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Another reason female inmates expe-
rience prison differently than men is that 
they are frequently the primary caretak-
ers of children. The separation of mother 
and child resulting from incarceration 
enhances the pains of imprisonment for 
both mother and child.19

Compounding these relational prob-
lems is that there are fewer women’s pris-
ons, meaning that the distance needed to 
travel to visit incarcerated women is greater 
compared with male prisons. This distance, 
along with transportation and economic 
issues, means that female inmates are more 
likely than male inmates to be deprived of 
familial contact while incarcerated.

An obvious difference in male and 
female inmate experiences centers on preg-
nancy: Many women enter prison preg-
nant, and an increasing number give birth in prison. Fewer than 10 prisons in the United 
States are equipped to handle births. Additionally, health problems may be more compli-
cated than in a male population because of the female reproductive system; breast and 
cervical cancer also are prevalent in prison populations.

In prison, in part because of the factors discussed here, female inmates suffer from 
higher levels of emotional distress, mental illness, and engaging in self-harm than their 
male counterparts.20 Mental illness is a major issue in correctional facilities. Work at the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics demonstrates that women are more likely to present with 
mental illness in correctional facilities. Research indicates that among state prisoners, 
mental illness is present in 73% of female and 55% of male inmates; among federal 
prisoners, mental illness is present in 61% of female and 44% of male inmates; and 
among local jail inmates, 75% of female and 63% of male inmates are mentally ill.21 Past 
research suggests that coping skills for women are more likely to involve drug or alco-
hol abuse, eating disorders, or self-mutilation. Men are more likely to cope outwardly 
through aggression.22 Mental illness, substance abuse, and victimization are common 
among female inmates.

Though much about prison is similar for women and men, differences like those dis-
cussed above show the methods for dealing with female prisoners cannot necessarily be 
adopted directly from the male prisoner model.

White-Collar Criminals in Prison
White-collar criminals are incarcerated with other types of criminals. As such, the 

notion that they are sentenced to a special country club–type environment is simply fan-
tasy. Prisons—even those with white-collar criminals—are devoid of privacy. The environ-
ment is stark. Inmates have no power to even turn lights on and off. Wake-up time is 6 
a.m. Lights are out at 11 p.m. Guards can and do wake up prisoners throughout the night 
to ensure that all are accounted for. Like all prisoners, white-collar criminals do not escape 
the pains of imprisonment. Given the relative deprivation experienced by white-collar 
criminals, some may think that they suffer more in prison. In contrast, research finds that 
white-collar criminals do not find the transition to prison any more difficult than other 
criminals.23 Stadler and colleagues investigated whether white-collar criminals were more 
sensitive to pains of imprisonment than other criminals and discovered that, in some cases, 
white-collar criminals coped better. They report fewer issues in terms of overall problems, 
feeling safe, and cell mate problems. In addition, research shows that white-collar crimi-
nals are more likely to make friends in prison compared with other inmates. Stadler and  

The needs of female inmates present special challenges to correctional staff. 

How are the needs of male and female inmates the same or different?
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