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The majority are: 

• Women of Color 

• In their thirties 

• In need of formal education 

• Of low socioeconomic status

• Mothers and primary 
caretakers of young children 

1. Who are incarcerated women? 



Many have: 

• Extensive histories of abuse 

• Serious and multiple physical and 
mental health problems 

• Substance use disorders 



• The rates of 
incarceration are 
skyrocketing

• The population of 
incarcerated 
women is growing 
faster than the 
population of 
incarcerated men. 



Drug arrests are the 
primary cause of the 
increase in 
incarceration rates in 
the past 30 years 
(largely a result of 
stricter drug 
sentencing policies).



Fiscal and Social Costs of Imprisonment 

 $75 billion was spent on corrections, including 
incarcerations, in 2008. 

 $72,582 – annual cost per female prisoner in RI Medium 
Security Facility 

 Extensive socioeconomic costs: families and communities 
are negatively impacted 



Question #2: What does substance use have to do 
with women and incarceration? 

 1 out of 3 women in prison committed their offense to 
support a drug addiction.

 4  out of 5 women have some association with drugs –
whether they: 
 committed drug law violations, 

 were under the influence of drugs or alcohol at the time of 
their arrest, 

 committed their crimes to get money for drugs, 

 had histories of consistent illegal drug or alcohol use, or 

 shared a combination of these traits. 

 2 out of 5 women report being under the influence at the 
time of offense



RECAP SO FAR

 The number of incarcerated women is escalating. 

 These women face many socioeconomic and health 
disparities. 

 Many use and abuse drugs and alcohol. 

 The majority of them are incarcerated, either directly 
or indirectly, because of this substance use. 



What are the cognitive and emotional responses to 
incarceration for substance-using women, and how does it 
affect their intention to quit using alcohol and/or drugs? 

The Question: 



What are the cognitive and emotional responses to 
incarceration for substance-using women, and how does it 
affect their intention to quit using alcohol and/or drugs? 

A sentinel event model for positive behavior change 
among incarcerated, substance-using women 

The Question: 

My  Answer:  



We developed model that explains the interactions 
between: 

 The cognitive and emotional response to 
incarceration, and 

 The resulting motivation to quit using drugs and/or 
alcohol. 

A sentinel event model for positive behavior change 
among incarcerated, substance-using women 

In Other Words -

My  Answer -



My Research Pilot

 Conducted 15 in-depth interviews with newly 
incarcerated women in the RI Department of 
Corrections (DOC)

 Asked open-ended questions about their drug use 
and their thoughts and feelings towards 
incarceration.  



Sentinel Events Model For 
Incarcerated, Substance Using Women 



Expectancy – how much one expects success is possible if 
effort is applied 

Value - how much one values staying out of jail and/or being 
drug abstinent



Causal Attribution – what factors one attributes to 
arrest  



Event-Related Affect - the emotions felt as a result of 
incarceration. 



Participant A

 25 years old; previously incarcerated 16 times; crack cocaine

 “The only chance I got was when I came to jail, it’s 

a plea for help….I get more scared out on the 

streets than in here cause you don’t know what 

car you’re getting into. You don’t know who you’re 

going to meet, you don’t know where you’re going 

to be at 2, 3 o’clock in the morning – doing 300 

hundred dollars worth of drugs and you’re so out 

of it that you don’t know who’s going to rape you, 

kidnap you, kill you.”

Values
being 
in jail



Participant A

 “If you release me, like the last time, it won’t be 
good.  It’s like follow the leader, cause when I’m 
with people and they’re going to get high – I’m 
going to follow the leader. All I think about is ‘Oh, 
I’m going to get high, I’m going to be numb.”

Expects it 
will be 
difficult to 
quit using. 



Participant A 

 “It just sucks that it had to come down to this. I’m 
absolutely tired. I’m beat. Just doing the drugs, 
I’ve been in and out of cars, I know the street life. 
It’s not fun.” 

Attributes 
her arrest 
to her own 
actions 

Feels 
depressed, 
resigned 

 “I mean, I’m not gonna lie. I had drugs on me. I 
need help. If I done something wrong to myself or 
to someone else, I always admit to it.” 



In Summary: 

 This pilot study is the first: 

 to investigate if and how incarceration influences a 
woman’s perception of her substance use

 to explore the impact of incarceration on her intention to 
engage in substance use treatment.

 Next steps: 

 Bigger sample size

 Identify relationships between factors and between 
factors and intention to quit   



Long-Term Goal

 To create more effective, targeted programs to 
promote positive change in substance use 
behavior 



“Incarceration is what drug use is. You live in a f--king box. 
I used to sit on the corner and panhandle for money to 
buy dope, to sit on the corner and panhandle to get 
money to buy dope to buy coke to buy dope. I would sit 
there and beg – where is the life in that? You could stick 
me in a f--king jail – it’s the same thing. Prisons aren’t 
necessarily the prison. It’s here (points to her head).”



Sentinel Events Model For 
Incarcerated, Substance Using Women 


