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ABSTRACT 

 This study seeks to apply and expand the feminist pathways perspective of women who 

are incarcerated. The current study leverages thematic content analysis to examine women’s 

narratives of their pathways to incarceration in a southern state of the United States. The study 

analyzes 79 third-party transcriptions of the Women’s Risk/Needs Assessment in three different 

state prisons. The results include three overarching themes and pathways that women noted in 

their narratives: prior violence and victimization, socioeconomic marginalization, and 

maladaptive coping mechanisms. The current study breaks down each of these broad themes into 

subthemes while centering the women’s words and narratives in describing their different 

pathways. This research additionally contextualizes the women’s experiences in Southern 

cultural norms and highlights the prevalence of faith in women’s healing journeys during 

incarceration. Finally, this study discusses limitations, policy recommendations, and future 

research, with a focus on mitigating these factors not only upon reentry, but potentially before 

women are involved in the criminal justice system at all.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 The population of incarcerated people in United States has been growing at an alarming 

rate over the last several decades. Current data show the population of women incarcerated in the 

United States reached over 200,000 in 2019 (Kajstura, 2019). While the population of 

incarcerated men is growing as well, it is not rising as quickly as the population of women who 

are incarcerated. Of these women who are incarcerated, around 99,000 of them are in state 

prisons, which is the focus of the current study (Kajstura, 2019). There are several intersectional 

factors that have added to this recent growth in the women’s prison population, but some of the 

most commonly cited sources of this increase are the United States’ War on Drugs and the rapid 

increase of the prison-industrial complex (Mair, 2021; Reynolds, 2008).  

 It is evident that the War on Drugs played a major role in the increased criminalization 

and incarceration of women in the United States when looking at the changing composition of 

United States’ prisons. While this has affected the entire prison system, research shows that there 

has been a particularly disproportionate impact on minorities, with 44% of Hispanic women and 

39% of black women that are incarcerated in for drug offenses (Reynolds, 2008). However, this 

is not only true at the federal level. Another study noted an increase in general incarceration rates 

in the state of New York after the introduction of new War on Drug policies (Mair, 2021). While 

there was not a statistically significant difference between the rate of incarceration of men and 
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women in this study, the research still demonstrated an overall increase in both populations in the 

era of the War on Drugs (Mair, 2021). People were incarcerated for several different drug 

charges at a much faster rate than ever before. Additionally, the War on Drugs change society’s 

perceptions of drug addiction from a public health crisis to a criminal act, further stigmatizing 

and criminalizing people, particularly women, who faced substance abuse issues (Sudbury, 

2002). 

 The most notable impact of the War on Drugs on prison populations was the emergence 

of “tough on crime” policies and rhetoric that have established a prison-industrial complex in the 

United States (Cummings, 2012). This rapid growth of incarcerated populations forced the 

privatization of the prison industry. This privatization led to prisons becoming a profitable 

business endeavor, thus incentivizing an increase in incarcerated persons to fill the beds of the 

new prisons being built. The structure around these private prisons involves companies charging 

the government per person housed, leading to problematic elements of prison privatization like 

minimum bed capacities. Therefore, the government will not be able to subsidize the cost of 

incarceration for these individuals and private prison groups will not build or fill privatized 

facilities without a specific number of guaranteed inmates. Both the government and these 

private prison corporations gain financial benefits from privatized facilities, thus increasing the 

demand for more inmates and incentivizing the government to arrest more people. Additionally, 

the use of prison labor added to this complex because businesses did not have to pay 

incarcerated people fair wages, further incentivizing increased prison populations (Cummings, 

2012).  

 The prison-industrial complex does not affect everyone equally. Research has shown that 

combined with the policies emerging from the War on Drugs, the prison-industrial complex has a 
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disproportionate effect on black women (Sudbury, 2002). This disparity rose in part due to the 

differences in legal consequences of crack and cocaine (Sudbury, 2002). Crack had one hundred 

times harsher of a sentence than cocaine, thus disproportionately impacting women of color 

because crack is cheaper than cocaine and was flooding the markets in inner city areas with 

higher populations of women of color (Sudbury, 2002). This “tough on crime” policy that 

emerged from the War on Drugs played right into the emerging prison-industrial complex as it 

provided these “businesses” with a new influx of what they deemed to be “cheap labor”.  

 As incarcerated populations rose, it also became more evident that men and women had 

different needs during incarceration (Balahur & Ichim, 2019). Current conditions of 

incarceration fail to take into account many aspects of women’s lives influencing their pathways 

to crime as well as their specific needs in prison (Balahur & Ichim, 2019; Batchelor, 2005). 

These gender-specific needs arise from several different factors that influence women as they 

move throughout society. One of the main factors that influences female criminality, and thus 

make it necessary to have gender-responsive programming for women who are incarcerated, is 

the difference in socialization between men and women (Bloom et al., 2004). Along with this 

difference in socialization also comes an increased stigmatization of incarcerated women 

because they are viewed as betraying society’s conventional standards of femininity (Birkett, 

2014). These factors play a large role in the way women are able to move throughout society and 

an even larger role in the way they move through and are treated by the criminal justice system.  

 Although there are fewer women than men imprisoned in the system, the rate of 

incarcerated women is increasing at a much quicker rate than incarcerated men, making it critical 

to understand and evaluate the gendered pathways into prison. Along with this increased 

population, comes an increased need for gender-responsive treatment and care throughout 
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incarceration. The proposed research will explore and analyze the role that physical, sexual, and 

emotional victimization play in women’s pathways to offending through the examination of 

women’s narratives of their pathways to prison in a southern state. This research will build upon 

the existing literature on the gendered nature of crime, incarcerated women’s experiences with 

victimization, women’s pathways perspectives, and gender-responsive assessments to offer 

significant insight into the gendered nature of crime and punishment. The methodology used will 

be the thematic content analysis of 79 transcripts collected through the prerelease and intake 

Women’s Risks/Needs Assessment (WRNA) administered in three state prisons. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Gendered Nature of Crime 

       Several studies acknowledge the importance of examining crime and criminal acts through a 

gendered lens (Bloom et al., 2004; DeHart, 2018). While women do not make up as much of the 

criminal justice system as men, they still represent approximately 17% of offenders in the United 

States’ criminal justice system (Bloom et al., 2004). Through the era of mass incarceration, 

prison numbers in general increased, and while the rate of incarcerated men in 2008 was about 

eight times what it was in 1970, that same period saw a women’s incarceration rate twenty times 

that in 1970 (Belknap, 2010). Today, the population of women who are incarcerated has reached 

over 200,000 people (Kajstura, 2019). This is a significant enough portion of the criminal justice 

system to warrant policy implementations that are gender-responsive instead of forcing policies 

designed for incarcerated males onto women in prison. Bloom and colleagues (2004) also argue 

that “an investment in gender-responsive policy produces both short- and long-term dividends 

for the criminal justice system, the community, and women offenders and their families” (p. 32). 

While it is critical to understand the structural differences that contribute to the gendered nature 

of crime, it is also crucial to examine these differences from the viewpoint of the women 

themselves. This study seeks to incorporate the narratives of incarcerated women into the 

literature by examining the role gender plays in their pathways into incarceration.  

        Moreover, female offenders are often plagued with the double standards that treat 
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incarcerated women with even less regard than incarcerated men because not only have they 

broken the law, but they have also betrayed conventional ideas of femininity and “Womanhood” 

and therefore are further criminalized for this double betrayal (Birkett, 2014). Conventional ideas 

of femininity are often rooted in racist and classist concepts of womanhood and can portray 

women as anything from a sexless nurturer or a hypersexualized object. This kind of mindset in 

the general population contributes to the gendered nature of crime because this mentality is 

shared and perpetuated through the public (Birkett, 2014). This feminization of criminality, in 

particular the narrative that women who commit criminal acts are betraying femininity itself, 

contributes to the overall lack of gender-specific policies in the criminal justice system. The 

identity of offender takes precedence over their identity as a woman. That is why it is critical to 

take a gender-responsive approach to any new policy implementation targeted for incarcerated 

women to account for these factors that influence female criminality.  

 Acknowledging the need for gender-responsive programming is just the first to step in 

aiding incarcerated women. The next logical step involves determining what gender-responsive 

programming looks like in women’s prisons and then implementing that programming. Balahur 

and Ichim (2019) highlight six guiding principles of a gender-responsive criminal justice system 

as: acknowledging gender makes a difference; cultivating an environment with safety, respect, 

and dignity at the core; addressing trauma, mental health, and substance abuse through 

comprehensive services; developing policies to promote and develop healthy interpersonal 

relationships; addressing the socioeconomic concerns of incarcerated women and trying to 

improve these conditions; and establishing community corrections and comprehensive reentry 

programming. While these six principles are broad, they offer significant insight into how the 

criminal justice system can truly address gender-specific needs of this vulnerable population. 
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Additionally, the benefits of gender-responsive programming can be expanded to men who are 

incarcerated so their gendered needs are met as well, and the criminal justice system does not 

continue to take a one-size-fits-all approach to prison programming.  

Incarcerated Women’s Experiences with Victimization 

        With the ever-expanding population of incarcerated women, it is critical to understand the 

prior victimization experienced by many of these women. Other studies also document that 

incarcerated women experience prior physical, sexual, and emotional abuse at higher rates than 

their nonincarcerated counterparts (Belknap, 2010; Cook et al., 2005; Karlsson & Zielinski, 

2020; Raj et al., 2008). The study conducted by Cook and colleagues (2005) focused on a 

general population of incarcerated women to highlight the limitations in the existing literature at 

the time that failed to truly examine the nature and scope of several types of traumatic events 

among incarcerated women. The study found that of the women interviewed, 91% had reported 

some sort of traumatic life experience, with 81% of their sample reporting five or more traumatic 

life events. These traumatic events consisted of several categories, but some of the highest ones 

experienced by the women were physical abuse by partner (78.4%), death threats (60.3%), 

family violence as child (57.3%), and child sexual abuse (42.9%). The levels of abuse found in 

this study represent a much larger proportion of women facing different types of traumas than 

seen in the general population. While these are just a few highlights of the extensive trauma 

found in incarcerated women through this study, it reiterates the prevalence of abuse experienced 

by incarcerated women and cements the importance of treatments during incarceration that are 

able to address this level of prior trauma.  

 This difference in levels or prior victimization is supported by other studies. Raj and 

colleagues (2008) conducted one-on-one interviews with incarcerated women to provide a more 
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detailed description of lifetime sexual assault victimization, particularly focusing on comparing 

the patterns and perpetrators of sexual assault to national averages. The results of this study 

found that rates of victimization among incarcerated women were higher than the national 

averages, with over 50% of the sample experiencing prior sexual assault. This study also found 

that incarcerated women were more likely to experience sexual assault in their childhood, as well 

as more likely to experience stranger-perpetrated sexual assault in adulthood compared to 

national averages. This is further support that incarcerated women are experiencing higher levels 

of sexual assault when compared to nonincarcerated women, therefore making it crucial to have 

programming that is responsive to these levels of prior abuse.  

 These findings also continue to hold true in more recent years. Karlsson and Zielinski 

(2020) produced a meta-analysis on over 75 studies conducted on incarcerated women and found 

prevalence rates of incarcerated women to be 50-66% experiencing childhood sexual abuse, 28-

68% experiencing adult sexual abuse, and 56-82% experiencing lifetime sexual assault of some 

sort. This is an important contribution to the literature as it was a compilation of many studies 

and used quantitative measures to try to refine the rates of abuse found in incarcerated women. 

This is also further support that highlights the prior victimization that incarcerated women 

experience and justifies the need for responsive programming that is sensitive to this type of 

prior abuse, particularly trauma, mental health, and substance abuse informed programming 

outlined by Balahur and Ichim (2019).   

Feminist Pathways Perspective 

 Considering the high rates of abuse and victimization in incarcerated women, it is also 

critical to examine the role prior victimization plays in women’s pathways to prison. This is part 

of the gendered nature of crime and a major point where men and women’s pathways to 
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incarceration differ. Therefore, when creating policy to implement for incarcerated women, it is 

crucial to use this examination of women’s specific pathways to prison through a lens of 

victimization to make the programming more gender-responsive.  

 The concept of victimization playing a role in women’s pathways to crime is not a novel 

idea in the literature. In 2005, a study by Batchelor found that many of the incarcerated women 

who were interviewed had lives characterized by routine patterns of violence. The study found 

that although many of the women in the study rejected the label of “victim”, the sample still 

exhibited higher rates of prior victimization than national averages (Batchelor, 2005). Although 

prior victimization did not play a role in the women’s perception of their own victim status, the 

study highlights that prior abuse played a role as a risk factor for offending, therefore making it 

critical to acknowledge and respond to victimization as a pathway to crime for incarcerated 

women. It is also important to create programming that is responsive to and addresses these high 

rates of victimization to potentially influence recidivism rates.  

 A following study expanded upon and created a more comprehensive understanding of 

the role of victimization in women’s pathways to crime. Brennan and colleagues synthesized and 

expanded on previous studies concerning women’s pathways to offending by creating a 

framework of pathways including four broad categories of pathways (Brennan et al., 2012). The 

four broad categories of pathways supported in the study included “normal-functioning” but 

drug-abusing pathways, “battered women” pathways, “socialized subcultural and marginalized” 

pathways, and “aggressive antisocial damaged women” pathways. Within these pathways, they 

found that severe and frequent victimization, including sexual and physical abuse, played a role 

in four of the eight studied pathways, accounting for 36.5% of the sample. This contributed to 

the literature and stressed the importance of victimization and how it played a role in half of the 
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pathways of the interviewed women. This again highlights how important it is to address prior 

victimization in programming for incarcerated women because of the role it plays in their 

pathways to prison.  

 These pathways were narrowed a bit in a following study. DeHart (2018) contributes a 

typology of female offenders that involves five distinct groupings of incarcerated women. These 

groups include aggressive career offenders, women who killed or assaulted persons in retaliation 

or self-defense, women who maltreated children, substance-dependent women experiencing 

intimate partner violence, and social capital offenders. Even within the names of some of the 

groups in this typology, DeHart highlights how crime is gendered in nature, as well as how prior 

victimization can play a role in pathways. The results of this study showed that while prior 

victimization cannot predict the type of offender someone will be, it does act as an overall risk 

factor of a women’s likelihood to commit a crime. Those who experience certain types of 

victimization are thus more likely to become an offender in the future. This must be taken into 

consideration when designing any type of programming for incarcerated women because if these 

parts of women’s pathways to crime are addressed, it has the potential to influence recidivism 

rates and create future benefits for the criminal justice system.  

 The feminist pathways perspective of women and crime was developed by Kathleen Daly 

in 1992. Daly introduced a deeper understanding of the differential pathways that lead women to 

crime by collecting in-depth biographies of 40 women in a New Haven correctional facility 

(Daly, 1992). Through these biographies, she distinguished five different pathways to crime that 

were specific to incarcerated women. The first pathway she developed was the “harmed-and-

harming women” pathway that was characterized by severe abuse and neglect in early childhood 

that led to these women often being stigmatized as “acting out” or “problem children” by their 
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families, which eventually led to criminal acts related to anger, violence, or the inability to cope 

with a situation. The second pathway developed by Daly was the “battered women” pathway that 

included women who were facing extensive intimate partner violence and were often arrested 

when they fought back against their abusers. The third pathway involved “street women” who 

were described as being led to crime as a means of survival or a means of supporting their drug 

addictions. Daly found that these women were often kicked out of or ran away from abusive 

households, then faced substance abuse issues which were funded by prostitution, theft, or 

dealing drugs, which led to these women having the most extensive arrest histories in the study. 

The fourth pathway described “drug-connected women” who became addicted through a 

relationship with a family member or boyfriend. The final pathway noted by Daly was the 

“other” pathway, where the women’s crimes involved economic motives or greed.  

 These five pathways create a particularly useful theoretical framework for the context of 

this study as it takes a longitudinal and lifecourse approach to women’s pathways to prison rather 

than focusing on immediate circumstances prior to incarceration. The “harmed-and-harming 

women” and “battered women” pathways, which comprised over 50% of the sample, are 

specifically relevant in the current study as they delineate exactly how prior abuse can act as a 

pathway to crime. The women in both of these pathways faced severe physical, emotional, and 

sexual abuse either in their childhood or through intimate partners, and their responses to this 

severe abuse led them into contact with the criminal justice system. This is supported by one of 

Daly’s most poignant observations through her development of these pathways that states “at 

issue for the group of harmed-and-harming women is not just that their survival or poverty is 

criminalized but that their anger or violence is criminalized (Daly, 1992, p. 46). This focuses 

attention on how women in this particular pathway face a double victimization because they 
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experience extensive victimization at the hands of their abusers, but then additionally face the 

criminalization of their retaliation and emotional response to this victimization. Through this 

study, Daly also highlights the importance of narratives in providing insight and context into 

gendered pathways to crime, a technique that will be utilized in the current study.  

 The introduction and continued use of the feminist pathways perspective in regard to 

incarcerated women was examined by Wattanaporn and Holtfreter in 2014. Their study 

demonstrates the significance in this pathways perspective as well as how it has been changed 

and expanded throughout the years. They found “by addressing the unique life experiences of 

women, feminist scholars have documented the many ways in which correlates of female crime 

differ from those variables and concepts that originated in traditional, mainstream theories” 

(Wattanaporn & Holtfreter, 2014, p. 201). This pathways perspective not only highlights the 

gendered nature of the pathways to crime, but also delineates the ways in which victimization 

can alter pathways within gender as well. Although it is critical to examine the overall gendered 

nature of crime, it is also just as crucial to examine how prior victimization contributes to these 

differed pathways within the group of incarcerated women.  The nuanced differences within 

these pathways are best examined through the narratives of the women themselves. The authors 

also note how the more recent focus on pathways can allow for the potential to intervene and 

reroute some of the continued victimization that occurs through these pathways, which can have 

a long-term impact on entry into crime itself or recidivism rates (Wattanaporn & Holtfreter, 

2014).  

 Since these pathways are best delineated through the narratives of the women who are 

incarcerated, it is important to lean on these narratives and the women’s words when analyzing 

data. Presser (2010) highlights the concept of narratives to be a vehicle for one to express 
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themselves, particularly for those who have committed criminal acts. Presser’s (2010) research 

also highlights how narratives can be vehicles for offenders to explain their life experiences, but 

that it is important to understand how self-interest, particularly that of being perceived as a good 

person, shapes these narratives. The current study will be relying on narratives from women who 

are incarcerated to further understand pathways to crime.  

 The current study acknowledges that many pathways to incarceration for women involve 

violence and victimization, the current study and thus engages with women’s narratives of their 

victimization. One of the key characteristics of narratives of victims that Pemberton et al. (2019) 

illuminates is that these experiences of victimization are best analyzed through the scope of 

narratives because of their inherent morality. Pemberton and colleagues (2019) additionally 

highlight that narratives of victims are crucial to expand our knowledge and understanding of not 

only the act of victimization, but also the aftermath of that victimization. This is particularly 

relevant in the current study because one of the consequences in the aftermath of victimization 

can be incarceration for some women. While it is critical not to neutralize or excuse criminal acts 

that led to the current incarceration status of the women in the study, it is just as crucial to denote 

their narratives of victimization and how they perceive that victimization to play a role in their 

current incarceration. The current study intends to allow the narratives of women who are 

incarcerated to drive the data analysis process.  

Gender-Responsive Assessments 

 It is apparent that with the introduction and expansion of the feminist pathways 

perspective to the literature, the necessity of gender-responsive assessments became clearer. 

While many correctional facilities used to rely on gender-neutral assessment tools to determine 

the risks and needs of the people incarcerated there, feminist scholars led the way in introducing 
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gender-responsive tools into the literature. While the focus of a study conducted by Brennan and 

colleagues (2012) remained on mapping out pathways to crime for incarcerated women, they 

also took into consideration the use of a gender-neutral assessment (COMPAS) and a gender-

responsive assessment (WRNA) to examine this problem. This study uses both of these 

assessments in their pathways research and reiterated the importance of gender-responsive 

assessments in examining pathways to crime of incarcerated women in particular. These gender-

responsive assessments are critical as a measurement tool because they account for aspects such 

as severe victimization that are pathways to crime for women but not always for men.  

 While gender-responsive assessments are beginning to be utilized more frequently in 

correctional settings, they do not come without their flaws and limitations. Hannah-Moffatt 

(2015) argues that risk assessment tools used on incarcerated people can actually increase 

sentences due to disadvantage, thus unintentionally reinforcing disparities based on race, class, 

and gender in the system (Hannah-Moffat, 2015). She also argues that this manner of assessment 

might produce false positives on the risk assessment because of the lack of transparency from 

those administering the tests. Particularly, when administers are nonclinical practitioners and 

introduce bias into the process by overusing the discretion they are afforded during the 

administration process to make sure their clients get the programs they need or are not overly 

faulted for situational circumstances, such as higher arrest rates among certain minorities in the 

United States.  

One of the main tenets of this argument is that these assessments do not account for 

gender, and the assessment utilized in this study (WRNA) is specifically designed to account for 

the unique circumstances facing incarcerated women. Moreover, another one of her arguments 

hinges on the strategic exercise of discretion used by those administering these assessments and 
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only being able to see the end result and not the process of the assessment. This again is not an 

issue in the current research as it will involves using the transcripts of the assessments and not 

just relying on the end result of the completed WRNA. This will allow for more context in the 

study and for the women’s narratives to shine through as well.  

The current study seeks to determine the major factors playing a role in women’s 

pathways to prison in a southern state. While there have been myriad pathways studies, this 

study seeks to expand pathways to prison into a southern state, particularly focusing on 

identifying any unique cultural dynamics that may inform these pathways. Additionally, this 

study will rely on the narratives of those women of their own perceptions of themselves and their 

circumstances to delineate these pathways.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Sample 

The current study seeks to further understand the role prior physical, sexual, and 

emotional victimization plays in women’s pathways to offending by utilizing women’s narratives 

collected during Women’s Risk/Needs Assessment (WRNA) administrations. The Women’s 

Risks/Needs Assessment is administered by trained classification specialists to women in several 

different prisons across the country. There are three different types of WRNAs that are 

administered to women at different points during their incarceration. These types of WRNAs 

include the intake WRNA, which is given to women when they arrive at prison to determine 

their custody level and programming needs during incarceration, the reclassification WRNA, 

which is administered at least twice a year to reassess the woman’s custody level and 

programming needs, and the prerelease WRNA, which is administered within a certain time 

period before release to determine potential needs of the woman and predict whether or not the 

individual is at risk to recidivate.  

 This study examines WRNA data since the assessment has been previously validated as 

an instrument. One study hat validated the WRNA involved testing it across three different 

jurisdictions, including Ohio, Missouri, and Rhode Island departments of corrections (Van 

Voorhis et al., 2013). They were able to measure 640 women at the 6-month level and 469 

women at the 12-month level to if they had any misconducts, any serious misconducts, or any 
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aggressive misconducts to evaluate the validity of WRNA scores in predicting this behavior. Van 

Voorhis and colleagues found it to be predictive across several jurisdictions in the study, 

although they found stronger predictive value in Ohio and Rhode Island than in Missouri. They 

cited some of these results as issues with cooperation in participants and interviewers in 

Missouri. However, this is useful in the current study as it relies on data collected through the 

WRNA instrument and knowing it is valuable in predicting misconduct aids in supporting that 

the WRNA had validity as an instrument and is therefore a relevant tool to use in the current 

study.  

The current study focuses on 79 third party transcriptions of prerelease and intake 

WRNAs administered to women who are incarcerated in three different prisons in a southern 

state. The current study involves 51 prerelease transcripts and 28 intake transcripts. The 

administrations of the WRNA were recorded and then used to create transcripts of the 

assessments which are analyzed in the current study. The prerelease WRNA consists of thirteen 

sections including an attitudes scale, a criminal history scale, an educational scale, an 

employment/financial scale, a housing safety scale, an antisocial friends scale, an anger/hostility 

scale, a mental health scale, an abuse/trauma scale, a substance abuse scale, a relationship scale, 

a parental involvement scale, and a family of origin scale. The only difference between the 

prerelease and intake WRNAs is that the intake WRNA does not have the housing safety scale. It 

is beneficial to examine both intake and prerelease transcripts because it allows for a larger 

sample size. While these transcripts offer a wealth of information through each of these 

individual scales, the scope of this study will focus on the narratives surrounding the attitudes 

and abuse and trauma scales due to the emphasis on prior abuse and the affect it has on women’s 

narratives of their own pathways to incarceration.   
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Analytic Plan 

Qualitative thematic content analysis is used to focus on the women’s narratives of the 

circumstances that led them into offending, with a particular focus on prior abuse and other life 

events that serve as pathways to incarceration. Thematic content analysis is a flexible method 

used by a variety of researchers to interpret different forms of textual data. Content analysis is 

described by Hsieh and Shannon (2005) as a “research method for the subjective interpretation of 

the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying 

themes or patterns”. This current study leverages this method to analyze a sample 79 transcripts 

collected through a larger study testing the validity and reliability of the WRNA. This study 

relies on the use of transcripts instead of completed WRNA data because of the ability to focus 

on women’s own narratives.   

To analyze the transcripts, a coding scheme was developed to determine the most 

common themes in the women’s narratives of their pathways to incarceration. This involves 

going through the transcripts and conducting open coding so that the narratives of the women 

can inform the final overarching themes. Once the major themes of violence and victimization, 

socioeconomic marginalization and maladaptive coping mechanisms were gleaned from the 

transcripts, another layer of content analysis was conducted to determine what subthemes fit into 

these larger themes and inform women’s pathways to incarceration. The subthemes under 

violence and victimization included: childhood physical abuse, adulthood physical abuse 

childhood sexual abuse, adulthood sexual abuse, intimate partner violence, and none of the 

above. The subthemes of socioeconomic marginalization included: family history of substance 

abuse, family criminal history, lack of education, lack of employment opportunities, 

homelessness and housing instability, prior felony charge(s) or prior incarceration, financial 
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instability, single parent, DHR or custody troubles, and none. The subthemes of maladaptive 

coping mechanisms were substance abuse issues, toxic romantic relationships, antisocial 

friendships, and self-harm or suicide attempt history. Additionally, the current study uses some 

descriptive statistics to define the magnitude of the pathways developed in the study.  

 Finally, there was another code of the transcripts to examine women’s narratives for 

specific cultural context to determine if some of the mentioned dynamics might be specific to a 

southern state. The analysis conducted during this study was in an exploratory and descriptive 

fashion to expand upon the current understanding of gendered pathways to incarceration through 

qualitative analysis. The coding scheme concentrates on the language used by the women in their 

own narratives and how this language places them into a broader pathway into incarceration. 

These narratives of pathways were examined to offer insight into the gendered nature of crime 

and punishment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   20 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS, DISCUSSION, AND CONCLUSION 

Results 

 Three major themes were identified in the data that women cited in their narratives as 

contributing to their pathways to incarceration including violence and victimization, 

socioeconomic marginalization, and maladaptive coping mechanisms. The coding process 

divided these major themes into subthemes that will be further discussed in the following 

section. While the analysis will rely on the narratives told by the women, it is important to note 

the frequency of the overarching themes throughout the transcripts.  

Table 1 indicates the frequencies of different types of violence and victimization talked 

about by the women during the abuse and trauma scales of the study. One of these types of 

violence and victimization are broken down into childhood physical abuse. This was seen in 

many narratives of the women, but one that stood out was a woman who had lost her father in a 

tragic way who her “mother, she started drinking liquor all day, every day, and became very 

psychotic and very violent. Another subtheme was adulthood physical abuse that did not include 

intimate partner violence (IPV), which can be seen in several different forms. One woman spoke 

about how she “was just brutally beaten in that town by seven men…they put me in the trunk of 

a car, they kidnapped me, they tortured me.” Another woman talked about how her son would 

commit physical violence against her when she stated “he snaps. And so, we have fought. He 

stole from me, he’s broke things, it was just any way that he could hurt me. A different woman 
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spoke of another traumatic life event when she told the classification specialist that she 

“had previous experience of being kidnapped and tortured because of the fact that I am a 

lesbian”.   

The victimization did not end at the physical level for many of the women in the current 

study. Another subtheme identified was childhood sexual abuse, which was all too prevalent in 

the study. One woman spoke of her continued victimization when she said “when I was six to 

eight years old, my biological brother molested me. During the same time, my uncle molested 

me, my dad’s brother.” Another woman stated, “when I was 15, I was raped”. Other women 

chose to expand more upon this childhood victimization. One woman told the story about how “I 

was 15 years old the first time…a 26-year-old male had bought me some beer and asked me to 

go to the van with him and drink some beer and I did. And that’s how I lost my virginity.” 

Unfortunately, narratives like these were all too common to all be included, but the extent of 

violence and victimization in these women’s histories is evident. Moreover, adulthood sexual 

abuse was prevalent in the women’s narratives, mainly surrounding their narratives of IPV 

experiences. Several of the women had stories in their narratives about incidents with their ex-

partners. One woman mentioned that “when he uses, he’s angry a lot. That’s where the physical 

abuse comes in at.” Another woman said that she “was in an [abusive] relationship with a drug 

dealer…got my head busted in.” Additionally, one woman demonstrated exactly how IPV can 

turn into a pathway to incarceration for some women when she talks about defending herself 

from her baby daddy and says that “he mentally abused me and my children and then took my 

children from me and right before court, he just didn’t want nothing to do with them” “I snapped. 

I could see everything that was going on, but I could not control, it was like I couldn’t stop it”. 
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His physical and emotional violence led her to fight back and was the reason for her current 

incarceration.  

TABLE 1  

Types of Violence and Victimization in the Sample 

Type of Violence/Victimization N (%)  

Childhood Physical Abuse 30 (38%) 

Adulthood Physical Abuse 41 (52%) 

Childhood Sexual Abuse  25 (32%) 

Adulthood Sexual Abuse 20 (25%) 

Intimate Partner Violence 

None 

16 (20%) 

19 (24%) 

  

Table 2 highlights the different types of socioeconomic marginalization experienced by 

the women and told through the WRNA transcripts as well as their frequencies. Some of the first 

identified subthemes included family history of substance abuse and family criminal history. 

These two factors showed up in different ways through different women’s narratives. One 

woman said, “my mom and my dad are both drug addicts…my dad’s got several felonies”, but 

that she continued to keep in close contact with them. However, another woman said she kept in 

contact with several family members but “not my grandma because she smoked crack”. Others 

had even more family members with a criminal history. One woman said that “my mother did go 

to jail for stabbing my dad…my sister has a criminal history, and she’s married to a cop…both of 

my brothers do [have a criminal history].” While the most common family involvement with 

incarceration was parents, it is still easy to see how other family members also play a role in this 
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family history of incarceration that might inform some of the women’s pathways to 

incarceration.  

An additional subtheme found in the women’s narratives was an overall lack of education 

in the sample. This varied but one woman talked about how “I just want to get my GED first” 

and another woman said that she has not “thought of it much except for getting [her] GED” when 

asked about plans for higher education. A subtheme of lack of employment opportunities was 

also gleaned from the women’s narratives. One woman said that she “had problems keeping her 

job because of meth and suboxone use”, while another women said, “I kept these jobs really just 

to pay my fines, stay out of jail”. A different woman said that she “never really worked for a 

long period of time. Something always happened.” This lack of employment was compounded 

by another subtheme identified in the study, homelessness and housing instability. One women 

talked about how this contributed to her incarceration when she said “we didn’t have anywhere 

to stay, and we stole somebody’s credit card and spent money” which was the reason for her 

current incarceration. Another woman said she had “lived in [her] car” at multiple different 

points during her life. Additionally, another woman highlighted the transiency of her living 

situation when she said that she moved “five to ten times” in the eighteen months prior to her 

incarceration.  

Many of these issues were made worse for the women when they had a prior felony or 

incarceration on their record. One women even noted the difference in finding employment when 

she said that “before the felony, I did not have a hard time finding a job, but after, yes.” A 

different women noted how this interacted with her employment opportunities when she said, 

“with my felonies I don’t know…but I would like to help women, maybe help women that are 

struggling with addiction.” This subtheme interacted with another identified subtheme in the 
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current study which was an overall lack of financial stability among the participants. One woman 

stated that she “could not pay bills without help” when she was released. Another woman said 

she was worried about getting food stamps to survive after release because “the last time [she] 

was out, they told [her she] didn’t qualify because of [her] charges.” A different woman said 

before incarceration she “made about $12,000 a year” and she only “had a bank account when 

[she] was working.”  

Other women faced socioeconomic marginalization by being a single parent or struggling 

with DHR and custody battles for their parental rights. One woman who was a single mom said 

“it’s hard to find jobs when you got kids and stuff” when she was explaining gaps in her 

employment history. A different woman explained her struggles with DHR when she said that 

“they will make it, excuse my language, hell getting my kids back.” Another woman in the study 

said that her DHR case worker was a “terrible woman…told me I was no good, said I wasn’t 

going to get my kids back.” Not only do the women have to fight for physical custody of their 

kids back, but some of them struggle with broken emotional bonds when reentering and during 

incarceration. One woman said that “I don’t know if my kids forgive me” and how that thought 

was increasing her anxiety before release. Socioeconomic marginalization comes in many 

different forms in the study, but it is very interwoven and connected. Each factor of 

marginalization can compound and interact with others as is evident in the narratives of the 

women in the study.  
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TABLE 2 

Types of Socioeconomic Marginalization in the Sample 

Type of Socioeconomic Marginalization N (%) 

Family History of Substance Abuse 14 (18%) 

Family Criminal History 23 (29%) 

Lack of Education   

Lack of Employment Opportunities 

26 (33%) 

11 (14%) 

Homelessness/Housing Instability  14 (18%) 

Prior Felony or Incarceration 

Financial Instability 

Single Parent 

DHR or Custody Troubles 

None 

29 (37%) 

20 (13%) 

16 (20%) 

13 (16%) 

10 (13%) 

 

Table 3 shows the types of maladaptive coping mechanisms defined in the study. These 

mechanisms are also broken down into frequencies and percentages of the sample experiencing 

each mechanism. One of the first subthemes identified in this pathway was substance abuse 

issues. These issues were mentioned by almost every woman in the study and included many 

difference types of substance abuses. Some women were very direct when explaining their 

substance abuse issues and how it led to incarceration. One woman said “I was just a drug addict, 

and I got caught with drugs” while another woman stated “when I started shooting ice, I 

quit…doing everything. So yeah, that really was what really got me here.” Other women talked 

about how their substance abuse disorder led to a more indirect pathway to prison. One woman’s 
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narrative said “I was in school, and I started doing cocaine when I was studying…and then once 

I was teaching, I was just hooked on powder cocaine. And once I stopped teaching, I needed a 

way to live my lifestyle and do my drugs, so I started stealing checks and writing checks.” 

Another woman had a similar story about turning to crime to sustain a drug habit when she said 

that she “would take wallets and use credit cards for drugs.” A different woman spoke about her 

substance use disorder as a poor coping mechanism directly when she said that she “started 

dipping and dabbing in cocaine after my mom passed and I guess, because I was looking to 

numb that feeling.” 

However, maladaptive coping mechanisms identified in the study did not just pertain to 

substance abuse disorders. Toxic romantic and platonic relationships were also quite prevalent 

among the women’s narratives. One woman said that she had been with her husband “since I was 

15, about 11 years” and he was the reason she got caught “smoking [spice] and selling it”. 

Another woman pointed out that her relationships are “usually painful” and that ex-partners have 

been able to convince her to get involved with crime in the past. Some of these toxic romantic 

relationships seemed to stem from familial expectations and can be seen in one woman’s 

narrative when she says that “my mom did raise me if you put yourself in a man’s position, he 

has every right to hit you back” when justifying some of her past negative relationships. This 

toxicity also extended to platonic relationships for many of the women. One women described 

her friends on the outside as “majority drug users”, while another said that “every one of them, I 

guess, is basically on drugs.” A different women said that “most of them are on drugs, and toxic 

for me, really” “so I’m going to have to go out there and find new friends,” acknowledging her 

need to distance herself from some of these relationships.  
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Finally, the last subtheme found in maladaptive coping mechanisms was a theme of self-

harm or a history of suicide attempt(s). For many of the women, these started at quite a young 

age, with one woman saying, “I was young the first time, it’s been a few times” and another 

woman stating, “I think I was 13 or 14 years old.” Additionally, others highlight the challenges 

posed by their mental health. One woman said, “they put me on lithium three times a day…but 

over time, it was evident I didn’t need that. I need coping skills, I needed time to grieve. I 

needed…I needed just time in a safe environment to do that and the tools to do it.” Additionally, 

another woman was very direct about how she handles her mental health when she said, “I have 

mental health issues and I did not seek mental health treatment, I self-medicate,” directly 

acknowledging her maladaptive coping mechanisms.  

TABLE 3 

Types of Maladaptive Coping Mechanisms in the Sample 

Type of Maladaptive Coping Mechanism N (%) 

Substance Abuse Issues 65 (82%) 

Toxic Romantic Relationships 31 (39%) 

Antisocial Friendships 27 (34%) 

Self-Harm/Suicide Attempt History 12 (15%) 

 

 Additionally, the current study also contextualized aspects of southern culture present in 

the women’s narratives and how this culture may play a role in pathways to crime. Since the 

study takes place in a southern state, it is critical to acknowledge how that may inform the data 

and create unique pathways for the women to incarceration. One major subtheme developed in 

the context of southern culture in the study was the prevalence of faith in the healing journey of 
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many of the women in the study. One woman said, “in the prison system, they promote god more 

than anything, and I love that because that is what changed me.” Another woman noted she 

“asked god to forgive me, and obviously he has” when talking about the guilt she carried with 

her about committing a criminal act. Moreover, several women note that finding support through 

a Christian group of friends helped their recovery process with one woman saying “we go to 

church. We’re both staying away from all that mess in here” and another saying, “there are some 

good Christian folks that I do know.” Another woman who was recovering from a substance 

abuse disorder said, “when I tell you Jesus has healed me, he has.” Many women emphasize the 

critical role faith played in their own recovery.  

 Another aspect of southern culture prevalent in the narratives of the women in the study 

was feelings of entrapment in a rural or small town. Several women mentioned their small 

communities and how they felt entrenched with the people or lawlessness of these communities. 

One woman said, “I think the whole county’s been involved with the law” when she talked about 

her hometown and her pathway to incarceration. A different woman talked about her inability to 

escape not only the town, but also some of the people in it when she said, “I’ve been having 

more nightmares here lately, about when I leave here. What if I run into somebody from my 

past?” Another woman’s narrative highlighted how these smaller towns almost trap you when 

she said, “and [redacted] County is the county that just sucks you in, and I’ve been there for a 

long time.” 

 Along with feeling trapped by these small, rural communities, many of the women talked 

about how these communities often protected them, sometimes even to their own detriment. One 

woman said, “a lot of my teachers would just pass me. When I graduated high school I had like a 

sixth grade reading level.” This can also be seen on a different level when these towns protected 
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some of the women in the study when they first committed criminal acts. One woman 

acknowledged, “I have never really paid no action for my consequences. Whatever the choices 

that I made, I never had to do the time behind it. You know? I always got a slap on the wrist and 

got away with it.” A different women even said that her life might have taken a different path if 

she would have been punished more severely sooner when she said, “I feel like if they had set 

me longer jail terms or a smaller prison sentence before I racked up three years of this, but 

because I’m from a small town they know my family, they know me, they just kept letting me 

out. I’d go to jail, they just let me out. I go to jail at another town, I call my grandmother, she 

called the sheriff, my sheriff would call the town, they just let me out. And it just went on like 

that, but then before I knew it, I had two states about 12 counties. It was awful.” Being enmeshed 

in these smaller communities made some of these women feel untouchable by the law, regardless 

of the lawlessness of some of their acts prior to incarceration.  

 However, this protection did not always just come from the law enforcement in these 

rural communities. Some women talked about the steps their families and private citizens of 

some of these communities took that enabled them to get away with more and keep committing 

criminal acts without punishment. One woman spoke about how her family comes to her rescue 

when she said, “I’m trying to come out with a more stable foundation, not for myself, but for my 

child, because my family normally does pick up the slack or I have a boyfriend that is a 

caregiver.” This was seen in other women in the study when one said, “I’ve always lived with 

my grandmother. I’ve always had a home, but I went on drugs off and on and all of that. So, 

when I would leave, just by choice not to go home, being homeless.” She knew that regardless of 

her acts, she would have that support system to lean back on if anything happened, even if it did 

bring some shame with it. Other women reiterated how the forgiveness of their family had no 
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bounds as well. One woman said, “my daddy has forgiven me and gave me a chance after 

chance, but he still loves me.” The southern context of these small communities and tight-knit 

families is critical to understanding the larger picture of the study.  

 Lastly, an important factor to note related to southern context of the study is how these 

traumas are sometimes passed down or compounded among different generations of family 

members. Several women talked about how they came from lines of people with criminal 

histories, or their own kids had started offending. One woman said both “my mother and my 

daughter” have a criminal history. A different women talked about her oldest son’s entry into and 

continued offending when she said he ”was on house arrest. And he should have been charged as 

a youth offender, but he wasn’t. and I think domestic violence last time.” A different woman 

said, “my mom lives off in Tennessee and she’s still in her addiction. My sister’s here with me so 

I don’t really have anybody to go to.” It is critical to examine this data through this southern 

context because of all of these cultural factors.  

Discussion 

 This chapter contextualizes and expands the results section of the content analysis into 

the broader literature on women’s pathways to incarceration. The end goal of the current study is 

to focus on the women’s own narratives of their pathways. Additionally, limitations and future 

policy recommendations are discussed before concluding remarks.  

Violence and Victimization 

 The women involved in the current study talked about violence and victimization in 

many forms. Additionally, their narratives about their victimization ranged across their entire 

lives and were often not contained to isolated experiences of trauma. It is important to note that 

many of the women who talked about violence and victimization in their past established that it 
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had a lasting effect on their lives. The victimization often did not just take place at the time of the 

trauma but was compounded later in life by substance abuse struggles and mental health issues 

that were attempts at coping with the past trauma. This further demonstrates exactly how 

victimization itself is often not isolated and has the potential to influence someone’s life far past 

the point of initial trauma.  

Based on the analysis, over 75% of the sample in this study had experienced some form 

of violence or victimization in their lives prior to incarceration. While the types of victimization 

varied greatly, the presence of violence and victimization in the lives of this large of a proportion 

of the women is significant. Additionally, this frequency of women who are incarcerated 

experiencing violence of victimization confirms what previous studies have found and it also 

demonstrates that women who are incarcerated experience violence and victimization at a much 

higher rate than their nonincarcerated counterparts.  

 Two of the types of victimization that appeared in the narratives of the women in the 

study are childhood sexual victimization and childhood physical victimization. Thirty-nine 

women in the sample indicated that they had experienced childhood physical victimization, 

childhood sexual victimization, or a combination of both. While the WRNA does not require 

women to go into detail about their experiences with trauma and abuse during the scale, there is a 

part that allows women to insert their narratives into the WRNA and elaborate on the specific 

types of abuse they endured. Many of the women who cited that they had experienced childhood 

physical or sexual abuse explained that this abuse often came from a close family member or a 

trusted adult. Some of the most frequent abusers referenced by the women in the sample are 

uncles, fathers, grandfathers, and male cousins. While other abusers are sometimes noted as 

stepfathers, the women who spoke about being victimized by a trusted adult who was close to the 
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family or part of their immediate family often discussed the mental and emotional trauma it 

caused for them then and later in life. One of the women in the study described how her cousin 

would molest her while he babysat her unsupervised. She also spoke about how long it took for 

her to feel comfortable enough to come clean to her mom about it. She noted how difficult it was 

to tell her mom because her abuser was such a close family member, and she feared her mother’s 

reactions.  

This is just one of the many stories that were told by the women in the study, and most of 

the women noted that this abuse did not just affect them at the time of the victimization, but that 

it would continue to affect their mental and physical health for years after. Only four women 

who talked about the physical or sexual victimization they faced during childhood did not 

indicate that they had a problem with substance abuse later in life. Many of these women turn to 

substance abuse as a means to cope with this victimization, and that number is much higher for 

women whose victimization occurred during childhood. Driving someone into the life that comes 

along with substance use and abuse disorders to cope with prior abuse is a form of continued 

victimization for the women in this study. Additionally, only eleven women who indicated these 

types of abuse during childhood did not have a diagnosed mental health issue later in life. This is 

another form of continued victimization for these women as it makes living their lives and 

completing daily tasks more difficult. While they may have escaped their situations or 

environments that led to abuse in the first place, the effect of that abuse on their lives is still clear 

and continues to influence how they are able to move through the world. Although the initial act 

of being victimized does not necessarily mean that a woman will commit a criminal act or be 

incarcerated at some point later in her life, it often sets into motion other events in that women’s 

life that may lead to an increased chance of engaging in crime or incarceration.   
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Other types of abuse noted in the women’s narratives was physical and sexual abuse 

during adulthood that was not spoken about in the context of intimate partner violence. The 

current study found it important to distinguish the women who spoke about intimate partner 

violence from those who talked about physical or sexual abuse during adulthood in a broader 

context because the way these two topics were talked about in the transcripts was different 

enough for this distinction. In the women’s narratives who were talking about physical or sexual 

abuse during adulthood in a broader context than IPV, they often spoke in a more detached or 

distant way about their victimizers, except when the crime was particularly heinous or involved a 

close family member that was not a spouse. One woman narrated an experience she had prior to 

incarceration when she was kidnapped and tortured by some men from her small town. Since she 

was victimized so severely by residents in her small town, she used more personal language 

during her narrative than those talking about victimization by strangers. Additionally, she viewed 

prison as a safe place away from her abusers while this sentiment was not necessarily shared by 

other women in the sample. A different woman in the sample had a similar situation but a 

different affectation when she narrated how she was kidnapped and tortured by some people over 

her sexuality. She spoke less intimately about her victimizers since she was less familiar with her 

captors than the first woman. Furthermore, she did not view prison as a safe place and instead 

looked at it as a barrier she had to get through so she could return home to her family.  

Only three out of the thirty-seven women that cited adult physical or sexual abuse in their 

narratives without referring to IPV did not note substance abuse issues later in life. This is yet 

again a way that victimization not only hurts women during the actual victimizing act, but also 

can continue to cause harm and distress in a woman’s life. Substance abuse disorders come with 
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several mental and physical strains and can act as one of the long-term effects of prior 

victimization.  

The final type of victimization indicated by several women in the study was intimate 

partner violence. This played a role in the narratives of sixteen different women in the study, 

totaling about 20% of the sample. This is actually lower than the rate of IPV of their 

nonincarcerated counterparts, which was found to be around 27% (World Health Organization, 

2021). While the rate in this sample is lower than the rate in the general population, it is 

important to note that some women might not feel comfortable enough to indicate that the type 

of abuse they experienced in their adult lives came from intimate partners. While relying on the 

narratives of these women is the reason this study is able to go into such depth about their 

experiences before incarceration, it does also act as a limitation in this case because sometimes 

the women are not comfortable discussing the details of their victimization with the classification 

specialists. Though it is not prudent to assume that each woman who indicated some form of 

physical or sexual abuse as an adult has experienced IPV, it is necessary to extrapolate some of 

this data to those other women and note that they may have experienced IPV and just felt less 

comfortable indicating that in their narratives.  

An interesting note about this particular sample of women was that four of the sixteen 

women who indicated they had experienced IPV did not indicate that they struggled with 

substance abuse later in life. While this is about the same number as the previous victimization 

groups, it is important to note that it is a larger proportion of the sample were insulated from later 

substance abuse. However, IPV still played a role in incarceration for many of these women 

because several of them mentioned that they were incarcerated for fighting back against their 

abusers. Many women indicated that they fought back physically, like stabbing or hitting their 
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partner when provoked, while some women fought back in other ways, like cashing the checks 

of her abuser that she kicked out of her house. While regret shaped some of the answers of these 

women, many of them indicated that they were glad they were able to fight back because they 

believed the victimization would have continued or worsened if they had not.  

This fact brings up the cycle of violence that is often seen among those who have been 

victimized. Regardless of the lasting effects of victimization on one’s own life, the victimized 

can sometimes turn into victimizers in their own right, thus continuing the cycle of violence. 

This case was true for twenty-seven of the women whose narratives were analyzed through the 

transcripts. While the forms of victimization varied greatly between women, several of the 

women indicated that they turned to physical or sexual victimization. Some of the types of 

victimization that appeared in the women’s narratives included: statutory rape from a woman 

who had been sexually victimized during childhood; child abuse from a woman who was 

experiencing physical IPV; assault from a woman who was retaliating against her harassers; and 

murder of a boyfriend who was in the middle of committing violence against the woman. It is 

necessary to acknowledge that prior victimization does not erase the criminal acts committed by 

any of the women in this study but noting the types of victimization and how it led to some 

women becoming victimizers contextualizes the data better than just raw numbers.    

Understanding the cycle of violence and the role it plays in these women’s lives is crucial 

to understanding victimization and violence as a pathway to incarceration. The role of this study 

is not to absolve the women of the criminal acts committed but to understand and explore life 

events that led to those criminal acts, and to do so without acknowledging the prior violence and 

victimization experienced by so many women in the study would be doing a disservice to them.  
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Prior victimization compounded by later substance abuse is one of the most evident 

pathways to incarceration in the current data sample. This pathway seems prevalent and present 

for almost every woman who indicated they had experienced any type of abuse but is less 

noticeable in those who indicated that their victimization came in the form of intimate partner 

violence. Victimization was often followed by mental health issues later in life. Both of these 

factors demonstrate how victimization often does not just impact the person who is experiencing 

at the time of the incident(s) but can continue to victimize their mental or physical health later in 

life and serve as a pathway to incarceration.  

Socioeconomic Marginalization 

 Socioeconomic marginalization can come in many forms and be influenced by several 

different factors in a person’s life. In the study sample, only ten women or about 13% did not 

face any form of socioeconomic disadvantage in their life before incarceration. Socioeconomic 

marginalization is not one of the pathways originally delineated in the feminist pathways 

perspective by Daly, but it was incredibly pervasive in the current study and therefore deserves 

to be expanded upon in relation to women’s pathways to incarceration. Socioeconomic 

marginalization acted in many ways in the women’s lives in the current study. It acted as a 

barrier to education, job opportunities, and familial stability at different points in the women’s 

lives. Socioeconomic marginalization must be recognized in different forms and not only as a 

preventative measure for recidivism, but also as a preventative measure for women entering the 

criminal justice system in the first place.   

 While familial traits like a family history of substance abuse or incarceration might not be 

directly related to the women’s own pathway to incarceration, it is important to note that the 

women who indicated that their family had either substance abuse issues, a history of 
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incarceration, or both, were victimized at a much higher rate than participants in the rest of the 

sample. Of the thirty-two women in this section who spoke about their family’s histories, only 

two of them had not faced some type of victimization in their life. This is a form of 

socioeconomic marginalization because being entrenched in a family with substance abuse or 

familial history of incarceration can lead to someone living a riskier lifestyle, and thus increase 

that potential for victimization. Additionally, families who are struggling with substance abuse 

disorders or incarceration often have more trouble reaching financial stability than their 

counterparts. This can play a role in women’s pathways to incarceration because class mobility is 

particularly difficult nowadays and the financial instability originating from these family 

struggles can cause these women to struggle later in life. Unfortunately, this problem is 

compounded by the high rate of victimization in this group of women, thus influencing the 

pathways to incarceration for this group.  

 Other prevalent forms of socioeconomic marginalization found in the narratives of these 

women was an overall lack of education, lack of employment opportunities, and lack of financial 

stability. All three of these factors often play a large role in a person’s life and are difficult to 

detangle as they are so intertwined. Beginning with an overall lack of education, twenty-six 

women or 33% of the participants did not have either a high school diploma or a GED. While the 

prison system is doing a lot to address this issue of a lack of education, the women who do not 

have access to the classes to get their GED before they are released were more likely to stress 

about their financial stability upon release than the other women in the study. Having a high 

school diploma or a GED greatly diversifies an individual’s employment opportunities, thus 

making financial stability upon reentry easier to attain. Additionally, many of the women who 

talked to the specialists about lacking a GED or high school diploma indicated that they wanted 
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to get their GED while they were incarcerated or after incarceration. Several of these women 

talked about their future career goals and what they could do if they had a GED, whether that be 

go back to school or get a more stable job. While the criminal acts of many of the women in this 

study who talked about difficulties with education, employment, or finances did not directly 

relate to a financial situation, many of the women talked in their narratives about how their 

financial struggles were contributing to other strain in their lives. Having the ability to gain 

lawful and stable employment upon release can act as a form of insulation for recidivism because 

of the role it plays in women’s pathways to incarceration.  

 While lack of education plays a large role in employment opportunities, having prior 

felonies and stints of incarceration on an individual’s record play an arguably bigger role in 

finding stable, lawful employment. Twenty-nine, or about 37%, of the women in the sample 

indicated that they had been either charged with a felony or had been incarcerated before their 

current incarceration. When talking about the direct circumstances that led to their incarceration, 

many of the women in this group spoke about how much trouble they were having finding 

lawful, stable employment due to their records. Additionally, a plethora of the women would 

describe finally finding a new job, working a few weeks, and their background checks coming in 

and getting subsequently fired because of their histories, regardless of their quality of work. 

When the women who opened up about the way they had been treated by employers who found 

out their history, they often talked about how that sometimes led to a relapse with their substance 

abuse or spousal fights and arguments over finances. Not being able to hold steady, lawful 

employment can directly play into a pathway to incarceration in some of these women when it 

has the potential to affect other aspects of their life like a substance abuse disorder. Furthermore, 
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not having access to a lawful way to earn money can drive women to criminal acts in order to 

keep their families afloat.  

 An additional factor found in the narratives of these women that contributed to their 

current incarceration was a history of homelessness or housing instability, defined as moving 

more than twice in the eighteen months before their incarceration. Fourteen women in the current 

study, or around 18% indicated that they were either homeless or lacked housing stability prior to 

their incarceration. However, this number might be a bit deflated as the intake WRNA did not 

have a specific section on housing safety, so that data relied on the woman bringing up her 

homelessness or housing instability on her own accord. Unfortunately, we are facing a current 

criminalization of poverty, particularly for those who are suffering through homelessness. Many 

aspects of homelessness are criminalized, such as sleeping or camping in public spaces, loitering, 

or asking for resources or money in the public sector. Having been through homelessness makes 

a woman vulnerable to more frequent interactions with law enforcement officers, which can 

increase her likelihood of arrest and incarceration, contributing another pathway to incarceration.  

 One of the final subthemes of the socioeconomic marginalization found in the current 

study was a theme of single parenthood, issues with the department of human resources (DHR), 

and issues gaining or maintaining custody of minor children. While these parts of 

marginalization may seem to only play a role in a woman’s reentry into society, several of the 

women in the current study talked about struggles related to these factors and the roles they 

played in their pathways to incarceration. One woman in the study noted that she was originally 

assigned to drug court but could not report because she could not find childcare for her children 

and her probation wound up getting revoked. If this woman had not been a single parent, her 

ability to find childcare or split the responsibilities of childcare with another adult might have 
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made it easier and changed the outcome of her probation sentence. This was unfortunately a 

common theme among women who said they would be the sole providers for minor children 

when they released.  

Additionally, several of the women talked about how their felony and subsequent 

incarceration was making it difficult to maintain or regain custody of their children. Several 

women spoke about how their incarceration forced DHR to terminate their parental rights. Also, 

some of the women talked about signing temporary custody over to someone they trusted and 

that person then threatening to not give them custody back upon release. Moreover, several of 

the women who were incarcerated due to chemical endangerment charges talked about how 

DHR found out about their chemical endangerment charges and made them jump through 

additional hoops to gain custody of their child(ren) again. While all of these systems are in place 

to maintain and ensure the health, safety, and wellbeing of children, sometimes these additional 

barriers act as additional strain for mothers that are incarcerated. These factors may play a larger 

role in reentry struggles. The recidivism rate in the United States is currently incredibly high, 

therefore, a distinction between reentry factors that make life more difficult for women, and 

pathways to incarceration is not as clear as it could be. Pathways to incarceration should not only 

include pathways to an individual’s first incarceration but must also include barriers that 

contribute to recidivism rates, like single parenthood and DHR and custody struggles.   

Maladaptive Coping Mechanisms 

 Several women in the current study turned to maladaptive coping mechanisms before 

incarceration to deal with the strains of their lives. Only four of the women, or 5% of the sample 

indicated that they had no forms of maladaptive coping mechanisms prior to their incarceration. 

These coping mechanisms involved substance abuse, toxic romantic and platonic relationships, 
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and self-harm. Each one of these coping mechanisms can contribute to a woman’s pathway to 

incarceration in different ways like making financial, employment, or housing stability less 

attainable. To reiterate, although the current study takes a pathways perspective, it is important 

not to divide these pathways into distinct groupings. It is critical to examine how they are 

interconnected and compounded upon each other, and it is most notable with these maladaptive 

coping mechanisms. It can be hard to find financial or housing stability for the average 

American, but when that stability is additionally threatened by a need to maintain a substance 

abuse disorder or a debilitating mental illness, it is easy to see how interconnected the pathways 

are for the women in this study.  

To say substance abuse was prevalent in the sample would be an understatement. Sixty-

five out of the seventy-nine women interviewed, or around 82% of the sample indicated that they 

struggled with some type of substance abuse disorder. This is a much higher rate of substance 

use and abuse than the general public. Whether the substance use involved a legal substance like 

alcohol or an illicit substance like methamphetamine, almost every woman interviewed noted 

that she had struggled with it and/or that it was involved in the reason she was currently 

incarcerated. As noted earlier, substance abuse has been determined to be a pathway to 

incarceration for many women who often get involved with substances either through familial 

connections or intimate partners. However, the current study expands our understanding of just 

how pervasive substance abuse issues are in the current criminal justice system.  

 Currently, substance abuse disorders are treated as criminal acts in the criminal justice 

system. Instead of looking at substance use and abuse disorders as the medical disease they are, 

these disorders and the many acts surrounding them are criminalized. Anything from possession 

to distribution to possession of drug paraphernalia can lead to a charge for an individual, playing 
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a direct role in many of these women’s pathways to incarceration. Nobody chooses to get 

addicted to a substance, regardless of the legality of that substance, but the criminalization of 

addiction is why substance abuse plays such a large role in pathways to incarceration. Many 

women in the study are currently incarcerated due to some kind of drug charge and seeing this 

rate of addiction and substance use disorders among the incarcerated population should indicate 

how broken the current system is. It is well-known and researched that drug charges make up a 

large part of the United States’ incarcerated populations, but this cannot change if substance 

abuse disorders continue to be handled as a criminal justice issue instead of a public health crisis.  

 Another maladaptive coping mechanism noted by many women in the study was entering 

into either toxic or painful romantic relationships. Numerous women in the study suggested that 

they did not seek out these relationships, but often entered into relationships that wound up being 

painful for them or led them into more criminal behavior. When the women spoke about these 

relationships in particular, several of them noted that they would try to break that pattern when 

they were released. This is directly related to pathways to incarceration when a woman’s 

romantic partner influences them enough to commit a criminal act. Additionally, several of the 

women that indicated their affinity for toxic relationships indicated that they did not feel 

comfortable with themselves outside of a relationship. This was an interesting discovery that can 

tie back to the theories of femininity and womanhood presented in the literature review.  Women 

are often socialized to look and act their best to secure the attention of a man for a relationship, 

so some of the toxicity in these relationships for these women could originate from them 

lowering their standards and seeking out a relationship regardless of the quality of the man that 

wants to be in a relationship with them. While toxicity in romantic relationships may play a more 
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direct role in the pathways for women into incarceration, understanding why some women often 

find themselves in these relationships is just as crucial.  

 Another maladaptive coping mechanism that can play a role in a woman’s pathway to 

incarceration is antisocial friends. Sometimes this factor may be overlooked but it can be just as 

important, if not more important than toxic romantic relationships, in a woman’s pathway to 

crime. Twenty-seven women in the current study, or around 34% indicated that most of their 

friends on the outside either had been involved with the law or struggled with similar substance 

use and abuse disorders. When talking about these friendships before their incarceration, many 

women spoke about them in negative language and referred to those friends as not “real” friends 

or friends of convenience. Many women who acknowledged that their associates before prison 

were not the best people highlighted that they mainly hung out with people who would not judge 

them for their substance abuse struggles or issues with the law. However, a lot of these women 

also indicated that they did not plan on returning to these groups when they are released because 

they noted that these groups could make it easier to slip back into old patterns. Associating with 

people who are also committing criminal acts or struggling with the same substance abuse 

disorder as an individual reinforces criminal behavior or that substance abuse and acts as a 

pathway to crime for some women. The women who indicated substance abuse struggles and 

antisocial platonic relationships also noted that they would often seek out these groups when they 

relapsed. Having groups of friends that reinforce negative or harmful behavior can contribute to 

more of that same behavior, which unfortunately can turn into a pathway to incarceration for 

many women.  

 While substance abuse, toxic friendships, and antisocial platonic relationships can all be 

forms of indirect self-harm for women that are incarcerated, there are still women who indicate a 
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more direct form of self-harm when speaking about their pathways to incarceration. Twelve 

women in the current study, or about 15% specified that they had had one or more suicide 

attempts in their lives. While this is a smaller proportion of the sample than the other 

maladaptive coping mechanisms, it is still a significant enough number of women who have 

experienced this to address it as a pathway to incarceration in the current study. While mental 

health concerns were also pervasive in the study, with fifty of the seventy-nine women, or 63% 

of the sample indicating a diagnosed mental illness in their history, it is critical to focus on this 

subsection of women who had reported previous suicide attempts.  

Having mental health concerns of any kind can be an absolutely debilitating experience 

for many people but having suicide attempts on one’s record impacts several factors in an 

individual’s life such as their financial stability or their ability to find and maintain lawful 

employment. With these attempts, many of the women noted that they often had to be 

hospitalized for long periods of time or put on suicide watch at a hospital for at least 72 hours. 

Both of these courses of treatment require enough money to pay for them. Some of the women 

indicated the struggles they faced trying to heal from their attempt, while also attempting to find 

the funds to pay for the proper treatments. Additionally, being in and out of hospitals has the 

potential to affect employment opportunities, particularly for individuals whose work involves a 

structure like shifts. Many of these jobs do not come with paid sick leave or an ability to take off 

enough time on a short notice to go through the treatment needed for a suicide attempt. 

Unfortunately, this can leave the women with a difficult choice between their mental health and 

their financial or employment stability. If they choose their mental health, they might be forced 

into a different pathway to incarceration coming from socioeconomic marginalization. Women 

should not have to choose between getting well mentally and economic stability, but since that is 



   45 

 

the way the current system is set up, it contributes to this particular pathway to incarceration for 

some women.  

The current study establishes three overarching themes in women’s pathways to 

incarceration, including prior violence and victimization, socioeconomic marginalization, and 

maladaptive coping mechanisms. Although these three pathways appear as distinct and broad, it 

is easy to see through women’s own narratives how the factors in each different pathway can 

interact and compound upon each other. It is beneficial to look at the pathways as an 

interconnected web instead of three distinct pathways because of this intersection of factors in 

each pathway.  

Southern State Context  

 It is critical to contextualize this study in a southern state because of the unique cultural 

factors present in the women’s narratives. While some of these factors may be more based in 

rural or small communities that can be found spread throughout the United States, it is still 

important to acknowledge how the women in this specific study responded to and sometimes 

wound up incarcerated because of these unique cultural dynamics.  

 One of the most prevalent pieces of southern context in the study was the use of faith 

both by the prison facilities and the women in their healing journeys. This was particularly 

evident when the women talked about their substance abuse disorder recovery. Several women 

talked about how prevalent faith is not only in the criminal justice system itself, but also in their 

daily lives and their pathways out of incarceration. While faith was not necessarily associated 

with a pathway to incarceration like some of the other factors, it is still critical to acknowledge 

how it could be potentially used a protective factor for women to prevent future recidivism.  
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 Another factor that may be unique to the southern context of this study was the 

entrenchment of many of the women in these rural communities or small towns. Many times, the 

women in the study talked about how these communities were so tightknit that they often 

protected them more than should have been and allowed them to continue to commit criminal 

acts without being punished. Some of the women highlighted how they knew the law 

enforcement officers in these communities, and they could continuously get away with a slap on 

the wrist until they were caught for something much more severe and had to serve more time 

than their original crime warranted. Although these rural communities are not only present in the 

south, but they also played such a large role for the women in the study and the feelings and 

emotions of being trapped in these towns was so present that they could not be omitted. 

Additionally, while there are rural communities everywhere, the entrenchment of the women into 

these communities might not be to the same extent in other parts of the country.  

 An additional uniquely southern factor found in the study that is interwoven with these 

rural communities is tightknit familial relationships that sometimes reach the point of enablement 

of the women in the study. Many women in the study talked about how big of a support system 

their families were, but how sometimes they could take advantage of knowing that regardless of 

their criminal acts they could always fall back on their families. This is a uniquely southern 

dynamic stemming from being so entrenched in these smaller communities. In the south, it is 

often customary to have this closeness among generations that is not as prevalent in other places, 

and these families often stay close together and do not really leave their smaller towns. This 

allows for families to clean up after their children more easily, regardless of their ages and again 

may allow some criminal behaviors to continue on without consequence.  
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 Another factor that may result from these close-knit, southern communities is traumas 

and criminal behavior being prevalent among many generations in the same household. Many 

women in the study talked about their family histories of incarceration or substance abuse, but 

what is uniquely southern about some of these stories is how interconnected some of the 

generations of the same family are. Many of the women in the study talked about how important 

grandmothers or grandfathers were in their lives and how close they still were to their mothers. 

These dynamics allow for tighter relationships with can act as a protective factor for criminal 

behavior when they are prosocial or act as a greater risk factor for criminal behavior when these 

bonds are with people who commit criminal acts. However, this did not just go in the direction of 

parents to women in the study. This factor was also seen in how the women talked about their 

own children and seeing some of them commit criminal acts as well.  

 The southern context is critical to understanding some of the unique pathways of the 

women in the study. Although all of these factors may not be uniquely southern on their own, 

when they are contextualized in the women’s own narratives, it becomes clearer how some of 

these southern communities might mitigate or aggravate someone’s risk of engaging in criminal 

behaviors.   

Limitations 

While the WRNA instrument is utilized throughout the country to classify women in 

prison, it is important to note that this study was conducted in state prisons in a southern state. 

There are specific implications of the cultural context that can exist in the south, particularly in a 

state that is part of the Bible Belt. The Bible Belt is a group of states in the southern United 

States that is known for the pervasiveness of Christianity in their daily lives. This context could 

have played a role in the specific pathways and the way that women interact with themselves and 
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with others. One of the ways this was most evident was in the presence of faith in the responses 

of women to some of the WRNA questions. Several these women claim that faith played a role 

in their recovery during incarceration, and one even notes how prevalent faith is in the prison 

system. Additionally, several women in the study acknowledge how their specific rural 

communities, law enforcement officers, and sometimes family members often enabled their 

criminal behavior to go on longer than it could have in a different study. Therefore, this may 

affect the generalizability of the study because a northern prison might not have the same faith-

based programming or religion entrenched into the system quite like it is in the south. 

Additionally, further research is needed to understand if these rural dynamics described by the 

women in the study are unique to the south.  

Another limitation of the study is that it relies on the words of the women. Veracity can 

sometimes be challenging when using narratives as a method of analysis. This limitation could 

not be mitigated completely in the study due to the reliance on transcripts and the inability to 

examine interviews for body language or emotional cues of deception. When examining 

transcripts, it can be even more difficult to determine the true emotions and context of each 

response. However, this limitation was addressed by viewing a holistic context of each transcript. 

Transcripts were not broken down into chunks to be dissected in little parts, each transcript was 

examined as a holistic unit to try to get a clear picture of the woman’s life and circumstances that 

led to her incarceration.  

Policy Implications 

 The big question at the end of every empirical study is why it matters and how this can 

apply to the real world to better our criminal justice system. One of the campaigns that is 

currently going on and addressing one of the major pathways to incarceration noted in this study 
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is the ban the box campaign. Right now, only 15 states have made it illegal to ask for a history of 

felonies or incarceration on job applications. While this policy is being pushed more than it has 

been in the past, it should be adopted by every state to stop limiting the employment and 

financial opportunities of those with a record. Our criminal justice system is a punitive system, 

and that punishment is supposed to end after incarceration. However, forcing someone to 

potentially be punished continually for having a record by limiting their ability to gain lawful 

employment feels like additional punishment. Banning this box and not allowing felony or 

incarceration history to be brought up during job interviews is just one way to help the 

socioeconomic marginalization pathway to incarceration.  

 Another policy implication that has the potential to alleviate some of the stress of both 

the criminal justice system and the individuals it affects is the decriminalization or legalization of 

substances. While there are harm reduction campaigns and certain states that are decriminalizing 

drugs, it is not widespread enough yet to have an impact where it is most needed. Substance 

abuse disorders need to be treated as the medical issues they are instead of through the criminal 

justice system. While there are several kinks to be worked out before decriminalization can be 

applied at the national level, it is still important to note how big of an influence it could have on 

the maladaptive coping mechanisms pathway of women that are incarcerated.  

 An additional implication of the current study is the need to socialize women differently 

from childhood. One of the major breakdowns of pathways in the study was that women are 

encouraged to stay in these toxic relationships with men. It is important to examine exactly why 

and how women stay in these damaging relationships, but it is hard to deny that socialization of 

young women to need a man for validation and stability does play a role in it. While this is a 

much bigger, societal issue, programming that addresses the way women were socialized and 
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forces them to examine their behavior, particularly in romantic relationships, can be a step 

towards mitigating this pathway in the future.  

 Moreover, future research needs to be conducted to see to what extent the cultural context 

of a prison may influence the pathways to incarceration for men and women. Faith played a large 

role in the lives of many of the women in this study, so it is important to determine if that had to 

do with the southern context of the prisons, or if that is a context in prisons nationwide.  

Conclusion 

 Since the United States is in an era of mass incarceration, it is necessary to study why and 

how many people wind up in the prison system. Women, specifically women of color, have been 

disproportionately affected by this era. Therefore, it is crucial to understand what unique 

circumstances or life events may increase the likelihood of a woman to become incarcerated. 

This study relied on narratives of women in state prisons in a southern state to delineate specific 

pathways to prison using their own words. The current study highlights three themes in a 

woman’s life that served as pathways to incarceration, including previous violence or 

victimization, socioeconomic marginalization, and maladaptive coping mechanisms. While each 

of these pathways and their subthemes was discussed distinctly, it is necessary to note that they 

often are intertwined with each other and can have a compounding effect by their interactions. 

More research is still needed in these pathways to determine intervention strategies to help with 

future recidivism rates and potentially influence women before they are even incarcerated.  
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