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The situational model focuses on three factors connected to the context of the event: 
place, time, and person. First, where does the behavior occur? Second, when does the 
behavior occur? Third, who engages in the behavior?10 Inmate behavior, according to this 
model, is dependent on situational factors, such as the type of facility, the time of year, the 
time of day, staffing, and the involvement of other inmates.

Female Subcultures
Increases in female criminality and incarceration created a niche for a new area of 

study. The majority of female inmates (54%) are incarcerated for drug and property offenses 
(see Figure 12.3).11 Since 2000, the incarceration of black women for drug offenses has 
increased at an alarming rate. In state and federal prisons women of color represent over 
half the population. Among female inmates, 25% are black, 18% are Hispanic, and 49% are 
white.12 This increase may be associated with some type of victimization and the tendency 
for women to abuse drugs as a coping mechanism.13 Overall, the “typical” female inmate is 
30 to 35 years old and the primary caregiver to two children.14

Far less research has explored subcultures in women’s prisons, although initial studies 
conducted in the 1960s focused on social structures, such as family, traditional sex roles, 
and same-sex relationships.15 Early work found that women coped with the pains of impris-
onment differently than men and that their so-called natural tendencies of neediness, pas-
siveness, and domestication continued in a prison setting. In the 1980s, research focused 
on the pseudofamily structure and homosexual relationships, and identified a female ten-
dency to alleviate the pains of imprisonment by creating relational ties.16 The subculture of 
women’s prison appears to be based primarily on relationships.17

Contemporary research finds that men and women experience many of the same pains 
of imprisonment. Still, findings show that female inmate experiences and history are vastly 
different from those of men and that women experience the pains of imprisonment in a 
harsher way. In keeping with past research, current findings indicate that in response to 
deprivation and importation, women build pseudofamilies to ease feelings of loss, establish 
trust among the inmates, and help ease emotional and/or physical deprivations. By estab-
lishing these close personal ties to one another, female inmates import female characteris-
tics and gender roles from the outside.18

situational model: 
Emphasizes the place, 
time, and person 
to understand the 
behavior of inmates.

pseudofamily: 
Relationship structures 
built in female prisons 
to replicate family 
relationships left behind 
when incarcerated.

Figure 12.3  n  Women Incarcerated in the United States
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Source: Carson, A. (2015). Prisoners in 2014. Bureau of Justice Statistics. Retrieved from http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/ 
pdf/p14.pdf.
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