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ADMINISTR~TlVE ABSTRACT 

This study was initiated by the. Ontario Ministry's 
Advisory Committee of 't.he Female Offender to investigate 
whether or not incarceration creates child-care problems. 
The main objec,t:ives were to discover what proportion of 
incarcerated females h~ve children, and to learn what child
care arrangements existed, both prior to and during the 
incarceration period. 

An attempt was made to include all of the females who 
were incarcerated in provincial insti tutiO-:'lS wi thin Ontario 
at the time of the study with the exception of women in jails 
wi th ra ted capacities of less than six fema.les. Personal 
interviews were conducted with 132 of the 194 females 
reported in the institutional audit as of October 26, 19780 
Similar interviews were also conducted by probation officers 
with 206 randomly selected probationers, in order to compare 
~le child-care needs of these two groups of female offenders. 

It was found t!1at these two groups of offenders are 
very similar in terms of age, education, marital status, and 
family income. Typically, they were young, had left school 
in grade 10, were single or separated, and 30% of both groups 
of women are dependent upon social assistance for support. 

The proportions of women in both groups who had borne 
children were not significantly different - approximately 
one-half of all of the female offenders. However, a 
significant difference was found betweeu the proportions of 
incarcerates and probationers who actually lived with their 
children. Two-thirds (67.6%) of the incarcerated mothers, 
compared to only one-third (35.2%) of the mothers on probation, 
had one or more children (~~der age 18) who were not in their 
care prior to their present incarceration. Although similar 
proportions of children of both groups of offenders were 
living in foster homes (7.5%) or living with their natural 
fat..~ers (approximately 10%), a much larger proportion of the 
children of incarcerates than the children of p~obationers 
had either been given up for adoption, or were living with 
relatives on a permanent basis. ' 

The reason for the greater number of mother-child 
separations among the incarcerated wom~n could not be attributed 
solely to marital or economic instability. Marital breakdowns, 
low familY income, and dependence on social assistance was 
prevalent among bo~~ groups of women. Even among the ~~thers 
who were living with their children, only 27% of the probationers 
vs 21% of the incarcerates were married, and almost as many 
probationers (40%) as incarcerates (51%) were receiving some 
type of social assistance. These data suggest that there must 
be other major factors to account for the greater number of 
mother-child separations among the incarcerated sample. 

( i) 



Significant differences between the two groups of 
offenders were found in the employment and criminal history 
data. Prior to their present incarceration, almost 30% of the 
incarcerates, compared to only 5% of the probationers, were 
not employed or seeking employment, nor were they homemakers 
or students. The incarcerates were also more likely than. the 
probationers to have had prior adult convictions (72% vs. 26%), 
previous probation orders (50% vs. 22%), and previous incar
cerations (51% vs. 15%). A long history of convictions suggests 
extensive and on~going involvement with criminal activities. 
Not only does such involvement provide a potential explanation 
for the poorer employment histories of the incarcerated women, 
it also provides a plausible explanation for the greater number 
of mother-child separations amongst this group. 

Child-care arrangements during the incarceration period 
did not seem to pose a major problem for many women. Although 
over one-half of the children had to change their residence, 
84.1% of the children were cared for by fathers, grandparents, 
relatives or friends, during the period of their mothers' 
incarceration. Only 11.6% of the children who had been living 
with their mothers previously were actually placed in foster 
homes. 

These data clearly indicate that the incarceration of 
females appear to create few immediate child-care problems. 
Apparently, most mothers are able to make some type of 
arrangements with family members to care for their children 
during their incarceration, although an examination of the 
adequacy of such arrangements was not possible within the 
context of this study. In assessing the child-care problems 
created by a mother's incarceration, there are also other major 
issues to be considered. Previous research has indicated that 
separations of mother and child in the early years may dQ 
irreparable damage to a child's social and emotional deve,;i.opme.nt. 
An equally important consideration is the stigma associat~d 
with incarceration, which is felt by all family members. 
However, an exploration of these complex but vital issues was 
not within the scope of the present study. 

(ii) 
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INTRODUCTION 
~h'~,!,S, 

'~'It~";;. 

This study was initiated by the Advisory Committee of 
the Female Offender. To date, in Ontario, there have been no 
research studies investigating the child-care problems of 
mothers who are incarcerated. The basic problems to be 
considered are whether or not the children of an incarcerated 
female offender become a burden to society and " i.f so, 
whether or not this can be attributed to the incarceration 
process. 

Specifically, the Committee 'N'anted to know: 

1) Does incarceration, in fact, create child-care 
problems? 

2) How many females admitted required child-care 
arrangements? 

3) What kind of child-care arrangements are made 
and for 'what period of time? 

4) Do the child-care needs of female probationers 
and the means of meeting those needs differ 
from those of female incarcerates? 

5) Is there any evidence of pre-existing family 
breakdown and consequent child-care problems 
in probation and institutional populations? 

6) Is there evidence that separation of female 
offenders from family may have a positive effect 
on family members? 

7) Is ~nere any ev~aence that judicial decisions 
are influenced by difficulties in making child
care arrangements'? 

In addition to these questions, the Committee was 
interested in attaining da~a describing the fa~ale offenders 
with regard to the proportion with children, their criminal 
history, living arrangements, financial situation, and the 
effects of previous incarcerations. . 

Research in developmental psychology has demonst.rated 
that in a normal parent-child relationship, an attachment bond 
is formed when the child is between the ages of six months and 
two years (Bowlby, 1969; Kagan & Havemann, 1972). If no such 
bond is formed during this period, either because institution
alization does not provide a primary caregiver or because 
transfers from home to home provide only shifting caregivers, 
the child may experience socialization problems (Goldfarb, 1955). 
For a child between the ages of two and five years, separation 
from a parent affects skills developed through intimate inter
action with a stable caregiver. The severity and duration of 
these effects depend largely on the length of separation and on 
the child's age (Goldstein, Freud, Solnit, 1973). 
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Separation because of incarceration creates additional 
problems. Children not only experience the normal anxiety 
associated with separation from a parent, they are also faced 
with the stigma associated with incarceration and the mockery 
of their peers (Bl~ckwell, 1959, McGowan, Blumenthal, 1978). 

Reunion of parent and child may also be problematic. 
Newly released, the parent may experience difficulties of her 
own in re-adjusting to life outside the prison and may not be 
in a position to meet the needs of her childreno 

, It is impossible 'to describe how all children are 
affected by 'their mothers' incarceration. The degree to wnich 
a child may be injured by the motherts imprisonment will be 
determined by the age, personality, prior relationship with 
the mother, the type of care the child receives while ~he 
mother is imprisoned, the length of time the,child is separated 
from the mother, and the opportunities the child has for 
continuing contact wi.th the mother or other significant persons 
in his/her life (McGowan, Blumenthal, 1978)0 

Based on the assumption that the incarceration of mothers 
may create problems for their children, this study investigated 
the potential for such problems within the families of the 
female prison population in Ontario. 

,I 

.,_ 1 

,I 



3 

II ~.ETHQDOLOGY 

A. Focus 

This study describes the female incarcerates in 
provincial institutions in Ontario in terms of: the 
proportion who have had children, the number and ages of 
their children, and the caretakers of their children, prior 
to and during the incarceration period. In addition, th\3ir 
criminal history, current offence, and previous family 
stability were also examined. Similar data were also col
lected on female probationers in order to compare these two 
groups of women offenders. 

B. Procedure 

The major data in this study were obtained through 
personal interviews with the offenders. Additional infor
mation on age, race, education, charges and length of sentence 
(or probation) were obtained from admission data. All 
comparisons between the incarcerates and probationers refer 
to the period prior to incarceration for the incar.cerated 
women, and the time of interview for the women on probation. 

1. Sample of Incarcerates 

The official institutional audit on October 26,1978, 
reported a total of 194 females in Provincial insti
tutions in Ontario. Between October 23 and November 1, 
1978, an attempt was made to interview all of the ~V'omen 
in jails, detention centres and correctional centres 
with rated capacities of six or more female inmates. 
On the basis of the institutional aUdit, nine insti
tutions were selected. File data were obtained for a 
total of 151 female inmates, and personal intervie~.;s 
were conducted with 132 of these iIU-nates, 19 women 
being unavailable at the time the interviews were 
conducted. The remaining women (approximately 43) 
were excluded from the sample either because they had 
been convicted of crimes involving child abuse or 
because they were not included on P9Pulation lists of 
those institutions where interviews were conducted 
(see Figure 1). All interviews with incarcerates were 
conducted by one of eight members of the research 
staff. At the ti.."lte of the interview, the median length 
of time these women had been incarcerated was 2.2 months. 

2. Sample of Probationers = 

A sample of 354 females were randomly selected from 
approximately 2500 women -currently on probation 
within Ontario. During November, 1978, questionnaires 
were mailed to their probation officers who were 
r~quested to obtain' the data required through personal 
interviews with their clients. There were 206 
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completed questionnaires received: 177 interviews 
were conducted by probation officers, and 29 ques
tionnaires were completed from the officers' file 
datac Seventy-eight questionnaires were returned 
incomplete, due to the cases being inactive, trans
ferred or terminated, or because the probatione~.in . 
question was unavailable, unwillingI' or in custody: 
and thirteen were received too late for analysis .. 
Only 57 (16%) of the questionnaires were not returned 
(see Table 1). At the time of the interview, the 
median length of time on probation was 9.5 months. 

c. Statistical Analysis 

Two 9tatistical tests, the chi-square and the t-test 
of proportions, were used ifi the analysis of the data. In 
those cases where a statistical test is applied, p (prob
ability) indicates the statistical reliability, or degree 
of confidence one can have in the results. A (p<.05) indi
-cates that less than 5 times out of 100, such a statistic 
will achieve that value by chance and chance alone.. Simi
larly, a (p<.Ol) indicates that the event will occur less 
them. once in a hundred times by ehance and chance alone .. 
If the difference has a chance of occurring less than five 
times in a hundred, the observed difference is judged as 
beinq a real difference. 

JAll.S 
NOT 

VISrn::D 

(43) 

(71) S3.a~ 

(194)-

(132) 

FIGURE 1 

CtXlta:/ 
~Ol'f/' 

RCSPr.rAL/ 
RD'OSED 

(19) 

N01I-MO'l'!!DS. 

(6I) 46.2% 

. (354) 

(57) (206) (91) 
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T.ABLE 1 

COMPLETED QUESTIONNAIRES PER INSTITUTION/REGION 

Institution # % I 
I 

Vanier Institute for Women 75 56.8 

Metro West D.C. 23 17.4 

Ottawa-Carleton D.C. S 3.8 

Elgin-Middlesex, D.C. 3 2.3 

Hamilton-Wentworth D.C. 6 4.5 

Kenora Jail 10 7.6 

Thunder Bay Jail 3 2.3 

I Whitby Jail 3 2.3 

Windsor Jail 4 3.0 -
Total 132 100.0 I 

Probation Regions .u. % ~ . 

Western 62 30.1 

Central - 78 37.9 

Eastern 39 18.9 

Northern 27 13.1 --
Total 206 100.0 
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II:L"' RESULTS 

A. Comparison of Female Incarcerates Wi'i:h Female 
Probationers = 

The incarcerated wcmen and ~~c women on probation were 
vezy ~lmilar in tel:ms of background variables such as aqe, 
marital status, education, household income, and livinq 
situation. A notable exception was racial oriqin which 
indicated a significantly qreater proportion of Indians 
amonq the incarcerates. The major differences between thEY"" 
two groups of wcmen are found in the data. describ.ins .,' 
employment ana criminal history variables. 

Prior to th~ir incarceration, only 46% of the incar
cerates, compared to 80\ of the probationers at the time of 
their interview, were employed, full-time students, or hQme
makers. Althouqh some' of the illcarcerates 'claimed they were 
seekinq employment, almost 30\ said they were not employed, 
not seeking employment, nor were they st'.Jdents or homemakers. 
These diffezences between the two g%'oups concerninq employment· 
activities are also reflected by their prima.rl, source ·or 
incane. It was found. that the incarcerates were less likely 
than the probationers to be self-so.lpportinq and mere likely to 
have no major source of income, apart from illeqal activities. 

The most striking differences between incarcerates and 
probationers appeared in ~~ criminal history data. The incar
cerated wcmen were ~~ee t..imes as lirc.ely to have had previous· 
aclul t convictions. III addition, two-thi...-ds of the incarcerates, 
canpared to only one-~~d of the probationers, had ceen sen
tenced to probation and/or incarceration previously - in fact, 
one-quarter of the incarcerated wc:men c·~d actually served over 
six months in prison, prior to their present incarceration. 

1. Personal Democp:aphy. 

Detailed information concerning the pers~al characteristics 
of the women in this study are presented· in Table 2. The 
following paragraphs will present some of the highlights 
of these data. 

(a) Age at Admission - The median age of the female incar'
cerates in our sample was slightly greater than the age of the 
female probationers (23.0 years vs. 21.5 years), although this 
difference was not significant. 

(b) Racial Origin and Lansuage ~ A majority of both groups of 
women were white, althoug the proportion of Indians among the 
incarcerates was three times greater than among the probationers 
(16% vs. 5%). Over 90% of both groups spoke English as their 
first language. 
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(C')' Educational B'ackground - More than two-thirds of the 
incarcerated females left school at age 16 or sooner; one
third actually left prior to the legal le.aving age of 16'. 
The probationers' school records were very similar except 
fewer probationers left before age 16. Only one-third 
(33%) of the women in either group continued beyond grade 
10, which is a reflection of their early leaving -aqe.
According to the admission data, very few of the fema,le 
offenders were still attending school - only one incarcerate 
(O.S%), and l4 (7%) probationers; however, at the time of the 
interview, (two incarcerates) and (20 probationers) claimed 
,to be students. 

(d) Marital Status - There was no significant diffe~nce 
between the two groups regarding marital status. Ju.st 
under one-half of the women were single, approximately one-· 
third were married or sharing a common-law relatioinship, 
and the remaining women (about one-fifth) were separated, 
divorced or widowedo 

(e) Living Situation - The living situation described in 
Table 2, refers to the period immediately prior to the 
inca.rceration or, in the case of the probationers ,the time-
of the interview 0 Again, there was very little difference 
between 'the two groups of women. About one-third o:fthe 
women in both groups had children at home, and a majority 
of these mothers did not have a husband or partne~. 

\-
t 

'; 
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TJ...BLE 2· 

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS CONPARING INCARCERATES 

AND PROBATIONERS 

INCARCERATES PROBATIONERS 

Aae of Admission # % -L % .. 
16 - 18 32 ( 24.2) 61 ( 30.6) 
19 21 22 ( 16.7) 38 ( 19.1) 
22 - 24 20 ( 15.2) 27 ( 13.6) 
25 - 30 27 ( 20.5) 30 ( 15.1) 
31 Plus 31 ( 23.4) 43 ( 21.6) 
Unknown ( ) 7 ( ) 

Totals 132 (100.0) 206 (100.0) 

Median Age 23.0 Years 21. 5 Years 

t=1. 06, p>.OS ,. 

Racial Origin 

White 115 ( 76.2) 186 ( 91.2) 
Indian 24 ( 15.9) . . 11 ( 5.4) 
Black/Brown 10 ( 6.6) 5 ( 2.4) 
Other 2 ( 1.3) 2 ( 1.0) 
No Information ( ) 2 ( ) 

Totals 151 (100.0) 206 (100.0) 

X2 =15.67, d.f.=3, p<.Ol 

First Lan s:ua s:e 

English 140 ( 92.7) 187 90.8) 
French 9 ( 6. 0) 10 4.8) 
Other 2 ( 1.3) 9 4.4) 

Totals 151 (100.0) 20~ (100.0) 

X2 =2.85, d.£.=2, p>.05 

As:e Left School 

Less than 16 47 ( 32.2) 36 ( 20.6) 
16 55 ( 37.7) 71 ( 40.6) 
17 - 18 38 ( 26.0) 51 ( 29.1) 
19 or more 6 , 4.1) 17 ( 9.7) 
Student 1 ( ) 14 ( ) 
No Information 4 ( ) 17 ( ) 

Totals 151 (100.0) 206 (100.0) 

X2 =8.09, d.f.=3, p<.05 
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INCARCEBATES PROBATIONERS 

Grade Completed .L % .L % 

Less than 9 30 ( 2008) 37 ( 20.6) 
9 or 10 66 ( 45.8) 88 ( 4808) 
11 0.1: 12 43 ( 2.9.9) 41 ( 22 •. 8) 
13 or beyond 5 ( 3.5) 14 ( 7.8) 
Student/no 
information 7 ( ) 26 ( ) - -

Totals 151 (100 .. 0) 206 (100.0) 

X~=4.23, d.f. a 3, p>.05 

Marital Status 

Single 61 ( 4602) 89 ( 43 .. 6) 
Married 13' ( 9.8) 32 ( 15 .. 7) 
Common-law 29 ( 22.0) 35 ( 17.1) 
Separated/Divorced/ 
Widowed 29 ( 22.0) 48 ( 23.6) 
No information ..,' ( ) 2 ( ) 

Totals 132 (100.0) 206 (100 .... 0) 

X~=3.21, d.f.=3, p>.OS 

I NCABCE PATES PROBATIONERS 

Lives with: -L % -L % 

Children 17 ( 12 .• 9) 40 ( 19.4) 
Children & Partner l7 ( 12.9) 28 ( 13.6) 
Children & Partner 
and/or' re1a.ti ves 5 ( 3.8) 6 ( 2.9) 
Partner 32 ( 24.2) 44 ( 21.4) 
Parents 2~ ( 17.4) 41 ( 19.9) 
Friends/relatives 24 ( 18.2) 22 ( 10.7) 
Alone 14 <- 10.6) 25 - ( 12.1) 

Totals 132 (100.0) 206 (100.0) 

2. Work E~eriel£!:!. 

-1.58 
-0.19 

0.50 
0.63 

-0.58 
2.00* 
0.44 

(a) EmplOyment Status - More probationers (44%) than incarcer
ates (30%) were employed on a part-time or full-time basis 
outside their homes. Probationers were also more likely to 
be full-time homemakers or students. If the homemakers and 
students are excluded, the difference between the two groups 
of women is even more pronounced - the probationers were twice 
as likely as the incarcerates to be employed (68.4% vs. 35.8%). 
Al1:hough one-quarter of the incarcerates claimed to be seeking 
employment (prior to incarceration), almost one-third (29%) 

* p<.OS 

Note: Where n=151, data were obtain~d from files. 
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of these ~Homen said' that they wei·e not employed al-;Ld not 
'seeking "enfployment, nor were they homemakers or students. 
Only 5% of the probationer~ fit into this "non-active" 
category (see Table 3). 

TABLE 3 

EMPLOYMENT STATUS 

COMPA.~ING INCARCERATES AND PROBATIONERS 

INCARCERATES PROBATIONERS 

EMPLOYMENT STATUS # % # % 

~vorking (full-time/part-time) 39 29.8 91 44.4 
Seeking employment 32 24.4 ,. 32 15.6 
Not looking for work 38 29.0 10 4.8 
Student 2 1.5 20 9.8 
Homemaker 20 15.3 52 25.4 
No Information I 1 - 1 -

Totals 132 100.0 206 100.0 

X2 =52.32, d.f.=4, p<.Ol 

(b) Occupation - Excluding stucents and horr.emakers, there ','1era 
no significant differences bet~.,een the incarcerates and the 
probationers regarding the various types of occupational ex~ 
perience. Included in the • Clerical/Cashier' category were 
typists, bookkeepers, cashiers, and bar.k tellers. The "Service/ 
Semi-skilled" category refers to sales clerks, waitresses, 
hairdressers, drivers, and machine operators. Presumably, all 
of these occupations demand some degree of skill or job 
training. Based on the data, it therefore appears tha,t 62 
(57%) of the incarcerates and 92 (69%) of. the 'probationers in 
this study had at least some previous exposure to job training 
(see Table 4). Because students and homemakers were excluded 
from this data, it is possible that the pr?portion of women 
without previous training is actually greater than indicated. 

When tl'le employed women were ·examined separately, it 
was hardly surprising to find t~4t three-quarters (76%) of 
both the incarcerates and the probationers fell in the first 
three occupation categories (i.e. non-labourers). What is 
il'lteresting, however, is that many of the incarcerates, in 
spite of claiming to have some marketable skills, were still 
unemployed. In the first three categories, there were 62 
incarcerates, 32 (52%) of whom were. unemployed. In comparison, 

...".. 



11 

only 23 (25%) of the 92 probationers in these categories 
were unemployed. These findings seem to indicate that there 
are other factors, in addition to lack of job skills, that 
account for the high unemployment rate among the incarcerates. 

TABLE 4 

USUAL OCCUPATION BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS 

OCCUPATIONAL CA'l!!GORY EMPLOYMENT RATE . OCCUPATION 
WITHIN OCCUPATION DISTRIBUTION 

INCARCERATES PROBATIONE~ OVERALL 
n=109 n-133 n=242 

4+ " 4+ , 4+ " 
professional/Managerial 3/3 (100.0) 5/6 (83.3) 9 ( 3.1) 
Clerical/Cashier 9/20 ( 45.0) 30/36 (83.3) 56 ( 23.1) 
Service/Semi-skilled 18/39 ( 46.2) 34/50 (68.0) 89 ( 36.8) 
Labour 8/28 ( 28.6) 20/32 (62.5·) 60 ( 24.8) 
Never worked/Unknown 1/19 ( 5.2) 2/9 (22.2) 28 ( 11.6)* 

Totals 39/109 91/133. 242. (100.0) 

Overall Employment Rate 39 ( 35.8) 91 (68.4) 

Note: Students and full-time homemakers are excluded from this 
table. 

3. Income 

(a) Weekl, Salaries - Of the 130 employed women, 30 incarcer
ates and 7 probationers revealed their weekl~ salaries. One
half (15) of the previously employed incarcerates and two
thirds (51) of the employed probationers reported earnings of 
between $100 and $200 per week. Eight (27%) of the incarcer
ates and 11 (14%) of the probationers said that they had been 
earning $200 per week or more, however, these proportions were 
only about 5% of the total number of women in each group, if 
the unemployed women are also taken into account. The remain
ing employed women earned less than $100 per week, but in most 
... . A i-test or proportions was applied. to each employment category to find 
out if there were any significant differences between the incarcerates and 
the probationers. The onlg difference was in the "Never worked/TJnkncwn" 
category, which indicated significantlg more incarcerates (17' VS. 7't.), 
t=6.04, p<.Ol. 
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cases f they were part-time employees. 

(b) Primary Source of Offender's Income - If the woman said 
that her main source of income was her own and/or her spouse's 
employment, she was classified as self~supporting. Sixty-one 
(47%) of the incarcerates and 117 (57%) of the probationers 
fell into 'chis category. Similar proportions (30%) of oot.lo]. 
groups depended upon social assistance such as welfare, 
Mother's Allowance, or pensions, and approximately 10% of 
both groups depended mainly on parental support. The mai.'"l 
difference between the two groups was that 16 of the 
incarcerates (12%),compared to only 2% of the probationers, 
claimed they had no income (see Table 5). 

TABLE 5 

PRL'!AP.Y SOURCE OF INCOME COMPARING 

INC.~RCERATES AND PROBATIONERS 

Source I INCARCEMTES PROEAT!ONEru:; 
.lI. % .lI. % ':I' 11' 

Self-supporting 61 ( 46.9) 117 ( 57.0) 
Parents/Relatives 13 ( 10.0) 23 ( 11.2) I 
Social As·sistance 40 ; ( 30.8) 61 ( 29.8) 
No income 16 4 ( 12.3) ( 2.0) 
IUnknown 2 ( - ) 1 ( - ) 

I 
I , , 

Totals 132 (lOO.O) 206 (lOO.C) 

XZ=15.97, d.f.=3, p<.Ol 

(c) Total Household Income - Almost one-half of the incarcerates 
said that thei.r total annual househol.d income was under $7,000. 
This is not surprising considering that 31% of the wom~4 relied 
on social assistance and an additional 12% haa no income. The 
data on total household income for probationers was very similar 
to the incarcerates. Only one-quart~!r of the families in 
either group were reported to have incomes of $15,000 per year 
or more (see Table 6) . 
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TABLE 6 

ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOME· 

COMPARING' INCAECERATES ~..ND PROBATIONERS 

--

ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOME INCARCERATES 'PROBATIONERS -
# % # % 

Under $7,000 51 49.0 - 7'0 .- 42-;9 
$7,000, less than $9,000 13 12.5 18 11.0 
$9,000, less·than $15,000 17 16.4 33, 20.3 
$15,000 or more 23 22.1 42 25.8 
No Informati,on 28 - 43 -

Totals 132 100.0 - 206 -' lO'cr:"O . 
-

X2=l.49, d.f.=3, p>.05 

4. Criminal History 

(a) Juvenile - The incarcerated women had a much more extensive 
criminal history (as a group) than the probationers. Incarcer
ates were three times as likely to have been ina juvenile 
training school - 24% compared to 8' of the probationers (see 
Table 7). . 

{b} Previous Adult Convictions - Three-quarters (72%)of the 
incarcerates, compared to 26% of the probationers, said that 
they had had previous adult con,rictions. The incarcerates 
were also more likely than the probationers to have had a 
previous adult probation order - 50% vs. 22% of the probationers. 
There were also more incarcerates (26%) than probationers (7%) 
who had had unsuccessful probation orders (i.e. further charges 
or failure to abide by conditions), and more incarcerates who 
had been issued multiple probation orders (19% vs. 5%), 

(c) Previous Incarceration - One-half (67) of the incarcerates 
said they had Seen incarcerated previously. Moreover, one
quarter (3l) said that they had actually serVed over six months 
in prison,prior;to the current conviction. In contrast, only 
31* (lS%) of the probation sample had experienced incarceration, 
and only four probationers had spent over six months in prison. 
Of all the women who had served time previously, approximately 
one-fifth had been granted parole. 

" 

* Sixteen or these women were serving senteaces whiahbad included both 
incarceration and probation. . 
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TABLE 7 

CRIMINAL HISTORY 

INCA.RC:i:!RATES PROBATIONERS 
n"132 n a 206· 

Juvenile # ~ I * ~ i! 

Probation 23 ( 17.4) 27 ( 13.1) 1.11 n.s. 
'l'raini.tlq Sc.lotool 31 ( 23.5) 16 ( 7.8) 4.2 ** 
Probation and/or T.S. 39 ( .29. S) 33 ( 16.0) 3.02 ** 

}..cult 

Previous convictions 9S ( 72. 0) 54 ( 26.2) 8.36 ** 
Previous pro~ation 66 ( 50.0) 45 ( 21.8) 5.42 * 'It 
- unsuccessful pro~ation 34 ( 25.8) 14 ( 6.8) 5.06 ** 
~ more than one previous 

order 25 ( 18.9) 10 ( 4.9) 4.25 ~* 
Previous incarceration 

(sentenced) 67 ( 50.8) 31 ( 15.0) 7.14 ** . Previous Parole . l7/67 ( 25.4) 5/31 ( 16.1) l.02 .:.5 . 

Length of previous 
incarc:erat:'on (s) 

I Thirty days o,r, less l4 ( 22.2) l2 ( 44.5) X2..9.8S 
One to six months 

. 
18 ( 28.6) 11 ( 40.7) d.f.-2 

OVer six months 31 ( 49.2) 4 ( l4.9) p<.Ol 
Tine unknown 4 - 4 -

Totals 67 (100.0) 31 (100.0) 

** p< .01 

5. Current Offence 

(a) Type of Offence - The offence catego~ containing the 
largest proportion of women was 'crimes against property'. 
Although there were less incarcerates (65%) than probationers 
(76%) convicted of prope.ty offences~ their charges often 
appeared to be more serious (i.e. fraud, forgery) than the 
proba tioners I (i. e. the ft under $ 2 0 0). 'However, severity 

I 

of offence was not actually measured, so these were only the 
investigator's subjective observations. In each of the 
remaining offence categories, the proportion of incarcerates 
was usually at least twice as large as that of the probationers; 
and for 'liquor', I traffic , and 'public order', these differ
ences proved to be significant. As a matter of fact, almost 
40% of the incarcerates vs. only 12% of the probationers...,were 
convicted of offences of Ipublic order' (see table 8). 
Overall, the ificarcerates' offences appeared to be mor.e 
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serious than those of the probationers' ,and this is 
undoubtedly a major factor in the judges' decisions 

.. regarding type of sentence. 

TABLE 8 

CURRENT' OFFENCE 

COMPARING INCARCERATES AND PROBATIONERS 

INCARCERATES PROBATIONERS 
' , . 

n=134 n=20S 
OFFENCE CATEGORY # % # % 

Person 19 (1402) 16 ( 7.8) 
Property 87 (64.9) 156 (76 .. l) 
Public: Morals 2 ( 1 .. 5) 7 ( 3 .. 4) 
Public Order 52 (38.8) 24 (11.1) 
Liquor 19 (14.2) 12 ( 5.9) 
Drug 13 .( 9.7) 11 ( 5.4) 
Traffic.~ 7 ( 5.2) 3 ( 1.5) 

\) 

Totals 199 229 
. 

.. p<.05 ** p<.Ol 

.. , ... -

i 

1.92 n.s. 
2.28 .. 
1.10 n.s. 
5.:'92 .... 
2.63 .... 
1.54 n.s. 
2.17 .. 

Note: somt! of the women had offences in two or three categori41!s, 
therefore the totals are greater than the sample sizes. 

(b) AqqregC\te Sentence - The length of sentence for 134 of the 
15l women in the study sample is presented in Table 9. This 
information was not obtained for the other 17 women because 
they were still on remanc! and had not beerl given a final 
sentence at the time the data were compiled, which was approxi
mately one month after the interviewinq was ~omp1eted. 

The study design approximated a snap-shot portrayal 
of women within Ontario institutions on a typical day. For 
this reason, the sample was heavily weighted towards the long
ter.m offender. This phenomenon is illustrated by a comparison 
of the study sample and the total annual female admissions. 
Only 7.5% of the women in this sample, compared to 82.6% of 
the total number of women admitted and sp-ntenced in 1978, 
received sentences of less than-30 days. (See Appendix A for 
the Admission statistics presented in the Report of the 
Minister for the year endipq March, 1978.) 

., 
..... , --.......,... .............. _ ... 

• I 
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TA.BLE 9 

AGGREGATE SENTENCi FOR CURP~NT OFFENCE 

Length 0 f Sentence # % 

Under 30 days 10 ( 7.5) 
Thirty days an.d under 90 days 20 ( 14.9) 
Three months and under 9 months 48. ( 35.8) 
Nine months and more 56 ( 41.8) 
On remand 17 ( - ) 

Totals 151 (100.0) 

B. Comparison of Incarcerated Mothers with Mothers on 
Probation ' ,; 

OVERVIEW 

Section A of this report describes the typical female 
offender as being young, poorly educated, and economically 
disadvantaged. It was found that women on probation are 
more likely to be employed and less likely to have p~or 
criminal involve!Dent than women who are incarcerated. 

The present Section describes those women offenders who 
have had child:en. It compares the living situations and 
child-care arrangements of the Im:lthers on probation and the 
incarcerated mothers (before the incarceration). The child
care needs of these two groups of women will be examined 
in relation to the variables described in the previous 
section. 

The data indicated that approximately one-half (l.62) 
of both groups of female 9ffende:s have borne ch.ildren. It 
also indicated that many of these mothers have experienced 
problems related to child-care. In fact, over one-half 
(56%) of the incarcerates and 43% of the probationers have 
had some type of involvement with the Children '5; Aid Society 
adoption, wardship or counselling services. 

HoweveE, it is also verI clear that the prclba tioners are 
more successful than t."e incarcerates in providing for their 
children personally. Only 18.7% of the mothers on probation, 
compared to 45% of the incarcerated mothers did not live 
with any of their children. In fact, two-thirds of the 
incarcerated mothers were separated from at least one of 
their children. 

Among the two groups of offend~rs, there wa.s a total of 
342 children, 131 of whom did not live with their mothers. 
Some of these children lived with their natural fatber.s; 
hO'ileVer, 41% of the incarcerates' children, compared to only 
14% of the probationers' children, did not live with either 
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of their natural parents. In spite of these differences, 
botb groups of offenders had the same proportion (7.5') of 
chj;ldren in fostfJr hanes. The remaininq children had 
either been given up for adoption', were livinq with relatives 
(in a permanent basis, or were independent. 

_. Among the 113 mothers (in the combined groups) who were 
actually livinq with their children, few differences were 
found in the sc.)cial history variables betWeen the incarcerates 
and the rroba tioners • The median aqe of both 9%'oups of 
mothers was 21.3 years. Only one-fifth were married at the 
time of the interview, but a similar proportion wez;-e sharinq 
CODmon-law relationships. The remaininq women were either 
unmarried, 'or we" separated fran their husbands. Only one
third of the mothers held part-time or fUll-time jobs outside 
their hanes. Family incc:mes' w~~ usually less than $9 ,000 
per year~ and many of thewamen depended upon Mothers 
Allowance. 

Once aqain, striking differences between the incarcerates 
and probationers were found in the criminal history data .. 
one-half of the incarcerated IICthers, compared to only one
fifth of the probation mothers (living with children) had 
been incarcerated previously. Furthemore, one-third of 
the incarcerates had actually served over three months in 
prison befor e the current offence 0 • However, only, tWo of 
these women said that their children had became. pez:manent 
wards of the C.A.S. at the time of a previous incarceration. 

1. Description of All Mothers 

(a) Pro ortion examination 
of Fl.gure revea s t t seventy-one % 0 the incarcerated 
women in our sample, compared to 91 (44%) of the probationers, 
reported that they had borne children, although this difference 
did not prove to be significant (t=1.75, p>.05). However, only 
39 (55%) of the 71 incarc:erated mothers had any of their 
children living with them prior to their present incarceration. 
This contrast with the 91 prClbation mothers, 81% of whom had 
one or more children living with them at,the time of the 
study. Furthermore, only 23 (32%) of the incarcerated mothers 
had all of their children living with them. This ~gain 
contrasts with the probatiCln mothers, 65% of whom had all of 
their children l.iving with them at the time Qf the study (x2. 
18.24, d.f.=2, p<.Ol). 

(b) AS! of Offender at Birth of First Child - The incarcerated 
women l.n our sample were slightly yo.unger than the probationers 
when they had their first child - but this difference was 
not significant. Over' one-quarter (27%) of all of the mothers 
had had a child before they were 18 years of age, and 62% had 
children before they were 21. 

(c) ACje of Mother and Livina Situation of Child - Not 
surprl.singIy, the older (~ presumably more mature) mothers 
were more likelY than the younger mothers to have children 
living with them. Among the incarcerates,only 33% of the 
nine mothers under 21 had any children living with them: 
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FIGURE 2 

PROPORT'ION OF MOTHERS LIVING WITH THEIR CHILDREN 

INCARCERATES 

n=71 

LIVING WITH ALL 
OF THEIR CHILDREN 

32,4% 

LIVING WITII AT 
LEAST ONE, BUT 
NOT ALI. OF THEIR 
CHILDREN 

22.5':, 

PROBATIONERS 

n=91 

LIVINfi WITH ALL OF 
THEIR CHILDREN 

64.8% 

LIVING WITH AT 
LEAST ONE, 
BUT NOT ALL OF 
THEIR CIIILDREN 

16.5% 
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whereas 52% of the 27 mothers, ages 21 to 26 and 63% of the 
35 mothers, 27 and over, had at least some of their children 
living with th.emo Among the probationers the mother's age 
was less of a. factor in whether or not she lived with her 
children. Ninety~one percent of the 11 mothers under 21, 
71% of the 28 mothers, 21 to 26 f and 85% of the 48 mothers, 
aged 27 and-~oVer were living with their ch.iJdren at the 
time of the study. 

Cd) Previous Incarceration Problems - seventeen (24%) of the 
71 incarcerated mothers reported having children at the time 
of a previous incarceration (s). Of these 17 women ,two said 
that their children became permanent wa~ds of the Children's 
Aid Society at that time. None of the mothers on probation 
who had previous incarcerations reported having lost their 
child/children during the period that they were incarcerated. 
Among the incarcerated mothers, no difference was found 
between the first incarcerates and recidivist.s concerning 
previous separations from their children. Two~thirds of the 
women in both of these groups were living apart from one or 
more of their children, prior to the present incarceration. 

(e) Step-Children - Only two of the 132 incarcerates had step
children. During the incarceration, the children were cared 
for by their fathers and one inmate expected to continue her 
relationship with the father after her release. Of the 206 
women on probation, only one reported she had step-children 
living with her. 

tfl Pre1eancy - Five (4%) of the 132 incarcerates were pregnant 
at the t~me of the interview, and four- of these women planned 
to keep their babies. Of .the 206 probationers, 13 (6%) were 
pregnant, and 11 expected to keep their babies. 

2. Description of Children 

(a) Number of Children - A total of 342 children are described 
in this study - 142 belonging to the inca.rcerates, and 200 
belonging to the probationers. The probation mothers, in 
spi'te of being slightly younger, averaged slightly more 
children than the incarcerated mothers (2.2 children per 
probationer vs. 2.0 children per incarcerated mother), 
although this difference was not significant. -

(b) Ages of Children - Of the 342 children described, 144 
(42%) were under tEe age of six at the time that their mothers 
were interviewed, however, only 28 children were under the age 
of 2. Most of the infants under 2 years of age were living 
with their mother, prior to her incarceration (or at the time 
of the interview for probationers). An examination of Table 
10 reveals that after the age of 2, the child's age does not 
appear to be a factor affecting.whether or not he lived with 
his mother. Overall, only 69 (49%) of the 142 children of 
incarcerates lived with their mothers prior to their present 
incarceration~ whereas 142· (71%) of the 200 children of 
probationers lived with their mothers at the time of the 
interview. 
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c,l \T. 

TABLE 10 
, f.: 

CHILD" S' P.ES'IDENCE' PRIO'R TO' MOTHER'S' ARRE'ST' BY AGE 

INCARCERATES 

A~e of Child Residence With Mother Residence Not ~qit.i. Mother 

# %, L , 
Onder age 2 8 11.S 3 4.2 
2 - 5 23 33.8 27 38.0 
6 - 11 21 30.9 22 31.0 
12 - 17 16 23.5 19' 26.8 
Onknown 1 2 ~, 

n=142 69 100.0 73 100'.0 

PROBATIONERS 

Age of Child Residence With Mother !esidence Not With Mot.~er 

1+ , L , 
Under age 2 14 10.0 3 6.1 
2 - 5 47 33.6 19 38.8 
6 - 11 40 28.6 12 24.S 
12 - 17 39 27.8 15 30.6 
Unknown 2 9 

n=200 142 100.0 58 100.0 

(c) Children's Residence Prior to Current Offence - A 
significan·t:ly greater proportion of the inmate is children 
(51%) than the probationer's children (29%) were not living 
witt. their mothers prior to this incarceration (x 2=17.64, 
d.f.=,1, p<.Ol). Approximately 10% of the children from. 
both groups Ii ved with their na,tural fathers. As a matter 
of fact, there were only 28 (14%) of th~ probationers' 
children compared to 58 (41%) of the incarcerates' children, 
who were not living with at least one of their natural 
parents. Similar proportions (7.5%) of children of both 
the incarcerates and the probationers were in foster homes. 
The remaining children were either l:iving with relatives, 
or had been given up for'adoption (see Figures 3 and 4). 
In most cases, these separations appeared to be permanent': 
71% of these, children had not been living with their mothers 
for at least two years. 

When the women were questi"oned as to why their children 
did not live with theL1, they usually gave a reply such as, 
"he lives with his father" .. 'This type of answer was accepted 
by the interviewer. However,.one-third of both the incarcerated 
moth~rs and mothers on probation who were separated from their 
children readily admitted that the reason was due to their 
own drug or alcohol problems. 

-., 
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FIGURE 3 

CARETAKERS OF CHILDREN PRIOR TO INCARCERATION 

n=142 
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FIGURE 4 

CURRENT CARETAKERS OF CHILDREN OF PROBATIO~ 
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Most of the incarcerates rarely or never sa~'1 the 
children who did not li~,e with them - only, 31% claimed 
they saw their children regularly (i.e'. once a week or 
more). Comparable data were not obtained for the probationers. 

In view of the number of family separations - spousal 
and/or children'" it is probably not surp~'ising that a large 
proportion (56%) of the incarcerates had b~~n involved in 
some way with the Children's Aid Society. There was also a 
sizeable number of probationers' families (43%) who had had 
some type of contact with the C.A.S. Similar proportions of 
both groups had experienced counselling or home investigations, 
but a much larger proportion of the incarcerates ~~an the 
probationers had been involved in adoption and wardship 
procedures (see Table 11). 

TABLE 11 

INVOLVEMENT WITH CHILDREN'S AID SOCIETY 

INC.A.RCER.~TES PROBATIONERS 
MAIN REASON * % ~ % - " 

Wardship 19 26.8 19 20.9 
Adoption procedures 10 14.0 2 2.2 
Counselling 11 lS.5 18 19.8 
None 31 43.7 52 57.1 

Totals 71 100. O. 91 100.0 

3. Description of Mot."lers Living With Children 

There were 39 incarcerates and 74 probationers who had some 
or all of their children living with them. The median age of 
these mothers was 27.3 years. An examination of the background 
characteristics presented in Table 12 reveals-that over half of 
the women were single parents, that is, they' were unmarried, 
separated, divorced, or widowed~ The remaining mothers were 
ei~~er married or sharing a common-law relationship. 

Approximately one-third of both groups had either part
time or full-time jobs outside their homes. ~owever, the 
probationers were more likely than the incarcerates to be 
full-time homemakers (57% vs. 44%). The remaining women all 
claimed to be actively seekinq employment. 

There was no difference between household incomes of 
the il'lCarcerates and proba'tioners. Over half of the mothers 
in both groups had household incomes of under $9,000 per year, 
and many of the women (44.7% - incarcerates; 51% - probationers) 
depended on either social assist~~ce'or their parents for 
financial support. 
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TABLE 12 

'DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF MOTHERS 
LIVING l'JITH CHILDREN 

I 

J 
COMPARING INCARCERATES' AND PROBAT'IONERs 

i 
J I 

Marital Status 

Single 
Married 
Common-law 
Sep/Div/Wid 

'INCARCERATES 

8 
8 

11 
12 

, 

(20.5) 
(20.5) 
(28.2) 
(30.8) 

X2s4 .• 47, d f s 3 p< 05 .. , . 
Employment 

Working 
Seeking Employment 
Homemaker 
Students 

Household Income 

Under $9,000 
$9,000 - $15,000 
$lS,OOOplu.s 

14 
7 

17 
1 

22 
8 
6 

(35.9) 
(17.9) 
(43.6) 
( 286) 

(61.1) 
(22.2) 
(16.7) 

X2-0.~06, d.f.=2, n.s. 

Primary Source of Income 

Se1f-Supportinq 
Social Assistance 
Parents/Relatives 

·21 
15 

2 

(55 .. 3) 
(39.5) 
( 5.2) 

X2 =4.8S, d.f.= 2, 1'<.05 

C.A.S. Involvement 
Before I'ncarceration 20 

t· = 1. 66,' . n. s • 

(51.3) 

, 
I , 

, !!9'BATIONERS 

I n-74* 
I 

23 
8 

42 
l' 

40 
14 
11 

36 
38 

26 

(16.4) 
(27.4) 
(13.7) 
(42.5) 

(31.1) 
(10.8) 
(56.8) 
( 1.3) 

(61. 5) 
(21.5) 
(16-.9) 

(48.6) 
(51.4) 

(35.1) 

*Note: - Any total which is not equal to sample size 
noted has missing information •. 
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TABLE 13 

CRIMINAL HISTORY OF MOTHERS 
LIVING WITH CHILDREN 

COMPARING co I~CARCERATES AND PROB,ATIONERS 

IN~R~ERATES PROBA¢,IONERS 
CRIMINAL HISTORY n=39* n=74* 

# % # % 

Training School 7 (17.9) 5 6.8) 

Previous Adult 
Convictions 27 (69.2) 24 (32.4) 

Previous Incarceration 19 (48.7) 15 (20.3) 

Time Served 
None 20 (51.3) 59 (79.7) 
Under 3 months 7 (1.7 .9 ) 7 ( 9.5) 
Over 3 months 12 (30.8) 8 (10.8) 

.. 
10.18, X"= d.f.=,2, p<.Ol 

** p<.Ol 

! 

1.84 

3.75** 

3.14** 
.. 

The proportion of mothers with previous adult convictions 
was no different than the proportion for the entire sample -
approximately two-thirds of the incarcerates, compared ~o only 
one-third of the probationers •. There was also a significantly 
greater proportion I::>f inmate mothers than mothers on probation 
who ,had been sentenced to previous incarcerations (49% vs. 
20%). Moreover, thirty-one percent of the inmate mothers 
claimed to have actually served three months or more, prior 
to their current offences (see Table 13) • 

~, , 
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In addition to previous incarcerations, there were other 
indications of instability amongst these mothers who had 
children living with them. Sixteen (41%) of the inmate mothers 
and 15 (~O%) of the probation mothers also had on~ or more 
children who did not live with them, and in most cases these 
seemed to be permanent arrangements (i.e. separated more than 
two year~). When the women were compared forC~·A.S. involve
ment it was found that slightly more incarcerates (51%) than 
probationers (35%) had been involved with the Childre·n's Aid 
Society at some time in the past, although this difference 
did not prove to be significant. 

In order to discover whether or not child-care responsi
bilitiesa.ffected the length of .entence, the aggregate 
sentence of women who had children at home was compared with 
the remaining women in the sample. This latter group included 
both childless women and wOmen who had not been living with 
children at the time of their incarceration. No significant 
difference was found between the two groups. Almost two-thirds 
(62%) of the women received sentences of over three months', 
with a median length of six months overall (see Table 14) • 

* 

TABLE 14 

AGGREGATE SENTENCE BY LIVING/· 

NOT LIVING WITH CHILDREN 

n-132 

NOT LIVING WITH LIVI·NG WITH 
SENTENCE (MONTHS) CHILDREN* CHILDREN 

# % i % 

Up to 3 months 33 . ( 40.3) 14 ( 37.8) 
4 to 9 months 22 ( 26.8) 12 I 32.5) \ 

Over 9 months. 27 ( 32 .• 9) 11 ( 29.7) 
On remand 11 ' . - ·2 -r 

Totals 93 (100.0) 39 (100.0) 
-. -' .. 

...... .. ------;---

'- ._.' - ~ 

This group also includes women who had had no children •. 
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c~ Impact of Incarceration Upon Families of:Female Offenders 

Among the total of 132 incarcerates, there were 69 
children 'who were living with t...'leir mothers prior to the 
mothers I present incarct'!rat.ion. I.n three~fifths of the 
families, the chi,ldren were required. to change their 
residence as a result of the incarceration. Over three
quarters of the children were locked. after by family 
members, which suggests that most of the oaretakers were 
familiar to the children. Only 12' of the children wera 
placed in. foster hemes. 

A few mothers mentioned that they were concerned over 
the quality of ca.re that their children were receiving, cut 
their main concern seemed to ce that the separation was a 
very upsetting experience for both themselves and their 
children. 

rr-"o-thirds of the mot..i.ers had not seen their children 
since they were incarcerated because they were toe fa.r away, 
there was no one to bring them, or because the mother did 
not want to see them, feeling it \tlCuld ce too upsetting. 

Ninety percent of the mothers who, prior to their 
incarceration, had children living with them planned to 
reunite with their children following th~ release. 

1. Caretakers of Children. 

Thia section describes the child-care arrangements at 
the time of the interview, for the 69 children living with 
~~eir mothers prior to their present incarceration. ~t is 
not known whether or not changes in these arrangements 
occurred at a later period of the mother's incarceration. 

Three-fifths (24) of. the 39 mothers said that the 
child-care arrangements required. a change of residence for 
their children. Over three-quarters of the children were 
cared for by family members, so presumably most of these 
caretakers were familiar to the children. There were only 
six (15%) of the 39 mothers who $aid they had any problem 
making child-care arranqements~ two had difficulty because 
their relatives lived far away, ,and four depended upon C.A.S. 
to provide foster care for their children (see Table 15). 

2. Problems Related to Incarceratio!l 

Some mothers said they were concerned about the. quality 
of.care their children we~ receiving, and a few mentioned 
post-release adjustment problems.. However, the majority of 
women did not specify any particular problem, but simply 
emphasized that it was a very upsetting experience for both 
themselves and thleir children. Only one mother anticipated 
a custody battle. According to the data, it appears that the 
Children's Aid Society was involved with at least ten of the 

. -
:' 
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39 families during the mother's incarceration. In four cases, 
·the C.A. S. were -providing foster care, as mentioned previously, 
and in the remaining families, they had conducted a home '. 
investigation or provided counselling. Incarceration was not 
necessarily the reason for eoA.S. involvement as half. of these 
families .(5) had dealt with C.A.S. at some time in the pasta 

TABLE 15 

CURRENT CARETAKERS OF CH ILOREN 
LIVING WITH THEIR MOTHERS PRIOR TO INCARCERATION 

CARETAKER # OF CHILDREN % 

-
Relatives .. 

Father, Step-father 22 31.9 
Grandparent(s) 17 24.6 
Other relative(s} II 54 ll:1. 78.3 

Friends 4 5.8 
Foster care 0 8 11.6 
Independent/Unknown 3 4.3 

.. 

Totals 69 .100.0 . 

3. Visits With Children 

Only one-third (12) of the 39 mothers living wi~h 
children had seen their children since being incarcerated. 
Nine women (23%) claimed they did not want to see their 
children because it would be too upsetting - particularly 
within the institution; 10 women (26%) said .their children 
lived too far away or that there was no one to bring them; 
and 7 women said that they had not been incarcerated long 
enough (i.e. only 3 - 4 days in some instances). Only one 
woman mentioned institutional rules as being-the reason for 
not 'seeing her child. 

At Vanier Institute for Women, which holds mostly long
term offenders 7 (3 months up to 2 year.s), 74 women were inter
viewed. Thirty-seven (50%) had. borne children, and 21 (28%) 
had children living with them, prior to the incarceration. 
Eiqht of these 21 mothers had seen their children once or 
more - and four of them had had four or more visits with them. 
Those who had not seen their children said it would have been 
too upsetting, they were too far away, or there was no one to 
bring the children. 
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4. Future Plans 

For the majority of inmate mo~~ers the present child
care arrangements were seen as temporary. Thirty~~ive 
mo~~ers said they would resume living with their children 
after release, with only four mothers expressing uncertainty 
as to whether they would be re-united with their childrenD 
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IV DISCUSSION 

This study dealt with all female offenders in jails and 
correctional. institutions wi thi'n Ontario. The maj or foc1ls 
was upon approximately one-half of these females - those who 
had borne children. 

The background characteristics of these women reveal 
a number of f.actors, a combination of \.jhich might be expected 
to create difficulties for them in providing adequate care 
for their children. Most of the women were either unmarried 
mothers, or had experienced marital breakdowns. A majority 
left school before 17,and became mothers before they were 21. 
Without formal edu.cation, adequate job skills, or spouses 
to assist them, many were dependent upon social assistance. 

Throughout the study a comparison was made between 
incarcerated mothers and mothers on probation. Although 
incarcerates and probationers were si~ilar in terms of the 
factors described above, it was found that w'omen on probation, 
in spite of having to cope with early motherhood and unstable 
marriages, were more likely than the incarcerates to be 
providing parental care for their children. The reason for 
this difference betwee.n the t\'iO groups of mothers is not' 
apparent in the social history data, with the exception of 
employment. This \'ias an area in which the proba'tioners 
seemed to demonstrate more interest than the incarcerates. 

The only other area where the data indicated a major 
difference between the two groups of women was their criminal 
history - the incarcerates had significantly more prior 
convictions, prior probation orders, and prior incarcerations 
than the probationers. Even among the mothers living with 
their children, nearly one-third had actually served more than 
three months in prison previously. Therefore, it does not 
seem unreasonable to conclude that the reason that the 
incarcerates have been less successful than the probationers, 
in providing for their children, is primarily related to their 
crir.tinal involvement. 

However, permanent separations from their children cannot 
be attributed to the incarceration process itself. Women with 
no prior incarcerations were just as likely to be living apart 
from their children as women who had_been incarcerated 
previously. In fact, two-thirds of the incarcerated mothers 
had been separated from one or more of their children at the 
time of their present incarceration, and most of these 
separations had been of long duration. This therefore suggests 
that there were other factors involved in these family 
breakdowns. 

For example, previous convictions, prior probation, 
evidence of drug and alcohol abuse, and lack of interest in 
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employment are all factors suggesting extensive criminal 
involvement. The existence of a lengthy criminal history is 
probably the single major 'factor that has cOD,tributed to the 
family breakdowns among this group of offenders. 

In addition to a general profile of the two groups of 
offenders, this study set out to examine child-care problems 
of mothers who were caring for thei= children at the time of 
their present incarceration. Of the total sample of ' 
incarcerated females, 29.5% (39) were in this category. 

, Some of these women appeared to be concerned, conscientious 
parents with warm, supportive families, and it is with these 
women that every effort should be made to maintain the parent-
child relationship. ' 

Although the major focus of this study was women with 
children, it should be kept in mind that the majority of 
women in the correctionaJ. system are of child bearing age, 
an important factor not to be overlooked when planning future 
programs or policies. 
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V CONCLUSIONS 

1) Does ircarceration in fact create child-care problems?* 

There is no clear cut answer to this question~ In terms 
of whether or not the children of incarcerated mothers become 
a burden to society during the incarceration period, the 
answer is no - only 12% of the children in this study were 
actually placed in foster homes. On the other hand, research 
in child development has' demonstrated that a secure and 
contj~'tuous attachment to one caregiver is critical to a 
child I' s healthy, emotional development. Irreparable da..mage 
to a child's emotional and social development may result 
when such a relationship is not developed or maintained. 
"When a father or mother is absent from the home due to 
incarceration, and no attempt is made to maintain the family 
cohesiveness, a juvenile delinquent or school drop-out may 
be the consequence II (Pollack and Friedman, 1969). 

2) How many fa~ales admitted required child-care arrangements? 

Thirty-nine (29%) of the females admitted required 
child-care arrangements for a to.tal of 69 children. Few of 
these mothers appeared to have problems finding caretakers 
for their children, but some of the mothers were clearly 
anxious about the adequacy of care their children were 
receiving. However, the main concerns expressed by these 
women were related to the emotional trauma of the separation 
itself. These women missed their children, and they felt 
their children missed and needed them. 

3) What kind of child-care arrangsments are made and for ..,f',a:t period 
of time? 

The majority of children living with their mothers prior 
to incarceration were placed in the care of family members or 
relatives. Only a small percentage of the children (12%) had 
to be placed in foster homes. Although it would appear in 
most cases their caretakers were =amiliar to the children, the 
incarceration still necessitated a change in environment for 
sixty percent of these children. Whether or not these 
arrangements remained the sa~e until the mother's release 
is not known. The length of separation between mother and 
child varied, but the aggregate sentence for two-thirds of 
t~e mothers was over three months, a -fairly lengthy separation 
v~ewed from the perspective of pre-schoo I-age children. 

* In tile fiscal gear ending ."farcn, 1978, 1882 females were sentenced to 
imprisonment, however, only 463 women f24.6%) actually received sentences 
of 30 days or longer (see Minister's Annual Report, Marcn, 1978). In 
the present study, the incarcerated women were living with an average 
of 0.52 cnildz'en each, prior to·tneir C"..zrrent incarceration. If this 
proportion is applied to the number of women sentenced to 30 days or 
more, it is estimated that approximately 240 c.~ldren were separated 
from their mothers, due to incarceration, for one month or longer 
during the past year. 
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4) Do the clllld-care needs o[ rema.Ie probationers and the means of . 
meeting t~ose needs differ from those of female incarcerates? 

In order to discover whether or not the child-care needs 
of probationers differed from those of the incarcerates, a 
comparison was made between the proportions of women in both 
groups who had children. The child-care arrangements of the 
incarcerates prier to their incarceration was compared with 
the child-care arrangements of probationers at the time of 
the st\ldy .. * 

This comparison revealed that appro,:imately one-half 
of the women in both groups had borne childr9n. The major 
difference between the two groups was that probationers were 
more likely to be living with their children .. · In fact, only 
14% of the probationers' children, compared to· 41% of the 
incarcerates' children did not live with either one of 
their natural parents. Similar proportions of children 
(7.5%) of both groups of offenders lived in foster homes 
provided by the Children's Aid Society. The remaining 
children were either living with relatives, or had been 
given up for adoption. 

The child-care needs of incarcerated women seemed 
similar to those of probationers (except of course during 
incarceration). However, larger proportions of the children 
of the incarcerates had been adopted out or had been living 
with relatives, prior to the mother's incarceration. For 
the children living with relatives, the picture is unclear. 
Little is known concerning the adequacy of these arrange
ments; however, most of the .':ieparations had been over two 
years and few mothers expected these arrangements to ehange 
in the future. 

5) Is there any evidence of pre-ezisting familg breakdown and consequent 
child-care problems in probation and institutional populations? 

The most reliable indication of family breakdown is 
probably the separation of mother and child. It was found 
that one out of three of the mothers on probation had 
children (under 18) who were not living with them at the 
time of this study. Among the incarcerates, family 
separations were even more prevalent. Two-th~rds of the 
incarcerated moth.ers were separated from one or more of 
their children prior to their present offence, and for the 
most part, these separations appeared to b.e permanent. 

There were also other clear indications of family 
breakdown in both the probation and institutional populations. 
Over one-half of the mothers living with children represented 
single parent households. Some of these women had never been 
married, but most had suffered a marital breakdown. Of the 

~ In the present studf} there was an average of 0.68; cilildzen living 
with WClDII!Il on probation. Applgi.ng t:bis. figure to the 2500 wcmen 
presentlg on probation in Ontario,' it is est.imated that about 1700 
children are living with mothers serving probation (on ang given dag). 
OUr data suggest. ··that mang of these women mag· indeed require child
related services or one kind or another (see Quest.ion 5). 
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~v.:omen ~·dth partners I mw~y were sharing co~o;~i:'laT.v' relation·
s'hips, and these women, too, may have been separated or 
divorced. 

A majority of the women in both groups had left school 
at age 16 or younger, with only one-third continuing beyond 
grade 10. Many of the women had a child before they were 18, 
and two-thirds of the mothers had their first child before 
they were 21. On the basis 'of these findings, it was not 
surprising to find that over one-half of both groups of 
offenders had to rely on social assistance. Nor was it 
surprising to find that approximately one-half of the mothers 
had prior involvement with the Children's Aid Scciety 
regarding their children. 

It is also suspe6ted that previous criminal activities 
could lead to family or child-care problems. Two-thirds of 
the incarcerated mothers living with their children had a 
history of prior convictions including fines, probation and/ 
or incarceration. Although the probationers indicated less 
criminal involvement than the incarcerates, one-third of the 
mothers on probation did have previous adult convictions .. 

It is obvious from these findings that both groups of 
female offenders have experienced the kind~ of family 
difficulties that are often associated with child-care 
problems. 

5) Is t.i.ere any evidence that separation of female offer;,ders from family 
~~y have a positive effect en family members? 

A definitive answer to this question would have required 
a direct involvement of the family in this research. As this 
was beyond the scope of t..~e present s·tudy, one can only 
speculate upon this issue from the information provided by 
the inmates. 

It must be acknowledged that some of these women 
appeared to represent inadequate role models for their 
children. Some had a history of drug or alcohol abuse, and 
most had a history of crimin.:f.l involvement. However, the 
extent to which their families were affected by the mother's 
behaviour can only be su~ised. 

In spite of the picture presented, some of -;he women 
appeared to be concer:.c.ed-·paren±!s; with-loving-supportive 
families. Therefore, any positive effect on family members 
because of a mother's incarceration would be difficult to 
imagine, particularly when such a separation is only temporary. 

On the other hand, the negative effects of incarceration 
are fairly clear. Based on child development research, it 
is evident that separation from -his/her mother may damage a 
child both socially and emotionally.- Also to be considered 
is the stigma associated with incarceration. 'rhis is 
generally felt by all of the family members, and for this 
reason, should not be overlooked. Although such psychological 
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damage may be difficult to demonstrate, the findings 
definitely indicate that the inmates' families suffered 
from additional pressures because of the mother's incarceration. 

More than half of the chj~ldren were forced to change 
their residence, and some were placed in foster homes. Even 
in homes in which the children remained with their fathers 
or step-fathers, the inmate usually reported that her 
absence had created additional stress because of the extra 
child-care responsibilities placed upon her husband. 
Mothers who had been employed also mentioned the additional 
financial pressures with which the family had to contend 
during their incarceration. One-half of th~ incarcerated 
mothers had been supportinq their children alone, and many 
were dependent upon Mother's Allowance. It is assumed that 
most of these women would be unable to maintain their 
accommodation during their incarceration, and that many Of 
the children changed residence seems t.o Support this 
assumption. Without employment or a place to live, these 
mothers would probably find it: especially difficult to get 
re-established after release. 

The longer the separation, the greater the re-adjustment 
involved, and for thirty percent of the mothers in this 
study, the separation would be a fairly lengthy one {over 
nine months). Not only does a lengthy separation create 
re-adjustment problems for children, it can also be expected 
to create a strain upon the marital relationship. 

In summary, although·the da~a clearly suggest that some 
of these mothers may have been inadequate role models for 
their children, it is difficult to find any evidence that 
their incarceration would actually have a positive effect 
on their family. 

7) Is there any eVoidence that judicial decisions are in£luenced by 
difficulties in making child-care arrangements? 

It would appear fran the data, comparing incarcerates 
and probationers, that severity of offence and previous 
.criminal history are the major considerations in judicial 
decisions. Although a smaller proportion of. the incarcerated· 
mothers, than the mothers on probation, .had children living 
with them at the tjme of sentence, it. cannot De concluded 
that child-care arrangements play a major role in judicial 
decisions. There is stronqevidence that many of the 
incarcerated mothers had a substantive criminal history, and 
this is probably the factor that accounts for both their 
incarceration and their inability to provide personal care 
for their children. 

r 
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TOTAL NUMBER OF FEMALES ADMITTED AND SENTENCED 

FOR THE YEAR ENDING MARCH 

Paid fine ........................ 
Placed on probation •••••••••• e· • 

Under 30 days ..... ,. ............ 
30 days and under 60 days ...... 
60 days and under 90 days ...... 
3 months and under 4' • ••••••• flo •• 

4 months and under 5 · . . . . . . . . . . 
5 months and under 6 · .......... 
6 months and under 12 ............. 
12 months and under 15 ............. 0 

15 months and under 24 ............. 
Penitentiary ............................ 

Definite Sentences ............... 

Total Number Sentenced to Terms of 

Imprisonment 

31, 1978 

Jj. % 11' 

659 24.8 

119 4.4 

1,419 53.3 

252 9.5 

67 ? ~ -.;:, 

64 2.4 

12 0.5 

4 0.2 

19 0.7 

6 0.2 

2 0.1 

37 1.4 

2,660 100.0 

1,882 



· ,', 

; . 

. ... 
.f 




