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f T Iomen continue to represent a growing percentage of correctional popula-

\n/ tions nationwide. The vast majority of these women are under community
Y Y supervision (probation or parole). tn 1998, nearly I million women were

under correctional supervision in the United States. of those, 85 percent, or over
800,000 women, were on probation or parole (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1999a).
Between 1990 and 1998, the per capita number of women under probation supervi-
sion rose 40 percent and the per capita number of women under parole supervision
was up 80 percent (BJS, 1999a; BJS, 1999b).

This significant increase in women under correctional supervision has called at-
tention to their status in the criminal justice system and to the particular circum-
stances they encounter within the system. There is a growing body of data regarding
the characteristics of women in prisons and jails (see Owen and Bloom, 1995;
chesney-Lind, 1997); however, despite the fact that the greatest numbers of women
offenders are under community supervision, there is far less information available
on their characteristics and needs. Furthermore, little is known about gender-
responsive supervision issues and strategies, treatment approaches, and characteris-
tics that contribute to effective programs and promote successful outcomes for
women offenders (Bloom, 1998a).

In order to increase the rates of successful completion of community supervision
by women offenders and reduce the number of women who are re-arrested and re-
involved in the criminal justice system, there is a need to design gender-responsive
community supervision and treatment approaches. It is critically important to docu-
ment approaches that are related to positive outcomes for this population, so that
promising supervision and program models can be presented to criminal justice pol-
icy makers and practitioners.

Gharacteristics of Women Under Community Supervision
If we are to design effective supervision and treatment approaches that match
women offenders'needs, it is important to consider the demographic and social his-
tory of this population, as well as how various life factors impact their patterns of of-
fending.

The characteristics of criminal justice-involved women reflect a population that is
triply marginalized by race, class, and gender (see Bloom, 1996).
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r women offenders are low income, disproportionately women of color, underedu-
cated, and unskilled, with sporadic employment histories.

r They are less likely to have committed violent offenses and more likely to have
been convicted of crimes involving drugs or property. Often their property of-
fenses are economically driven, motivated by poverty and/or the abuse of alcohol
and other drugs.

r Women confront problems that tend to be unique to their gender, such as sexual
abuse, sexual assault, domestic violence, and single parenthood.

I Similar to all women in the criminal justice system, the majority of women under
community supervision are single mothers. An estimated 72 percent of women on
probation have young children (BJS, 1999a).

I Many women suffer from some form of mental illness or co-occurring disorder.
According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (1999c), nearly 8 in l0 female men-
tally ill offenders reported prior physical or sexual abuse. Often women encounter
the justice system as girls because they have run away from home, often to escape
situations involving violence and sexual/physical abuse.

r They begin to use alcohol and other drugs at an early age, and an increasing
number of studies have found a correlation between addiction among women and
histories of physical and sexual abuse. Interviews with adult women offenders in-
dicate a link between their offense and their history of victimization and
substance abuse (Belknap, 1996; Covington, I 998).

r A result of severed social relations, economic r,ulnerability, addiction, and abuse,
homelessness is a frequent complication in the lives of criminal justice-involved
women (Bloom, 1998b). North and Smith (1993) reported that homeless women
are far more likely to have young children in their care and to be more dependent
on public assistance then their male counterparts. They are also more likely (23
percent) than men (4 percent) to be victims of sexual abuse Q.{orth and Smith,
le93).

In summary, the women in the criminal justice system have histories of trauma
and substance abuse. Most are nonviolent and are not considered to be threats to the

community. Their most common pathways to crime are based on survival (of abuse

and poverfy) and substance abuse. Their greatest needs are for comprehensive treat-
ment for drug abuse and trauma recovery, education and training in job and parent-
ing skills, and safe and sober housing.

Supervision and Program Approaches and Strategies
Criminal justice supervision, programs, and services have been based on the male
experience, primarily due to the preponderance of men in the criminal justice system

as compared to women. Consequently, the supervision and program needs of women
have been largely ignored. As a result of this lack of attention to women under cor-
rectional supervision, we have very little empirical evidence indicating what works
for women offenders.

The goals of most probation and parole agencies are to provide for public safety

and reduce offender recidivism. Increasing caseloads have made it necessary to fo-
cus on offenders who are at high risk to public safety. Women, who typically com-
mit low level property and drug crimes, are generally not a danger to their
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communities. Therefore, they tend to be ignored despite the fact that their success or
failure has a profound impact on their children, families, and other social service
systems. Failure often means a woman's increased involvement in the criminal jus-
tice system, which may lead to family fragmentation. Success, on the other hand,
can mean that a woman is in charge of her life, in recovery from trauma and depend-
ency, and fostering healthy children and families with resources and community
support.

As a result of the overwhelming numbers of offenders being placed on probation,
the traditional means of supervising both men and women has changed from case
management to a surveillance model. However, retuming to a case management ap-
proach and utilizing a relational model of supervision is a strategy that may assist
probation officers in working with women offenders. Since women typically manage

their lives in the context of relationships, building
trust with a female probationer is an important step
in helping her to be successful on probation. Fam-
ily mentoring and,/or other community support is
critical for a woman's continued success in the
community. Engaging the family, particularly her
children, in her recovery process can promote suc-
cessful outcomes for a woman.

If community supervision is to be successful
with women offenders, strategies that are gender-
responsive need to be developed and implemented.
Effective supervision strate gie s and pro grammin g
for women should be tailored to their unique situa-
tions and reflect women's pathways into the crimi-
nal justice system. These strategies and programs
should be based on sound theoretical approaches to
treatment, asset-based, multi-modal, and sensitive
to the differences among women (Covington,
1998).

What Works?
Research supported by the National Institute of
Corrections and conducted by Austin, Bloom, and
Donahue (1992) identified effective strategies for
working with women offenders in community cor-
rectional settings. This study found that the most
promising community-based programs for women

offenders did not employ the medical or clinical
model of correctional treatment. Instead, they

worked with clients to broaden their range of re-

sponses to various types ofbehavior and needs, en-

hancing their coping and decision-making skills.
These programs use an "empowerment" model of
skill building to develop competencies that enable

women to achieve independence. In addition, effective therapeutic approaches are

multidimensional; they deal with specific women's issues, including substance

abuse, domestic violence, sexual abuse, pregnancy and parenting, relationships, and
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Core Concepts for Developing Gender-
Responsive Programs (see Bloom and
Covington, 1998)

r Equality does not mean sameness; equality of
service delivery is not simply about providing
women access to services traditionally reserved
for men. Equality must be defined in terms of
providing opportunities that are relevant to each
gender. Thus, services and interventions may
appear very different depending on to whom
they are being delivered.

r Gender-responsive programs are not simply
"women only" programs that were designed for
men.

r Females' sense of self is manifested and devel-
ops differently in female-specific groups as
opposed to coed groups.

The unique needs and issues of women should
be addressed in a safe, trusting, and supportive
women-focused environment.

r Whenever possible, women should be treated in

the least restrictive programming environment
available. The level of security should depend on
both treatment needs and concern for public
safety.

r Programs should promote cultural awareness
and sensitivity and should draw on the cultural
resources and strengths in various communities.



gender bias. Other studies of women offenders highlight the importance of relation-
ships and the fact that criminal involvement is often connected to relationships with
family members or significant others (Owen and Bloom, 1995; Owen, 1998).

The National Institute of Corrections has found that a system-wide approach is es-
sential to effectively address the needs of this population. In a system-wide ap-
proach, agencies recognize the interrelated nature of criminal justice and human
services systems, including the community, the courts, corrections, and other organi-
zations. The approach involves bringing key system players to the table to analyze
available information, develop shared objectives, and implement policy on this
population at each decision point in the system.

Specific strategies that may be useful to a probation or parole department include:

r Developing comprehensive screening and assessment toots that have been
validated on a female population. These tools need not come from the field of
corrections; in fact, some valuable screening and assessment tools come from the
fields of chemical dependency, public health, mental health, and social services.
These assessments may be helpful in referring women to an appropriate interven-
tion.

I lmplementing women-only caseloads supervised by probation or parole offi-
cers interested and trained in the issues of women offenders. Individualized case
planning and referrals to appropriate community-based agencies can also help
women to successfully complete probation or parole.

r Becoming advocates. This approach is not always looked upon favorably by
community corrections agencies, but it is an important part of supervision serv-
ices. Because women comprise such a small proportion of the total offender
population, their needs tend to be overlooked in departmental planning efforts.
Consequently, advocacy efforts should be a part ofprobation and/or parole work
with women offenders.

From an organizational standpoint, it is also important to have management sup-
port and a mission statement that includes gender-responsive principles.

The following are key aspects of the community corrections business which re-
quire thoughtful review and development of gender-responsive approaches in order
to improve outcomes for women under community supervision:

I Effective assessment and classification tools (risk, needs, pre-trial release,
health/mental health, substance abuse, employability);

r Philosophy of supervision (surveillance vs. treatment);

r Content of supervision (address women's needs);

r Model of supervision (relational, case management, team approach, individual
and/or group counseling);

r Relationship to the community (what services are available and who is responsi-
ble for delivery; what needs are better met by community agencies);

I Recruitment, training, education, and attributes of probation and parole officers
supervising women (cross-training);

I

14

I



r caseload, workload size, and specialized caseloads (gender-responsive; mental
health);

I Rules of supervision-are they gender-responsive?; and

I Emerging trends in sanctioning that may be more effective in working with
women (e.g., restorative justice, family group conferencing).

Supervision approaches need to focus on issues such as cross-gender supervision,
appropriate relationships between staffand offenders, and gender-responsive inter-
ventions for women offenders. Correctional practitioners need current information
regarding promising approaches to mental health problems, substance abuse, and
trauma. Gender-responsive curricula and training programs need to be developed for
correctional administrators, staff, and program providers. A probation or parole offi-
cer who has a comprehensive knowledge of services for women in the community
can make referrals to agencies and organizations that specifically address women's
needs; these may include health clinics, substance abuse treatment, support groups,
domestic violence, and other social services.

Women's Treatment lssues and Needs
As the research literature suggests, substance abuse is a primary factor in women's
involvement in the criminal justice system (Bloom, Chesney-Lind, and Owen,
1994). As such, substance abuse treatrnent needs to be included as part of commu-
nity corrections. women on probation and parole who are mandated to drug treat-
ment are often referred to community treatment programs. Because men outnumber
women in drug treatment by about five to one (Abbott, 1994), many programs are
co-gender and based on a male model of addiction. However, men and women expe-
rience differences in terms of their recovery process. Men in recovery tend to em-
phasize the problems caused by the consequences of drug use, and women more
often report the "stressors" leading to drug use (Ryan, 1 98 I ). After entry into treat-
ment programs, women find recovery complicated by child care issues, inadequate
social support systems, and lack of financial resources (Ryan, 1981). They also suf-
fer from higher rates ofeating disorders, co-occurring disorders, and health prob-
lems. Treatment for women probationers and parolees must take these complex
issues into account.

Special programs are also needed to address the needs of women probationers and
parolees with mental illness and co-occurring disorders. These can include mental
health programs provided by community mental health agencies or probation, spe-
cial supervision practices, and system integration strategies. Veysey (1994) notes
that individuals on probation who have mental illness require access to a full range
of mental health services.

Assessing Policies and Programs for Gender-Responsivity
It is helpful for agencies and jurisdictions to undertake a thorough review of its poli-
cies and programs regarding women offenders. Often, due to a paucity of programs,
women are assigned to the programs and services that are available regardless of
whether these programs meet the particular needs of the offender.
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Following are some questions that may be useful in an assessment of an agency's
or jurisdiction's approaches for women:

r Does the policy/practice encourage gender-specific assessment tools and treat-
ment plans, and does it match appropriate treatment with the identified needs of
the women and girls it serves?

r Is the policy/practice grounded in theory, and is it accurately designed around sta-
tistical data and developmental research that is verifiable and reliable?

r Does the policy/practice acknowledge and value the worth of individuals, regard-
less oftheir backgrounds and offense histories?

r Does the policy/practice acknowledge and affirm commonalties and respect dif-
ferences among and within groups (e.g., race, class, and sexual orientation)?

I Does the staff reflect the client population in terms of racelethnicity, gender, and
sexual orientation?

I In co-correctional settings, what is the ratio of women to men? Do men substan-
tially outnumber women?

r If the program is for women only, what is the composition of the staff in terms of
gender, racelethnicity, and sexual orientation?

r What are the program's mission, goals, and objectives? Is there mention of the
unique needs of women and interventions specific to this population?

r Does the program emphasize a "relational" treatment approach and encourage the
development of growth-producing, trusting, and healthy relationships?

r Does the program begin at the point where the woman is in her life and proceed in
a manner that is sensitive to the pace and direction that she chooses?

r Does the program utilize positive female role models and mentors?

I Does the program address trauma related to physical, sexual, and emotional abuse?

r Does the program address chemical dependency within a context of trauma re-
lated to physical, sexual, and emotional abuse?

r Does the program address pregxancy and parenting issues, including family re-

unification?

r Does the program provide for development of skills that may lead to future em-

plol,rnent in both traditional and nontraditional settings?

r Does the program address issues related to transition to the community (e.g., safe

and affordable housing, aftercare, job training and placement, and childcare)?

r Does the program offer components such as individual change (e.g., drug treat-

ment), relational change (e.g., dealing with destructive relationships), and

community change (e.g., altering the cultural and structural contexts surrounding

women, which may contribute to their problems or solutions)?

I Is the program child-friendly? Is the environment conducive to enhancing family

relationships? Does it offer services to women and their children and caregivers?
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I Does the program emphasize the building of support systems (e.g., women's re-
source networks, childcare networks, transportation assistance, advocacy
organizations, and racial, ethnic, and cultural programs)?

r Does the agency provide staff training in gender-specific and curturally appropri-
ate issues and service delivery?

A Framework for Successful lntervention
Women involved in the criminal justice system present different circumstances and
needs than those of their male counterparts. Effective gender-responsive supervision
strategies and approaches must address these issues. Successful interventions should
relate to the social realities from which women come and to which they will return.
They must also be sensitive to cultural differences and expectations; supervision and
program approaches need to reflect this awareness. We are leaming more about how
to treat women offenders and desigrr interventions that are tailored to their needs.

Covington and Bloom (1999) suggest a need to shift the question of "What
works?" to "What is the work?" They propose the following framework:

r Prevent justice system entry-Create a community response to the issues that
impact women's lives and increase their risk for criminal justice involvement. In
order to prevent women from entering the system, community-based substance
abuse treatment, economic support, and a community response to violence against
women should be provided.

r Do no harm-create altematives to secure custody for women in the criminal
justice system. Modify policies and procedures that often re-traumatize survivors
ofprior abuse.

r create gender-responsive services-Provide services (both context and con-
tent) that are comprehensive and relate to the reality of women's lives. programs

should consider larger issues ofpoverty, race, and gender inequalities as well as

individual factors that impact women in the criminal justice system.

r Build community support-create a system of support within communities that
provides assistance (housing, employment, transportation, family reunification,
child care, drug and alcohol treatment, peer support, and aftercare) to women who
are returning to their communities.

For further information, contact Barbara Bloom, Sonoma State University, at
(701)778-7270, e-mail bloom@sonoma.edu,or Anne McDiarmid, Dakota county com-
munity Corrections, (651) 552-3087, e-mail anne.mcdiarmid@co.dakota.mn.us. I
References
Abbott, A. A. 1994. "A Feminist Approach to Substance Abuse Treatment and Service Delivery." So-
cial Work and Health Care 19 67-83.
Austin, J., B. Bloom and T. Donahue . 1992. Female Olfenders in the Community: An Analysis of Inno-
vative Strategies and Programs. Washington, D.C.: National Institute of Corrections.
Belknap, J. 1996. The Invisible llomen: Gender, Crime and Justice. Belmont, California: Wadsworth
Publishing Company.

Bloom, B. 1996. Triple Jeopardy: Race, Class, and Gender as Factors in Women's Imprisonment. Doc-
toral dissertation, University of Califomia, Riverside.
Bloom, B. 1998a. "Beyond Recidivism: Perspectives on Evaluation of Programs for Female Offenders
in Community Corrections." The ICCA Journal on Community Corrections 9(1):32-35.

t7

I

I



Bloom, B. 1998b. "Women with Mental Health and Substance Abuse Problems on Probation and Pa-
role ;' Olfender Programs Report 2(l):1, I 0- I l, I 3.

Bloom, B., and S. Covington. 1998. "Gender-Specific Programming for Female Offenders: What is It
and Why is It Important?" Paper presented at the 50th Annual Meeting of the American Society of
Criminology, Washington, D.C.
Bloom, B., M. Chesney-Lind, and B. Owen. 1994. Women in California Prisons: Htdden Victims of the
W'ar on Drugs. San Francisco, Califomia: Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice.
Bureau of Justice Statistics. 1999a. Women in Prison-special Report. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice.

Bureau of Justice Statistics. 1999b. Probation and Parole in the United States, l,998. Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Deparlment of Justice.

Bureau of Justice Statistics. 1999c. Mental Health and Treatment of Inmates and Probationers. Wash-
ington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice.

Chesney-Lind, M. 1997. The Female Offender: Girls, Women and Crime. Thousand Oaks, Califomia:
Sage Publications.

Covington, S. 1998. "The Relational Theory of Women's Psychological Development: Implications for
the Criminal Justice System," ln Female Offenders: Critical Perspecttves and Effective Inierventions,
ed. R. Zaplin. Gaithersburg, Maryland: Aspen Publishers.

Covington, S., and B. Bloom. 1999. "Gender-Responsive Programming and Evaluation for Women in
the Criminal Justice System: A Shift from What Works? to What is the Work?" Paper presented at the
51st American Society of Criminology Meeting, Toronto, Ontario.
North, C. S., and E. M. Smith. 1993. "A Comparison of Homeless Men and Women: Different Popula-
tions, Different Needs." Community Mental Health Journal 29(5):423-431.
Owen, B. 1998. "In the Mix": Struggle and Survival in a Women's Prlson. New York: SUNy press.

Owen, B., and B. Bloom. 1995. "Profiling Women Prisoners: Findings from National Surveys and a
California Sample," The Prison Journal 75:165-185.
Ryan, V. S. 198 I . "Differences Between Males and Females in Drug Treatment Programs." In Drug
Dependence and Alcoholism: social and Behavioral Issues. vol. 2. New york, New york: plenum
Press.

Veysey, B. 1994. "Mentally Ill Offenders in the Community: Challenges for the Future." ln Topics in
Community Corrections. Longmont, Colorado: National Institute of Corrections Information Center.

l8


