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ABSTRACT

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WOMEN OFFENDERS
AND THEIR CHILDREN

By

Susan M. Hunter

Little research has focused on the relationship between
women offenders and their children. This study will explore
their relationship before, during and after incarceration.
Specifically, the research will study the effects of the
separation due to incarceration; the caregiving patterns
which exist for the children; the process by which offender
mothers and their children reunite; how the experience of
being a mother is influenced by being in prison and on parole:
and ways in which the criminal justice system can address
issues relating to offender mothers and their children.

Fifty-five women parolees, randomly selected from all
paroled offender mothers in Michigan, were interviewed for
this study. In addition, 18 parole officers were interview-
ed and the parole records of the participants were examined.
The amount of time on parole for the women interviewed ranged
from 3 months to 23 months.

Eighty-five percent of the women lived with all or some
of their children prior to incarceration. At the time of
the interview, 83.6% of the women were living with at least

some of their children. Although most of the children were



Susan M. Hunter

cared for by relatives during their mother's incarceration,
747 of the women said their children experienced some prob-
lems during and possibly due to their incarceration. Among
the problems cited by the mothers were fighting, lower grades
in school, anger, nightmares and emotional problems.

The relationship between offender mothers and their
children were evolving relationships shaped, in part, by
family history, kinship networks, temporary caregivers, phys-
ical presence, guilt, maturation and the experience of separ-
ation.

The women and their parole agents were in agreement
that the parole process should not interfer in the family
relationships of the women. These feelings were curiously
in conflict with the realities of the situation. Specific
problems faced by women parolees include: 1lack of money,
need for employment, custody and the reactions of their
children to their return.

This study demonstrated the need for parole and priscn
agencies to recognize the impact they have on offender
mothers' lives and to develop programs/policies to better

meet the needs of these women.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Women have traditionally comprised only three to four
percent of the prison population in this country (Bowker,
1980). In addition, women's prisons have experienced less
violence, litigation and activism than have their male
counterparts. For these reasons, prison programs have his-
torically been developed for male populations with only
slight variations accepted for female offenders. In recent
years, however, the courts, legislatures and citizens' groups
have exerted increasing pressure on correctional agencies to
determine whether they are meeting the needs of women offend-
ers. In coordination with this effort, researchers have be-
gun to ask if they have uncovered information helpful in
designing programs to specifically meet the needs of female
offenders.

The fact that women comprise a small proportién of the
prison population has been used to justify not developing ad-
equate programs in women's prisons (Holt, 1981/82). The cost
of duplicating programs available to the larger numbers of
male offenders for utilization by female offenders has been
used as justification for not providing them. However, the
courts have intervened to assure that women offenders receive
parity. The court decision in Canterino vs. Wilson (Xentucky,

1982) states:

[




A desire to preserve the state's limited re-
sources cannot be used to justify an allocation
of those limited resources which unfairly denies
women equal access to programs routinely avail-
able to men [546 Federal Supplement 174].

The fact that there are relatively few women offenders
has been used not only to justify inadequate programming, but
also to exempt corrections departments from addressing issues
which primarily affect women offenders. A primary example of
such an issue is the relationship between offender mothers
and their children. Although children are probably more
important to male offenders than is usually recognized, male
offenders are much less likely than female offenders to be
the primary (and usually single) care provider. Thus, offend-
er mothers face some unique situations when they enter the
criminal justice system. Women offenders must assure that
their children are cared for during their incarceration
(which can involve a residence change for the children) as
well as deal with the myriad of circumstances surrounding
their separation and ultimate reunion with their children.
While some offender mothers do not face these situations be-
cause they were not the primary care provider before prison,
the majority do face these verv difficult problems.

Data from the U.S. Department of Labor estimates that
70 percent of the female inmates are mothers and that the
average inmate mother has two dependent children. McGowan
and Blumenthal (1978) estimate that on any given day there

are approximately 21,000 children in this country whose

mothers are incarcerated. This somewhat staggering figure is



just a prelude to what is a significant problem for many
women offenders.

There are a variety of complex problems that arise for
women when they are incarcerated. McCarthey (1980) discusses
some of these difficulties. They include: temporary or per-
manent loss of custody; the need to explain the mother's ab-
sence to her children; maintenance of communication and con-
tact with both children and their caregivers; limited visita-
tion; the child's perception of the caregiver as "real" moth-
er; pressure to resume parenting immediately after incarcera-
tion and perhaps before the women are ready; poor self-image
due to not fulfilling one's perceived role. Sametz (1980)
adds that visitation in impersonal surroundings and communi-
cation problems with foster parents are also problems which
must be dealt with by the inmate mother. She also notes that
many women are unaware of their parental rights. Some offend-
er mothers will surrender a child for adoption if they are
told they no longer have rights or are denied custody.

Enforced separation makes it difficult for the mother
and child to establish a close, trusting relationship (Mc-
Gowan and Blumenthal, 1978). Most women offenders who were
questioned in the McGowan and Blumenthal study saw the dam-
age as temporary unless the children were infants or quite
young. McGowan and Blumenthal state that the degree of in-
jury to the child is affected by: age, personality, orior
relationship to mother, type of care received and opportunity

for continued contact with the mother (1978). These authors



conclude that there is a strong likelihood that the incarcer-
ation of the mother is related to long-term severance of the
family unit. They state that unless there is a positive in-
tervention, the incarceration of a mother is not only likely
to create temporary distress for the children, but also to
threaten permanently the mother-child relationship.

There are also significant social costs incurred by in-
carcerating offender mothers. Estrangement of children, the
weakening of family ties, and possible criminal activities of
the next generation are all costs that must be borne by our
society according to a study prepared by the Correctional
Economic Center of the American Bar Association (19753).
Social scientists are concerned that little attention has been
given to the plight of the children of incarcerated women
(Stanton, 1980). Unlike separation caused by illness or
death, incarceration is often explained in vague terms and
the child is forced to help conceal the truth. Children are
faced with the sudden removal of a parent and they are left
to face stigma and mockery from their peers (McGowan and Blu-
menthal, 1980). It is common for children to have feelings
of rejection, anxiety, anger and confusion (Daehlin, 1974).
In a study of jailed mothers, Stanton (1980) found that chil-
dren experience multiple disruptions in their lives when
their mothers are incarcerated. Over one-third of the chil-
dren had more than one living arrangement during their moth-
er's absence. Typically, this is the result of a hurried

placement of the child with a friend or neighbor. 1In addition



to having to adjust to a substitute mother, one-fourth of

the children were separated from their brothers and sisters.
Most children consider it inappropriate to discuss their
mother's circumstances with outsiders. They have no honor-
able way out and tend to go 'underground' with this family
secret (Sack, Seidler and Thomas, 1976). These stresses

take their toll and two studies have confirmed that chil-
dren with imprisoned parents had some problems in school both
with a drop in grade and instances of aggressive behavior
(Sack, Seidler and Thomas, 1976; Stanton, 1980).

In addition to the social and emotional costs to the in-
mate mother and her children, there are other repercussions
caused by the incarceration of offender mothers. There is
gfowing concern that one reason for recidivism and embitter-
ment among offenders may lie in the atrophy of family ties
(Pueschel and Moglia, 1977). The correctional system is
oriented toward punishment and rehabilitation of the offend-
er as an individual not as a person with familial roles and
responsibilities. Success is typically measured by recidi-
vism rates and not by the degree to which the offender can be
reintegrated into society or by the effects on their families
(McGowan and Blumenthal, 1978). ©Not only is it humane to be
concerned about the families of offenders--it is also good
correctional planning. The most consistently positive factor
in the rehabilitation of offenders as measured by parole
success is the maintenance of family ties while in prison and

upon parole (Holt and Miller, 1972; McGowan and Blumenthal,



1978; Homer, 1979). This suggests that it might be wise to
view the inmate's family as a prime treatment agent and fam-
ily contacts as a major correctional technique (Holt and
Miller, 1972; Pueschel and Moglia, 1977).

Given that the separation of offender mothers from their
children has a severe impact on both of them and that success
on parole is strongly correlated with maintenance of family
ties, it seems essential that the study of the relationship
between women offenders and their children receive signifi-
cantly more attention than it has been given. The few studies
that have been done in this area have examined the impact of
incarceration while the mother was still in prison. Stanton
(1980) cites her study as the first to do any follow-up re-
search on released inmate-mothers. She contacted women who
had been released from jail for one month., This researcher
knows of no studies to date (other than the present one) that
have investigated the relationship between children and of-
fender mothers who had been released for more than a month or
who had been incarcerated for longer periods of time in a
state penitentiary. Researchers have found that most incar-
cerated women state an intention to reunite with their chil-
dren after prison (McGowan and Blumenthal, 1978) vet there is
no information regarding the actual living arrangements of
these women when they leave prison.

The current research project explored the relationship
between offender mothers and their children. The literature

pointed to three crucial factors in the study of this topic:



the separation of offender mothers and their children; the
patterns of caregiving that evolve between offender mothers
and their children; and the relationships between mothers and
their children when the mothers are released from prison.
Therefore, this project focused on research questions devel-
oped from these concepts. The central research questions
which shaped this study were:

What effect does the separation caused by

incarceration have on offender mothers and
their children?

How is caregiving organized by/for offender
mothers before, during and after incarcera-
tion?

What is the process by which offender mothers
reunite with their children after prison?

How is the experience of being a mother in-
fluenced by being in prison and on parole?

How can the criminal justice system address
issues relating to offender mothers and
their children?

These research questions were explored through a series
of 127 specific interview questions. The responses to these
questions formulated the major categories which provided in-
formation about the relationship between offender mothers and

their children. Issues such as custody, parental responsi-

bilities, emotional attachments, and parole survival were ex-

It is important to note the highly sensitive nature of
the present research project. Not only do offenders typical-
ly dislike strangers "dipping into their business" (i.e. ask-
ing personal questions), they particularly dislike being

bothered when the time is their own. This reluctance to



accept intrusions is likely a significant reason why so few
studies are done with offenders once they leave the prison.
In addition, simply contacting people once they are "on the
streets" is quite difficult.

The present research project has added a significant
amount of new information to the study of offender mothers
and their children. It will hopefully help decision makers
in prisons, parole officials and community support agency
personnel become more aware of the needs of women offenders
and their children. This area of research has long been neg-
lected yet is critical to sound programming for offender
mothers. Not only is there a need to know more about the
mother-child relationship itself, but there is a particular
need to know how/if the patterns of caregiving have been al-
tered as a result of the mother's incarceration. There is a
need to know the effect that separation due to incarceration
has on the offender mother's relationship with her children.
Insights into the life of the offender mother after she re-
establishes herself in the community are also needed. For
example, should a woman decide she did not or could not re-
sume parenting, support could be offered to help her deal
with feelings of guilt, societal pressure to conform to a
mothering role and other concerns she might have. If a wo-
man decides she would like to reunite with her children,
other types of support might be necessary. But before pro-
grams can be planned to address the needs of women offenders,

those needs must be recognized. The needs that women



offenders have with regard to their children are only one
aspect of their lives--but clearly an important and little
studied one. This study examined the relationship offender

mothers and their children as reported from the viewpoint of

the women after they had been released from prison.




CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Some insights and information about the relationship of
offender mothers and their children can be obtained from pre-
vious research. Although prior research has not focused on
offender mothers after their release from prison, there are
studies both of women offenders themselves and their position
as mothers who are incarcerated. Both of these sources of
information will be reviewed in order to gain conceptual and
factual background for this study. In addition, some of the
literature on families (especially Black ghetto families) and
the families of (male) prisoners will be discussed. Brief
note will be taken of some of the literature in the area of
attachment/separation in order to understand how these dynam-
ics might affect offender mothers and their children. Final-
ly, literature concerning parole and the reintegration of the

offender into the community will be reviewed.

Women Offenders

Glick and Neto (1977) have provided the most comprehen-
sive survey of programs and services available for female
offenders as well as a demographic analvsis of incarcerated
women. They selected tfourteen states for their study which

represented the range of the types of programs available to

b
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women in county, state, federal and community-based correc-
tions. The profile of the incarcerated women in their sur-
vey included: two-thirds were under 30 years of age with a
median age for felons of 27 years; 50% of the women were
black although blacks comprised only 197 of the adult female
population in the states studied; incarcerated women tended
to be less educated than women in the non-incarcerated pop-
ulation; although 607 of the women had been married at least
once, only 10%Z of all inmates had been living with a husband
prior to incarceration; 567% of the women had dependent chil-
dren living at home prior to incarceration with an average
of 2.48 children per inmate mother; 437 of the women felons
were incarcerated for violent crimes such as murder or armed
robbery; 297% were incarcerated for property offences such as
forgery or fraud and 227 were incarcerated for drug-related
offenses.

After surveying the programs available to women offend-
ers, Glick and Neto concluded that women's prisons represent
"the least repressive end of the continuum of a given states'
correctional philosophy" yet cautioned:

At the same time, women's institutions are still
heavily steeped in some of the more common
notions of appropriate female behavior, a fact
which helps account for some of the more positive
aspects of the physical surroundings as well as
the more negative aspects of limited program
opportunities [1977:190].

Recommendations which came from the Glick and Neto study

include: Tresearch into pre-release anxieties and other ad-

justment factors following release from prison; additional
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information regarding how community services could be more
effectively used for female offenders; and research into the
parole needs of women, including development of criteria to
measure success other than recidivism.

Bowker's (1978:279) study concentrated on developing
"an understanding of structural and psychosocial aspects of
the three-way relationship among women, crime, and the crim-
inal justice system." He examined crime statistics and
trends concerning women and teenage female offenders. He
also researched the treatment of women offenders by police,
courts, and corrections as well as women's interactions with
the criminal justice system as victims. He reviewed theories
regarding female criminality and concluded the following:

Our general position is that developmental,
situational, and macrostructural variables are
all operative in the etiology of female illegal
behavior and in female role occupancy within
criminal behavior systems. By and large, these
variables operate in ways that can arguably be
referred to as oppressive. This tradition of
female oppression is continued and amplified by
the way in which women are processed in the
criminal justice system [Bowker, 1978:280].

Feinman (1980) studied women in the criminal justice
system as both professionals and offenders. She argued that
the history of women within the system has been governed by
the dual stereotype of the madonna/whore. This concept is
based on the perception of the effects of female sexuality on
men. Either women produced children (which was good) or
women inflamed men's passions and caused them to lose control

(which was evil). Implicit in this duality, according to

Feinman, is women's subservience to men who assumed the role
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of protectors of the madonnas and punishers of the whores.
Feinman extends this conceptual framework to her analysis of
female offenders. She states that the causes for female
criminality have often been ascribed to the "whore" part of
the duality rather than to causes such as poverty and lack of
opportunity.

In these, and other works on women offenders, the
writers/researchers conclude that women offenders have not
been treated equitably in the criminal justice system. They
recognize that far more research, specifically focused on
women offenders, needs to be conducted in order to identify
and then meet the needs of women offenders.

Several researchers have specifically studied the family
relationships of women offenders. McGowan and Blumenthal
(1978) conducted a national mail survey and received data on
seventy-four institutions where approximately 9,379 women
were confined. They also held intensive interviews with
sixty-five inmate mothers at the New York City Correctional
Institution for Women. They found that the vast majority of
children of women offenders were young (two-thirds of those
in the national survey were under ten and one-fourth under
age four); approximately three-fourths of these children
lived with their mothers before the arrest occurred; children
who had to be moved after their mothers were arrested usually
went to live with relatives although one out of eight children
was placed in foster care; approximately 85 percent of the

inmate mothers maintained some contact with their children
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during the mother's incarceration; and over three-fourths
of the mothers surveyed hoped to re-establish a home for
their children following the mother's release although they
received little, if any, help in making suitable plans.

McGowan and Blumenthal stated that the most striking
finding of their study was the severity and range of problems
experienced by children and families because of the lack of
concern and appropriate services for this population at every
point in the criminal justice process. They conclude that
the criminal justice system:

...does have a responsibility to prevent
destruction of family life through ignorance
or indifference and to help each woman who
comes into the system to make the best plans
possible for her children [1978:6].

Stanton (1980) conducted in-depth interviews with
seventy-five mothers and their children who were between the
ages of 4 and 18. The incarcerated mothers and their children
were interviewed twice, first while the mother was serving
her sentence in the county jail and again about one month
after she was released. Since sentences are relatively short
in county jails, these women would not likely be serving over
one year. The person responsible for children's caregiving
during the mother's incarceration was also interviewed. The
child's school was contacted for general achievement and
behavior information for time periods before, during and after
the mother's incarceration. The women were from four Bay

Area counties in California.

Stanton found that the children frequently experienced
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multiple disruptions in their lives. Although the majority
of the children were cared for by relatives, over one-third
of the children had more than one living arrangement during
the mother's incarceration. One-fourth of the children were
separated from siblings. She also found that the mothers
were poorly informed when asked factual questions about their
children (they typically knew the child's grade level, but

not the name of the child's teacher). Stanton concluded that:

The period of incarceration does bring about

a serious division in the mother-child re-
lationship. And though most of the women and
children are reunited, there is evidence that
this separation could have enduring effects.

It is generally believed that it is in society's
best interest to maintain family units, especially
for young children. Since jail mothers are
often single parental figures, the erosion of
this important family tie is bound to have
deleterious consequences for the child, perhaps
for the mother and society... In summary, while
some recent attention has focused on the female
offender- her motives and her crimes - very
little attention has been given to the plight of
the children of these women. A great deal re-
mains to be done in thoroughly examining this
situation and in developing new ways to deal
with convicted parents [1980:122-123].

Other researchers have examined the problems of incarcer-
ated women with respect to their roles as mothers and identi-
fied both problems and possible solutions. Baunach (1979)
reviewed much of the literature in this area and concluded
that the most significant and consistant recommendation made
throughout the studies was the development of intervention
Programs designed to maintain continuing contact between in-
Mmate-mothers and their children during the former's incarcer-

ation. Palmer (1972) provided an explanation of how legal
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limitations on parental rights for offender mothers were
determined and offered suggestions for possible alternatives.
He noted:

It is the goal of this note to bring the

prisoner-mother's problem to the attention

of the state legislatures and cause them to

seek alternatives to the procedures which

are presently in effect [1972:129].
Holt (1981/1982:542) specifically identified the problems of
pregnant inmates and explored the legal precedents. She con-
cluded that increased litigation by pregnant inmates "appears
to be the best way to compel an examination of the problems
of pregnant inmates and at the same time ensuring a permanent,

effective remedy,"

Haley (1977) discussed the "two-pronged
sentence”" that offender mothers face: the prison term itself
and the additional punishment of a temporary or permanent
deprivation of parental rights. She also noted:

Moreover, when men go to prison, they gen-

erally assume that their wives, or a female

relative, will care for their children. Yet

the women sentenced to prison can make no such

assumption [1977:143].

The literature in the area of women offenders clearly
identifies the discrimination and/or lack of attention which
has been given to the needs of women offenders. Some of the
literature specifically addresses the problems women offend-
ers face with regard to their children. None of the studies
have focused on the issues which face offender mothers when

they are released from prison, although the literature has

identified this as an area which needs to be studied.
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Families

Another area of literature which is relevant to a study
of offender mothers has focused specifically on families.
While this body of literature is very extensive, perhaps the
most relevant aspects of it for the present study would be
those works which have examined black ghetto families and
offender families.

The study on families which might be most relevant to
the population in the present study is Carol Stack's All Our

Kin. Stack (1974) studied black ghetto families in an urban

area in the midwest. She spent three years researching the
kin relationships and patterns among the members of the com-
munity she studied. She noted that unemployment in the area
was high and many people lived in deteriorating houses. Al-
though not all of the women in the present study were black,
the majority (837) were. The cities where the women lived
(Detroit, Grand Rapids and Lansing) are, like the one Stack
studied, industrialized cities in the midwest. Unemployment
has remained high in the state of Michigan over the past
several years. Similarities between the population in Stack's
study and the population in the present studv suggest that
Stack's findings may be relevant.

Stack discovered early in her studyv that "household"
and its members were not a meaningful unit to isolate for
analysis of family life. She ultimately defined family as
"the smallest organized durable network of kin and non-kin

who interact daily, providing domestic needs of children and
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assuring their survival." She pointed out that arbitrarily
defining the family according to nuclear or matrifocal
criteria would prevent a full understanding of how the people
she was studying organized their lives.

Stack discovered that, instead of a nuclear family,
there was a network of kin which provided for the care of
children. Children moved easily among households to receive
their care. Thus, although children might spend much of any
given day with their mother, the adult who was immediately
responsible for the child changed with the child's residence.
Domestic functions relating to children were carried out by
clusters of kin rather than one or two parents. A temporary
exchange of children was a sign of mutual trust among kin and
friends. This network of shared parenting was seen as a
right, not an obligation, among kin. Stack found that most
of the children had at least one, and oftentimes more,
stable male figures in their lives. The male figure was
sometimes the biological father, but often an uncle.

Stack viewed these networks for caregiving as a viable
and stable family form. Because there are similarities
between the families Stack studied and the women who parti-
cipated in the present study, questions for the interview
were designed which would allow the patterns of which Stack
spoke to emerge if they existed, but not lead respondents
into answering in any particular way.

Other studies of families which added useful informa-

tion to the present study were conducted with offender
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families. Pueschel and Moglia (1977) point out that the per-
son who walks into prison is not an unattached human being,
but rather is a member of a social system called the family.
Most of the studies thag have been conducted concerning the
families of prisoners have concentrated on male offenders
who have wives and children (Holt and Miller, 1972; Schneller,
1976; Sack, 1977; Cobean and Power, 1978). But as a report
sponsored by the American Bar Association (1975:13-14) points
out:

Although incarceration of men also presents

problems for their children, few men are solely

responsible for rearing their children, whereas

many women offenders are. Due to role patterns

in our society, the incarceration of a mother

is probably more disruptive to a child (espec-

ially when young) than incarceration of a father.

Palmer (1972) points out that men often are not legally
responsible for the children, other than possibly providing
support payments or they have wives who care for the children,
whereas most of the women who are imprisoned are unmarried
and consequently do not have a man with whom to leave the
children. Yet there is still benefit to be gained by looking
at some of the studies on the families of male offenders, since
some parts of the experience of being an incarcerated parent
may be applicable to women offenders.
The prison experience has definite effects on both the

individual involved and the other family members in their
role as family members. Yet service programs in corrections

have traditionally focused on the individual offender with

little systematic attention given to spouses, children,
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parents, relatives and other significantly related individuals
whose well-being is often jeopardized by the offender's in-
carceration (Fishman and Alissi, 1979).

Cobean and Power (1978) state that initially the inmate
will go through a period of denial and then often experience
depression, anxiety and even panic. The inmate must psycho-
logically separate from both home and community in order to
exist in the prison. The inmate also might use extreme ways
to test relationships outside the prison - for example,
threatening divorce. This person is also prone to distorting
family and community events possibly because of a lack of
reliable information, The family must adjust to these changes
in the inmate and not only withstand tests of their relation-
ship, but also deal with their own feelings of loneliness and
helplessness (Cobean and Power, 1978). The wives in the study
by Cobean and Power (1978) also had to deal with pressure
from extended family members to separate from the incarcer-
ated spouse, traumatic reactions in their children, sexual
deprivation, humiliation and resentment resulting from dis-
respectful treatment by prison officials, and having to de-
pend on Social Security for subsistence. They often received
inadequate information about prison programs, visiting privi-
leges and rules regarding the correctional institution. The
wives had to adjust to new roles in which they made the major
decisions and had total responsibility for the children.

Although the view presented by Cobean and Power seems

most typically to represent problems that a middle class
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wife would face, they may be applicable to the families of
women offenders. Whereas the male prisoner's family is left
without a provider, so too may a female offender's family

be left without a provider. Problems with finances, loneli-
ness and depression could also fall on the members of the
woman offender's family. Just as the male offender becomes
apprehensive about returning home after incarceration (Co-
bean and Power, 1978) so too the woman offender must prepare
to move back into a family unit that has changed since her
incarceration. Not only will the released woman have to get
her own life in order, she could have to face responsibil-
ities regarding her children as well.

Several studies have shown that the imprisonment of the
father has a definite effect on the children. Sack (1977)
found the children seem to internalize the father's positive
qualities and there is a danger that they might also incor-
porate the current negative view of their father caused by
his imprisonment. He stated the children seemed to be con-
fessing their own wrongdoing by announcing their father's
confinement. He points out that the stigma is reinforced
when children are not told the truth about their father's
situation. Neighborhood children can also be quite cruel to
the inmate's children. Children experience feelings of re-
jection, fear, guilt and can develop serious emotional
problems (Showalter and Jones, 1980). Pueschel and Moglia
(1977) point out that a number of these children become school

problems, school dropouts cr juvenile delinquents.
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In studying male prisoners, Showalter and Jones (1980)
found that many of the men had a very low self-esteem caused
both by past failures and by being in prison. They found
that being loved by the family helped the men to see value
in themselves. The positive feelings that the prisoners had
because of the family's love would probably be the only means
he had of justifying his life to himself. Further, "the loss
of his relationship with his family would leave a prisoner
without any significant attachment with the outside world
and cause him to lose positive feelings about himself" (Show-
alter and Jones, 1980:225).

Women offenders, who may also experience a lack of
self-esteem, could derive a sense of meaning in their lives
from their relationship to their family. In fact, it is
possible that because of their socially defined role of
mother, they would need to be even more assured that they
were loved by their family since failure to be a '"good
mother" is experienced as both a personal and social failure.
McCarthey (1980) listed just a few of the problems faced by
incarcerated women concerning their children: temporary or
permanent loss of custody; how to explain their absence;
maintenance of communication and contact; temporary care-
givers not willing to maintain frequent contact with the
mother; restricted visitation hours and sometimes visitation
limited by distance; children perceiving a caregiver as a
"real" mother; women pressured to resume parenting before

they are ready; and continuing poor self-image.
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The importance of the family in helping the offender
cannot be overstated. In Perry's (1973) study, the director
of a halfway house in Washington, D.C. stated that there are
two factors which are particularly important in rehabilitating
the offender: employment and family relationships. The study
also found that 85 to 90 percent of all incarcerated individ-
uals have family problems (Perry, 1973). Haley (1977) empha-
sized that the loss of parental rights is a significant hard-
ship for the offender mothers. Because there is not an ad-
equate legal definition of a biological parent's rights,
there is quite a bit of discretion left to the courts concern-
ing custody issues for incarcerated parents. A few states
still have equated imprisonment with abandonment of parental
responsibilities and have implied the power to terminate
parental rights upon incarceration (Haley, 1977).

Recognizing that the family is an important aspect of
an offender mother's life, it becomes increasingly essential
that we discover more about her life when she leaves prison and
attempts to reunite with her family. If there has been
significant damage done to the family unit, that could cer-
tainly contribute to her difficulties on parole. On the
other hand, if she chooses not to reunite with her family, it
would still be important to know whether she is successful
on parole and how she develops support networks to assist
her in adjusting to life outside the prison. Holt and Miller
(1972) suggest that it might be well to view the inmate's

family as the prime treatment agent and family contacts as a
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ma jor correctional technique. If this is ever to occur, the
specific dynamics of the woman offender's family must be ex-
plored in order to take into account those aspects of family
which are particularly relevant to women. Although there

has not been a great deal of research on prisoner's families,
most of what has occurred has been done on the families of
male offenders. The literature available in this area points
to the need for continuing research on offender's families,
with a particular need for more studies to be conducted on

the families of women offenders.

Attachment/Separation

There are several aspects of the attachment/separation
literature that have significance in addressing issues con-
cerning offender mothers. Many theorists in the area of
maternal care use the work of John Bowlby as a reference
point for their own research. Bowlby (1951) asserted that
early bonding to the mother was essential to normal develop-
ment for the child. Further, he stated that early depriva-
tion of maternal care might have permanent negative effects
on the child's development. Some researchers have confirmed
his findings and state that maternal separation causes ad-
olescent problems (Haslam, 1978; Bradley, 1979). Ainsworth
(1973) argued that separating a new born from an affectionate
and concerned caregiver could retard the child's emotional
and psychological development. The conclusions she reached
in her report to the World Health Organization in 1951 were

accepted by many researchers who then defined more precisely
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some of the significant variables (Bowlby, Ainsworth, Boston
and Rosenbluth, 1956; Rheingold, 1961; David and Appell, 1961;
Provence and Lipton, 1962; and Ainsworth, 1979)., For instance,
separation that occurred after a long period of indifferent
parental care or overt rejection and hostility would likely
have a different meaning to a child than if there had been a
caring and intimate relationship with the parent (Yarrow,
1964).

Others have re-evaluated Bowlby's conclusions regarding
maternal deprivation and separation. They seem to represent
a more balanced viewpoint on the effect of separation. Rut-
ter (1971) noted that Bowlby's original emphasis on the del-
eterious effects of separation itself were not correct.
Rather he found that antisocial disorders were linked with
broken homes, not because of the separation involved, but
because of the discord and conflict which lead to the break.
Yarrow (1964) also concluded that separation in itself was
not a single contributor to difficulties in the child's
development. Rather he stated that the effects of separa-
tion were dependent on a variety of factors, most important
of which were the age of the child at the time of the ex-
perience, the degree of the accompanying trauma, and the
extent to which subsequent experiences reinforce or lessen
the initial trauma. He further stated that placement in a
poor institution or foster home or a successive change in
mother-figures would increase the likelihood of personality

disturbances (Yarrow, 1964).
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There appear to be varying effects of separation depend-
ing on the length of time of the separation and the cause.
Rutter (1971) found that short-term separation from parents
(caused by a child's stay in the hospital) created only
short-term distress and emotional disturbance. However,
long-term separation created the most severe antisocial
changes in a child's behavior when the separation was from
both parents and the reason had to do with some type of family
discord or deviance. McDermott ( 1970) studied the intake
records of 1,487 children at Michigan's Children's Psychi-
atric Hospital. He found that a large group of children of
divorced parents could be classified as predelinquent. He
also discovered that children tended to identify with a part
or a fantasized part of the missing parent. Nagera (1970),
in discussing children's response to separation from a
parent due to the parent's death, identified the following
characteristic responses: short sadness span, massive use
of denial, search for substitutes and character distortions.
He concluded that this type of loss represents a develop-
mental interference for the child. Cain and Fest (1966)
studied children's reaction to a parent's suicide. They
found that children feel responsible for bringing on the
parent's despair and assume guilt for what happened to their
parent.

Separation due to imprisonment adds a unique occurrence
or circumstance to these studies. Various forms of parent-

child separation (death, divorce, military leave, suicide,
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hospitalization, desertion) have been found to have an impact
on children yet little research exists on the effects of
separation caused by imprisonment (Sack, Seidler and Thomas,
1976). The majority of the studies that have been conducted
have looked at separation caused by the imprisonment of the
father, although a few have discussed separation from the
mother.

Sack, Seidler and Thomas (1976) studied the effect of
separation on the family when the father was imprisoned.
They found that in other examples of parental loss, there was
some means of open acknowledgment and compensation available
to the child. With imprisonment, the whole situation is
often shrouded in secrecy. McGowan and Blumenthal (1978)
agree that, unlike separation through illness or death, in-
carceration is often explained in vague terms and the child
is forced to help cover up the situation. The children are
often faced with the mockery of their peers, enforced isola-
tion, uncertainty about their future, and the feeling that
thev are not loved or they would not have been abandoned.
All of this obviously contributes to the child having a
difficult time adjusting to the parent's incarceration.
Sack, Seidler and Thomas (1976) found that many of the chil-
dren they studied had some problems in school. They ex-
perienced both drops in their grades and instances of ag-
gressiveness. Likewise, Friedman and Esselstyn (1965)
found that children of fathers who had gone to jail had

significantly lower school performance after their father
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was incarcerated. In a study of inmate mothers, Baunach
(1979) reported that the mothers of nearly half the children
in the study felt that problems were either created or ex-
acerbated by the separation. Children were seen as more
restless or withdrawn. Younger children were viewed as more
aggressive, especially towards caregivers who were strangers.
Subsequent experiences could either reinforce or mitigate

the negative impact of separation. It seems that for the
children of incarcerated parents, subsequent experiences
often reinforce the negative effects of a separation.

Another critical factor regarding the way a child ad-
justs to separation has to do with the age of the child at
the time of separation. In the study of jailed mothers con-
ducted by McGowan and Blumenthal (1978), the vast majority
of children were young. Their national survey of incarcer-
ated women showed that 2/3 had children under ten years old
and 25% of them had children under four vears old. They
also found that 3/4 of the children lived with their mothers
before arrest. Although these younger children were more
likely to have lived with their mothers prior to arrest, they
were less likely tc have had frequent contact with them after
arrest, Younger children were inherently more vulnerable to
separation because of their age and because the lack of con-
tact after the mother's disappearance made the separation
comparable to loss by death (McGowan and Blumenthal, 1978).
Research has shown that after the development of a focused

relationship with the mother has occurred, infants on being
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separated show the most severe disturbances (Yarrow and
Goodwin, 1963). Rutter (1979) found evidence that experi-
ences at all ages have an impact. However, he notes, "It
may be that the first few years do have a special importance
for bond formation and social development" (Rutter, 1979).

The other variable that was viewed as significant in
determining whether children would have a particularly dif-
ficult time adjusting to separation was whether they had
multiple mother figures or one stable figure. A study of
jailed mothers showed that one-third of the children had
more than one living arrangement during their mother's ab-
sence, typically as a result of hurried placements for the
children with either friends or neighbors. One-fourth of the
children were separated from their sisters or brothers
(Stanton, 1980).

All of the factors listed by the researchers studying
parental separation are present in varying degrees among the
children of incarcerated parents. It would seem reasonable
to state that the separation caused by incarceration of a
parent will present some of the most serious difficulties in
adjustment for their children. Nonetheless, there are some
circumstances which can help mitigate the negative conse-
quences for the children. Recent research has demonstrated
that the negative effects of separation are minimized when:
the separation is brief; the child is permitted to maintain
some contact with the primary caregiver so the loss is not

perceived as total; when the child can remain in a familiar
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environment; and when the child has a prior relationship with
the new caregiver (McGowan and Blumenthal, 1978). Although
children have many feelings of rejection, anxiety,” anger and
confusion when their mother is incarcerated (Daehlin, 1974),
the negative effect on the child can be mitigated by some in-
tervention on the part of the criminal justice system. It

is imperative that we learn more about this relationship
between offender mothers and their children if we want to
develop services and programs that will help to lessen the
negative impact of separation. Since so many potentially
harmful factors are intrinsic in a separation caused by im-
prisonment, it is particularly important that we focus on

this previously neglected area.

Parole
The last area to be discussed is the parole literature,

particularly as it relates to families and factors leading
to success on parole. Most studies concerning parole have
concentrated on male populations. This fact is particularly
evident when one notes that almost none of the literature
mentions children. There is, however, a consistent finding
regarding the importance of familv ties. Homer (1979:49)
states:

The strong positive relationship between

strength of family social bonds and parole

success has held up for more than 50 years,

across diverse offender populations and in

different locales. It is doubtful if there

is any other research finding in the field

of corrections which can come close to this
record.
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For instance, Holt and Miller (1972) studied a sample of
843 inmates in California. The central finding of their re-
search was a strong and consistent positive relationship be-
tween parole success and maintaining strong family ties while
in prison. They also found that frequent visits did not seem
to improve the inmates institutional behavior, but did lead
to better parole plans and a better chance of being paroled.
Also, inmates who maintained frequent outside contacts while
in prison did significantly better on parole. These findings
were substantiated by the results of other research. Earlier,
Lloyd Ohlin developed a parole success prediction scale for
Illinois. Using his index of family interest and a sample
of releasees between 1925-1935, he found that 757 of the in-
mates classified as maintaining active family interest while
in prison were successful on parole while only 347 of those
considered loners were successful (Glaser, 1964). Using
Ohlin's classification system, Glaser, in 1956, studied a
sample of releasees from federal prisons. He found that 717
of those releasees classified as maintaining active family
interest were successful on parole while 507 of those not
maintaining contact were successful (Glaser, 1964). Strong
ties between the inmate, family and friends even resist the
expected eroding influences of time spent in prison (Holt
and Miller, 1972). Even the most highly regarded parole
success indicators were not found to affect parole success
as much as having a family to which to go home (Homer, 1979).

Stanton (1980) echoed the finding that there is strong
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correlation between parole success and the existence of family
ties, but criticized the fact that there are no parallel
studies done with women. Women face a different set of cir-
cumstances when they return to their families. They typical-
ly do not have male partners who have maintained the home
(Haley, 1977). Men, on the other hand, often do return to a
home where the woman has kept the family together. Women
with children must first decide whether they are going to re-
unite with those children. If they choose to reunite, they
must find a place for themselves and their children to live
as well as possibly take the children from their present en-
vironment. Or, a woman might have the opportunity to join
her children in their present living environment. The woman
then has to deal with moving into someone else's home and
negotiating child care responsibilities. It is difficult to
speculate whether reuniting with children provides the same
benefits to women in terms of parole success as reuniting
with a family provides to men. Moving into a family sit-
uation as the person who will assume responsibility for
keeping the family together is a different situation than
moving into family setting which has been maintained during
the father's absence. This circumstance could potentially
cause pressure for women or it could be a support to them.
There are no research studies which indicate which of these
situations might be true.

In a study of delinquency, Hirschi (1970) proposed a

social control theory. He found that an individual with
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strong bonds to society would be less likely to take anti-
social risks that conflict with a commitment to conventional
roles such as husband, child, etc. 1If that theory is applied
to women parolees, it could suggest that family ties would
increase a woman's success on parole because she would be
less likely to perform deviant activities. Again, the ques-
tion appears to be whether the pressures created by taking

on the responsibility for the children would outweigh the
support and control provided by family ties.

Some insight into this situation can be gained by look-
ing at what occurs when a person leaves prison. In his book,
The Felon, John Irwin (1970) discussed three types of prob-
lems facing the parolee: those that arise immediately after
release, those that arise when the parolee is functioning in
the community, and those that arise because the parolee is
under the supervision of a parole agency. During the first
phase, the releasee moves from a state of incarceration
where the pace is slow, routine, but familiar into a world
where things are chaotic and unfamiliar. The parolee is
typically disoriented by the new physical surroundings, ex-
periencing extreme personal stress, and suffering from var-
ious adjustment problems. These problems seem even more
severe because typically, while preparing to leave prison,
the person is highly optimistic about the chances of suc-
cess. During the second phase of re-entry, the parolee must
face difficulties in locating employment, housing, trans-

portation, clothing, and generally '"taking care of business."
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This can be anything from keeping appointments with parole
agents to learning how to fit all one's responsibilities into
the day. The third phase involves the parolee working with
the parole agent. The person must learn to deal with re-
straints that are imposed by the parole authorities as well
as the feeling of being "watched." All of these various re-
entry problems have a significant impact on the person
leaving prison. They must learn to negotiate a new world
and to cope with responsibilities that were taken away from
them while in prison. The pressure of the first few months
of parole are quite severe for many parolees. Although
Irwin makes no mention of reuniting with children, it is
possible to see how they would present another major responsi-
bility to a person trying to readjust to society.

Studt (1973) agreed that the parolee's reintegration
into the community after prison is quite difficult. He
points out that the parolee can utilize few, if any, of the
behavior patterns that were appropriate in prison. Conse-
quently, the person must "unlearn" many of the patterns de-
veloped in prison while trving to acquire new patterns to
succeed in the "normal" world. However, the parolee's role
that was assumed in prison is quite pervasive and thus often
affects social roles once the person is out of prison. "In
consequence, difficulties in one area of the parolee's life
can spread rapidly throughout his [sic] social experience;
they are, accordingly, less easily managed and have a tend-

ency to escalate beyond control" (Studt, 1973:44). He
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futher points out that reintegration does not occur unless
the parolee has abcess to necessary social roles and is sup-
ported by role partners. A person cannot reintegrate in a
social vacuum.

Ekland-Olson, Supanic, Campbell and Tenihan (1983) con-
ducted structured interviews with offenders just prior to
release from prison and then three, six and twelve months
following release. Their goal was to assess the prevalence
of postrelease depression and the stress-buffering role of
familial ties. Two sources of data were consulted: inter-
view data gathered as part of the Transitional Aid Research
Project (TARP) in Texas and Georgia and interviews with the
male participants in the Texas phase of TARP. It should be
noted that the report does not make note of whether the
initial interviews included female as well as male offenders.
The study results supported the findings of Irwin's model of

"reentry."

The authors noted, however, that their suobjects
were still primarily in the "making it" stage and not yet

into the "doing good" stage. That is, the study participants
showed the cognitive-emotional shifts involved in settling
down with consistent widening of movement toward increased
practical adjustment to life after release from incarceration.
Their findings also showed that a supportive family climate
and a feeling of not being a burden on the family were re-
lated to an increased probability of settled response. They

stated that "emotional support appears to be a particularly

critical factor." Ekland-Olson et al concluded:
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Just as with other life changes, postrelease
depression and, conversely, emotional adjust-
ment following release from prison depend in
large measure on the availability of supportive,
bridging interpersonal networks [1983:271].

The interaction between the parolee and the parole pro-
cess/authorities is a complex one. To begin with, there has
been a trend toward developing predictors for parole success.
Although the benefit/accuracy of such predictors is still
being debated, a typical list of parole predictive factors
would include: an account of the offense; the offender's
personal background; the offender's criminal record; the of-
fender's institutional record; the parole plan; and the pris-
on staff's recommendations (Stanley, 1976). However, Adler
and Bazemore (1980) point out that the history/risk items
were developed from analysis of data from predominantly male
parolees but are now being applied to both male and female
offenders. They strongly caution that using parole predic-
tion models that were developed on male populations may ex-
hibit serious deficiencies when applied to women offenders.
The role of children is not considered in prediction tables
that have been developed. Perhaps the presence of children
would not have any effect whatsoever on a person's chances for
success on parole. However, there is no way to know that un-
less research is conducted that will incorporate children as
a variable.

In addition to the complexities of receiving parole in

the first place, the offender faces a number of potential

problems in working with parole agents in the community.
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Studt (1973) reported that most parolees liked their agents,
but felt they were ineffective in dealing with the practical
problems of reintegration. They also felt that their agents'
presence in their lives presented a stigma to them and re-
duced the possibilities that they would be treated normally.
The agents typically agreed with these opinions.

Over the last few years researchers studying parole
have found that the response of the parole agency itself
affects parole success. Spencer and Berocochea (1979) found
that the recidivism rate is the product of two interacting
factors: the behavior of the parolee and the response of the
agency to their behavior. McCleary (1977 and 1978) concluded
that parole records do not accurately reflect the behavior
of parolees but rather reflect the many problems which con-
front the parole officer. He also found that the outcome of
parole will be largely determined by the initial typing
decision because this decision dictates the type of super-
vision and record keeping that will be done regarding a cer-
tain offender. Parole authorities have a vested interest in
maintaining the status quo and showing that the initial clas-
sification decision was correct. McCleary (1978:44) concluded
that: "To understand the outcomes of social service cases,
we must understand the motives and personal interests of the
workers employed bv social service agencies." The opinions
of these three researchers certainly add a new twist to the
whole issue of reintegration for the parolee. Not only do

offenders have to deal with the problems of leaving the
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prison and going into a new environment, but they must also
negotiate the political requirements of a bureaucracy.

Offenders themselves have identified a number of areas
where they feel they need assistance on parole. The research
results outlining their needs have all been completed from
studies conducted on male populations. The areas they iden-
tify include: economic support; technical services to re-
solve problems concerning their civil status; official pro-
tection of their rights; free access to the job market;
crisis service; more dignified status on parole; full civil
rights restored; friends; medical care; recreational activi-
ties; legal assistance; sexual life; home/shelter (this list
is a combination from two studies and does not indicate any
prioritized orderings) (Stanley, 1976; Studt, 1973). It is
reasonable to assume that women offenders would certainly
share in identifying these needs but it is also reasonable
to assume that they might also add some additional categories
that would have to do with caring for their children, such as
child care services and child counseling.

Despite the difficulties facing all parolees, statistics
show that women seem to fare slightly better than men in
being able to remain out of prison (Simon, 1975). Simon
noted that there were two categories that are exceptions for
women: those with a history of drug use and those with a
history of prior commitments. Women in both of these cat-
egories have less successful paroles than do men in similar

categories.
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Conclusion

The literature in the areas of women offenders, fam-
ilies and offender families, attachment/separation and parole
provide both conceptual frameworks and some concrete data for
the present study. The various researchers seem to agree
that there has not been enough attention to the programming
needs of women offenders, that children are affected to some
degree by the incarceration of a parent with whom they are
attached, and that families can provide important support to
offenders when they return to the community after incarcera-
tion.

The present study has focused on learning more about the
relationship between offender mothers and their children. Wo-
men who were released from prison for at least three months
were interviewed. They were questioned about the effect of
the separation on their relationship with their children.
They were asked to discuss the patterns of caregiving that
exist in their families and how they changed/evolved as a re-
sult of the woman's incarceration. Particular attention was
directed toward understanding how the women rewove the strands
of their relationship with their children since their return
from prison. The women were asked to examine the difficulties
they experienced since being on parole and what types of as-
sistance were/would be most helpful to them.

The literature has suggested that the above areas of re-
search are pertinent, and especially critical to understand-

ing and meeting the needs of offender mothers.



CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY AND DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

Type of Methodology

This research is an exploratory, descriptive study of
the relationship between offender mothers and their children.
Over the past few years, several researchers have studied
offender mothers. However, they have primarily focused on
women while they were still incarcerated (Baunach, 1979; Mc-
Gowan and Blumenthal, 1978; Sack, Seidler and Thomas, 1976).
Stanton (1980) studied offender mothers who had been released
from jail for a month. Some researchers speculate about the
effect of separation due to the mother's incarceration but,
to date, there has been little research concerning offender
mothers once they had returned to the community. Therefore,
this research focused on women parolees who had been released
from prison for at least three months. The intent of this
study is to describe the relationship between offender
mothers and their children before, during and after prison.

A thorough examination of literature pertaining to the
relationship of women and their children after incarceration
leads to the belief that hypothesis-testing at this point is
premature. There simply is not enough research to suggest
any casual relationships. For instance, parole literature

has concluded that close family relationships are significant

40
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in determining success (Markeley, 1973) yet these studies
have all focused on male offenders. While the results might
be applicable to female offenders, there is no research to
assure these results are transferable. A woman offender re-
turning from prison to her family faces not only the social
stigma of a mother who has abandoned her children (society
still seems to consider it a greater evil for a woman to
leave her children than for a man to do so) but also, typi-
cally, has to reunite children who may have been sent to live
with various relatives. It is more likely that if a man is
returning to live with his children, the children's mother
has kept the family together during the father's incarcer-
ation. It is less likely for the reverse situation to be
true for female offenders. Thus, the parole literature has
not adequately assessed reintegration factors as they affect
offender mothers.

Since the literature on offender mothers has been con-
ducted primarily during incarceration and the parole liter-
ature has focused on male offenders, there is a dearth of
directly applicable studies from which to draw hypotheses.
This literature is helpful in forming conceptual frameworks
but does not necessarily provide adequate information for
developing hypotheses. For example, deductive reascning from
the literature on separation and attachment might lead to
erroneously categorizing the data because of preconceived
ideas. As Glaser and Strauss (1967:238-239) caution:

Deducing practical applications from formal theory
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rests on the assumption that the theory supplies
concepts and hypotheses that fit. When the
theory does not fit well, the consequences are a
typical forcing and distorting of data to fit the
categories of the deduced applications, and the
neglecting of relevant data that seemingly do not
fit or cannot be forced into the pre-existing
sociological categories.

In order to avoid problems such as the above and because
of the extremely limited research in this area, the method-
ology used in this study will be exploratory descriptive anal-
ysis. Grounded theory will then be generated using the con-
stant comparative method. Once theories are developed, hy-
pothesis-testing could be conducted in subsequent research
projects. The constant comparative method is a means of anal-
yzing qualitative data that combines, by an analytic procedure
of constant comparison, both explicit coding and theory devel-
opment (Glaser and Strauss, 1967:102). It is designed to
generate a theory that is integrated, consistent and relevant
to the data yet is in clear enough form to be subsequently
used in quantitative research. It is designed to combine
discipline with flexibility to aid in the creative generation
of theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967:103).

A qualitative methodology was selected because, as
Lazarsfeld and Barton (1951:239-240) explain:

...qualitative materials are particularly suit-
able for this exploratory phase of research:
their wealth of detailed descriptive elements
gives the analyst the maximum opportunity to
find clues and suggestions. For hypotheses
testing, on the other hand, the ideal model
would be the controlled experiment, with pre-

cise measurements on a limited number of pre-
selected variables.
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The research being conducted in this project is pre-
cisely the type that these methodologists have identified
as needing a qualitative method. Because there is so little
research doné in the area of women offenders and their chil-
dren, and virtually none of it concerning their relationship
after the mother is released from prison, it is imperative
to explore the issue before developing and testing hypotheses.
Ball (1970) points out that one of the most important con-
tributions of qualitative methodology rests upon the rich-
ness of the descriptive accounts. From it, patterns can be
discovered which might not have emerged if preconceived
ideas were used to limit the scope of the study. Theory can
then be formulated using the constanﬁ comparative method of
analysis.
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