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Pregnancy and birthing behind bars
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Intersections of mass incarceration, racism, & 
reproduction

https://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Incarcerated-Women-and-Girls.pdf

218,655

• 75% 18-45 y.o.1

• 60% mothers to young children2

• 70% arrested/sentenced for minor charges3

Black women 2 x white 
women750% increase in number of 

incarcerated women over 4 
decades4



1 year of monthly pregnancy data from:
• 22 State Prison Systems
• All Federal Prisons
• 6 county jails (5 largest)

How many pregnant 
people are behind 
bars?
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Health care delivery & pregnancy conditions 
in carceral settings
• Constitutional mandate, but no 

mandatory standards or oversight9
• Medicaid exclusion policy
• Variable prenatal care services

– 12 states had no prenatal care policy10

– 24 had no pre-existing arrangements for 
delivery10

– Forced opioid withdrawal11

• Limitations of nutrition and environmental 
conditions



Birthing while experiencing incarceration

References 12-16 



What do we need?

• End carceral births 

• End mass incarceration

• Improve quantity & quality of care 
– Mandatory standards of care and oversight

• Access to doulas
• Training of custody and carceral medical staff
• Reduce harm from hospitals

– Trauma informed care and security protocols
– Prolonged infant contact and postpartum recovery

• Breastfeeding support
• Postpartum and pregnancy mental health care
• Passing and implementation of anti-shackling laws
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