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Goals of Today’s 
Presentation
 Increase understanding of 

pregnant women’s needs in 
the context of incarceration

 Describe the role of prison 
doulas 

 Summarize the outcomes 
associated with doula care 
for women in prison

 Discuss Alabama Experience
 Discuss Lactation Programs in 

Prisons





Unique Health Care Needs of Incarcerated Women 

 75% are of reproductive 
age

 65+% have minor children
 25% are pregnant or 

have given birth in the 
last year

 Higher rates of chronic 
conditions and infectious 
diseases

 Significant risks for poor 
birth outcomes



THE BIRTH OF A 
PRISON DOULA PROJECT



Doulas Provide:
Emotional,
Physical,
& Informational
Support

Before, During,
and After Birth





For justice involved women, gender-responsive (also referred to as gender informed), 
refers to the design of the program, practice, or policy that addresses the 
specific circumstances of women’s lives, their unique risk and need factors, and 
research on women that guides policy/practice. These programs take into 
consideration the unique pathways that lead women to commit crimes and are 
trauma-informed, strengths-based, and culturally competent. The term is not 
meant to be exclusive, but rather stresses the importance of recognizing the 
gendered differences for both men and women in psychological development, 
socialization, exposure to trauma, and cultural, racial, class based experiences. 

GENDER-RESPONSIVE CARE



Gender-Responsive Policies
(NIJ)

• Elicit and incorporate incarcerated women’s 
feedback

• Ensure consistent implementation of the 
policies to guarantee equal treatment and 
clear expectations

• Ensure consistency and safety in policy 
implementation to reduce re-traumatization

• Create an environment of empowerment

Prison Doula Work

• Program design based on talking circles with women 
• Modifications based on women’s feedback

• Provide education on policies and procedures related 
to pregnancy, birth, and parenting from prison

• Systems advocacy and accountability

• Teaching skills for self-advocacy
• Developing micro-communities of support that provide 

a positive relational community environment



According to SAMHSA’s “A program, organization, or system that is 
trauma-informed:

o Realizes the widespread impact of trauma and understands potential 
paths for recovery;

o Recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, families, 
staff, and others involved with the system;

o Responds by fully integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, 
procedures, and practices; and

o Seeks to actively resist re-traumatization."

TRAUMA-INFORMED 
CARE



Trauma Informed Care 

• Safety

• Trust

• Peer support

• Collaboration & mutuality

• Empowerment / voice & choice

• Cultural, historical, and gender issues

Minnesota Prison Doula Project

• Creating a safe, emotional space to process 
experiences through healthy boundaries and genuine 
concern. 

• Opportunity to build a relationship with another healthy 
and safe woman (doula).

• Bringing together women with shared life experiences 
via prenatal education groups

• In the absence of family & community, doula becomes 
a birth partner working together with a shared goal.

• Empowering women through educational & emotional 
support to make informed choices.

• One-on-one relationship, based on each woman’s 
unique individuals needs.



TARGETED 
OBJECTIVES

Improve the birth 
experience for 
incarcerated women

1

Increase access to 
pregnancy and 
parenting related 
information and 
support for 
incarcerated women

2

Improve birth outcomes 
for infants born to 
incarcerated women

3

Document and 
disseminate 
information  about the 
experiences of 
incarcerated mothers 

4



S INCE 2010

Number of 
incarcerated 
pregnant and 
parenting women 
supported in two 
states. 
8 Facilities
150+ each week

2,500
+

MOTHERS  
IN I T IAT ING 

BREAST  FEEDING 
IN  2018

Mothers who initiate 
breastfeeding in the 
first hour of life, 
reduce infant 
mortality by 40% in 
the first year of life. 
WHO

92%

PART IC IPANT  
B IRTH  

SAT I SFACT ION

Participants report, 
high or very high 
satisfaction with the 
support they 
received. 

$2 
Million

THE MONEY 
RAISED 

THROUGH 
PRIVATE AND 

PUBLIC 
INVESTMENT TO 

IMPROVE FEMALE 
FACIL IT IES AND 

INDIV IDUAL 
HEALTH 

OUTCOMES

90 %



UNINTENDED 
OUTCOMES

Reduction in depressive 
symptoms, as measured 
on PHQ-9, for the majority 
of all clients

1

Increased contact with 
children in the form of 
visits, phone calls, and 
letter writing

2

Increased sense of support 
from prison staff and other 
detainees

3

Significant culture shift 
around the health care 
needs of pregnant women

4



Officer 
Experiences 
with Doulas

“When we have a happier, better cared for offender, 
it makes our job easier.”

“It takes my focus off of how comfortable they are 
and puts it back on security.”

“The doula makes everything easier.”

“I think the doula program is amazing. If I had a sister, 
mother, daughter incarcerated and pregnant, I would 
feel much more at ease if they had a doula present.”



California

Nevada
Utah

Arizona
New Mexico

Texas

Oklahoma

Kansas

Nebraska

Colorado

Wyoming
South Dakota

North Dakota

Missouri

Arkansas

Iowa

Illinois Indiana

Kentucky

Tennessee

Ohio

Alabama

GeorgiaMississippi

Louisiana

Florida

South Carolina

North Carolina

Virginia

West
Virginia

Washington (DC)

Pennsylvania

New York

Maine

Michigan

Wisconsin

MinnesotaMontana

Idaho

Oregon

Washington

Alaska

NATIONAL 
ATTENTION
• 24 states have expressed interest in 
replicating our project

•Recognized by Department of Justice 
in 2015 as a leading example of 
Gender-Responsive Programming

•In 2018, Ostara trained 82 new prison 
birth works to do work in three 
countries. 



REPLICATION: 
The Alabama 
Prison Birth 
Project



Alabama Prison Birth 
Project: Mother’s Milk 
Initiative



QUESTIONS
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