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INTRODUCTION

Women'’s pathways to prisons can be typically characterized by run-
ning away from home, drug abuse as self-medication, or prostitu-
tion as survival strategies to escape abuse and socioeconomic dis-
advantage [1-5]. In addition, given that many incarcerated mothers
are unmarried, have minor children and bear parental responsibili-
ty as the primary caregivers of their children [6], gender-responsive
needs and vulnerabilities caused by the role of parenting should
be given particular attention. In the international context, the
United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and
Non-Custodial Measures for Women (the Bangkok Rules) provide
global standards with regard to the distinct considerations that
should apply to women prisoners and offenders, based on the as-
sumption that “women prisoners are one of the vulnerable groups
that have specific needs and requirements”. Among the women
covered by the Bangkok Rules, incarcerated mothers are especially
vulnerable.

DESCRIPTION

Thus, comprehensive research is needed to clarify how gender,
parental status and their interactions impact the gender-respon-
sive needs and vulnerabilities of incarcerated mothers, by compar-
ing them with fathers and non-mothers. Upon analyzing data on
the incarcerated population in Japan, we found that incarcerated
mothers had greater gender-responsive needs and vulnerabilities
in such areas as drug addiction, childhood adversity (as measured
by ACEs) and socioeconomic status, which may be affected by their
dual status as being women and being mothers.

Specifically, our study suggested that drug addiction should be pri-
oritized as one of the critical target areas of intervention for incar-
cerated mothers, who reported a history of drug abuse at a signifi-
cantly higher rate than fathers and non-mothers. In other words,
effective gender-responsive substance abuse treatment may take

into account the special needs of mothers, including how mater-
nal addiction, a negative self-perception and/or stigmatization as
drug-addicted mothers may deteriorate the quality of parenting.

Additionally, a rehabilitative and trauma-informed approach should
be an essential part of prison-based parenting programmers, con-
sidering that women in our study experienced greater childhood
victimization than men, and the largest discrepancy was observed
between mothers and fathers. Also, incarcerated mothers experi-
enced domestic violence by their own mothers in childhood at a
higher rate than non-mothers, suggesting that the abusive relation-
ship with their own mother and its influence on current parenting
should be another consideration in performing trauma-informed
treatment in prison settings.

Moreover, intensive interventions are needed to minimize the det-
rimental effects of socioeconomic disadvantage that incarcerated
mothers may have to endure upon release, considering that incar-
cerated mothers in our study had lower economic status and lower
educational attainment. We recently conducted a follow-up analy-
sis using the same data, which found that early motherhood may
be associated with less probability of obtaining a high school diplo-
ma. Thus, the socioeconomic disadvantage specific to incarcerated
mothers should also be a critical consideration in prison-based vo-
cational and educational programmers.

CONCLUSION

Finally, it is worth mentioning that gender-responsive needs and
vulnerabilities may be interconnected and compounded to exac-
erbate mothers’ vulnerabilities. For instance, drug addiction may
encourage those women, who are already economically marginal-
ized, to seek even more money to obtain drugs [2], while victim-
ization often leads to self-medicating behavior by abusing drugs,
and those activities may subject those women to further victimiza-
tion [3]. Therefore, comprehensive services are needed to address
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those multiple needs, and future research may be directed towards
understanding the interrelated nature of gender-responsive needs
and vulnerabilities of incarcerated women, especially in the con-
text of parenting.

NOTE

In this article, “gender-responsive needs” refer to any potential
factors that are influenced by gender or may produce gendered
effects, and the term “vulnerabilities” is defined as having great-
er gender-responsive needs. Thus, those who are more vulnerable
should be provided more intensive treatment to achieve outcomes
equivalent to those with fewer vulnerabilities.
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