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Female Prisons and Prisoners
As noted earlier in the chapter, initially women were detained in the same facili-

ties as men, suffering the same horrid conditions. Violence, especially rape and other 
sexual assault, was commonly perpetrated against female inmates, often resulting in preg-
nancy. The reformation period and the creation of separate facilities for women provided 
improved conditions. Since the opening of the Indiana Women’s Reformatory, many 
other institutions to house female inmates have been built. As the number of incarcer-
ated women grew, attention to female inmates increased. Currently, women continue 
to make up a relatively small portion of inmates in the nation. While relatively small 
compared with growth in the number of male inmates, growth in female inmates still has 
been explosive. In 2014, there were about 8.5 times more women in prison than in 1980 
(Figure 11.6).

More than just facilities differ when considering incarcerated women. Research indi-
cates that mental health issues, substance abuse, sexual victimization, drug use, and 
poverty are strong predictors of female incarceration. Most women are in prison for non-
violent crimes; one third of all women are incarcerated on drug-related offenses that were 
motivated by the desire to obtain more drugs. Most female inmates have been victims 
of childhood and adult physical and sexual abuse. Compared with men, female inmates 
are more likely to suffer from mental illness, including depression.43 Findings show that 
about 73% of female prisoners suffer from mental health issues, compared with 55% of 
male prisoners.44 Women are two times more likely than men to be HIV positive, and 
more likely to report that they were using drugs at the time of their first offenses. In 2004, 
the last year for which data are available, 60% of female prisoners (compared with 56% 
of male prisoners) had used drugs in the month before the offenses that resulted in their 
incarceration.45

Figure 11.6  n  Number of Women in State and Federal Prisons, 1980–2014
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The number of women who are incarcerated has grown dramatically since the 1980s. Are women 
more dangerous than they once were? Or are women more likely to be arrested than they once 
were? What could account for the massive increase, and how does it affect our society?

Sources: Carson, E. A., & Golinelli, D. (2013). Prisoners in 2012—Advance counts. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of 
Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice; Carson, E. A. (2015) Prisoners in 2014. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of 
Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice.

Note: Estimates for 2014 include imputed counts for Alaska, which did not submit 2014 National Prisoner Statistics data.
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