phone. B rian told
the interv i ewer that he did not go to visit his
mother because "I would have cried ‘cause I
missed her." He indicated that neither his fri e n d s
nor teach e rs know about his mother’s
i n c a rc e ra t i o n . He says "nobody needs to know" and
that he would feel "mad" if anyone found out.
B rian cl e a r ly identifies with pro-social symbols
( e . g . , police) and attitudes (e.g., "people who ro b
should go to jail"), and feels embarrassed by his
m o t h e r ’s incarc e ra t i o n .When asked if people in jail
a re like his mother, he re p l i e d :" N o ,t h ey ’re bad.
T h ey shouldn’t put my mom in jail ‘cause she
d i d n ’t do anything." This thinking helps Bri a n
i n t e grate pro-social values and know l e d ge ab o u t
jail while pre s e rving the image of his mother as a
good pers o n .

B ri a n ’s responses to interv i ew questions reve a l e d
his dissonance and guilt about enjoying special
activities arra n ged by his tempora ry care gi ve r
while his mother was incarc e rated (e.g., s h o p p i n g ,
looking at a neat car, buying toy s , going to the fa i r ) .
He states that he "wo u l d n ’t have got to do that
kinda stuff" if his mother had not been in jail. I t
was apparent that he did not know how to deal
with his positive feelings about these fun
o p p o rtunities without feeling like he wa s
b e t raying his mother.

B rian identified two major concerns related to his
m o t h e r ’s incarc e ra t i o n .The fi rst wo rry is best
d e s c ribed as an increased sense of pers o n a l
v u l n e rability when his mother is in jail. H e
indicated that he wo rried at night when he tries to
go to sleep: "I think about how I might get hurt
and need stitches or have to go some place ... I

wo rry that my mom wo u l d n ’t be here to look after
me or take me to the hospital." This wo rry wa s
l i n ked to a recent traumatic incident at school that
resulted in a serious injury re q u i ring Bri a n ’s
mother to take him to the hospital for stich e s .
B rian felt more vulnerable being separated fro m
his mother because of other stresses in his life
( e . g . ,t rauma resulting in injury ) .

B ri a n ’s second and "biggest wo rry" was the fe a r
that his mother would be killed in jail: "that she
will get - that she - that she will - die - that
someone will - will hit her." The ove r w h e l m i n g
n a t u re of this fear was conveyed in Bri a n ’s
u n ch a ra c t e ri s t i c a l ly halting speech and in his
immediate attempt to re a s s u re himself that his
mother would be okay : "...but she’s got friends in
t h e re .S h e ’ll be okay. "

B rian was asked to draw a picture to show what
he imagined when he thought of his mother in jail
( Fi g u re 26). It captures his sense of his mother’s
s a d n e s s , her isolation, and the bars that lock her
i n s i d e . He used the ex p ression "behind bars" to
connote jail during the interv i ew.As for many
ch i l d re n , his drawing re flects an imagined jail
rather than the actual jail (which he has not seen).
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Case Study: C o rri e , a ge 9.
C o rry is the eldest of fi ve gi r l s . She looks after her
yo u n ger sisters to such an extent that the yo u n ge s t
calls her "Momma." Her mother wo rries about her
being so re s p o n s i ble and serious that she might
miss out on her ch i l d h o o d .C o rry is described by
her mother as quiet, easy to talk to, and able to
" read my feelings." Her mother's descriptions like ly
explain why Corry was the only child told ab o u t
her mother's incarc e ration befo re it happened.
C o rry describes being ve ry sad and wo rried ab o u t
the practical consequences of her mother's
ab s e n c e .Te a rs are prominent in Corry's draw i n g
and her memories about her mother going to jail
( Fi g u re 27).

I started to cry 'cause I thought Mom was 
going to be in jail for a ve ry long time.W h a t
did you know about jail? That's where bad
people go 'cause they ' ve done re a l ly bad things.
W h e re you wo rried about things? That she 
was never coming home and we'd be stuck 
at our gra n d m a ' s .What was the pro blem 
with Grandma's place? I missed my mom 
and my toy s .

C o rry's situation illustrates how the effect of
m a t e rnal incarc e ration can be intensified when a
child is alre a dy ex p e riencing emotional ch a l l e n ge s .
C o rry was struggling at school and had to re p e a t
grade one. In addition to navigating her sch o o l
s t ru g g l e s ,C o rry had to cope with her mother's
i n c a rc e ra t i o n . She described feelings of fa i l u re and
aloneness related to school where she wa s
t e m p o ra ri ly placed in a special pro gram at a
d i ffe rent sch o o l . Her mother's incarc e ra t i o n
i n t e n s i fied Corry's feelings of displacement, n o t
b e l o n ging and low esteem. Her emotional distre s s
was felt and ex p ressed most ke e n ly at sch o o l .

I wo rried most at school. I felt alone and
d i ffe rent 'cause their moms wasn't in jail.Th e
teacher kept on asking what was the matter
'cause I kept cry i n g . Sometimes I'd say I don't
want to talk about it and sometimes I'd talk
about it.

C o rry's mother said the school had wanted to
k n ow what had happened to her and called her
mother who was keeping the girls during the
s chool we e k . Her mother then sat the girls dow n
and explained that they must not tell anyone Mom
was in jail. C o rry felt she should not have talked to
the teacher and that she had let her mother dow n .
As with most ch i l d ren in similar situations, t a l k i n g
to peers was not seen as an option because of the
shame and fear of being shunned.

I didn't tell them (friends) 'cause they might
h ave started laughing at me…might not like
me or my pare n t s . Did you think of it as a
s e c ret? Ye a h , 'cause if I told somebody they ' d
s p read it.

U n l i ke her sisters ,C o rry found it difficult to seek
c o m fo rt from her father or gra n d m o t h e r. E ven her
advice to other ch i l d ren only identifies people
outside of the home as sources of potential
s u p p o rt when a mother goes to jail. C o rry ' s
n a rra t i ve gi ves us a sense of the pain and isolation
she ex p e rienced when her mother went to jail.

I told grandma a little but stopped 'cause I
almost started crying -- didn't want Gra n d m a
to see me cry.H ow do your tears make others
feel? Th ey know I'm sad – makes them feel not
that good about me. Is that why you didn't
want people to see you cry? Ye s .

C o rry's effo rts to make sense of her mother's
i n c a rc e ration also demonstrate how the
e go c e n t ricity of a young child can cause them to
blame themselve s : "I thought it was my fa u l t .
Sometimes kids think it's their fault 'cause their
p a rents yell at them befo re they go." While it is
typical in this stage of development for ch i l d ren to
assume they caused events that actually have
nothing to do with them, C o rry's drawing of jail
d e m o n s t rates how the resulting guilt and wo rry
a re intensified because of the incarc e ra t i o n
o u t c o m e . Feeling guilty because mother looks sad
at dinner or argued with dad, is ve ry diffe rent fro m
b e l i eving you caused your mother to be in a cold,
c age - l i ke jail from which she might not be
re t u rning (see Fi g u re 28).

C o rry's wo rds and drawings teach us that the hurt
and distortions a child ex p e riences when her 
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mother goes to jail do not magi c a l ly eva p o rate or
s e l f - c o rrect because Mommy comes home.T h e
s e c re c y, s a d n e s s , wo rry, and guilt that surro u n d s
m a t e rnal incarc e ration often continue after re l e a s e
and may seve re ly compromises a child's healing
and re c ove ry. C o rry's opinion about what wo u l d
h ave helped her illustrates the need for a child to
be able to talk with someone they can trust ab o u t
their situation.

Would it help a child to talk with other ch i l d re n
whose moms we re in jail? "Ye a h .That'd make me
feel better 'cause I could trust them 'cause they ' d
a l re a dy been through what I had.

A d o l e s c e n t s
A d o l e s c e n c e , or the teenage ye a rs , is widely known as
a ch a l l e n ging stage for both parents and yo u t h . It is
an important phase of development when yo u n g
people move ra p i d ly from the self-identity of "ch i l d "
t owa rd but not quite re a ching "young adulthood."
Pa rents are called upon to adapt their parenting style
and gra d u a l ly ch a n ge expectations as these yo u n g
people ex p e riment with adult-like activities from the
s a fety of a solid home base.T h ey need input and
s u p e rvision but may not re a d i ly recognize or accept 

that re a l i t y. Key aspects of this developmental 
s t age are :

• i n c reased sense of self and autonomy from fa m i ly

• d ramatic physical and mood ch a n ges brought on
by pubert y

• i n c reased peer group influence and desire fo r
a c c e p t a n c e

• d a t i n g , rasing issues of sex u a l i t y, i n t i m a c y,
relationship skills
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Case Study: C h ri s t o p h e r, a ge 12.
C h ri s t o p h e r ’s mother re p o rted he has been
ex p e riencing stress as a result of his patern a l
gra n d fa t h e r ’s illness and his maternal gra n d fa t h e r ’s
death (two ye a rs ago ) .While these events wo u l d
p re s u m ably affect all the boy s ,C h ristopher was the
o n ly son described by his mother as tro u bled by
these matters .C h ristopher did not speak of these
issues but re p o rted missing his same-aged cousin
who used to live with his gra n d p a rents across the
s t re e t .C h ristopher has struggled with academic
a ch i evement and rules at sch o o l . He has serve d
time in secure detention and is on pro b a t i o n .H e
will be attending an anger management group as a
condition of pro b a t i o n .

The crime for which his mother was arre s t e d
o c c u rred while she was out looking for him
because he was late for his court - o rd e red curfew.
C h ristopher may feel some responsibility for the
c i rcumstances leading to his mother’s
i n c a rc e ra t i o n .While he did not speak of this
connection to his mother’s arre s t ,C h ristopher wa s
o bv i o u s ly distressed by any re fe rence to his
m o t h e r ’s past or future incarc e ra t i o n .W h i l e

a p p e a ring tough to others ,C h ri s t o p h e r ’s mother
d e s c ribed him as one of the most sensitive of her
ch i l d re n . He presented as a ve ry sad and wo rri e d
youth who was struggling hard not to be
overwhelmed by emotions. His eyes re p e a t e d ly
filled with tears .

C h ristopher indicated that he did not want to talk
"‘cause it’s my mom." He stressed that he "didn’t
want friends to know – they don’t need to know. "
He talked of his mother’s sadness and tears ab o u t
being in jail. He indicated that "we all cried and
c ried but Adam [age fi ve] couldn’t ever stop." He
a ck n ow l e d ged wo rrying about his mother and
s t a t e d , "She could be killed.T h ey make knives and
things in there." When asked whether he had any
advice for helping pro fe s s i o n a l s ,C h ristopher said,
"moms shouldn’t go to jail.T h ey just shouldn’t." 

The interv i ew was ended because of Chri s t o p h e r ’s
o bvious distre s s . He appears to cope thro u g h
i n t e rnalizing and ex t e rnalizing behav i o u rs .W h e n
overwhelmed by feelings of vulnerability and
s a d n e s s ,C h ristopher is at risk of thri l l - s e e k i n g
( e . g . ,j oy ri d i n g , substance abuse) or ag gre s s i ve
b e h aviour to bl o ck his emotions.



Pa rents play a key role in guiding young people
t h rough the dramatic ch a n ges they undergo ,
p roviding a solid and re a s s u ring presence ag a i n s t
w h i ch to rebel and test boundaries in a safe way.
I m p o rtant aspects of this process are clear and age -
a p p ro p riate rules and consequences, s u p e rvision and
m o n i t o ri n g , and open commu n i c a t i o n .

The picture of adolescents that emerges from our
data is one of ch i l d ren who are drifting away fro m
their mothers (possibly because of the seve rity and
ch ronicity of pro blems that bring these women into
c o n flict with the law) and who have little if any
contact with their biological fa t h e rs .C o m p a red with
the other age gro u p s ,t h ey are less like ly to have live d
with their mothers at their admission to custody and
o n ly half the women plan to resume living with their
t e e n age rs at re l e a s e .O n ly 20% of the teenage rs
c o n t i nued to live in the same residence they share d
with their mothers after the admission to custody.
Four of them we re in youth custody and half of them
c o n t i nued living in the residence (often with fri e n d s
or other re l a t i ves) in which they alre a dy live d .D u ri n g
this time, most will live apart from sibl i n g s .A l m o s t
one quarter (23%) of the adolescents live with their
m o t h e rs ’ fa m i ly and 18% live with their biologi c a l
fa t h e rs . Because of their age , the number of fo s t e r
c a re placements is low, but 10% are wa rds of the CAS.

Two thirds of the mothers of adolescents
a ck n ow l e d ged a substance abuse pro blem that
c o m p romises their abilities to be the best mothers
t h ey could be. Half of the women we re supported by
O n t a rio Wo rks prior to admission and only a quart e r
had finished high sch o o l . Most of these ch i l d ren will

h ave been the subject of an open CAS file at some
point in their live s , but they are re a ching the end of
their time with that age n c y. One suspects that, gi ve n
the mandate of the CAS, a good portion will have
been ab u s e d , neglected and/or in need of pro t e c t i o n
at least once in their live s . For about half of the
t e e n age rs , this is not the fi rst separation from their
m o t h e rs because of incarc e ration and about half have
t h e m s e l ves spent time in youth custody (by mother
re p o rt ) .What we see, t h e re fo re , is a group of
yo u n g s t e rs who have pro b ably ex p e rienced some
i n s t ability in their live s , who are ra p i d ly emancipating
t h e m s e l ves from maternal superv i s i o n , and who are
fo l l owing their mothers ’ (and maybe their fa t h e rs ’ )
footsteps on a path that will find many of them in
c o n flict with the law.

The Mothers’ Perspectives
A c c o rding to the wo m e n , most of the adolescents
(72%) knew their mothers we re in custody. H oweve r,
o n ly 20% had been to visit In addition to the ge n e ra l
wo rries all mothers have , that their ch i l d ren are
h e a l t hy and being taken care of, the mothers of
adolescents we re more like ly to wo rry about their
t e e n age rs drifting towa rd ri s ky behav i o u rs such as
d rug use. Some saw other wo rrisome coping styles in
their teenage rs ,l i ke suppressing emotions.O n e
mother believes her son committed a crime solely to
h ave a place to live while she was gone (i.e., yo u t h
c u s t o dy ) .A l s o , some mothers are sensing in their
t e e n age rs an anger over the behaviour bri n ging them
to pri s o n . In a few comments, one senses guilt and
disappointed in themselves as mothers and ro l e
m o d e l s .
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• My son has been affected in a nega t i ve way ; he is
d rawing further and further away.

• It bothers him, but he does not show it.

• Right now I know my child is safe , and I believe
it's best for him to be living with my mom and
d a d . But then I need to get released to get pro p e r
help for us to have a better life .

• My daughter has been adopted, and I'm sure she
a p p reciates the fa m i ly that is raising her.

• My son needs to study in China, so I came here to
m a ke money to help him go to high school, a n d
to make a nicer home.

• We have not talked about this ye t , but I'm sure
we will all have diffe rent kinds of fe e l i n g s .

• My daughter (17) is hurt because she and I we re
super tight.

• My daughter (15) misses both her pare n t s .

• We are ve ry close and miss each other's
f ri e n d s h i p . He is disappointed.

• My son has to take care of himself fi n a n c i a l ly.

• It's high pro fi l e . His natural mother has said cru e l
and hurtful things that have affected his
relationship with me [his step-mother] and with
his dad. His whole wo rld has been turned upside
d ow n . He is angry and sad.

• My son doesn't think I care about him.

• My 16 year old son] is angry and fe e l s
ab a n d o n e d .

• A n gry, c o n f u s e d .

• I have a ve ry close relationship with her and it is
just tough not to be t here for the important stuff
– big or small. She likes and is secure know i n g
Mom is at home. She doesn’t have that now.

How is (your teenager) most affected by the separation from you?



How Maternal Incarceration is Experienced by
A d o l e s c e n t s
A glimpse into the lives of these teenage rs is prov i d e d
by two British studies, one about ch i l d ren visiting
m o t h e rs at Holloway Prison (Howa rd League fo r
Penal Refo rm , 1993) and one of 53 teenage rs with a
m o t h e r, father or sibling in prison (Brown et al.,
2 0 0 2 ) .

Isolation and Stigma
The principle theme emerging from their comments
was that of isolation and fear of public discove ry of
their secre t :

I ’ve only told one of my friends but she’s the
closest person to me ... I don’t re a l ly like telling
people what’s happened to Mum because they
might think she’s a bad person (16 year old gi rl
cited in Howa rd League for Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 :
1 0 ) .
[I want to change schools.] I’m always ge t t i n g
p i c ked on — people cuff me one and I end up
h aving a fight ... then end up being put on rep o rt .
Quite a few people know [that my mother’s in
p rison] in school. ...some of them happened to fi n d
out and I told one person and they ’ve obv i o u s ly
told other people. I don’t re a l ly mind as long as
t h ey don’t start saying things about her (14 ye a r
old male cited in Howa rd League for Pe n a l
R e fo rm , 1 9 9 3 :1 0 ) .

I didn’t tell anyo n e , not friends of school.A social
wo rker got invo l ved and info rmed the school. I
told one friend who then told te whole school,
who then stopped talking to me.Another gi rl
s u p p o rted me because her mum was in pri s o n
t o o. I dropped out of school for six months (16
year old female cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :4 2 ) .

I don’t feel alone but still wo u l d n ’t talk about it
ge n e ra l ly, o n ly to fri e n d s . I wo u l d n ’t hide it now
t h o u g h . I used to because I didn’t want others to
think my mum is bad (16 year old female cited in
B rown et al., 2 0 0 2 : 5 0 )
I felt I had no one to talk to. I told my two best
f ri e n d s .The school still doesn’t know because I do
not feel they will be sympathetic. N ow I am doing
my [final exams] I re a l ly wish they knew. I have
h a rd ly any free time (15 year old female cited in
B rown et al., 2 0 0 2 : 5 6 )

The growing importance of the peer group fo r
adolescents is a significant point here .T h e
e m b a rrassment of having a mother is prison can be
ke e n ly felt by ch i l d ren of this age and can amplify the
sense that their fa m i ly is somehow diffe re n t .The iro ny
is that many have lost the person to whom they
would norm a l ly confide their pro bl e m s .As one 16
year old girl said: "I would re a l ly like to have talked to
Mum about boy f riends and that. I t ’s not bothered me
too mu ch , re a l ly.Though I had to stop my dancing –
o n ly Mum was interested" (Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :4 7 ) .
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• P roper care and ge n e ral well being.

• That my getting into tro u ble will affect his future .
• That my child cannot go to school because he

doesn't have any [immigration] papers . It is all
my fault that he wo rries a lot because he's a
t e e n a ge r. I don't want him to feel badly that he
has a mother in jail.

• I'm not too wo rried because I know he's doing
we l l . He misses me, and I miss him; he also misses
his friends because he's had to change schools.

• That she may feel I don't love her or want her.

• I'm wo rried that he doesn't have any money to
go to school because his father isn't wo rking at
all [this woman came from China and sends
m o n ey home to her fa m i ly ] .

• I don't want to lose what I had with her befo re I
went to jail.

• Th ey (15 and 17 year old gi rls) will fall into the
w rong peer gro u p .

• D rug abuse and abandonment issues.
• Her happiness.Her behaviour got bad at school,

real bad, that her aunt [where she is living now ]

could not stop her doing things she can’t do, e . g . ,
b oy s , s m o ke .Although my [13-year old daughter]
is ve ry mature I still wo rry about this gre a t ly.

• He is a good kid, in school. I wish he would stop
smoking ciga re t t e s .

• The amount of medication he is on, and the fa c t
that I'm not notified about it.

• My son being in jail. O n t a rio Wo rks refused him
assistance so he went and got himself arre s t e d .

• His env i ronment is hostile and cri t i c a l .

• His vulnerab i l i t y.

• His emotional state.

• That he'll fo l l ow my (crazy) path in life .

• Her being with her dad.

• Ke eping him from getting tn tro u ble with the law
and drug ab u s e / m a ri j u a n a .

• P ro blems with the law, d ru g s .

• At her age , I’m afraid this may cause this
i n c re d i bly good child to re b e l .

What are your biggest worries right now about [your teenager]?



C a retaking: Practical and Emotional
Another theme was that of caretaking and
responsibility for ve ry grown up matters not typically
faced by teenage rs .While adolescence is a period of
t ransition to increased autonomy, some teenage rs
with mothers in prison will skip this stage of
d evelopment and advance to pseudo-adult roles that
can include taking care of yo u n ger siblings and taking
on roles more commonly associated with pare n t i n g
than with being pare n t e d .While some ch i l d ren have
to confront this situation when a mother becomes ill
or injure d , those ch i l d ren would re c e i ve sympathy
and support and would be more like ly to share
feelings with fri e n d s , seek help, or ex p ress an
unwillingness to take on a care t a ker ro l e .C h i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated wo m e n , on the other hand, a re not like ly
to seek assistance or share their burden with peers ,a s
discussed ab ove .M o re ove r, t h ey may take on adult
roles befo re they are old enough to navigate their way
t h rough these added re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .The comments
of 16-year old "Darryl," below, reveal his re c o g n i t i o n
that he is not yet re a dy for the responsibility of yo u n g
ch i l d re n .

Being left to care for yo u n ger siblings is a signifi c a n t
b u rden and one which may compromise sch o o l
p e r fo rmance and other important fe a t u res of a
t e e n age r ’s life such as social activities. M o re ove r, t h ey
m ay take great pains to disguise the absence of their
mother from the sch o o l , child protection authori t i e s
or we l fa re offi c i a l s , lest the monthly payment be
reduced below a level sufficient to pay the re n t .S o m e
of the adolescents interv i ewed in the U. K .s p o ke of
the responsibility they fe l t :

I feel re s p o n s i ble for my bro t h e r, I’m getting a fl a t
when I am 17. Social Services will help with
grants and stuff, so I wo n ’t ever have to go back
and live with my mu m . If my brother can’t stay
with our mu m , he will come and live with me. I
would rather that than have him move aro u n d
and all over the place ‘cos it’s not fair (16 ye a r
old female cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 : 4 3 ) .

I used to have to look after my brother from 10
o ’ clock in the morning until six o’clock at night
so I couldn’t go out any way. I didn’t have mu c h
of a social life . I think I missed out on that,
h aving a social life . Mum sends money fo r
b i rt h d ays and stuff. I get my bro t h e r ’s stuff fo r
h i m , p resents and that (16 year old female cited
in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :4 7 ) .

I have a little gi rl of my ow n , I mean, I honestly
d o n ’t mind [taking care of my yo u n ger sister],
but I’m in two places at once and trying to lead 

t wo lives at once as well – it’s pretty hard (16
year old female cited in Howa rd League for Pe n a l
R e fo rm , 1 9 9 3 :9 ) .

I suppose we behave a lot more re s p o n s i ble ...
we ’ve all had to grow up quickly (17 year old
female cited in Howa rd League for Penal Refo rm ,
1 9 9 3 :1 1 ) .

I ’ve done ten ye a rs of growing up in a matter of
months (20 year old female cited in Howa rd
League for Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 :1 5 ) .

E q u a l ly or more detrimental to the norm a l
d evelopment of an adolescent is the role of emotional
c a re t a ker for a pare n t . Some teenage rs will shield
their mothers from upset and not articulate emotional
n e e d s .The urge to vent or ex p ress negative fe e l i n g s
m ay be usurped by their intent to protect and care
for their mother’s fe e l i n g s .After her re l e a s e ,t h ey may
attempt to minimize any stresses hoping she will stay
out of tro u bl e .Taking on the responsibility of ke e p i n g
a mother out of pri s o n ,t h ey can feel to blame if she
re t u rn s .These comments re p resent examples of
emotional care t a k i n g :

She mu s t n ’t think we don’t love her – if we don’t
ke ep in touch she will think we don’t love her
and she will harm herself aga i n . (13 and 15 ye a r
old sisters , cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :3 2 ) .

Coming home wo n ’t be too go o d .P rison does a
lot to your bra i n , because it’s hard .P rison should
be a learning centre where you are tra i n e d
t owa rds a job. It has damaged Mum – she is
m o re fearful of normal day to day things, l i ke
going to the toilet. I t ’s hard for the fa m i ly to
re a d j u s t .. . . Mum needs support , because the
fa m i ly has grown diffe re n t . Mum still thinks I am
13 (16 year old female cited in Brown et al.,
2 0 0 2 : 4 4 ) .

Mum should understand how difficult it has been
for our [older] bro t h e r, but we can’t say any t h i n g
because Mum would get upset (12 year old
female cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :4 9 ) .

I had to be strong for eve ryone and I wa s / a m
re a l ly under pre s s u re (15-year old female with
both parents in prison cited in Brown et al.,
2 0 0 2 : 5 6 )

S h e ’s locked up and my bro t h e r ’s in care and,
l i ke , it might sound selfi s h , but the fact that she’s
not with me when I need her [is what I hate]. I 
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just want to help her now ... cause she needs me
n ow (18 year old female cited in Howa rd League
for Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 :1 7 ) .

C a retaking may not start with incarc e ra t i o n . It may be
a long-term pattern if the mother has been
ch ro n i c a l ly invo l ved with the criminal justice system
or had a substance abuse or mental health pro bl e m .
In their minds, her incarc e ration may re p resent their
fa i l u re to take care of her and keep her out of tro u bl e .
The roles of parent and child may become bl u rre d
and even reve rs e d .This will cert a i n ly compromise the
ability of a mother to act as an authority fi g u re , not to
mention how her credibility as a rule setter and
d i s c i p l i n a rian will be compromised by a cri m i n a l
c o nv i c t i o n .T h e re may be more role confusion when a
mother re t u rns to a fa m i ly where an adolescent has
been in the parental role during the ab s e n c e .

A Foot in Both Wo r l d s
On the one hand, t h ey are acting in adult ro l e s .O n
the other hand, we still see them as ch i l d ren who
need protection from knowing too mu ch .A 16 ye a r
old girl put it this way :

[My mother] was on remand for six months
b e fo re she went to court . I didn’t go to court
because I wa s n ’t allowe d , because I was too
yo u n g . I wanted to go because I thought I should
k n ow all about it because I was closest to Mum.
I would have been a support for Mum. I felt that
t h ey thought it had nothing to do with me – I
wa s n ’t considere d . I was drinking with fri e n d s ,
s aving money for dri n k , blotting it all out
( B rown et al., 2 0 0 2 : 4 0 ) .

One of the most common recommendations made by
the U. K .t e e n age rs was to know more about case
d evelopments and the wo rkings of the system.

Emotional Responses
Adolescence is typically a time of heightened
sensitivity and emotional re a c t i v i t y. C o m m o n
ex p e riences of intense and ra p i d ly ch a n ging emotions
a re like ly to be amplified by fa c t o rs associated with
m a t e rnal incarc e ra t i o n . Emotions to be ex p e c t e d
i n cl u d e :a n x i e t y, fe a r, a n ge r, c o n f u s i o n ,s h a m e ,
f ru s t ra t i o n ,l o n e l i n e s s , sadness or even depre s s i o n ,l o s s
of contro l ,g u i l t , and concern for their mother’s safe t y.
S u ch emotions are ex p e rienced by most teenage rs
f rom time to time, h oweve r, these youth are like ly to
s u ffer them more fre q u e n t ly, i n t e n s i ve ly and more of
them at the same time and for longer peri o d s .

Te e n age rs ’s t ruggle with complexities inherent in
their situation re flect their emerging and adva n c e d
c o g n i t i ve ab i l i t i e s .A huge leap to ab s t ract thinking
means that teenage rs can be critical of a mother’s
b e h av i o u r, w h i ch might include drug use and other
ri s ky activities that elevate the possibility of
i n c a rc e ra t i o n .T h e re may be resentment for her fa i l u re
to confo rm to the expected maternal ro l e , at their
being thrust into adult-like roles such as care t a ke r, a n d
for disappointing them after past promises of avo i d i n g
p ri s o n .O t h e rs might ex p e rience ambivalence over a
m o t h e r ’s absence and some will even let themselve s
feel re l i e f, if her presence is viewed as a negative
i n fluence or if a teenager has been a care t a ker of the
m o t h e r.

Gender Diffe re n c e s
We can speculate that maternal incarc e ration could
well be a diffe rent and more difficult ex p e rience fo r
adolescent gi r l s .Adolescents move from an incre a s e d
i d e n t i fication with the same-gender parent as a ro l e
m o d e l , to a more ge n e ralized identification with same-
s ex role models. Girls with role models who ab u s e
substances and who have access to drugs may be at
risk to use substances to cope with the reality of their
m o t h e rs ’i m p ri s o n m e n t .The drug or alcohol use may
reduce their anxiety and contain sadness, but may
also start a pro blem that handicaps their success in
l i fe . Girls may also seek belonging through pre c o c i o u s
intimate relationships and may find themselve s
m o t h e rs at a young age ,w h i ch may repeat their
m o t h e rs ’p a t t e rn of teenage motherhood.

A c c o rding to our data, with a sample of only 25
a d o l e s c e n t s , girls teenage rs we re less like ly to have
l i ved with their mothers at arrest (33%) than boy s
(47%) but we re more like ly to have contact with their
b i o l o gical fa t h e rs . Girls we re more like ly to know that
their mothers we re in prison but all the adolescents
who had visited their mothers we re male. O n ly one of
the seven adolescents who had been in youth custody
was a female adolescent, the sex ratio to be ex p e c t e d
among young offe n d e rs .C l e a r ly more remains to be
k n own on this topic.

This dep e n d e n cy on children to meet our ow n
needs is exacerbated by the prison contex t .We are
not just struggling with the kind of roles that
d eveloped in the past but also with the impact of
the present conditions.Women want their childre n
to meet their needs for connecting to the outside
wo rld and to fa m i ly, even when it may be more
i m p o rtant for a child not to visit, not to
c o m municate on the phone or even to be distant.
You will hear women say things like , ‘It wa s
C h ri s t m a s , that day is hard for me, my daughter
should have stayed home so that I could call her.’
G roup members would ask one another 
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e m p a t h e t i c a l ly, ‘Do you think that your teenage
daughter might have other needs, other things she
wanted to do?’ ( B o u d i n , 1 9 9 8 :1 1 3 ) .

Links to Risk Factors for Criminal Behaviour
T h e re are three catego ries of concern over how
adolescents might drift into behaviour that could fi n d
them in conflict with the law.The fi rst is early
emancipation from the care and supervision of adults,
or re l i able adults, who monitor their activities and
e n c o u rage success at sch o o l .While teenage rs can fe e l
quite confident about coping in the adult wo r l d ,m o s t
a re still in need of guidance and superv i s i o n .T h ey can
fall in with the wrong crowd or exe rcise poor
judgment about ri s ky behav i o u rs .Their mothers ’
i n c a rc e ration may find them living with "friends" of
dubious ability to supervise a teenage r, or with "step
fa t h e rs" whom they only met re c e n t ly. In a re l a t e d
ve i n , those who do live with their mothers might not
see her as a cre d i ble authority on matters of rules and
d i s c i p l i n e , or even guidance and advice.As the mother
of three adolescent boys told us: "being in jail has
caused my ch i l d ren to feel ‘if mom’s there it’s okay fo r
me to break the law.’ Guess I am not a ve ry go o d
mom." Her status as fo rmer inmate may compro m i s e
her ability to command respect from her ch i l d re n .

The second area of concern relates to the distort e d
rationalizations they may develop to explain in their
own minds the behaviour of their mothers .S o m e
t e e n age rs need to make sense of their mothers ’
b e h aviour in ways that help them pre s e rve the sense
of her as a good pers o n .This may invo l ve denying her
b e h aviour was cri m i n a l ,n o rmalizing her cri m i n a l
b e h aviour (e.g., eve ry b o dy does it), a c c e p t i n g
rationalizations for criminal behaviour (e.g.,
n e e d / s u rv i va l ,d rug pro bl e m s ,s t re s s ) , blaming others
for their mother’s criminal behaviour (e.g, p re s s u re
f rom friends or part n e r ) , or blaming the system (e.g.,
b i a s ,p e rs e c u t i o n , ra c i s m ,u n fair law ) .We see some
rationalizations in the comments of the U. K . yo u t h .
For ex a m p l e , some of the youth saw their mother as
the victim of a pro bl e m :

It is not her fa u l t . She is not we l l . She can’t look
after herself and it isn’t her fault what happened"
(16 year old female cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :
2 9 ) .

I was already living in a childre n ’s home so it
made no diffe re n c e . She is bad with her nerve s ,
she has always been bad. She was in hospital fi rs t
when I was 12" (16 year old female (16 year old
female cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 :3 8 ) .

O t h e rs saw her as the victim of ex t e rn a l
c i rc u m s t a n c e s , fo rced to commit crime for a go o d
reason such as supporting the fa m i ly :

She did the right thing – to help the fa m i ly with
m o n ey. I t ’s not accep t able but she had to do it. I
a c c epted what she did because I understood why
she did it" (16 year old female cited in Brown et
a l . , 2 0 0 2 :3 0 ) .

I’m not embarrassed of her or any t h i n g .S h e ’s my
mu m . She only done what she did to support us
(18 year old female cited in Howa rd League fo r
Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 :1 6 )

On the other hand there we re those who saw the
b e h aviour as a stupid mistake for which there was no
ex c u s e :

I think she is re a l ly stupid to have done what she
did but that does not mean I don’t love her (15
year old female cited in Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 : 3 0 ) .

When young people see logical reasons for the cri m i n a l
b e h av i o u r, perhaps combined with the perception that
the "system" acted unfa i r ly, t h ey may be pre-disposed to
rationalize their own criminal behav i o u r.T h ey may also
come to see imprisonment as a normal way the
"system" responds to "people like us."

[ The police] we re horri bl e . She [my mother] wa s
p regnant and they banged her against the wa l l .. . .
When [the police] say hello to me I stick my
fi n ge rs up at them (14 year old gi rl quoted in
H owa rd League for Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 :1 3 ) .

The third area of concern invo l ves stra t e gies fo r
coping with powerful emotional re a c t i o n s .T h e s e
overwhelming emotions will be ex p e rienced by most
adolescents in this situation but some are better abl e
to cope with these feelings in a positive way. In other
wo rd s ,h ow a youth copes with these emotions may
be either healthy or maladaptive . Fa c t o rs associated
with their ability to cope include the nature of the
m o t h e r - child bond, ex p o s u re to abuse and violence,
child ch a ra c t e ristics (e.g., i n t e l l i ge n c e ,t e m p e ra m e n t ) ,
c o n t i nuity and quality of substitute care ,a n d
ch a ra c t e ristics of the mother’s absence (see Fi g u re 1
e a r l i e r ) .
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For some yo u t h , the feelings associated with matern a l
i n c a rc e ration are so overwhelming that they avoid or
refuse to talk about their mother, her cri m i n a l
b e h aviour or her incarc e ra t i o n .When mothers have
been incarc e rated befo re ,t rue for half the adolescents
in our sample, t h e re can be a need to buffer oneself
f rom the repeated emotional assaults and
d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s .E ffo rts to nu m b , bl o ck , or escape
n e g a t i ve feelings may lead to substance abuse or thri l l
seeking behav i o u rs . Fru s t ration and anger may re s u l t
in acting out behav i o u rs that bring young people into
c o n flict with fa m i ly members , the school commu n i t y,
and the police.This effect may be delayed to a point
when it is safer to ex p ress the ange r, s u ch as when
the mother re t u rns home.The mother’s actions could
be seen as shameful and embarrassing and they may
cope by distancing themselves from her emotionally
and phy s i c a l ly.This can look like re b e l l i n g , bl a m i n g ,
re j e c t i n g , running away, disconnecting from the
fa m i ly, a n d ,p e r h a p s ,d eveloping pseudo-fa m i ly
relationships or sex u a l ly intimate relationships to
c reate a sense of belonging and securi t y.

Feelings that they cannot and should not count on a
mother may ge n e ralize to other adults and authori t y
fi g u res and manifest in a lack of tru s t .When a mother
is apologetic and promises to prevent future
s e p a ra t i o n s , relapses from drugs or a subsequent
i n c a rc e ration can feel like a personal re j e c t i o n .T h e
stigma could draw them towa rd anti-social peer
groups who re a d i ly accept them.The ability to

c o n c e n t rate at school may also be compro m i s e d .A l s o
c o n c e rn i n g , but less like ly to manifest in cri m i n a l
b e h av i o u r, is the possibility that ch i l d ren fe e l
compelled to take on the role of good boy or girl in
the fa m i ly.

While individual diffe rences exist within sexe s ,b o t h
girls and boys may engage in internalizing and
ex t e rnalizing behav i o u rs and these two coping styles
can co-ex i s t .P recocious sexual intimacy could be
seen in youth of either sex , for ex a m p l e .At the same
t i m e ,t h e re may be coping stra t e gies that are more
f re q u e n t ly used by boys or gi r l s . Coping styles in the
face of maternal incarc e ration and how they va ry by
s ex are not well understood at this point and need to
be investigated empiri c a l ly.

When she does get out people are going to be
talking about her ... when someone say s
something about my mum I get mad ... t h a t ’s
what happens sometimes (14-year old boy cited
in Howa rd League for Penal Refo rm , 1 9 9 3 : 1 7 ) .

Implications for Interv e n t i o n
I n t e rventions with these youth should start by
e n s u ring they have a safe and stable residence with
a p p ro p riate adult superv i s i o n . M a ny will be beyo n d
the age of child protection jurisdiction so foster care
is not an option, h oweve r. G roup or individual
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Table 7
The Consequences of Maternal Imprisonment for Adolescents
P ractical Consequences • like ly not fi rst ex p e rience of maternal incarc e ra t i o n

• pro b ably knows about mother’s incarc e ra t i o n
• unlike ly to live with mother
• lowest rate of CAS ove rs i g h t
• high rate of separation from siblings 

Potential Emotional Reactions • anger at mother / anger at "system"
• shame / stigma
• avoidance / denial / bl o ck i n g
• guilt, s e l f - blame and inappro p riate attri b u t i o n
• sadness / loss / loneliness
• confusion

U n d e rstanding of Mothers ’ • may rationalize her behaviour as necessary
C riminal Behav i o u r • may see mother as victim of circ u m s t a n c e s

• may see mother as a victim of the "system"

Fa c t o rs that Elevate Risk of • early emancipation / lack of parental superv i s i o n
F u t u re Criminal Behav i o u r • decay in respect for parental authority of mother and/or system

• anti-social rationalizations for criminal behav i o u r
• normalization of impri s o n m e n t
• maladaptive coping stra t e gies such as substance use
• early school leav i n g
• lack of empathy
• anger management defi c i t s



counselling can break the isolation, p rov i d e
i n fo rmation on the correctional system, and addre s s
a ny distorted rationalizations or mis-info rmation they
might use to justify their own criminal behav i o u r. A s
with all age s ,a m p l i fication of pro t e c t i ve fa c t o rs such
as positive coping stra t e gi e s , and other re s i l i e n c y
fa c t o rs innate in the child are always import a n t . A l s o
c ri t i c a l ly important will be effo rts to support the
women and help them cope after re l e a s e .

Adolescents interv i ewed by Brown et al. (2002) we re
a s ked for their suggestions for how to support
ch i l d ren in their position. The top four sugge s t i o n s
we re :

1 . someone to talk to (independent of fa m i ly or the
p rison system)

2 . help with visiting and associated practical issues

3 . to be kept info rmed and have access to
i n fo rm a t i o n

4 . p rovision of a youth space (e.g., " club" or ch a t
ro o m )

Other suggestions included the development of books
and other re s o u rces for yo u t h , the development of a
web site or other fo rums where youth could speak
among themselve s ,d evelopment of self-help pro gra m s
for yo u t h , and fa m i ly rooms at prisons with visiting
re s t ricted to close re l a t i ve s . One young pers o n
wanted to know how to handle info rmation prov i d e d
by a parent about difficult situations in the institution,
s u ch as victimization by other inmates. That wo u l d
t ru ly be difficult info rmation for a young person to
re c e i ve from an incarc e rated pare n t .
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Case Study: D a rry l , a ge 16.
D a rryl plans to re - e n roll in high school to
complete the three credits he needs to gra d u a t e .
His descriptions of school suggest he has stru g g l e d
a c a d e m i c a l ly and has had difficulty accepting
ru l e s . He has been convicted of seve ral cri m i n a l
o ffences and sentenced to probation and
c o m munity service hours . On one occasion, h e
was held in secure detention for four day s .

D a rryl learned of the arrests and incarc e ration of
his mother and father over the phone. He told us
he had responsibility for his three yo u n ge r
b ro t h e rs for three days befo re his aunt came to
look after them. He explained that he still had
"lots" of responsibility even after his aunt arri ve d
because she had young ch i l d ren of her own and
needed help looking after so many ch i l d re n .
Although both parents went to jail,D a rryl re p o rt e d
that we "get more upset when my Mom goes to
jail." He explained their greater distress over their
mother's incarc e ration by the fo l l owing comment,
"she spends a lot of time with Adam (5 year old
b rother)." While Darryl said he was affected by his
mother's incarc e ra t i o n , he tended to focus on the
e ffects of her absence on his yo u n ger siblings and
his sense of responsibility for them. In his mind,h e
and his bro t h e rs would not have been affected as
i n t e n s e ly if their mother had been absent due to a
hospitalization or holiday. H oweve r, he was unabl e
to articulate the diffe re n c e . In contrast to his
s i bl i n g s ,D a rryl would vo l u n t a ri ly ex p ress his
c o n c e rn for his father and when a question wa s
a s ked about his mother, he would often make
re fe rence to both mother and father in his
a n swe rs .

D a rryl believes his mother was fa l s e ly accused:
" T h ey nabbed her. She didn't do anything wro n g .
She was ch a rged but didn't do anything." He did
not suggest that his father was fa l s e ly accused.
H oweve r, when asked about his own conv i c t i o n s
he denied responsibility for any wrong doing and
indicated that his criminal re c o rd happened
because of misunderstandings and misinfo rm a t i o n
on the part of the police. He explains his mother’s
a rrest in the same way he makes sense of his ow n
c o nv i c t i o n s . His current beliefs enable him to
blame others and avoid making ch a n ges in his
c o n d u c t .

D a rryl's sense of responsibility for his yo u n ge r
s i blings during his mother's incarc e ration is
evident in his descriptions of the impacts. H e
ex p ressed concern about the long-term effect on
his yo u n gest brother Adam (age fi ve ) , who still
does not want to leave the house and episodically
wet his pants (a pro blem that started with his
mother's arre s t ) .D a rryl described his nine ye a r - o l d
b rother as coping by staying in his room and
s t ressed that he could neither sleep nor eat while
his mother was ab s e n t . Fi n a l ly, he suggested that
his 12 year old brother coped outside of the home
with friends and that he was okay. D a rry l ' s
p e rceptions of his yo u n gest bro t h e rs seem
c o n gruent with the re p o rts of others .H oweve r, h i s
sense that his 12 year old brother was fi n e
s u g gests that this youth's distress was not
recognized by Darry l .

D a rryl's major concern is that he wouldn't be abl e
to handle looking after his bro t h e rs if his mother
re t u rns to jail: "All three kids, the house -- too mu ch
to look after…no idea what I'd do…I don't eve n
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want kids eve r." Darryl's perception that he is not
re a dy for the responsibility of looking after
ch i l d ren is viewed to be accurate and raises the
question about the ch i l d ren's potential risk while
in his care . He re p o rted that his friends came ove r
to help him look after the kids for a few hours
h e re and there .These are the same friends with
whom he parties and who have been in tro u bl e
with the law. He noted that they couldn't help him
in the future because of their jobs. His wo rries are
compounded by his belief that there is no one else
in the extended fa m i ly who could look after all the

b oy s .At the same time, he cl e a r ly does not wa n t
CAS to find a placement for his bro t h e rs .

D a rryl also wo rries about his mother's well being
in jail. He explained that he does not think she is at
risk of being harmed but that her health needs
( e . g . , bad back) will not be adequately addre s s e d .
His beliefs are based on his own ex p e rience in
youth custody. He did not ex p e rience any fe a rs or
h a rm while incarc e ra t e d , and thinks jail is an okay
place unless you are not healthy.

Program Models

The Elizabeth Fry Societies across Canada, i n cl u d i n g
the nine agencies in Ontari o ,o ffer a wide ra n ge of
s u p p o rt i ve re s o u rces to women in conflict with the
l aw both in institutions and in the commu n i t y.
C h i l d ren are the indirect recipients of services aimed
at helping their mothers remain cri m e - f re e . T h ey also
d i re c t ly benefit from effo rts to facilitate pri s o n
v i s i t i n g ,o rganize Christmas presents for ch i l d re n ,a n d
f rom support groups for young people. One re a s o n
for doing this study was a desire to ex p l o re the needs
of this group of young people and the ways we might
tailor our services to be more re s p o n s i ve .
A c c o rd i n g ly, the next section of the re p o rt rev i ew s
examples of models for info rmational re s o u rc e s ,
visiting pro gra m s ,m e n t o ri n g , residential pro gra m s ,
and groups for ch i l d re n .

I n fo rmational Resourc e s
S eve ral organizations create and distri b u t e
i n fo rmational material for fa m i l i e s .

C a n a d a
The Canadian Fa m i ly & Corrections Netwo rk
(www3.sympatico.ca/cfcn/cfcneng.html) is a non-
p ro fit coalition of individuals and local, re gional and
national org a n i z a t i o n s . Their mission is to "encourage
l e a d e rs h i p , the sharing of re s o u rc e s , and the
d evelopment of policies,p ractices and pro grams that
e n able pri s o n e rs and their families to build holistic
fa m i ly and community relations."  T h ey develop and
d i s t ribute educational material for fa m i l i e s ,p ri n c i p a l ly
a d d ressing the fe d e ral system, and have a dire c t o ry of
Canadian agencies providing services to fa m i l i e s .
Wi t h e rs (2000) provides some helpful suggestions on
speaking with ch i l d ren about a pare n t ’s incarc e ra t i o n .

United States
The Fa m i ly and Corrections Netwo rk
( w w w. f c n e t wo rk . o rg) offe rs web-based info rm a t i o n
on ch i l d ren of pri s o n e rs ,p a renting pro grams fo r

i n m a t e s ,p rison visiting, hospitality pro gra m s , ke e p i n g
in touch , re t u rning to the commu n i t y, and the impact
of the justice system on fa m i l i e s . T h ey offer a
d i re c t o ry of pro grams (cove ring Canada as we l l ) ,t h e
I n c a rc e rated Fa t h e rs Libra ry, chat gro u p s , a ge n e ra l
reading ro o m , and a list of books to read with
ch i l d re n .

The Center for Children of Incarc e rated Pa re n t s
( w w w. e - c c i p . o rg) in Califo rnia is one of the most
va l u able re s o u rces for anyone interested in this topic.
The Center, founded in 1989, has as its mission the
p revention of inter-ge n e rational crime and
i n c a rc e ra t i o n . One goal is documenting model
s e rvices for ch i l d ren and fa m i l i e s . T h ey have carri e d
out seve ral large-scale re s e a rch pro j e c t s , some of
w h i ch are summarized in Gabel and Johnston (1995).
In addition to publications and other re s o u rces aimed
at service prov i d e rs ,t h ey engage in many educational
activities ge a red to pare n t s . Ava i l able curricula cove r
topics that incl u d e :

• p a rent education for pri s o n e rs

• p a rent empowe rm e n t

• p a rent education for substance-dependent pare n t s
in tre a t m e n t

• p a rent education for elementary school ch i l d re n

• fa m i ly life education

• health education for incarc e rated mothers

• women's issues

• the effects of trauma and violence on ch i l d re n

• mentor tra i n i n g

• p a rent advocacy for pri s o n e rs

T h ey offer these pro grams as correspondence cours e s
for pri s o n e rs nationwide or through direct instru c t i o n
in seve ral re gi o n s .T h ey also train instru c t o rs to teach
their curricula and offer technical assistance with



p ro gram deve l o p m e n t .Their Clearinghouse contains
over 3,500 documentary and audiovisual items
ava i l able for purch a s e .T h ey offer more than 200 items
f ree of ch a rge to pri s o n e rs and their fa m i l i e s .

United Kingdom
T h e re are many organizations in the U. K . that offe r
s u p p o rt to the families of inmates, most of which are
a ffiliated with Action for Pri s o n e rs ’ Fa m i l i e s
( w w w. p ri s o n e rs fa m i l i e s . o rg . u k ) , fo rm e r ly the
Fe d e ration of Pri s o n e rs ’ Families Support Gro u p s .
Action for Pri s o n e rs ’ Families re c e n t ly released an
excellent re p o rt about the ch i l d ren and siblings of
inmates (Brown et al., 2 0 0 2 ) .

Family Liaison Off i c i a l s
A l re a dy under consideration in England and Wa l e s , a
Scottish initiative is wo rt hy of mention as a model fo r
potential adoption elsew h e re . In Scotland, fo l l ow i n g
the recommendations of Asquith and Pe a rt (1992), a
Families Contact Development Officer can now be
found in each institution. Individuals in this role liaise
with families and ove rsee the conditions of visiting
and the relationship between families and staff. T h ey
also hear complaints from families about visits and
other matters and organize training for corre c t i o n a l
s t a ff who are invo l ved in visiting.The FCDO fa c i l i t a t e s
i m p rovements to the physical layout of visiting are a s
i n cl u d i n g , in some fa c i l i t i e s , the installation of baby
ch a n ge facilities and wa s h rooms for the disabl e d .
T h ey produce info rmation pamphlets for visitors and
d i s t ribute that material to fa m i l i e s . An initial
pamphlet is made ava i l able with info rmation such as
the telephone number of the pri s o n ,h ow to get there
by public tra n s p o rt , details of visiting hours and items
w h i ch can be handed in for pri s o n e rs' personal use
and the name, and contact info rmation of the FCDO.
M o re detailed info rmational material is ava i l able at the
i n s t i t u t i o n .

[ S t u dying visiting facilities in Califo rn i a ] ,v i ewed fro m
a ch i l d ’s pers p e c t i ve ,t h ey we re hostile and confusing.
"These are things people norm a l ly don’t think ab o u t , "
s ays Denise Jo h n s t o n , a pediatri c i a n . "Cement fl o o rs ,
c o n c rete wa l l s , a steel counter in front of the window,
plastic or metal ch a i rs – that seems so irre l eva n t ,b u t
in fact for small ch i l d re n , the amount of the surface of
their body that comes into contact with this cold
e nv i ronment is huge compared to adults. T h e re can
also be aural distort i o n s , and they often can’t hold the
phone corre c t ly because they ’re little."  Jo h n s t o n
recalls one young girl who was so confused by
visiting her mother through glass that when the
mother called the next day, the girl asked her, " A re
you dead, M o m my?"  When the mother reminded her
that she had just visited the day befo re , the ch i l d
re p l i e d ," I t ’s like TV in there – I’m not sure it’s re a l ly
you" (Bern s t e i n ,2 0 0 2 ) .

Visiting Pro g r a m s
M a ny non-pro fit agencies such as the John Howa rd
societies assist the families of inmates with
t ra n s p o rtation to penal facilities for fa m i ly visits.
Some of these pro grams will extend opportunities fo r
families – usually the part n e rs and ch i l d ren of male
inmates – to attend support gro u p s . Once at the
p ri s o n ,h oweve r, m a ny ch i l d ren visit their mothers
t h rough a glass in a common visiting are a .T h e re are
example of more welcoming visiting set-ups, the best
of which are accompanied by pro gramming to help
women and their ch i l d ren stay connected on a
p hysical and emotional level and to pre p a re the
women to re - e s t ablish their role as parent after
re l e a s e . At the Pine Grove Correctional Centre in
P rince A l b e rt ,S a s k a t ch ewa n , the vision of the
M eyoyawin Childre n ’s Visiting Pro gram is "to pro m o t e
h e a l t hy and safe relationships between incarc e ra t e d
women and ch i l d ren using a wholistic appro a ch."  In
2 0 0 0 / 0 1 , 100 women used the pro gram (Ombudsman
S a s k a t ch ewa n ,2 0 0 2 :1 5 6 ) ,w h i ch has four main
c o m p o n e n t s :

1 . a re l a xed atmosphere where ch i l d ren and mothers
can intera c t , bond and re - e s t ablish re l a t i o n s h i p s

2 . cl a s s room instruction in parenting skills using the
healing circle model and a cultural component.T h e
women will then have an opportunity to deve l o p
and enhance skills befo re visits.

3 .t ra n s p o rtation for ch i l d ren for the visits (it is the
o n ly facility in the province that houses wo m e n )

4 .i d e n t i fication of services ava i l able to incarc e ra t e d
m o t h e rs and their ch i l d ren and assisting
c o m munities to develop pro gra m s

When children don’t know, t h ey fa n t a s i ze . Th ey
c reate an image of what happened to Mommy –
and some of these imagi n a ry pictures are
h o rri bl e . Th ey envision their mothers are in
chains (cited in Moses, 1 9 9 5 :p . 3 ) .

The Continu i t é - famille auprès des détenues et ex -
d é t e nues (CFAD) pro gram operates both "inside" and
"outside" the Maison Ta n g u ay facility in Montre a l . T h e
goal is to maintain ties between women and ch i l d re n
and to help the incarc e rated mother exe rcise her
p a rental responsibilities in va rious eve ry d ay activities.
C h i l d ren can live two days per week with their
m o t h e rs in a trailer on the facility gro u n d s . M o t h e r
p re p a re meals and attend to all aspects of the
ch i l d re n ’s care . A CFAD wo rker maintains a discre t e
p resence during the visits. Pa rent skills training is
also provided in wo rkshops and with the assistance of
visiting speake rs . Topics can include nu t ri t i o n ,h ow to

47



speak with your ch i l d ren about your incarc e ra t i o n ,
s h a ring household tasks, and substance use. A n o t h e r
fe a t u re of the "inside" pro gram is supervised Sunday
visits in the fa c i l i t y ’s gymnasium complete with
activities for the ch i l d ren and the celebration of
special eve n t s . Once a woman is re l e a s e d , she can
visit the dow n t own office for a ra n ge of support i ve
p ro grams including parenting skills wo rk s h o p s ,
i n fo rm a t i o n , second-hand cl o t h i n g , and the
p re p a ration of communal meals. The agency also
o p e rates a half-way house.

In the U. S . , wo m e n ’s prisons are more like ly than
p risons for men to the have specially designed
visitation spaces for inmates and their ch i l d re n ,t ru e
of 43 jurisdictions (National Institute of Corre c t i o n s ,
2 0 0 2 ) . About half of correctional jurisdictions base
placement in part on proximity to fa m i ly (National
Institute of Corre c t i o n s ,2 0 0 2 ) . In about one third of
j u ri s d i c t i o n s , visitation is facilitated by assistance with
t ra n s p o rtation and lodgi n g ,e q u a l ly true for the
families of men and wo m e n . For ex a m p l e , the Fa m i ly
Visitation Pro gram in New Yo rk State provides fre e
bus service from New Yo rk City and Buffalo to
facilities across the state (with stops at some smaller
cities as needed). In 43 wo m e n ’s institutions, t h e re
a re special visitation spaces, a few of which can
accommodate over-night stay s .

Some visiting pro grams are augmented with
s t ru c t u red activities for fa m i l i e s , that often incl u d e
reading or literacy pro gra m s . One example is the
M . O. T.H.E.R.S pro gram (Mothers of Tots Help Expand
Reading Skills). The Motherread pro gra m , aimed at
l i t e ra c y, o p e rates in three facilities in North Caro l i n a
helping mothers read with their ch i l d re n . From 2002
until budget cuts ended the pro gram in the wo m e n ’s
p o rtion of the institution, a grant from the Reading is
Fundamental organization supported a re a d i n g
p ro gram in the Maryland Correctional Institution –
Jessup (Mart i n ,2 0 0 3 ) . C o rrectional libra rians wo rke d
with ch i l d re n ’s libra rians on the outside to identify
a p p ro p riate books and three copies of each we re
a c q u i re d , one for the child to take home, one for the
l i b ra ry, and one for the parent to practise with if they
had literacy deficits and we re embarrassed to re a d
with their ch i l d re n .

Girl Scouts Beyond Bars is an example of a visitation
p ro gram augmented by group activities both inside
and outside the institution (Moses, 1 9 9 5 ) . D a u g h t e rs
of institutionalized women meet as a group with their
m o t h e rs at the facility but also meet in the
c o m munity for activities commonly associated with
girl scout tro o p s . Components va ry across pro gra m s
but can include parenting courses (including ro l e
p l aying of common situations encountered when
women parent from inside pri s o n ) ,t ra n s i t i o n a l

s u p p o rt , and school liaison.

In Ore go n , the Pa renting Inside Out is a 90-hour
c u rriculum delive red to parents within the institution.
Those who complete the pro gram are eligi ble for the
second phase, called therapeutic visiting. In this part
of the pro gra m , the parent meets with the ch i l d re n ,
their care gi ver and a fa m i ly therapist to practise the
skills learned in the cl a s s ro o m . Visits are video taped
and played back so the parent can re c e i ve
c o n s t ru c t i ve fe e d b a ck from the thera p i s t .

O v e r-night Visiting Pro g r a m s
The Pri vate Fa m i ly Visiting pro gram of Corre c t i o n a l
S e rvice of Canada (CSC) comes under this catego ry, a s
do the circumstances of some ch i l d ren who live part -
time with mothers in fe d e ral fa c i l i t i e s . This can
i n clude short access visits such as over the we e ke n d ,
sometimes to share custody with the other pare n t .
O ver-night visiting on institutional grounds is not
c u rre n t ly ava i l able to prov i n c i a l ly incarc e ra t e d
women in Ontario but, as noted ab ove ,t railer visits
a re ava i l able in Quebec at Maison Ta n g u ay.

Mentoring Pro g r a m s
The Kids Helping Kids pro gram in A l abama pro m o t e s
peer mentors for adolescents who have ex p e ri e n c e d
p a rental incarc e ra t i o n . In the United States, f u n d i n g
for the Mentoring Children of Pri s o n e rs Initiative wa s
announced in Ja nu a ry of 2002 by the White House "to
p rovide mentoring through netwo rks of commu n i t y
o rg a n i z a t i o n s ,i n cluding re l i gious organizations."  T h e
U. S .D ream A c a d e my (www. u s d re a m a c a d e my. o rg) is
one of the fi rst groups to take adva n t age of this new
pool of funds. The Precious Pals pro gram of Elizab e t h
Fry Manitoba is a Canadian ex a m p l e ,p a i ri n g
c o m munity vo l u n t e e rs with ch i l d ren of wo m e n ,t o
s e rve as role models and engage in pro - s o c i a l
a c t i v i t i e s . A mentoring pro gram is planned for Canada
by Big Bro t h e rs/Big Sisters and so may be ava i l abl e
m o re widely in the near future .

Residential Pro g r a m s
When women gi ve birth in custody, the baby stays fo r
a short period as the mother re c u p e ra t e s . Ty p i c a l ly,
h oweve r, mother and baby are soon separated and
t h ey take diffe rent paths, one back to prison and one
to a parental surro g a t e . Taking the lead from other
j u risdictions pri n c i p a l ly in Euro p e , the fi rst mother-
child pro grams we re started in the late 1980s, a t
p rovincial facilities in Manitoba and British Columbia
( Fa i t h ,1 9 9 3 ) . For provincial sentences, a live - i n
p ro gram can shorten or eliminate the period of
s e p a ra t i o n . It is, h oweve r, in the fe d e ral corre c t i o n a l
system where most such pro grams can be fo u n d . T h i s
was a key recommendation of the Task Fo rce on
Fe d e ra l ly Sentenced Women (1990) that led to the
closing of the Prison for Women in Kingston. C h i e f
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among the rationalizations for this move was the need
to house women closer to their home communities to
facilitate maintenance of fa m i ly ties which , in turn ,
aids re i n t e gra t i o n . When CSC decentralized the
placement of fe d e ra l ly sentenced in women in fi ve
re gional fa c i l i t i e s , the establishment of mother-ch i l d
l i ve-in pro grams was a key goal (Wa t s o n , 1995) and
the design of the new facilities included bedrooms fo r
ch i l d re n .

S u p p o rt e rs of on-site mother-child pro grams believe
t h ey create or maintain the mother-child bond; t h ey
facilitate closer monitoring of the health and safety of
ch i l d ren than would be possible in the commu n i t y ;
and they enable the contextualized teaching of
p a renting skills (e.g., c o m munication and age -
a p p ro p riate discipline) and ge n e ral pare n t i n g
education (e.g., s u ch as developmental stages in
ch i l d re n , nu t ri t i o n ) . It is also noted that many
c riminalized wo m e n , those who suffer health
p ro blems that make the peri-natal period one of high
ri s k , can benefit from the close monitori n g
( B a rk a u s k a s ,L ow & Pimlott, 2 0 0 2 ) .

I n t e rventions for Childre n
C h i l d ren of incarc e rated women are like ly to be we l l
re p resented on the client lists of many social serv i c e
age n c i e s ,i n cluding ch i l d re n ’s mental health, ch i l d
p ro t e c t i ve serv i c e s , special education, and publ i c
h e a l t h .The extent to which their status as the
ch i l d ren of pri s o n e rs is recognized and/or addre s s e d
is not know n . I n t e rventions for these ch i l d ren can
also be embedded in services for women leav i n g
p ri s o n ,s u ch as those offe red through half-way houses.
In terms of pro grams targeted specifi c a l ly at this
gro u p ,t h e re seem to be two appro a ch e s . The fi rst is
to let ch i l d ren engage in fun group activities not
d i re c t ly related to incarc e ra t i o n . For ex a m p l e ,t h e
C o n t i nu i t é - famille auprès des détenues et ex - d é t e nu e s
( C FAD) pro gram in Montreal offe rs va ri o u s
re c reational and support i ve activities to ch i l d ren and
a d o l e s c e n t s ,s u ch as the Samedi-Jeunesse and the
C o u rage en musique pro grams for mu s i c , painting and
wo rd wo rk i n g . The young people meet others in the
same position to break the isolation and staff are
ava i l able to answer questions.

The second appro a ch is to undert a ke a gro u p - b a s e d
i n t e rvention that dire c t ly addresses the topic of
m a t e rnal or paternal incarc e ra t i o n .The CABI pro gra m
( C h i l d ren A ffected by Incarc e ration) of the House of
Hope in Ottawa is one of the few Canadian ex a m p l e s
of such a pro gra m . It is a group intervention for six
to 12 ye a rs old and another for 13 to 18 year olds,
based on play and art thera py techniques and a
c o g n i t i ve behav i o u ral appro a ch . The SKIP pro gra m
( S u p p o rt Groups for Kids with Incarc e rated Pa re n t s )
of PAC T, P ROJECT SEEK (Services to Enable and

E m p ower Kids) of the Mott Childre n ’s Center, C H I P S
( C h i l d ren of Incarc e rated Pa rents) of the Center fo r
C o m munity A l t e rn a t i ve s , and the T h e ra p e u t i c
I n t e rvention Pro gram (TIP) designed by the Center
for Children of Incarc e rated Pa rents are examples of
s u ch pro grams in the United States.

If you think it’s bad for me, i m agine what me being in
jail is like for my kids. Ye s ,t h ey have suffe red alri g h t .
T h ey have no one to help them along now that I am
h e re . No mother, no fa t h e r, all of their friends make
fun of them, and they don’t have anyone in the wo r l d .
At least if the judge is going to keep me here ,h e
should gi ve something to my kids. I wo rry that my
b oys are alre a dy headed down the wrong path
because I’m not there to be wa t ching out for them.
C a n ’t someone help my ch i l d ren?  (mother quoted in
R i ch i e ,2 0 0 1 :3 7 9 )

Recommendations Based on Interim Findings
This project invo l ved rev i ewing ava i l able sources of
i n fo rmation on the ch i l d ren of incarc e rated wo m e n .
M u ch has yet to be learned and we call this study
ex p l o ra t o ry because there are so many gaps in the
k n ow l e d ge base. One purpose has been to ra i s e
awa reness about these ch i l d ren who are large ly
i nv i s i bl e . Another purpose has been to do some
p re l i m i n a ry thinking on how to do a better job of
helping them befo re ,d u ring and after their
s e p a ra t i o n . In crafting stra t e gies to support this
gro u p , it is impossible to ignore the need to support
their mothers . Ye t , neither mothers nor ch i l d ren is a
h o m o geneous gro u p . We call these observa t i o n s
" i n t e rim" and posit va rious recommendations fo r
discussion for pro gram designers and delive re rs as
well as policy make rs .

1 .While they constitute a smaller number than
ch i l d ren of incarc e rated fa t h e rs , the ch i l d ren of
i n c a rc e rated mothers , to ge n e ralize about them as a
gro u p ,a re in need of intensive and specialized
s u p p o rt because they more fre q u e n t ly ex p e ri e n c e
d e s t abilizing disruptions and ch a n ges in their live s ,
a re more like ly to end up in foster care ,a re more
l i ke ly to be affected by paternal incarc e ration in
a d d i t i o n ,h ave mothers with more serious social,
emotional and mental health pro bl e m s , and have
m o t h e rs who are less well pre p a red by education
and upbri n ging to provide for them emotionally
and fi n a n c i a l ly.

2 .A l t e rn a t i ves to incarc e ration would build on a
wo m a n ’s existing strengths rather than tear dow n
the aspects of her life that support lawful behav i o u r

3 .These ch i l d ren are a high-risk group and many are
exposed to multiple fa c t o rs elevating their
l i kelihood of invo l vement with the criminal justice
s y s t e m
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4 .R e s e a rch e rs ,p ro gram designers , and serv i c e
p rov i d e rs should be awa re of how the effects of
m a t e rnal incarc e ration va ry across deve l o p m e n t a l
s t ages and how interventions should be tailored to
the age and gender of the ch i l d ren as well as other
fa c t o rs such as their status as an ethnic minori t y
and/or new Canadians

5 .When women are arre s t e d ,e ffo rts to plan fo r
placement will minimize the disruption of mu l t i p l e
placements and ensure that suitable care gi ve rs are
ch o s e n

6 .Visiting pro grams and other effo rts to maintain the
p a re n t / child bond will help ch i l d ren adjust to the
absence of and re t u rn of their mothers

7 . Pa renting pro grams for women in conflict with the
l aw will target a group that is ex p e riencing many
ch a l l e n ges and will benefit their ch i l d re n , who are
a high risk group for abuse and other fa c t o rs
associated with negative outcomes such as sch o o l
fa i l u re

8 .The desire to make a better life for their ch i l d re n
is a powerful factor motivating women to make
better choices and participate in self-betterm e n t
a c t i v i t i e s

9 .M a ny pro fessional groups will come into contact
with these ch i l d ren and training will help them
u n d e rstand the emotional and practical effects of
p a rental incarc e ra t i o n

1 0 . Helping women engage in release planning and
successful re i n t e gration will help their ch i l d re n
regain (or gain) some stability in their live s

1 1 . Helping women avoid recidivism will reduce the
ex p o s u re of their ch i l d ren to the de-stab i l i z a t i o n
associated with multiple ab s e n c e s

1 2 .I n t e rventions for ch i l d ren matched to their age
and delive red in a timely manner will have the
best chance of success

1 3 .Adolescence (when these ch i l d ren come to the
attention of the criminal justice system) may be
too late for successful interventions so
i n t e rventions should be delive red early and
focused on the entire fa m i ly system

In summary, these ch i l d ren and adolescents are
p o s s i bly one of the most high-need groups in our
c o m mu n i t i e s . I n t e rventions with these ch i l d re n
should be designed with consideration of the unique
c o n t i n gencies of parental incarc e ra t i o n ,w h i ch
i n clude not just grief and loss but also stigma, s e c re c y,
ex p o s u re to anti-social values and rationalizations fo r
c riminal behav i o u r, the need for education about the
c riminal justice system, fe a rs for a pare n t ’s safe t y,
i d e n t i fication with the criminal pare n t ,a n d , in some
c a s e s , media attention.

C riminal violence in A m e rica has not decl i n e d
with the rising use of impri s o n m e n t . Th e
re s e a rch litera t u re reveals that offe n d e rs defy as
often as they defer to criminal sanctions, a n d
c riminal violence continues unab a t e d .
Disappointing findings about the effects of penal
sanctioning should be evaluated in the bro a d e r
c o n t ext of the unintended consequences of these
s a n c t i o n s . A father or mother’s impri s o n m e n t
can be the fi n a l , lethal bl ow to an alre a d y
we a kened fa m i ly stru c t u re (Haga n , 1 9 9 6 :1 9 ) .

Based upon consideration of all the info rm a t i o n
collected here , a thre e - p ro n ged suggests itself to
a d d ress the needs of these ch i l d ren and reduce the
p ro b ability they will find themselves behind bars as
young offe n d e rs or adult inmates:

1 . Create Viable Alternatives to Incarceration

2 . Assist Women

3 . Support Children

The number of female pri s o n e rs in Scotland
c o n t i nues to ri s e , even when many of these
women pose ve ry little risk to the communities in
which they live . G i ven the pro blems of many of
these women and the nature of their offences –
shoplifting and other petty offences – a ve ry early
m e s s a ge to emerge from our wo rk was the need
not only to provide altern a t i ves to custody but
also to build the confidence of the courts in these
a l t e rn a t i ves so that they are willing to use them
m o re fre q u e n t ly instead of sending so many
women to prison (Ministerial Wo rking Group on
Women's Offe n d i n g , 2 0 0 2 :3 ) .

C reate Viable Alternatives to Custody for Wo m e n
A l t e rn a t i ves to incarc e ration serve either as a
c o m munity-based sentencing option or a way to
reduce the period of custody by, for ex a m p l e ,
a c c e l e rated access to tempora ry absence pro gra m s .
In the United States, at least 60 residential commu n i t y -
c o rrections pro grams exist as altern a t i ves to
i n c a rc e ration for wo m e n , and some of them house
and/or provide services to ch i l d ren (Chapple, 2 0 0 0 ) .

Some women have committed serious crimes that
h a rmed others . A c c o rding to data on the web site of
the Ministry of Public Safety and Securi t y, 16% of
p rov i n c i a l ly sentenced women in Ontario we re
c o nvicted of interpersonal offences and a portion of
these would have been seri o u s . On the other hand,
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almost one quarter are in custody for offences ag a i n s t
the administration of justice, s u ch as failing to appear
for court or violating a technical condition of
p ro b a t i o n . The intention here is not to claim that
m o t h e rs should have a "get out of jail free" card .
H oweve r, we believe that, when appro p riate gi ven the
s eve rity of the offe n c e ,e s p e c i a l ly for victimless
o ffences such as bre a ch of pro b a t i o n ,a l t e rn a t i ves to
i n c a rc e ration should be encouraged wheneve r
p o s s i bl e . I n d e e d , gi ven the potential to cause harm to
ch i l d re n , a sentence of incarc e ration should be a last
re s o rt when no other option is appro p ri a t e . T h i s
would mean that community-based and intensive
i n t e rventions should be widely ava i l able so judges can
be confident that granting bail or a commu n i t y
sentence will not place the public at ri s k .

C rime among women is usually a symptom of painful
l i fe ex p e riences such as abuse and neglect so a less
p u n i t i ve and more support i ve appro a ch could better
p romote community safety in the long run (Radosh,
2 0 0 2 ) . Women in Canadian prisons pose as a group a
lesser risk of re - o ffending than men (Finn et al., 1 9 9 9 )
a n d ,i n d e e d ,t h ey are less like ly than men to re c i d i va t e
(Thomas et al., 2 0 0 2 ) . These points are salient here :

• c u rrent "risk assessments" are not designed fo r
women and ove r - classify and ove r - p redict the "ri s k "
t h ey pose 

• c u rrent "need assessments" are not designed fo r
women and ignore need areas such as victimization
h i s t o ry, health pro blems and homelessness

• i n c a rc e ration is often used for enfo rcement of
p robation conditions, fine defa u l t , and other
o ffences against the administration of justice

In the United States, a fe d e ral pro gram for judicial
t raining (Cicero & DeCostanzo, 2000) distinguishes
women from male offe n d e rs in these way s :

• women are far less apt to be convicted of violent
c ri m e

• in the case of dru g - related offe n c e s ,t h ey are not
l i ke ly to be a major dealer or kingpin of the
e n t e r p ri s e

• women are less like ly to use a gun or other
weapon during commission of a cri m e

• women are far less apt to have played a major
planning role in any joint enterpri s e

• women are less like ly to present the same degre e
of danger to the commu n i t y

• women are less like ly to re c i d i vate for a violent
c ri m e

It is also noted that women are more like ly to be a
c a re t a ker parent of a minor ch i l d , to have been the
s u b o rdinate member in a coerc i ve relationship with a
man who spearheaded the cri m e , and are ge n e ra l ly

regulated to a lower status and lesser role in cri m i n a l
e n t e r p ri s e s .

Male and female offe n d e rs are not equals in the
male-dominated wo rld of cri m e , w h e re
a g gression and physical prowess are the main
d e t e rminants of role and status. . . . A strong case
can be made that those who sentence wo m e n
o ffe n d e rs are mora l ly and ethically justifi e d
( even mandated) in ensuring that levying the
same sentence on a female offender as on a male
o ffender does not in reality impose far gre a t e r
d ep ri vations on the woman because of her
ge n d e r. For ex a m p l e , because most women have
c h i l d ren and lack adequate child care , t h ey will
face more difficulty than men in complying with
the strict and frequent rep o rting re q u i rements of
a day rep o rting pro gra m . At the same time, t h e i r
t y p i c a l ly lower risk pro files make them ideal
candidates for community-based options  (Cicero
& DeCostanzo, 2 0 0 0 :1 - 2 , 1 - 3 ) .

Another issue is the enormous fiscal costs of
i n c a rc e rating women when community safety is not
at ri s k . The money spent on adult corre c t i o n s
constitutes 22% of total direct ex p e n d i t u res on the
c riminal justice system (Tay l o r - B u t t s , 2002) which is
an enormous pro p o rtion to spend on a fraction of
c a s e s . M o re ove r, 75% of the $2.5 billion costs of the
c o rrectional system is spent on the institutional side
even though only 20% of correctional clients are in
institutions (Hendri ck & Fa rm e r, 2 0 0 2 ) . M oving some
of those dollars to support commu n i t y - b a s e d
p ro grams would help both men and wo m e n .

While women are in pri s o n , a good pro p o rtion of
their ch i l d ren will be in the foster care system, w h i ch
itself is quite costly and ove r - b u rd e n e d . In Ontari o ,
the direct costs of a fo s t e r - c a re placement for a six
year old child with no special needs is about $9,500
per ye a r, a fi g u re which does not include the
e n o rmous costs of agency opera t i o n s , the ove rsight of
a CAS wo rker and superv i s o r, t ra n s p o rt a t i o n ,h e a l t h
c a re (e.g., m e d i c a t i o n s ) , legal costs, and any special
p ro grams re q u i re d .

You need only impose a sentence of
i n c a rc e ration on a mother whose children are
p resent to know what a terri ble impact it has on
the children (judge cited in Moses, 1 9 9 5 :3 ) .

S h aw (1994a) found that one quarter of mothers
u n d e rgoing community-based sentences we re
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p a renting on their ow n ,c o m p a red with 8% of the
institutional sample, s u g gesting to her that sentencing
j u d ges may be taking motherhood into account.
Temin (2001) goes so far as to propose that the
implications for ch i l d ren be considered in pre -
sentence re p o rts (PSRs). S p e c i fi c a l ly, p rior to
s e n t e n c i n g ,t h e re should be a portion of the PSR
called a "fa m i ly impact statement" which addre s s e s
the contribution of the woman to the well-being of
her ch i l d ren and outlines the plan for where the
ch i l d ren will live in the event of a prison sentence.
This info rmation could also be used to as part of
facility selection and release planning. This is one
simple step in the process of making these yo u n g s t e rs
v i s i ble to the system.

One change [I] would like to see in the system is
a ‘ fa m i ly impact statement’ d u ring the sentencing
of female offe n d e rs . Similar to a victim impact
s t a t e m e n t , it would explain to the court the
o ffe n d e r ’s familial responsibilities and reveal the
o t h e rs cost of incarc e ration (Mary Leftri d ge Byrd
quoted in Mart i n :2 0 0 2 ) .

Assist Wo m e n
T h e re are a number of pro gram initiatives aimed at
women that suggest themselves from the materi a l
rev i ewed here . Fi rst and fo re m o s t , the pri o rity should
be placed upon devising a spectrum of corre c t i o n a l
responses that reduce the likelihood of re c i d i v i s m .
M u ch info rmation is now ava i l able from the U. S .
about the desirable ch a ra c t e ristics of ge n d e r - s p e c i fi c
and wo m a n - c e n t red pro gra m m i n g . M a ny have also
called for pro gramming designed with an
u n d e rstanding of how women learn and grow (Coll et
a l . ,1 9 9 7 ) . H aving better re s e a rch data could adva n c e
p ro gram effe c t i veness (Bloom, 1 9 9 8 ) .

P a renting Pro g r a m s
A second recommendation that emerges fo rc e f u l ly
f rom these pages is that of devoting some of the time
women spend behind bars to helping them be go o d
p a re n t s . Few of us can claim to be among the best
p a rents on the planet and women in prison are no
d i ffe re n t . S eve ral model pro grams are ava i l able the
best of which teach skills, facilitate visiting, and are
m a t ched to pro grams in the community after re l e a s e .
The Mother-Child Community Corrections Project of
the National Institute of Corrections in the U. S .i s
s u rveying pro grams across that country and
highlighting exe m p l a ry models, as did Po l l o ck (2002).
A list of community correctional pro grams for wo m e n
and ch i l d ren is under development (Berm a n ,2 0 0 1 ) .

C o rrections agencies wo r l dwide have realized the
value of educating inmates about becoming better

p a rents to their ch i l d re n . While the pro grams may
d i ffer on a number of levels from facility to fa c i l i t y,
the goal is large ly the same. By offe ring nu m e ro u s
s e rvices to the pare n t , the real focus for ch a n ge lies in
their ch i l d ren and their future  (Mart i n ,2 0 0 2 ) .

Assistance with Parenting from a Distance
Fo gel (1993) found that being separated fro m
ch i l d ren and fa m i ly was the single most stre s s f u l
aspect of prison life for wo m e n , ahead of loss of
f re e d o m , the re s t rictions of prison life ,l a ck of contro l
over ch o i c e s , and lack of pri va c y. C o n t i nuing to play
a parental role can help alleviate some of that stre s s
but also facilitate fa m i ly re u n i fication after re l e a s e .
Pa renting from a Distance (see Boudin, 1 9 9 8 ) , a
p ro gram developed at the maximum security Bedfo rd
Hills Correctional Facility in New Yo rk ,e n c o u rage s
women to wo rk on their own issues but also helps
them parent from prison and pre p a re for release and
resumption of pare n t i n g . This invo l ves a balance
b e t ween re flecting on past issues and wo rking on the
p re s e n t , and a balance between focusing on the
m o t h e r ’s ex p e rience while addressing the ch i l d re n ’s
n e e d s .

Reduce the Social and Economic Inequities
Experienced by Wo m e n
Fi n a l ly, no list of re fo rm initiatives would be complete
without an examination of the broader spectrum of
systems that impact ch i l d re n ,women and fa m i l i e s
( K i m ,2 0 0 3 ) . The correctional and child we l fa re
systems cannot do this wo rk alone. As Jacobs (2000:
44-45) concl u d e s :

With a wo m a n , we see cl e a rly that though the
c riminal justice system may determine whether
she is incarc e rated or fre e , m a ny other systems
a c t u a l ly have more to do with her prospects fo r
successful living in the commu n i t y. . . .C o m mu n i t y -
based criminal justice interventions typically
focus on monitoring and rep o rt i n g , u ri n a ly s i s ,
d rug tre a t m e n t , and re fe rral to employ m e n t .
H oweve r, these are not adequate stra t e gies fo r
dealing with most women offe n d e rs . To constru c t
a law - abiding life , a woman offender is like ly to
re q u i re the assistance of a large number of our
p u blic systems: p u blic assistance [we l fa re ] ,
homelessness serv i c e s , fa m i ly court , child care ,
p u blic education, d rug tre a t m e n t , and health and
mental health care , to name a few. Her pro s p e c t s
will also be dire c t ly shaped by fe d e ral law and
local practice on matters as dive rse as
e m p l oy m e n t , i m m i gra t i o n , child we l fa re , a n d
e l i gibility for student loans.

Women must have access to education and vo c a t i o n a l
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t ra i n i n g ,h o u s i n g , violence against women serv i c e s ,
child care , adequate we l fa re , addictions counselling,
and legal aid. In short , we must ensure women can
s u p p o rt their ch i l d ren using legitimate means.

P ro grams for inmate-mothers should provide them
the skills necessary to be good parents – this wo u l d
i n clude life-skills to earn a decent wage , the tools
n e c e s s a ry to stay dru g - f re e , and skills necessary is be a
good parent (Po l l o ck ,2 0 0 2 :1 4 0 ) .

S u p p o rt Children with Appropriately Ta rg e t e d
I n t e rv e n t i o n s
Fi n a l ly, we should start some dialogues in our
c o m munities about how best to support these
ch i l d ren in ways that help them weather the
s e p a ration with as mu ch support and as little
d i s ruption as possibl e . Ideas could incl u d e
c o m munity protocols on the arrest of women with
minor ch i l d ren or the development of support
p ro grams for ch i l d ren (e.g., m e n t o ri n g ,s ch o o l
s u p p o rt , peer connections). Another potentially
p owerful stra t e gy is to sensitize delive re rs of ch i l d
mental health services and child protection serv i c e s
to look for parental incarc e ration among their cl i e n t
p o p u l a t i o n s . Once identifi e d ,s e rvices can be
d e l i ve red in a way that is sensitive to the unique
c i rc u m s t a n c e s . S e rvices can pro fi t ably be targe t e d
even after re l e a s e .

I n t e rventions with these youth should begin early and
be fa m i ly - b a s e d , focusing on parenting skills, va l u e s ,
and the development of pro-social skills, p e r h a p s
m e n t o ring so as to provide a continuous presence in
their live s . Another implication of the findings is that
i n t e rventions aimed at youthful offe n d e rs should
examine the connections between any pare n t a l
c riminality and the criminal behaviour of the yo u t h .

Chapple (2000: 32) describes a spectrum of serv i c e s
that emanate from some community corre c t i o n a l
e nv i ronments in the U. S . :

If services [in commu n i t y - c o rrectional facilities] are
also being provided to the ch i l d ren of these
o ffe n d e rs ,t h ey are like ly to be high-risk ch i l d ren in
need of compre h e n s i ve ,d eve l o p m e n t a l ly
a p p ro p riate screenings and serv i c e s .C h i l d ren of
women offe n d e rs have often lived in a
dysfunctional system with limited superv i s i o n ,
e s p e c i a l ly if their mothers have abused substances.
The child has often taken on adult re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
and has difficulty relinquishing that ro l e .At the
same time the mother is learning effe c t i ve
p a renting skills in the residential setting, h e r
ch i l d ren are often invo l ved in play thera py, fa m i ly
t h e ra py, substance abuse prevention sessions, a n d
medical treatment and preve n t i o n .

H oweve r, the responsibility is broader than that of the
c o rrectional system alone.

To take on the well-being of the woman means,
by ex t e n s i o n , taking on some responsibility fo r
the well-being of her children and, o f t e n , o f
s eve ral other adults in her constellation. Th e
c h i l d ren have been hurt by their mothers ’s dru g
u s e . Th ey we re tra u m a t i zed by her arrest and the
resulting sep a ration from her. Th ey we re
t ra u m a t i zed by her arrest and the re s u l t i n g
s ep a ration from her. Th ey suffer a wide-ra n ge of
p s y c h o l o gical pro blems including tra u m a ,
a n x i e t y, g u i l t , s h a m e , and fe a r. These pro bl e m s
f re q u e n t ly manifest themselves in behav i o r
p ro bl e m s , poor academic achieve m e n t , t ru a n cy
or dropping out of school, gang invo l ve m e n t ,
e a rly pre g n a n cy, d rug ab u s e , and delinquency
( Ja c o b s , 2 0 0 0 : 4 4 ) .

Recommendations for Future
R e s e a rc h
R e s e a rch on this topic – while voluminous – is at a
nascent stage , being comprised of descri p t i ve studies
of isolated populations, with some large - s c a l e
e p i d e m i o l o gical rev i ews of the A m e rican pri s o n
p o p u l a t i o n . Johnston (1995) notes that little re s e a rch
has examined ch i l d ren dire c t ly (independent of
p a rent re p o rt ) . The exceptions are often cl i n i c a l
studies of small samples in ch i l d re n ’s mental health
s e t t i n g s , or small-scale studies of convenience samples
of pri s o n e rs ’ ch i l d ren (mu ch like we did). T h e re are
no pre/post studies and as yet no longitudinal studies,
although at least one should be ava i l able in a few
ye a rs to shed light on outcomes associated with both
m a t e rnal and paternal incarc e ration in the United
S t a t e s . In Canada, h oweve r, we have virt u a l ly no data
on this group of ch i l d ren and most previous re s e a rch
has focused on mothering-in pro grams in fe d e ra l
s e t t i n g s . T h e re are good reasons to suspect that
women in Canadian prisons are diffe rent as a gro u p
f rom women in A m e rican pri s o n s ,w h e re the war on
d rugs has been described as a war on wo m e n .

Data collection on a new topic such as this ideally
grows through these stage s , although not necessari ly
in this ord e r, to collect descri p t i ve ,c o rrelational and
eve n t u a l ly eva l u a t i ve data:

1 . case studies
• to show there is a "pro blem" we don’t know

mu ch ab o u t
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2 . in-depth study samples of 
small unrepresentastive samples

• to learn about the scope of the pro blem and
identify key independent va ri abl e s

3 . cross-sectional or retrospective study of 
large representative samples

• to learn about dynamics and develop (and
p o s s i bly test) theori e s

4 . prospective studies of representative 
or general population samples

• to understand risk and resilience by seeing if
a d ve rse outcomes happen for eve ryone 

5 . large-scale epidemiological studies 
on a probability sample

• to show incidence or prevalence in the
ge n e ral population and sometimes corre l a t i o n
with key independent va ri abl e s

6 . evaluation of participants exposed to 
a program designed using theories

• to see if we understand how to modify the
p ro bl e m

In the latter case, " evaluations" should evo l ve ove r
time from descriptions of pro gram delive ry to, w h e n
the pro gram is well established and has evidence of
p re/post ch a n ge s , outcome evaluations using a basis
of compari s o n ,i d e a l ly a control group (see Table 9).A t
p re s e n t , we are still early days ye t , gaining a tentative
u n d e rstanding of the ch a ra c t e ristics and needs of
these ch i l d re n .We need to have this know l e d ge
b e fo re recommending pro gram appro a ch e s , to avo i d
p roviding the wrong service to the right ch i l d ren (or
vice ve rs a ) .

Routine Collection of Data in Social Serv i c e
S e t t i n g s
It may well be the case that a high pro p o rtion of
ch i l d ren and adolescents who present at social
s e rvices agencies for assessment or counselling have
ex p e rienced parental incarc e ra t i o n .Twenty ye a rs ago ,
our understanding of fa m i ly violence and its effe c t s
on ch i l d ren was gre a t ly advanced when serv i c e
p rov i d e rs started simply to ask questions about ab u s e .
G abel and Shindledecker (1993) found that 40% of
the ch i l d ren in their day treatment pro gram had
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Table 9
Evolution of Questions and Methodologies in Program Evaluation

P u r p o s e R e s e a rch Question M e t h o d o l o gi e s R e s u l t

N E E D Do we have a pro gram Needs analy s i s ,s t a ke - Decision to pursue or 
gap in our commu n i t y ? holder & community abandon pro gram 

c o n s u l t a t i o n d eve l o p m e n t

What pro gram L i t e ra t u re rev i ew, Decision to adopt 
do we deliver to consultation with a specific pro gram 
fill that gap? o t h e rs s t ra t e gy

P RO C E S S Can we implement O b s e rvation of C o n clusion that pro gra m
that pro gram implementation and is or is not fe a s i ble in 
h e re ? ch a l l e n ges fa c e d this commu n i t y

A re we meeting the needs Consumer and stakeholder Fe e d b a ck to modify the 
of the client group s u rveys or p ro gram (target gro u p ,
and stake h o l d e rs ? i n t e rv i ew s re fe rral stre a m ,

m e t h o d ,e t c . )

O U T C O M E Do members of the client p re-and post testing Data that documents 
group make gains in the or observa t i o n gains in target 
d e s i red are a s ? a re a s

Do members of the target E x p e rimental design Data that documents 
group make more gains with control group e ffe c t i veness of 
than they would have for compari s o n the pro gra m
a ny way without 
the pro gra m ?

E F F I C I E N C Y Does the pro gram make E x p e rimental design C o s t - e fficiency 
as many or more gains with control group a n a ly s i s
at less cost than for compari s o n
other pro gra m s ?

S o u rc e :C u n n i n g h a m ,2 0 0 2 .



ex p e rienced the incarc e ration of one or both pare n t s .
Perhaps asking the question on a routine basis will
b ring these ch i l d ren out of the shadow s .This stra t e gy
would be especially useful in youth corre c t i o n a l
p ro gra m s , because of the implications fo r
p ro gramming and release planning.

Qualitative Study of Childre n
I n t e rv i ews with ch i l d ren who have ex p e ri e n c e d
m a t e rnal incarc e ration will yield import a n t
i n fo rmation about how they cope with and come to
u n d e rstand what happened to their mothers .D a t a
collected within the fra m ewo rk of the deve l o p m e n t a l
model proposed ab ove will be especially useful in
i n fo rming the design of intervention stra t e gies for this
gro u p ,i n cluding perhaps a coordinated commu n i t y
re s p o n s e .At this stage , the re p re s e n t a t i veness of the
sample would not be cru c i a l .

Collect Data to Understand Wo m e n ’s Role 
as Mothers
Almost all the info rmation relied upon here came
f rom other countri e s .C o m p a red especially to the
United States, our know l e d ge of women as mothers
l ags far behind.The excellent series of studies ab o u t
p rov i n c i a l ly sentenced women in Ontario by Marg a re t
S h aw and colleagues should be replicated and
extended to collect a ri cher array of info rmation on
women as mothers . Focus should be on prov i n c i a l ly
sentenced and detained women because of the
volume of cases (and hence ch i l d ren) and fre q u e n c y
of repeat admissions among a pro p o rtion of this
gro u p .I n t e rv i ews are the pre fe rred data collection
s t ra t e gy. S e c u ring a re p re s e n t a t i ve sample will be
i m p o rtant although a good stra t i fied pro b ab i l i t y
t e chnique used to select a sub-sample will be
s u ffi c i e n t ,e s p e c i a l ly if combined with the "snap-shot
d ay" appro a ch .

Assessment of Children at Admission and 
Release of Mother
One of the pro blems in determining the effect of
p a rental incarc e ration on ch i l d ren is that it is so ra re ly
the case that parental imprisonment is the only
a d ve rse event ever ex p e rienced in their live s .A s
a l re a dy noted, m a t e rnal incarc e ration usually affe c t s
families alre a dy struggling with many ch a l l e n ge s .
H agan and Dinovitzer (1999) have called for re s e a rch
that compares the well-being of ch i l d ren befo re and
after they ex p e rience separation from a pare n t . In this
way, it is possible to gain an understanding of the
unique impact – positive or negative – of matern a l
i n c a rc e ration and the ch a n ges it creates in ch i l d re n ’s
l i ve s .We could also compare the re l a t i ve outcomes of
ch i l d ren under diffe rent circumstances (e.g., t h o s e
who stay in their home ve rsus those who ch a n ge d
re s i d e n c e s ) .

Comparison of the Children of Probationers 
and Inmates
One of the many questions as yet unanswe re d
p e rtains to the diffe rential impact of four phases of
the incarc e ration pro c e s s :c riminal behav i o u r, a rre s t ,
s e p a ra t i o n , and re l e a s e .I n c a rc e ration might act as a
s t ressor to tip a ch i l d ’s delicately balanced coping fo r
p re - existing adve rs i t i e s . By comparing match e d
samples of youth who ex p e rienced either matern a l
i n c a rc e ration or whose mothers re c e i ved a
c o m munity-based sentence, we can start to untangle
the impact of a mother’s criminal behaviour from the
impact of the incarc e ra t i o n .

Follow-up Study of Childre n
The previous stra t e gy can determine how ch i l d re n
a re impacted in the short term .H oweve r, s e e k i n g
them out after one or two ye a rs will yield info rm a t i o n
on the longe r - t e rm impact and subsequent ch a n ges in
their live s .We would expect that at least some of
them will have ex p e rienced quite a bit of disru p t i o n
while others would have settled back into their
n o rmal lives after the release of their mothers . It is
i m p o rtant when conducting such a fo l l ow-up that a
bias not be introduced by failing to find most of the
o ri ginal part i c i p a n t s .A key pro blem is that the latter
m o re stable group is over-sampled re l a t i ve to the
fo rmer more transient group who can be difficult to
t ra ck dow n .The Centre for Children of Incarc e ra t e d
Pa rents is planning a fo l l ow-up study of some of the
ch i l d ren who they have studied befo re in Califo rn i a .

Follow-up with Released Wo m e n
T h e re is almost no Canadian re s e a rch about the
ch a l l e n ges faced by inmates leaving prison and in the
p e riod after release (Gri ffiths & Cunningham, 2 0 0 0 ) .
The focus instead is on assessment techniques and
institutional pro gra m s .When inmates are tra cked after
re l e a s e , it is as part of an ag gregate study using offi c i a l
statistics to determine if the prediction of risk wa s
c o rrelated with some outcome such as paro l e
revocation for new offence (which is only vag u e ly
related to criminal behav i o u r ) .This tells us little or
nothing about how to help people during the diffi c u l t
p e riod of re - i n t e gra t i o n .

M o re ove r, few (if any) correctional pro grams fo r
women have been well evaluated in Canada. M o s t
evaluations use pro blematic designs such as pre / p o s t
p s y ch o l o gical testing with no basis of compari s o n
and no post-release fo l l ow - u p ,s t ra t e gies which do not
d i re c t ly address the key questions of effe c t i veness and
e fficiency and which might well be leading to the
w rong "answe rs" (Cunningham, 2 0 0 2 ) .One pro bl e m
is the tendency to study the pro gram instead of
s t u dying the pro gram part i c i p a n t . In this way, t h e
p ro gram can look like it is successful even while the
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p ro gram participant falls flat on her fa c e .The goal of a
p ro gram should be to create positive ch a n ge in as
m a ny participants as possibl e , not statistically
s i g n i ficant diffe rences in mean scores on tests that do
not measure the actual goals of the pro gra m .A g a i n ,
this tells us nothing about who got wo rse during the
p ro gram (pro b ably one third ) , who stayed the same
and there fo re did not deri ve any benefit or did not
need the pro gram (pro b ably one third ) , and whether
the people who improved (pro b ably one third) wo u l d
h ave improved any way.

G i ven the mandate of the institutional corre c t i o n a l
s y s t e m , evaluations of their services should measure
t wo things:

1 . is each offender released in ways that maximize
their likelihood of success (i.e., do they have a safe
and stable re s i d e n c e , an income sourc e , access to
health care , social support s , legal assistance if
n e e d e d ,t reatment when re q u i re d ,e t c . ) ?

2 . who comes back and why, and how can we addre s s
those re a s o n s ?

We have alre a dy noted that one of the absolute best
ways to help these ch i l d ren is to help their mothers
s t ay out of pri s o n . Systematic study of women after
release will yield useful info rmation about how best
to help them 

To gi ve women offe n d e rs a fighting chance
re q u i res significant changes in our stra t e gies and
p u blic systems. C e rt a i n ly we should expect as
much of ours e l ves as we do of them! (Ja c o b s ,
2 0 0 0 : 4 9 )

.

R e s e a rch e rs at the Unive rsity of Chicago are planning
to tra ck 14,000 women in state facilities in Illinois and
their estimated 35,000 ch i l d ren to measure the life
t ra j e c t o ries of women after release (Sch u l e r, 2 0 0 2 ) .
E ven a mu ch smaller scale study of 100 women in
O n t a rio would yield info rmation that would her
ex t re m e ly helpful.

P rospective Longitudinal Follow-up of Children 
One of the key findings emerging from any study of
i n c a rc e rated parents is the elevated risk that their
ch i l d ren will one day find themselves behind bars .A t
p re s e n t , the hypothesized connection betwe e n
p a rental incarc e ration and later criminality is based
on admittedly large corre l a t i o n s . But it remains a
matter of speculation as to whether or not this
c o rrelation is spurious (being explained by other
fa c t o rs such as pove rt y ) .P ro s p e c t i ve study of this
group would assist in teasing out the risk and
p ro t e c t i ve fa c t o rs and in developing theore t i c a l
models of any causal links.A similar effo rt in Canada,
perhaps aimed at a cohort of pre - s ch o o l e rs which can
be tra cked into early adulthood, would yield some
useful info rmation on this high-risk gro u p .Adding this
va ri able to the National Longitudinal Survey of
C h i l d ren and youth would be one example of how
s u ch info rmation could be collected.

Development and Evaluation of Interventions 
for Childre n
The final stra t e gy to be recommended here is the
d e t e rmination of which types of interventions are
associated with the best outcomes for ch i l d re n .
" I n t e rvention" might include community protocols on
responding to the arrest of women with minor
ch i l d re n , individual or group counselling, or visiting
p ro gra m s .
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M a ny of the difficulties ex p e rienced by women in
c o n flict with the law are concomitant. Wo m e n
with substance abuse pro blems often have
h i s t o ries of physical and sexual abuse in
childhood and, as adults, a re also like ly to have
p hysical health pro blems and to have deve l o p e d
a va riety of emotional and psychiatri c
c o n d i t i o n s . Coupled with a lack of financial or
e m p l oyment re s o u rces and single pare n t h o o d ,
these pro blems create a web from which it wo u l d
be difficulty to expect anyone to ex t ricate hers e l f
without considerable support and assistance. Th e
implications of high levels of abuse among
o ffender populations and their links with other
p ro blems such as substance ab u s e , i l l - h e a t h , a n d
l ow socio-economic status all point to the need
for specific pro gramming for wo m e n .( S h aw &
H a rgre ave s , 1 9 9 4 :1 7 )

Women in prison do not comprise a typical cro s s -
section of society. This fact has pro found implications
for their ch i l d re n , who share their world of social
m a rgi n a l i z a t i o n ,p ove rt y, and ra c i s m . U n d e rs t a n d i n g
the pro file and needs of incarc e rated women helps
identify implications for policy and pro gra m m i n g .
M u ch useful info rmation can be found in materi a l
p roduced by Statistics Canada and a survey
conducted by Marg a ret Shaw and her colleagues of
243 incarc e rated Ontario women (Shaw and
H a rgre ave s ,1 9 9 4 ) . While almost a decade old, t h e
S h aw studies remain the best evidence we have of the
ove rall pro file of women under both community and
institutional superv i s i o n . The Report of the
Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontari o
C riminal Justice System (Gittens and Cole, 1995) is
also a useful re s o u rc e .

women are a small pro p o rtion of adults under
c o rrectional supervision in Ontario

A c c o rding to the web site of the Ministry of Publ i c
S a fety and Securi t y, 15% of adults under corre c t i o n a l
s u p e rvision are wo m e n .This fi g u re mirro rs the
p ro p o rtion of women who are ch a rged by police
(15%) and convicted (13%) in court (Bélange r, 2 0 0 1 ) .
Most women on re gister in a gi ven day are on
p robation (90%) or some fo rm of conditional re l e a s e
( 6 % ) .

women comprise a small group of adults in Ontario
c o rrectional facilities

In correctional fa c i l i t i e s , women are a minority in a
system that was designed for men. On any gi ven day

in Canada, o n ly 7% of on-re gister inmates in prov i n c i a l
facilities are female (Robinson et al., 1 9 9 8 ) . I n
O n t a ri o , in 1997/98, 9% of the 33,971 sentenced
admissions to provincial custody we re women (Reed
and Robert s ,1 9 9 9 ) . On any gi ven day, o n ly 4% of the
institutional correctional population is fe m a l e .

women in provincial custody are under sentence, on
remand, or awaiting transfer

In 1992, S h aw and Hargre aves (1994) found that half
of the women surveyed we re serving a prov i n c i a l
sentence in the facility where they we re located,
about one third we re on remand and the re m a i n d e r
we re awaiting tra n s fer to another fa c i l i t y, most the
Vanier Centre for Women (due to close soon) or
fe d e ral custody.

p rovincial sentences are short

The median provincial sentence in Canada in 1997/98
was 44 days (45 in Ontari o ) . Because of re m i s s i o n
and tempora ry absence pro gra m s , the median time
a c t u a l ly served is 24 days (Reed and Robert s ,1 9 9 9 ) .

women are primarily incarcerated for pro p e rty off e n c e s
or offences against the administration of justice

In the provincial system, S h aw and Hargre aves (1994)
found that about one third of women we re in pri s o n
for pro p e rty offe n c e s ,p ri m a ri ly theft and fra u d . M o re
recent data show that the two most common
o ffences of conviction for prov i n c i a l ly sentenced
women are drug offences (13%) and theft (12%) (Fi n n
et al., 1 9 9 9 ) .A c c o rding to a Statistics Canada survey,
i n c a rc e rated women are less like ly to be incarc e ra t e d
for an interpersonal offence (64% of fe d e ral and 28%
in provincial custody) than male inmates, 74% and
34% re s p e c t i ve ly (Robinson et al., 1 9 9 8 ) . A c c o rding to
i n fo rmation on the MPSS web site, p ro p e rty offe n c e s
accounted for the majority of offences by adult
female offe n d e rs sentenced to incarc e ration (32%),
fo l l owed by administration of justices offences (e.g.,
b re a ch of pro b a t i o n ,u n l aw f u l ly at large , fail to comply,
fail to appear) at 22%; and offences against the pers o n
( 1 6 % ) .

* most incarcerated women are socially and
economically marg i n a l i z e d

These women are typically young (ave rage age is
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about 30), lone pare n t s , and poor.The ave rage wo m a n
in prison has less than a grade nine education and
was unemployed at arrest (Finn et al., 1 9 9 9 ) . W h a t
little employment ex p e rience they have is usually in
unskilled and minimum wage jobs.

women are less likely to recidivate and constitute a
lower risk to the community than men

C o m p a red with their male counterpart s ,p rov i n c i a l ly
sentenced women have lower levels of the ri s k
fa c t o rs known to be correlated with recidivism (Fi n n
et al., 1 9 9 9 ) . Little re s e a rch in Canada fo l l ows wo m e n
(or men) after release to determine their rate of
re c i d i v i s m , but we believe based on re s e a rch in other
c o u n t ries that women constitute a lesser risk to re -
o ffend than men. O n t a rio data are being collected on
this point but have not been released in a fo rm that
p rovides a sex bre a k d ow n .

women in prison have higher needs compared with
male off e n d e r s

On traditional measures of risk/need assessment,
p rov i n c i a l ly sentenced women evidenced higher
needs than their male counterparts (Finn et al., 1 9 9 9 ) .
Fe d e ra l ly sentenced women evidenced signifi c a n t ly
higher levels of difficulty with behav i o u ral and
emotional instab i l i t y, poor fa m i ly re l a t i o n s , and lowe r
academic and vocational skills compared with male
o ffe n d e rs (Blanchette and Dow d e n ,1 9 9 8 ) .

many women in prison have multiple needs

The needs of women can include educational
u p gra d i n g , vocational tra i n i n g ,e m p l oyability skills, l i fe
s k i l l s , substance abuse tre a t m e n t ,h o u s i n g ,i n d i v i d u a l
t h e ra py, fa m i ly thera py, financial planning and health
c a re . Wo m e n ,e s p e c i a l ly A b o ri ginal women and other
women of colour,m ay suffer systemic disadva n t age s
that compound the situation by acting as barri e rs to
full participation in the labour fo rc e . Legal issues can
i n clude disputes over custody of their ch i l d ren and
ch i l d - we l fa re proceedings in fa m i ly court .

most incarcerated women are pare n t s

The majority (71%) of institutionalized wo m e n
s u rveyed by Shaw (1994) had ch i l d ren and most of
them (80%) we re parenting on the own for some or
all of the time. Half had been teenage rs when their 

fi rst child was born . One in ten women surveyed by
S h aw (1994) was pregnant at the time.

Aboriginal women are over re p re s e n t e d

The Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontari o
C riminal Justice System found that A b o ri ginal wo m e n
we re admitted to provincial custody at a rate fi ve
times that of white women (Gittens and Cole, 1 9 9 5 ) .
The disparity was greater for women than for men. I n
1 9 9 2 / 9 3 , 9.2% of provincial admissions of wo m e n
we re A b o ri ginal compared with only 5.6% of male
a d m i s s i o n s .

o v e r- re p resentation of visible minorities more evident
among women than men

In 1992/93, one third of adult female admissions to
O n t a rio prisons belonged to visible minority gro u p s
c o m p a red with one quarter of males (Gittens & Cole,
1 9 9 5 ) . A s i a n s , East Indians and A rabs are under-
re p resented in penal populations re l a t i ve to their
p ro p o rtion in the Ontario population. H oweve r, B l a ck
women are admitted to provincial custody at a ra t e
almost seven times that of white wo m e n . As with
A b o ri gi n a l s , this rate is higher than is the case fo r
B l a ck men. At Vanier Centre for Wo m e n , admissions of
B l a ck women increased 630% over the six ye a rs
b e t ween 1986/87 and 1992/93. The comparabl e
fi g u re for Caucasian women was 59%.

the profile of women in prison may be changing but
m o re re s e a rch is needed

C o n c e rn is commonly ex p ressed that the rates of
c rime among wo m e n ,p a rt i c u l a r ly violent cri m e ,a re
ri s i n g . S h aw and Dubois (1995) reminds us of these
i m p o rtant fa c t s :

• women commit pro p o rt i o n a t e ly far less violent
c rime than men

• violent offences constitute a small pro p o rtion of all
female offe n d i n g

• the violent offences with which women are
ch a rged tend to be less serious than is true for men

• most increases in wo m e n ’s offending are
accounted for by pro p e rty offences 

• a ny increases in violent offending are accounted fo r
m o s t ly by minor assaults

• race and social class must also be considered with
gender in understanding wo m e n ’s violence
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Web Sites
C a n a d a
Canadian Fa m i ly and Corrections Netwo rk
www3.sympatico.ca/cfcn/cfcneng.html 

Canadian Outsiders On-line Support Gro u p
h t t p : / / gro u p s . ya h o o . c o m / gro u p / c a n a d i a n - o u t s i d e rs/ 

C h i l d ren Visiting Prisons (Kingston, O n t a ri o )
w w w. geocities.com/cvpkingston/ 

United States
Aid to Incarc e rated Mothers (AIM Inc.),A l ab a m a
w w w. i n m a t e m o m s . o rg

C e n t re for Children of Incarc e rated Pa re n t s
w w w. e - c c i p . o rg 

C e n t e r fo rc e :S e rv i c e ,e d u c a t i o n ,a d vocacy for those
i m p risoned and those in the commu n i t y
w w w. c e n t e r fo rc e . o rg

Child We l fa re League of A m e ri c a , Fe d e ral Resourc e
Center for Children of Pri s o n e rs
w w w. c w l a . o rg / p ro gra m s / i n c a rc e ra t e d/ 

Legal Services for Pri s o n e rs with Childre n
h t t p : / / p ri s o n e rsw i t h ch i l d re n . o rg

Fa m i ly and Corrections Netwo rk
w w w. f c n e t wo rk . o rg /

National Institute of Corre c t i o n s ,M o t h e r - C h i l d
C o m munity Corrections Pro j e c t
w w w. n i c i c . o rg / s e rv i c e s / s p e c i a l / wo m e n / m c c c p / d e fa u l
t.htm 

P rison Match ,N o rth Carolina Correctional Institution
for Wo m e n
w w w. p ri s o n m a t ch . o rg

U. S .D ream A c a d e my
w w w. u s d re a m a c a d e my. o rg

United Kingdom
Action for Pri s o n e rs ’ Fa m i l i e s
w w w. p ri s o n e rs fa m i l i e s . o rg . u k

H A R P : Help and Advice for Relatives of Pri s o n e rs
w w w. h a r p i n fo . o rg . u k

S u p p o rt ,Help and Advice for Relatives and Friends of
P ri s o n e rs (SHARP)
w w w. s - h - a - r - p . o rg . u k

Vi d e o s
What we Leave Behind:Women Fo rmer Pri s o n e rs Te l l
Their Story (United States)
w w w. b eyo n d m e d i a . o rg / v v. h t m l

When the Bough Breaks (United States)
h t t p : / / w w w. i t v s . o rg / w h e n t h e b o u g h b re a k s / m o t h e rs .
h t m l

B o o k s
B a u n a ch , P. J. ( 1 9 8 5 ) . M o t h e rs in Pri s o n . N ew
B ru n sw i ck NJ:Transaction Books.

C o m a ck ,E .( 1 9 9 6 ) . Women in Tro u bl e :C o n n e c t i n g
Wo m e n ’s Law Violations to their Histories of A b u s e .
H a l i fax NS: Fe rn wood Publ i s h i n g .
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What is like being a mother 
in pri s o n ?
It is ve ry hard to have ch i l d re n ,e s p e c i a l ly young ones,
and leave them to be in pri s o n . It takes away from the
child's future . It's not fair to them to be missing out
on opportunities in life . It hurts us as parents and
t h e re is a great impact on the ch i l d .The system has a
lot of other doors open to me, but I am not utilizing
them because I am not awa re of the proper ch a n n e l s
to take to let me get ahead in life .T h ey don't want to
gi ve us a ch a n c e .

I feel ve ry bad, and I miss my ch i l d ren a lot. I can't
s l e e p , thinking about what I did to my ch i l d re n .
Because of me, t h ey can't go to school [because they
do not have immigration papers ] . I just want to do my
s e n t e n c e , become a better pers o n , and find a job. I
don't want my ch i l d ren to grow up with their mother
in jail.

The prison system doesn't do anything to help us.
T h e re are some people that re a l ly do want to get help
to try honestly to help themselve s .M o re pro gra m s
and more education would help; nothing constru c t i ve
is done in this detention centre .

My child's father will not let me see my child because
I have a drug pro bl e m .

I realize how precious it is to have access to my
ch i l d re n . I love them ve ry mu ch .

I miss my ch i l d ren ve ry mu ch . I feel ashamed ab o u t
w h e re I am, k n owing that they need me. I feel like a
bad mother because I'm not there for them.

I just want to tell my fa m i ly that I'm fi n e , and not to 

wo rry about me. I want to be re l e a s e d ; I miss my son
and husband ve ry mu ch . I am so wo rried about my son.

It's a pain that has no ex p l a n a t i o n , but feels ve ry
d e e p .The nu rt u re feeling plays on my head.

Being an addict, I think that when I get we l l ,t h e re
will re a l ly be people who care about me.

It hurts not to be with my ch i l d re n .

My kids have suffe red a great deal because of my dru g
addiction and separation from them. I am now dru g
f ree and am doing we l l . I will do my ve ry best to have
a good life for me, my husband, and our ch i l d re n .

Being incarc e rated and away from my ch i l d ren is
d eva s t a t i n g . No one sees the mothers and fa t h e rs
c rying quietly at night. No one sees the ch i l d re n
c rying quietly at night, and blaming themselve s .T h e
institution should offer more pro grams and
counselling for parents and their ch i l d re n .T h e re
should be more visits and more interaction fo r
p a rents and their ch i l d re n .

I feel like a real loser because of a mere ch a rge that
could result in my losing my home or my ch i l d re n .

I am a single pare n t . My (16 year old) son is hav i n g
d i fficulties - fi n a n c i a l ly, taking care of himself, a n d
going to sch o o l .

My ch i l d ren and I we re ve ry cl o s e . Few options ex i s t
at this Detention Centre .

My ch i l d ren are still mine.

I'm scared that my ch i l d ren won't know me when I
get re l e a s e d . It hurts to be away from them. I am also
s c a red for them.
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Both of my kids are ve ry good kids. E ven though I am
yo u n g ,t h ey are well-adjusted and intelligent kids.T h ey
a re ex c e p t i o n a l ly handsome, and talented in sport s . .

The one-year house arrest prior to sentencing had an
emotional and custodial effect on my ch i l d ren and
m e . The judge ’s denial of my request to be allowed to
attend at the CAS office (for scheduled access visits)
p roved to show lack of interest re g a rding access to
my ch i l d re n . CAS requested wa rdship and it wa s
granted mostly due to my showing a "lack of intere s t "
by not attending the supervised access visits duri n g
this peri o d .. . . T h ey should make it more an issue
while a person is in custody, being arre s t e d , or on
p robation to know the fa m i ly status of the female and
m a ke ava i l able assistance to her. After all, it not only
a ffects her but the ch i l d ren as well who are innocent.

My two ch i l d ren are angry and anxious about the last
four ye a rs of my life . But I let them know eve ry d ay
that they are special to me, and that I love them.

No matter how long or short a child is separated fro m
a pare n t , it affects the ch i l d . I think my son has a ri g h t
to know, but not too mu ch . I am one of the lucky
ones in that my son is doing well in sch o o l .H oweve r,
he doesn't get close to anyo n e , in fear of losing the. I
wish things we re diffe re n t , but they are not.The only
thing I can do is gi ve him as mu ch support as
p o s s i bl e .The Elizabeth Fry Society does a lot of that.
We need more .

The judicial system should not be so harsh on wo m e n
who have been dealing with domestic violence and
then being incarc e rated for trying to save their ow n
l i ves and the lives of their ch i l d re n .

It is like hell on earth and that is the only way to
d e s c ribe it.

When I’m done serving my time, I’m going to get into
an adult literacy pro gram and find wo rk . Get my life
b a ck on tra ck . My ch i l d , my life are far more
i m p o rtant than jail. I made a mistake and now I’l l
s e rve my time.

Being a mother incarc e rated is not ve ry good for my
self-esteem nor self-confi d e n c e . I have a tre m e n d o u s
amount of guilt and re m o rse for the bad decision I’ve
made that resulted in my arre s t , I feel so sorry for my
b oy and how I have let him down as a role model.
I’m trying to remain focused on my plans for my
release date. I plan to re t u rn to my own college
classes as we l l . I just want to move fo r wa rd with our
fa m i ly life together and gain some support systems.

Being a mother in prison pers o n a l ly is heart bre a k i n g ,
k n owing that my ch i l d ren are with someone that I do
not even know or do not approve of. It is ve ry hard
and ex t re m e ly disturbing. I miss my ch i l d ren and I
h ave to hope that they miss me too. I think my
ch i l d ren are going through an ex t re m e ly hard time
not so mu ch my son but my daughter who is only [a
b aby] and has never been away from me for a long
p e riod of time. In my opinion and the opinion many
other re s p o n s i ble parents I am a great mom and I
d e s e rve to have my ch i l d re n . I believe the CAS is
w rong in taking my ch i l d ren from me. . . . . I know I
am a ve ry young mom but nothing in this wo r l d
comes befo re my ch i l d ren and myself or their fa t h e r.
N o t h i n g . I have so mu ch more to say but I must stop
n ow befo re I start to cry. Thanks for listening. Yo u rs
t ru ly, upset mother. P. S . I feel like a big
disappointment to my s e l f, my mother and most of all
my ch i l d re n .

[My plans are] to go home and try to make up for lost
t i m e . I was in custody over Chri s t m a s , we missed a
l o t . You can’t make up for lost time and you can’t
plan another Chri s t m a s . It was an unfo rtunate time of
the ye a r. . . . I spent all of my [sentenced] time in a
detention centre so because of the awful atmosphere
I didn’t see my ch i l d ren throughout my entire stay. I
was incarc e rated for the fi rst time and this was my
fi rst time in tro u bl e , I was terri fied – there is no
division offe n d e rs violence / drugs / fra u d . I was only
in about fi ve minutes befo re I saw a fi g h t . It was a
good couple of minutes befo re a guard came because
you are basically locked in a cage . I have obtained a
mu ch better know l e d ge of dru g s . Inmates use and
s m o ke all the time. I know of seve ral times that
d ru g s ,n e e d l e s , tobacco all get in and it’s there in yo u r
face eve ry day. I easily could have gone home
addicted to cra ck . I am not nor have I ever been a
d rug user and most I would say are . This place bre e d s
b a d . Nothing to do. B a s i c a l ly no pro gra m m i n g . T h ey
will all obtain a far greater know l e d ge of law
b re a k i n g , myself incl u d e d ,b e fo re leaving this place.

I t ’s awful to leave your ch i l d re n . I miss them terri bly.
I think Ju d ges should be more compassionate with
m o t h e rs of young ch i l d ren and use altern a t i ve fo rm s
of sentencing where you don’t have to be suddenly
s e p a rated for long periods of time. C ruel wo r l d .

I am stru ck with the fact that I am diffe rent here .N o t
s t reet pers o n .Well educated! Feeling isolated fro m
p o p u l a t i o n . My fa m i ly (still intact) means the wo r l d
to me.

70



London Family Court Clinic Inc.
200 - 254 Pall Mall St.
LONDON ON N6A 5P6 CANADA
www.lfcc.on.ca


