
Incarcerated women are s ignif icant ly  more l ike ly  to  report  exper iencing
vict imizat ion across thei r  l i fespan,  in  compar ison to women without
incarcerat ion h istor ies.  

Exper iencing sexual  v io lence is  one of  the strongest  predictors of
women and gi r ls ’  cr iminal  legal  system involvement.  

The growth of  the women’s  pr ison populat ion has outpaced the growth of  the men’s
pr ison populat ion.  In  e ight  states f rom 2009-2015,  the number  of  incarcerated women
increased whi le  the number  of  incarcerated men decl ined.  The r ise of  women’s
incarcerat ion is  due in  part  to  pol ic ies that  cr iminal ize women’s  surv ival  strategies ,
including mandatory  arrest  pol ic ies that  cr iminal ize women for  f ight ing back against
domest ic  v io lence,  and the arrest  and punishment  of  women and gender-expansive
people who engage in  sex work to  f inancia l ly  support  themselves.
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Many young people who run away f rom home are surv ivors of  chi ld
sexual  abuse.  

Running away is  a lso the most  common “offense”  for  which gi r ls
are p laced in  youth detent ion.

Nineteen percent  of  Black gi r ls  had cases involv ing running away,
compared to 8% of  white  g i r ls ,  making th is  the second most
common reason for  Black gi r ls ’  contact  with  the youth legal
system. 
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The cr iminal  legal  system disproport ionately  incarcerates women who
are surv ivors of  gender-based v io lence:

Women and gi r ls  who have been involved in  carceral  systems are often
subjected to v io lent  v ict imizat ion leading up to ,  dur ing ,  and fol lowing
incarcerat ion ,  including those involved in  immigrat ion detent ion.

One study found that  86% of  women in  ja i ls  reported they were
surv ivors of  sexual  v io lence,  77% reported they were surv ivors of
int imate partner  v io lence,  and 60% reported they exper ienced
caregiver  v io lence as chi ldren.
 
Another  study of  women in  a  large pr ison system found that  near ly
70% incarcerated women reported sexual  v ict imizat ion dur ing thei r
l i fet ime,  and 17% reported exper iencing sexual  v ict imizat ion in
pr ison.  

The prevalence of  gender-based v io lence among incarcerated
women is  much higher  than among women in  the general
populat ion ,  which was 44% for  women in  2015.  

The most  recent  data f rom the Bureau of  Just ice Stat ist ics
indicate that  6.6  percent  of  g i r ls  in  juveni le  faci l i t ies  reported
sexual  v ict imizat ion by e i ther  another  young person or  staff
member in  the faci l i ty .  

A study of  Cal i fornia  state pr isons for  men found that  t ransgender
people are most  l ike ly  to  exper ience sexual  assault  and rape whi le
incarcerated.  

In  2017,  a  report  f rom the Inspector  General  noted ser ious
concerns about  the care and t reatment  of  people p laced in
immigrat ion detent ion.  Just  as in  pr isons and ja i ls ,  people in
immigrat ion detent ion are subject  to  str ip  searches,  delayed and
inadequate healthcare ,  misuse of  segregat ion ,  and physical  and
sexual  abuse.  
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This  fact  sheet  was developed in  August  2022.  

The cr iminal  legal  system cr iminal izes women,  especia l ly  women of
color ,  for  thei r  surv ival :

In  2017,  61% of  people arrested for  sex work were women,
according to the Federal  Bureau of  Invest igat ion (FBI)  Uniform
Crime Report .  Many consider  sex work a  “cr ime” of  surv ival  that
people turn to  when other  employment  opportuni t ies are l imited or
dif f icul t  to  access.  For  former ly  incarcerated women,  sex work
may be the only  avai lable  source of  income,  g iven the di f f icul ty
they have secur ing employment  after  incarcerat ion ,  especia l ly
former ly  incarcerated Black women who have the h ighest
unemployment  rate  at  47%.  

A study of  incarcerated adult  women found that  t rauma exposure ,
part icular ly  f rom sexual  v io lence,  increased thei r  r isk  of  severe
mental  i l lness ,  t r igger ing substance abuse,  drug sales ,  and
property  cr ime as coping and surv ival  mechanisms.
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The eight  states are :  Alabama,  Idaho,  Indiana,  Iowa,  Texas,  Michigan,  Washington,  Wisconsin.  See ,  
Sawyer ,  W.  (2018).  The Gender  Div ide:  Tracking Women's  State Pr ison Growth,  Table  2.  Pr ison Pol icy
In i t iat ive.  ht tps://www.pr isonpol icy.org/reports/women_overt ime_table_2.html  
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