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The Family Violence Program 

SUMMARY 

1. In December 1993 there were 137 participants in the Family Violence Program. 

2. Eighty-two percent were committed for felonies vs. 40% of the other inmates at Bedford 
Hills, the only maximum security prison for women in New York (Table 1, p.3). 

3. Sixty-four percent were convicted for homicide vs. 22% of the other inmates (Table 2, 
p.4). 

4. Fifty-eight percent had no prior arrest or conviction vs. 34 % of the general population 
(Table 3, p.5) 

5. Forty-two percent had minimum terms of 15 years or more vs. 19% for the other 
inmates (Table 4, p.8). 

6. Forty-six percent were received before 1990 vs. 13% of the other inmates (Table 7, 
p.IO). 

7. Sixty-percent of the current participants were from New York City vs. 71 % of the 
women in general population (Table 6, p.11). 

8. Whites were over represented among the current participants compared to the overall 
population at Bedford Hills. Still, over two-thirds of the participants were African­
Americans or Hispanic (Table 8, p.13). 

9. Twenty-seven percent were married vs. 18% of the other inmates (Table 9, p.13). 

10. In addition to the current 137 participants, 293 had been in the program. 

11. Former participants on average stayed in the program for a year (Table 14, p.20). 
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The Family Violence Program. 

A SOURCE FOR EMPOWERMENT: THE FAMILY VIOLENCE PROGRAM 
AT BEDFORD HILLS CORRECTIONAL FACILITY 

We are mothers, sisters, lovers, daughters -- We are women, not just a person 
who committed a crime and now an inmate. We were not born criminal. We are 
certainly not who you think we are -- we're not cold blooded, we are not vicious. 

• • • 
The way we grew up we were in prison in our homes and all our lives. No one 
listened and when we spoke up it was turned against us. There was never anyone 
to trust, no confidentiality, no one cared. We're human beings; who, in spite of 
it all, survived. 1 

INTRODUCTION 

One does not normally associate trust and safety with living in a maximum security 
prison. For a number of prisoners at the Bedford Hills Correctional Facility a haven has been 
established. It is the Family Violence Program. 

Societal stereotypes do not allow women to act out in a violent fashion as that image is 
normally associated with males. It has been contended by some advocates that when women act 
out aggressively they are sanctioned disproportionately, particularly if the violence is directed 
at a male or toward their children. There is increasing public attention to the issue that many 
of these women, incarcerated for all kinds of crime, are in fact victims of societal sexism. 

In 1985 the Women's Division of the Governor's Office, the Department of Correctional 
Services, the New York State Coalition Against Domestic Violence, and the Office for the 
Provention of Domestic Violence sponsored an unprecedented hearing at Bedford Hills. Twelve 
of the prisoners gave testimony about their own experiences. Their stories raised the 
consciousness and the concern of many in the criminal justice system. Understanding the 
phenomena and the manner the criminal justice system deals with the individuals enabled policy 
makers and practitioners to advocate changes in social and criminal justice policies and 
procedures. 

IThe quotes cited in this report are taken from a December 1992 unpUblished paper authored by the 
participants in the program entitled "Voices From a Community of Women in the Family Violence Program". 
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The Fomily Violence Program 

The program in Bedford Hills evolved in 1988 due to the continuing interest from the 
Division for Women and the recruitment of staff and inmates committed to helping the prisoners 
work through the therapeutic steps required for recovery. Today the program has been 
institutionalized at the facility, including assignment of permanent staff, the formulation of viable 
programs, and the experience gained from the involvement of hundreds of women in the 
program. 

The program is based on the concepts of Dr. Angela Browne and Dr. Judith Lewis 
Herman, both of whom have considerable experience treating trauma victims. Dr. Herman 
teaches that there are substantial similarities between rape survivors, veterans, battered women, 
political prisoners, and concentration camp survivors. Indivjduals who have experienced 
significant trauma adapt emotionally in order to survive the ordeal. Their behavior is 
pragmatically adaptive and unconscious. The extent of the trauma and the individual's resilience 
determine how the mind adapts and the resulting difficulty in the recovery process. 

PROGRAM DESIGN 

The Family Violence Program encompasses a combination of individual and group 
therapy sessions conducted by staff and interns and educational/orientation/support groups lead 
by staff and program aides. The program aides are inmates who are clients in the program who 
have demonstrated their leadership ability and have achieved an associate's degree in the college 
program. The staff is composed of the director, a supervising social worker, and two 
counselors. The program has an internship component consisting of second year graduate interns 
in social work (for academic year 93-94,5 interns were on staff). Organizationally the program 
is part of the Family Services Program of the Department of Correctional Services, a component 
of the Division of Ministerial Services. 

The staff have a combination of professional, clinical training and substantial experience 
working with trauma victims. There is some differentiation in the groups which is determined 
by the interest of the particular group members. 

The program has established considerable presence among the inmate population and with 
the staff. The participants as well as the supervisory staff, whether they be in security or in the 
counseling program areas, all acknowledge that the program has had a positive impact on the 
participants and has made a substantial contribution to the improvement in staff and inmate 
relationships. 
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The Family Violence Program 

Through the program the participants have developed insight into the cause or nature of 
their self-destructive behavior. They have gained the strength and ability to redirect their lives 
into more appropriate, goal-directed activities. A solidarity exists among the participants. A 
special rapport has been developed with the staff. 

We were not silent victims, we were not passive victims, and we learned our 
strength and anger very young. We not only learned it in our homes, in foster 
care homes, in orphanages, we learned it from the thousands of "professionals, " 
"agencies", "systems" we dealt with through the years. Striking out did us no 
good, but then nothing else did either: we went for help and no one listened. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS 

There were 137 women in the program on December 10, 1993. This section compares 
these program participants to 460 other inmates at Bedford Hills on that date who had never 
been in the program. The comparative data suggest some similarities and some interesting, 
although not surprising differences. 

COMMITMENT OFFENSE TYPE 

Eighty-two percent of the participants were committed for Violent Felony Offenses 
compared to 40 percent in the general population of the women at Bedford Hills, the only 
women's maximum security prison in New York State. Only 13% of the program participants 
were sentenced as drug offenders compared to 49 % of the other Bedford Hills inmates. 

TABLE 1 

Program Participants General Population 

Offense Type Frequency Percent Offense Type Frequency Percent 

Violent Felony 113 82.5 Violent Felony 182 39.6 

Other Coercive 6 4.4 Other Coercive 13 2.8 

Drug Offenses 18 13.1 Drug Offenses 226 49.1 

Property and 0 0 Property and 33 7.2 
Other Other 

Youthful 0 0 Youthful 6 1.3 
Offender Offender 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 
-~ 
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The Family Violence Program 

COMJ\.fiTMENT OFFENSE 

Sixty-four percent (64 %) of the program participants were sentenced for homicide in 
contrast to 22 % of the general population at the facility. 

TABLE 2 

Program General 
Participants Population 

Offense Frequency Percent Offense Frequency Percent 

Murder 52 38.0 Murder 61 13.3 

Attempted Murder 0 0 Attempted Murder 9 2.0 

Manslaughter 36 26.2 Manslaughter 30 6.6 

Rape 1 .7 Rape 3 .7 

Robbery 6 4.3 Robbery 41 8.9 

Assault 9 6.5 Assault 19 4.1 

Burglary 4 2.9 Burglary 20 4.4 

Arson 4 2.9 Arson 6 1.3 

Sodomy 3 2.2 Sodomy 2 .4 

Drugs 18 13.1 Drugs 226 49.1 

Kidnapping 3 2.2 Kidnapping 1 .2 

Weapons/Offenses 0 0 Weapons/Offenses 1 .2 

Other Coercive 1 .7 Other Coercive 4 .9 

Larceny 0 0 Larceny 11 2.4 

Forgery 0 0 Forgery 12 2.6 

Stolen Property 0 0 Stolen Property 3 .7 

Drive Intoxicated 0 0 Drive Intoxicated 1 .2 

Other Felonies 0 0 Other Felonies 2 .4 

Youthful Offender 0 0 Youthful Offender 6 1.3 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 
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The Family Violence Program 

MOST SERIOUS PRIOR ADULT RECORD 

Fifty-eight percent of the program participants had no prior arrest or no prior conviction. 
Only 34 percent of the general population met that criteria. 

2Names in this report are pseudonyms. 

May 1994 Page 5 



The Fomily Violence Program 

TABLE 3 

Program Participants General Population 

Prior Record Frequency Percent Prior Record Frequency Percent 

No Prior Arrest 54 39.4 No Prior Arrest 108 23.5 

No Prior 2S 18.2 No Prior 47 10.2 
Conviction Conviction 

Conviction No 19 13.9 Conviction No 66 14.3 
Jail Jail 

Prior Jail Tenn 16 11.7 Prior Jail Tenn 132 28.7 

Prior Prison 13 9.5 Prior Prison 68 14.8 
Tenn Tenn 

Missing Data 10 7.3 Missing Data 39 8.S 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 

. .". 
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MlNIMUM SENTENCE 

Forty-two percent (42 %) of the program participants had minimum sentences of 15 years 
or more; another 30% had minimum of 6-15 years. Of the women in general population only 
19% had terms of 15 years or more; only 15% had minimums of 6-15 years. 

TABLE 4 

Program Participants General Population 

Months Frequency Percent Months Frequency Percent 

12-23 Months 0 0.0 12-23 Months 109 23.7 ... -
24-35 Months 13 9.5 24-35 Months 102 22.2 

36-47 Months 14 10.2 36-47 Months 42 9.1 

48-71 Months 10 7.3 48-71 Months 51 11.1 

72-119 Months 34 24.8 72-119 Months 56 12.2 

120-179 Months 8 5.8 120-179 12 2.6 
Months '.-

180-239 Months 32 23.4 180-239 40 8.7 
Months 

240 + Months 26 19.0 240 + Months 48 10.4 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 
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::.::.>:"':';'" • • . ... 
:::~::.;{ .. ,: 

:::t6iLtrT.~:i~hatshe's:been confined. . . . .: ': ....... :..::.' . : .. : <::;:.:;; 
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• • • 
How can you "change" when you're always looking over your shoulder, when 
you are always living and reliving trauma? How can we even know who we are 
or what we are in this life in the midst of all the incest, abuse, foster homes, jails 
and turmoil. How can we know who we really are when we were always told 
we're nothing, a piece of dirt, we'll never amount to anything and should have 
never been born, we never did anything right. 
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The Family Violence Program . 

YEAR RECEIVED 

Many of the program participants are long termers. Nearly half (46%) of the program 
participants were committed before 1990 as compared to only 13% of the women in the general 
population at Bedford Hills. 

TABLES 

Program Participants General Population 

Year Frequency Percent Year Frequency Percent 

1978 - 1984 19 13.9 1974-1984 26 5.7 

1985 - 1989 44 32.1 1985 - 1989 33 7.2 

1990 18 13.1 1990 20 4.3 

1991 33 24.1 1991 54 11.7 

1992 21 15.3 1992 110 23.9 

1993 2 1.5 1993 217 47.2 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 

o • • 

Understand what "fear" and "terror" do to a woman's life - when we feel safer 
turning tricks on the streets than going home at night to our families, when the 
dope fiend friends are safer than our fathers, when the gangs and drug dealers 
treat us better than our mothers. When we look at the terror in our eyes, 
reflected in the terror of our children's eyes, when we hear our children begging 
us not to leave them, not to do any more drugs, fighting off those that hit us and 
crying, always crying. 
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The Family Violence Program. 

REGION OF COMMITMENT 

The geographic origin of the two groups was not dissimilar. Sixty percent of the 
program participants came from New York City versus 71 percent of the general population. 
Fourteen percent of the program participants and ten percent of the general population came 
from the New York City suburbs; and, seven percent of the program participants and six percent 
of the general population came from areas considered rural. 
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TABLE 6 

Program Participants General Population 

Region Frequency Percent Region Frequency Percent 

New York City 82 59.9 New York City 326 70.9 

Suburban New 19 13.9 Suburban New 46 10.0 
York York 

Upstate Urban 26 19.0 Upstate Urban 5S 12.0 

Upstate Rural 9 6.6 Upstate Rural 27 5.9 

Missing Data 1 .7 Missing Data 6 1.3 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 

CURRENT AGE 

The age distribution of the two groups was similar: Program participants' ages range 
from 18 to 70; general population ages range from 17 through 66. Also, most program 
participants were in the 26 to 45 year age range and general populations' ages, in general, range 

.. was between 21 and 42. 

TABLE 7 

Program Participants General POI, . -linn ... 
Mean 35.6 Mean i 32.8 

Median 34.6 Median I 31.2 
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The Family Violence Program 

ETHNIC STATUS 

Ethnic distribution of the program participants was 31 percent white, 44 percent black, 
and 24 percent hispanic. Women in general population who were not involved with the program 
were 15 percent white, 53 percent black, and 31 percent hispanic. 

TABLE 8 

Program Participants General Population 

Ethnicity Frequency Percent Ethnicity Frequency Percent 

White 42 30.7 White 69 15.0 

Black 60 43.8 Black 242 52.6 

Hispanic 33 24.1 Hispanic 141 30.7 

Other 1 .7 Other 8 1.7 

Unknown 1 .7 Unknown 0 0 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 

MARITAL STATUS 

Marital status of the program participants and general population differed. Over one­
third (35 %) of the program participants reported they were married or divorced while only 22 % 
of the women in general population said they were married or divorced. 

TABLE 9 

Program Participants General Population 

Status Frequency Percent Status Frequency Percent 

Single 71 51.8 Single 317 68.9 

Married 37 27.0 Married 82 17.8 

Divorced 11 8.0 Divorced 19 4.1 

Widowed 7 5.1 Widowed 11 2.4 

Separated 7 5.1 Separated 13 2.8 

Common Law 4 2.9 Common Law 17 3.7 

Not Stated 0 0 Not Stated 1 .2 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 
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NUMBER OF CHll..DREN 

While a smaller percentage of women in general population were married, they 
nonetheless had more children than did the participants. 

TABLE 10 

- , 

Program Participants General Population 

Children Frequency Percent Children Frequency Percent 

0 35 25.5 0 110 23.9 

1 37 27.0 1 116 25.2 

2 30 21.9 2 88 19.1 

3 17 12.4 3 61 13.3 

4 5 3.6 4 32 7.0 

5 6 4.4 5 24 5.2 

6 4 2.9 6 8 1.7 

7 3 2.2 7 7 1.5 

8 0 0 8 3 .7 

10 0 0 10 3 .7 

Over 10 0 0 Over 10 8 1.7 

TOTAL 137 100.0 TOTAL 460 100.0 
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE 

The substance abuse histories were similar as 64 % of the program participants were 
alcohol abusive compared to 60% of those in general population. Only 30% of the program 
participants acknowledged use of illicit drugs whereas 49% of the women in general population 
admitted such usage. However, nearly one quarter of the program participants refused to discuss 
their drug use (if any) at reception. These findings are consistent with the facts that the 
participants are older, have served longer, composed of fewer women committed for drug 
offenses, and are committed from counties outside of metropolitan New York City. 

Program Participants 

Group Frequency 

Non 34 
Alcoholic 0-4 

Suggestive 28 
Abuse S-8 

Alcoholic 9 + 32 

Unknown 43 

137 
TOTAL 

Program Participants 

Drug Frequency 

Cocaine 15 

Crack 8 

Heroin 5 

Cannabis 6 

Other drugs 7 

No drugs used 60 

No answer 33 

Missing data 3 

TOTAL 137 

May 1994 

TABLE 11 
ALCOHOL USAGE 

General Population 

Percent Group 

23.5 Non 
Alcoholic 0-4 

20.9 Suggestive 
Abuse 5-8 

24.3 Alcoholic 9 + 

31.3 Unknown 

100.0 TOTAL 

TABLE 12 
DRUG USAGE 

Frequency 

129 

101 

94 

136 

460 

General Population 

Percent Drug Frequency 

10.9 Cocaine 54 

5.8 Crack 87 

3.6 Heroin SO 

4.4 Cannabis 16 

5.1 Other drugs 19 

43.8 No drugs used 193 

24.1 No answer 34 

2.2 Missing data 7 

100.0 TOTAL 460 

Percent 

28.0 

22.0 

20.4 

29.6 

100.0 

Percent 

11.7 

18.9 

10.9 

3.5 

4.1 

42.0 

7.4 

1.5 

100.0 
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Reason for Termination and Time in Prouam 

In the five years it has been functioning, 293 women have left the program. Twenty-five 
percent were paroled; 38 percent transferred to another facility; 10 percent withdrew; and, 27 
percent were removed for a variety of reasons. 

TABLE 13 

Tennination Reason Frequency Percent 

Parole 74 25.3 

Voluntary Withdrew 30 10.2 

Non-Participant 22 7.S 

Transfer 112 38.2 

Program Change 5 1.7 

OMHlMedical 3 1.0 

No Show 7 2.4 

Inactive 3 1.0 

Other Release 5 1.7 

Discipline 1 .3 

No Record 1 .3 

Missing Data 30 10.3 

TOTAL 293 100.0 
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The Family Violence Program 

The average amount of time spent in the program before termination was twelve months 
with 50 percent leaving before 9 112 months and 50 percent thereafter. 

TABLE 14 

Time in Program 
, 

Frequency Percent , 
; 

1-6 ;;,i'lnths 108 36.9 

7-12 Months 74 25.3 . 
13-18 Months S6 19.1 

19-24 Months 22 75 ._-
25-30 Months 14 ' -" ~, ~. 

31-36 Months 8 2.7 

37-42 Months 2 .7 

43-48 Months 4 1.4 

49-S4 Months 1 .3 

SS-60 Months 1 .3 .. 
Missing Data 3 1.0 

TOTAL 293 100.0 

MEAN 11.98 

MEDIAN 9.40 

At the request of the facility staff, the feasibility of a follow-up study of program 
participants is being explored at this time. Assuming the availabiity of a sufficient number of 
released program participants for follow-up purposes, an analysis will be conducted of the return 
rates of satisfactory and unsatisfactory program participants according to the standard 
methodology. One proposed focus of this analysis is a comparison of the return rates of women 
who satisfactorily participated in the program for six months or more as compared to women 
who withdrew or were removed from the program in less than six months. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

The program participants proflled are representative of the women who have become 
involved in the program. They have come to terms with their incarceration and are developing 
a solid basis for the future. They have survived horrendous experiences and are willing to help 
other trauma victims as they continue their own struggle for self-worth. 

Now we're convicts, some of us are very young, some of us have long histories 
of coming to institutions - orphanages, training schools, psychiatric facilities, 
prisons. We've been told time and time again that we were no good, we had 
nothing to offer society, told we're nothing but a number. And then had a 
correction officer tell us we're only here to do time, not to change, just to be 
punished. 

But for those of us that have found programs and people that struggle with 
us and our lives, we are discovering that every day we're finding out more and 
more about who we are and before we weren't even looking. We're looking 
toward not away from who we are. We feel, we struggle, we cry, we hurt. We 
make mistakes. We love our children and believe us when we say that for the 
most part foster care has not done a better job with our kids. 

Choices weren't ever available before - we either did what they told us, did what 
we had to do to survive - you made it through each moment the best way you could (and 
each moment was a long, long time). The options, weren't really options at all, 
sometimes they were simply going from the frying pan to the fire. Our lives have 
always been ruled - on the outside we were told to do negative things or else, on the 
inside we're told to do positive things (or else?) - but we still can't make choices and we 
need to know "how" to make choices. 

We are terrified of the day we leave and having all the choices come at 
us at once. 
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