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Background

Many efforts to understand and reform the use of segregation—

also commonly called solitary confinement or restrictive hous-

ing—focus on incarcerated men. This is largely because there 

are more men in prison and in segregation overall. According 

to a survey of 40 state prison systems for the fall of 2015, a total 

of 1,458 women, compared to 59,048 men.1 However, what is 

often ignored are women’s unique pathways into segregation 

and the differential impact that its restrictive conditions can 

have on them. This reality requires distinct attention to be 

placed on women in prison, especially those living in the most 

restrictive environments. Researchers, advocates, lawmakers, 

and correctional departments must begin to center women in 

discussions of mass incarceration—and the overuse of segrega-

tion that results from it—recognizing them as direct casualties 

of tough-on-crime policies both in the community and inside 

prison walls.

Findings

Through the Safe Alternatives to Segregation Initiative (SAS 

Initiative), the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) partnered with 

eight states and two jail systems to analyze their use of segrega-

tion and recommend safe strategies to reduce their overreliance 

on the practice. Vera’s findings on the women-specific issues 

raised by the use of segregation are outlined below.

Vera researchers found that anywhere from 3 to 12 per-

cent of women in the state prison systems studied were 

housed in segregation.

Vera researchers found that in the six state prison systems it 

studied, between 3.4 percent and 12.1 percent of women were 

housed in segregation: Louisiana (12.1 percent), Nebraska 

(4.8 percent), Nevada (5.7 percent), North Carolina (5 percent), 

Oregon (3.4 percent), and Utah (4 percent). (See Figure 1.) 
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Percent of women’s prison population in 
segregation, Vera’s partner sites

Source: Analysis by the Vera Institute of Justice as part of the Safe Alternatives to 
Segregation Initiative (2018).

Women tend to be sent to segregation for low-level, 

nonviolent behavior.

Neither women’s disciplinary records nor their risk of 

engaging in violence support the number of women held 

in segregation.2 In fact, Vera found that the number of 

women in segregation for violent behavior or posing a threat 

to security is extremely low. Rather, women often spend 

shorter, more frequent periods in segregation than men for 

low-level—and arguably gendered—disciplinary write-ups. 

 › Vera found that in the eight state systems it worked with, 

disobeying orders and other charges related to insub-

ordination were almost always among the top charges 

for which women receive segregation sanctions. This is 

supported by other researchers in the field.3

 › Charges associated with substance abuse accounted for a 

large percent of women’s disciplinary infractions in Utah 

and Nevada.4 
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 › In Oregon, Louisiana, and Nevada, women were 

frequently written up and punished for “displays of 

affection,” “non-assaultive sexual activity,” or “sexually 

stimulating activities”—all charges that may be associat-

ed with gendered stereotypes of incarcerated women and 

behaviors that may in fact relate to the ways in which 

women interact with and soothe each other in social 

environments (such as by hugging, holding hands, etc.).5

The conditions of segregation are sometimes more 

restrictive for women than men.

Even though they are often sent to segregation for low-level 

conduct, women nevertheless may be placed in similar or 

even more isolating conditions than men. Because there are 

typically only one or two women’s prisons across a state, 

with just one or two units designated as segregation, women 

in disciplinary segregation, in administrative segregation, 

and on death row are often housed on the same unit.6 

With fewer resources and limited space for recreation and 

movement, staff have a difficult time keeping track of and 

operating the different out-of-cell times or programming 

requirements for each type of segregation. Thus, in Nebraska, 

for instance, although approximately 5 percent of women 

were in segregation, nearly 80 percent of those women were 

in the most restrictive form—compared to about 50 percent 

for men.7 In Louisiana, incarcerated women were displaced 

due to flooding and moved to men’s facilities where space 

for them was extremely limited. This resulted in far more 

isolation in segregation than was experienced by men: 

women in segregation were held in temporary rooms the 

size of broom closets that lacked beds, toilets, or sinks. As 

of May 2018, Louisiana reportedly added beds and water 

coolers to these rooms.

The negative impacts of segregation can be greater for 

women. 

Even when women are housed in segregation environments 

that mirror those of men, the negative impacts can be much 

greater. 

 › Women with mental illness tend to be overrepresented 

in segregation. For instance, in Oregon 84 percent of 

women in segregation had mental health treatment 

needs. This was also true in Utah, where nearly 63 

percent of women in segregation had mental health 

needs; Louisiana, where 59 percent of women in seg-

regation had mental health needs; and North Carolina 

where 37 percent of women in segregation had mental 

needs requiring psychiatric medication and/or inpatient 

treatment.8 

 › Incarcerated women are more likely to have histories of 

trauma and abuse.9 Policies around strip searches and cell 

shakedowns—which tend to be more common in segre-

gation and other high security prison environments—can 

retraumatize women and result in unnecessary discipline 

when symptoms of trauma are mistaken for aggression 

or defiance.10 

 › Prisons rarely have policies that allow for adequate 

access to menstrual pads, tampons, or toilet paper, and 

segregation cells are rarely equipped with trash recepta-

cles, which makes personal hygiene a challenge and can 

result in humiliating conditions for women.11 

 › People in segregation often have limitations placed on 

visits and phone calls, which has far-reaching conse-

quences for women and their families, since women in 

state prisons are more likely to be parents than incarcer-

ated men.12 

Conclusion

Although the literature on the negative psychological and 

physiological consequences of isolation within prison 

is growing, and there is some movement in corrections 

departments to reduce the use of segregation, this work will 

be incomplete until the field brings incarcerated women to 

the forefront of the issue. Given the unique experiences of 

women in prison, looking at segregation as a singular policy 

is not enough. Segregation in women’s facilities must be 

considered separately and with the same sense of urgency as 

it is when men are placed in these restrictive environments.  
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