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Mothers’ experiences of prison

Gendered trauma 
experiences

1
Separation and 
loss of mothering 
role

2
Relational trauma
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The research
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What evidence is 
there of trauma in 
women’s lives 
before going to 
prison?

01
How have mothers 
and their children 
been affected by 
imprisonment?

02
What factors and 
systems help them 
to cope with 
imprisonment and 
separation from 
their children?

03



Methods

10 
interviews 
with staff

20 
interviews 

with 
mothers

Narrative 
thematic 
analysis



Defining trauma?

•Mass incarceration of mothers in the US 
as ‘state perpetrated violence’. 
Heberle, Obus and Gray (2020) 

•“Socially created sources of trauma.” 
Comack (2018)

•Structural and systemic trauma.

•Intergenerational trauma.
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Gendered trauma experiences:

Postnatal depression
• Thought to affect about 10-

20% of new mothers.

• Postpartum psychosis.

• Breakdown in relationship.

• Prior to or during custody.

Domestic abuse
• 5 of the 19 women spoken 

with disclosed experiences of 
domestic abuse

• In some cases coerced into 
offending.

• In some cases led to removal 
of children. 

Child removal
• Can be a trigger to a 

deterioration in mental health, 
substance abuse and 
consequent offending.

• Linked to DVA in many cases.

• Psychosocial crisis?
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These three experiences are often closely interlinked.



“the feeling of losing your kids, it’s the worst feeling 
in the world, it really is.  It’s just a disaster all around, 
some people don’t have mums, they don’t have any 
family to even look after the children so therefore 

they do lose their children because the children have 
to go into care and once they’re in the care system 

that’s it -you don’t get them back, so it is a 
punishment for a lifetime”

Janie, 3 children
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‘Relational’ trauma  

Impact on children
• Varies according to age 

of child . 

• Some children never 
returned to live with 
their mothers.

• Irreparable harms 
voiced.

Impact on kinship carers
• Changes to 

(grand)mother-daughter 
relationships.

• Difficulties navigating 
mothering role on 
release. 

• Physical, emotional and 
financial impacts.
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Summary

•A wider definition of trauma needs to be 
considered that understands the link between 
social experiences and trauma.

•A need to recognise the criminal justice system 
and custody in particular, as active causes of 
trauma, not as a safe space or an appropriate 
punishment. 

•Work to address women’s trauma needs to 
happen in the community – the criminal justice 
system has been shown to be trauma creating in 
itself and is adding to marginalised women’s 
difficult life experiences. 
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Thank you for 
listening!
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