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800% increase in women incarceration rates

210,000 women behind bars

How many of them are pregnant?









We know almost nothing 
about what happens to 

the infants after they are 
born.



80% of women 
in jail are 
mothers. 

Over 2. 7 million 
children have 
a parent in jail 
or prison. 

2.9 MILLION 
women are 
jailed in the 
U.S. each year. 

10 MILLION 
children have 
had a parent 
behind bars. 

•



Statistically, there is one child in every classroom 
in the United States with a parent in prison.



Women enter prison already
isolated and lacking a safety net.







Infant and Caregiver 
Support Program



All caregiver are gifted a Begin Box at the 
hospital.  The boxes include supplies that 
ensure they have all they need to safely 
take care of infant within the first two 

weeks of life.



When a Diaper is More than a Diaper



The Cost of Communication is High

Every email costs families $0.35



Whole Family 
Support Program
• Tangible, material 

support
• Local resource 

mapping
• Emotional support
• Family reunification 

planning
• Keeping mothers 

connected
• Reentry services



Criminal Legal 
System

Child Welfare 
System



Birth Beyond Bars 
A longitudinal Cohort Study

Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health and 
Motherhood Beyond Bars



Unique experience of 
incarceration as a 

mother/infant/caregiver triad

Mothers
Stress of incarceration; 

lack of adequate 
healthcare, early 

separation from infant

Caregivers
Stress of raising a child, poor 

health, financial burden of 
caregiving and contact with 

mother

Infants
Exposure to adverse 

conditions in utero, early 
separation, exposure to 
household risk factors



Lack of high-quality research 

• Only two retrospective 
studies have attempted to 
characterize caregiving from 
birth

• No prospective assessment of 
health outcomes in this 
population to date, especially 
child health



Birth Beyond Bars
Collaborative research study co-designed and 

implemented by Motherhood Beyond Bars and 

Harvard School of Public Health to: 

• Characterize family experiences of maternal 

incarceration from birth and how this 

experience influences child health and 

development 

• Provide data for program monitoring and 

evaluation 



How it works

• Primary caregivers and infants enrolled at the infant’s birth
• Mothers enrolled on their release from prison
• Phone or video interviews with open-ended questions and 

quantitative survey
• Follow-up every three months in the first year, every 6 

months in the second year, and once when the child turns 3 



Current participants 

• 64 children 
• 53 caregivers (at baseline) 
• 11 mothers released 

before the birth of the 
child 

• 17 mothers released after 
the birth of the child 



Key participant 
demographics 



Children (n = 64) 

• 53% BIPOC (31% Black, 21% mixed race, 1% Pacific Islander); 8% 
Hispanic 

• 39% born via C-section
• 15% admitted to the NICU for medical reasons 



Caregivers-Demographics (n = 53)

• Primarily grandparents (56%), or other relatives (20%)
• Only 4% are fathers 
• 16% have no kinship relationship to the infant 
• 38% Black 
• Average age 45, range 23-72
• Majority had a high school education or less (62%)



Caregivers-risk factors (n = 53) 

• 27% living under the Federal 
Poverty Line 

• 31% food insecure 
• 11% moderately to severely 

distressed (Kessler 6) 



Mothers released before birth (n=11)

• 43% Black 
• Age range 25-35
• 85% reported that their child’s father was not involved with their 

care 
• 100% living under the Federal Poverty Line
• 10%  moderately or severely distressed  



Mothers released after birth (n = 17) 

• 23% Black 
• Age range 25-35
• 40% released 6 months or less after the birth of the infant
• 61% continued to share care of the child with the temporary 

caregiver
• 69% living under the Federal Poverty Line
• 40% moderately or severely distressed 



How are families forming 
temporary caregiving 

relationships? 



How are families forming temporary 
caregiving relationships? 
• We knew from working with families that these relationships are ad 

hoc
• We wanted to know more about how relationships were being 

formed, and what caregivers navigated to assume care of the child 
• Drew from 36 caregiver and 13 mother intake interviews 
• Used thematic analysis as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) 



Selected Themes*

Preference for family  
• Mothers exhibit a strong preference for their 

own family members in choosing a caregiver  
• Maternal grandparents and other maternal kin make 

up half of the sample
• Maternal grandparents and mothers describe their 

choice of caregiver as “obvious,” not really 
necessitating a conversation 

• Even in cases where the baby is cared for by a 
paternal relative or friend, maternal relatives were 
often considered first and ruled out

*Names used to illustrate preliminary themes are pseudonyms 

“I was like, ‘I don’t know what I’m 
gonna do when I get to Helms.’ And 
she’s like, ‘Well, I’m getting the 
baby.’ And then I was like, ‘Okay.’ 
[laughs] That made me feel 
better…I just wanted her to stay with 
family, you know?” - Victoria

“So when she asked me about it, 
she was skeptical about her family. 
They have a lot of health conditions 
going on, and she didn't feel 
comfortable leaving the baby with 
them. And so her mom being 100 
percent disabled, she really didn't 
have any family member that she 
would trust to, you know, take the 
baby.” - Stephanie



Selected Themes* 
Avoiding foster care 
• Mother’s choice of a caregiver (when there is a choice) is 

highly motivated by her perceived ability to reunify with 
that child when she is released. 
• Aliyah chose to relinquish rights to an older child under threat of 

losing her infant if she fought to retain custody 
• Katherine, a caregiver, was chosen by the mother even though 

she was a stranger, to avoid foster care 
• Tina and Stacey, caregivers, were incarcerated with the infants’ 

mother and agreed to take over care since they were released 
first 

• Caregivers also reported accepting the role to keep the 
child out of foster care

*Names used to illustrate preliminary themes are pseudonyms 

“So, I was there most of the 
whole time we was in jail and 
she was worried about the baby 
going to foster care and stuff 
like that. And I was like, well, I 
get out before you cuz she was 
going to prison. And I was like, 
I'll take care of it.”- Tina 

“Well, [child’s mother]—they’re not 
married but they’re together, and 
her mother’s still workin’. So, she 
couldn’t do it. So, I was like, well, 
the systems not gettin’ [laugh] my 
child, my grandchild. So, that’s why 
we took over.” – Wanda 



How stable are temporary 
caregiving relationships? 



How stable are temporary caregiving 
relationships? 
• We quickly noticed that babies were changing temporary caregivers 

more frequently than expected 
• How frequently are infants experiencing change? 
• Why? 
• What drives this so we can support families to prevent it? 
• Drew from surveys from 40 children that reached 12 months of age 

or older



www.motherhoodbeyond.org


