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ABSTRACT 
The needs of female prisoners are always given least priority. Covington (1998) stated that 
women were neglected and misunderstood and Coll et al (1998) stated that services and ideas 
concerning women prisoners remain modeled on those for men. There are shortcomings in 
almost all prison systems in meeting the gender-specific needs of female prisoners. Their 
needs are ignored because of the minority status. A qualitative approach was used to 
understand students’ perspective on rehabilitation and reintegration of female prisoners. A 
Focus Group Discussion (FGD) was done on a sample of 10 willing post graduate female 
students of Criminology and Forensic Science aged 21–24 years. Results were analyzed using 
narratives. The objectives were threefold: (a) to understand the problems faced by female 
prisoners, (b) obstacles in rehabilitation and reintegration programmes, and (3) ways to better 
implement them. Students’ perceptions on the rehabilitation and reintegration of female 
prisoners were focused on the lacunae in this area.  The narratives reported gender inequality 
and mental imbalance as problems faced by female prisoners. The study has implications for 
human rights activists, mental health professionals and criminal jurisprudence to be more 
humane, ethical and gender sensitive in practice. 

Keywords: Rehabilitation, Reintegration, Recidivism, Focus Group Discussion (FGD), 
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Prison is a State subject under List-II of the Seventh Schedule to the Constitution of India. 
The organization and administration of prisons fall solely in the province of the State 
Governments and is directed by the Prisons Act, 1894 and the Prison Manuals of the 
corresponding State Governments (Das, 2013). Thus, the states have a key role, responsibility 
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and authority to alter the prison laws, rules and regulations. On the other hand, the Central 
government provides  
 
support to the States to progress security in prisons, repair and renovation of old prisons, 
medical facilities, development of reformatory schools, facilities to women offenders, 
vocational training, modernization of prison industries, training to prison personnel, and for 
the creation of high security enclosure. For the first time the condition of women in prisons 
was well-thought-out by A.N. Mulla, R.K. Kapoor Committee (1986) and Justice Krishna 
Iyer Committee appointed in 1987 which suggested induction of more women in the police 
force in understanding of their special part in tackling women and child offenders (Math et al, 
2011).  
 
According to latest data by Prison Statistics India (2015), National Crime Records Bureau, 
Ministry of Home Affairs, New Delhi, the total number of jails in the country is 1,401. The 
capacity of women jails in India is 4,748 and the number of women inmates are 2,985 with 
occupancy rate of 62.9. Jails exclusively for women prisoners exist only in 13 States/Union 
Territories and the number of women jails is eighteen. Tamil Nadu & Kerala have 3 women 
jails each and Rajasthan have 2 women jails. Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Gujarat, Maharashtra, 
Odisha, Punjab, Telangana, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal and Delhi have one women’s jail 
each. The total capacity of women inmates was highest in Tamil Nadu (1,569) followed by 
Rajasthan (450), Uttar Pradesh (420), Delhi (400),  Punjab (320), West Bengal (300), Kerala 
(272), Maharashtra (262), Telangana (250), Gujarat (210) and Andhra Pradesh (160). 292 out 
of 1,304 women convicts from Uttar Pradesh followed by Tamil Nadu (181), Telangana 
(136), Rajasthan (100) and West Bengal (93) were lodged in women jails. Delhi is the only 
Union Territory having one exclusive women’s jail and 165 convicts were lodged in it. A 
large number of women under trials in women jails were reported from Delhi (414), West 
Bengal (237), Tamil Nadu (215), Maharashtra (194), Rajasthan (179), Telangana (107) and 
Punjab (95). Actual strength of women jail officials of different ranks (State/Union Territory-
wise) is 3,302 which includes officers, jail cadre staff and correctional staff. Number of 
female prisoners in the country is 17,834. Out of 51 deaths of female inmates, 48 such deaths 
were natural and 3 such deaths were unnatural during the year 2015. Of the female inmates, 
the highest number belongs to the age group of 18-50 years. 
 
The accomplishment of bringing back someone to normal life through training and therapy 
after imprisonment, addiction, or illness is termed as rehabilitation. The act or procedure of 
integrating someone back into society is termed as reintegration. Endorsing and supporting 
the positive changeover of female prisoners into the wider community following release is a 
challenge that has received increasing consideration on the part of both researchers and 
officials alike, especially considering the great costs to the community of crime and 
incarceration. 
 
Though most of the prison studies focused on male prisoners, few studies on women 
prisoners are available. The condition of female imprisonment is distinctly different from that 
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of male imprisonment. There are different explanations that forced women to commit crimes 
followed by imprisonment. The investigation in Scotland revealed that a vast majority of 
women in prison are direct and indirect victims of physical, sexual or emotional abuse and 
often a combination of these (Loucks, 2004). Suicide and self-injury are common experiences 
for significant portion of female prisoners. The most painful issue facing many women in 
prison is separation from their children; a few prisons have established appropriate facilities 
for visits by children. However, the problems of distance from children, foster care, and 
anxieties faced by mothers remain unresolved (Potter et al. 1979). 
 
The complete prison formation is based on isolation and separatism. Prisons are always 
unpleasant places. The incarceration life is generally pathetic. Imprisonment is one of the 
most painful parts of a prisoner’s life. Prison life reflects its harshness and pain. Its culture 
restricts their freedom.  Prisons issuing uniforms also play a large component in destroying 
personal identity, and crashing individual feelings. The pains of jail confinement have an 
effect on all prisoners in different ways.  The prison life of both men and women are difficult, 
but it has more disadvantageous for the latter. Sometimes, female prisoners become victims 
of sexual act like rape, physically tortured and mentally harassed. The level of healthcare 
provided to prisoners is not merely inadequate; it often constitutes torture. The health 
conditions of female prisoners worsen in jail.  The impact of imprisonment on women’s 
health was mixed but was largely perceived to be negative. Despite policy initiatives to 
introduce health promotion in prisons, there is little evidence of the extent to which this has 
been effective. The increased control and surveillance of prison-based health programmes 
represent the prioritization of criminal justice over health interventions and the stigmatizing 
attitudes and poor practice of prison healthcare providers make highly problematic the claims 
of those who argue for health improvement (Douglas et al. 2009). 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE:  
Women’s’ involvement in different criminal activities is rising. Their number in prison is 
increasing. The requirements of female prisoners are always given least priority. Covington 
(1998) stated that women were neglected and misunderstood and Coll  et al. (1998) also 
stated that services and ideas concerning women prisoners remain modelled on those for men. 
There are shortcomings in almost all prison systems in meeting the gender specific needs of 
female prisoners. Their needs are ignored because of the minority status. Women need gender 
specific facilities for healthcare to care for their children in prison, to receive counselling and 
to maintain contact with their dependents outside the prison. 
 
Haney (2006) described that the sexual injury of imprisoned women is a human rights issue, 
as well as psychological consequences of the imprisonment on them have a deep impact. In 
this case the female prisoners should get proper medical care and psychological treatment. 
Their health condition gets poorer in the prison due to absence of proper medical care facility. 
The essential change calls for political awareness and support, considerable gender sensitivity 
training for all staff and policy makers in criminal justice (World Health Organization, 2010). 
Despite policy initiatives to introduce health promotion in prisons, a little progress is being 
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observed. Imprisonment could also lead to poverty, social exclusion and make female 
prisoners more bankrupt (Douglas et al, 2009). 
 
Not many studies have been conducted on female prisoners. Though a few studies are done 
on female prisoners, most of them are conducted outside India. Many female offenders enter 
the correctional system with limited education, poor employment histories, problematic 
substance use, and are often at risk of being homeless upon release, with limited support 
networks that could provide assistance in these areas (QLD DCS, 2003). Female prisoners are 
commonly plagued by problems like poor education and limited skills accompanied by 
unemployment and a lack of financial independence, problematic substance use and 
dependency, poverty and housing issues, as well as social isolation with poor supportive 
relationships (Hanrahan et al., 2005; Nelson et al., 2011; Ross, 2005; Stephen et al., 2005). 
 
There is an utmost need to study rehabilitation and reintegration of female prisoners from 
students’ perspective. In this context, this study was designed to understand students’ 
observation on female prisoners during their visit to prison and to express the reasons behind 
the rising criminal behaviour among them and also to describe aspects of rehabilitation and 
reintegration of female prisoners’ life during imprisonment. This paper also focuses students’ 
perception about the challenges, strategies and support systems with reference to 
rehabilitation and reintegration process of female prisoners. 
 
Objectives:  
The objectives were threefold- 
1. To understand the problems faced by female prisoners. 
2. To understand the obstacles in the process of rehabilitation and reintegration 

programmes. 
3. To find out better ways of implementing the rehabilitation and reintegration 

programmes. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
A qualitative approach was used to understand students’ perspective on rehabilitation and 
reintegration of female prisoners. Ten willing post graduate female students of Criminology 
and Forensic Science in an autonomous college in Mangaluru city aged 21–24 years formed 
the sample. A Focus Group Discussion (FGD) was an innovative approach to study their 
perspective. Results were analyzed using thematic analysis. 
 
RESULTS & DISCUSSION 
Q 1: What do you understand by the term ‘rehabilitation’?  
Rehabilitation is helping the prisoners change and be productive to society. (Participant 1) 
It is more related to reformation where focus is not on punishments; but giving them a second 
chance. So rehabilitation comes under reformative theory; where person or a culprit who is 
imprisoned for his crime can change on his own by the suggestions or counselling given. 
More focus is given to changing behaviour rather than the past behaviour. (Participant2) 
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In rehabilitation, focus is to help the culprit understand the wrong done and why the wrong 
was committed. The person should unlearn the maladaptive learning processes. 
Rehabilitation is not done for ex-criminals, for convicts, its done for anybody who is in 
search for help; for example: alcohol anonymous and drug addicts; such that their 
maladaptive learning can be rectified. (Participant 3) 
A person commits crime; due to many situations; it may be out of desperation or financial 
burden. One needs to understand the antecedents of crime and understand the criminal as a 
human being. (Participant 4) 
Rehabilitation is any training programme or counselling given for the convicts to prevent 
recidivism and help in reintegration. (Participant 5) 
A person may have committed crime due to economic reasons (poverty). Rehabilitation 
should ensure skill development among the prisoners such that they can be economically 
sound to support their families. (Participant 8) 
Rehabilitation means a self - evaluation programme to reflect on the cause of the crime. 
(Participant 9) 
By rehabilitation process, the criminal can understand and discern right and the wrong. 
Feelings of guilt need to be taken into consideration, skill development is necessary to cope 
better. (Participant 10) 
Imprisonment helps instigate cognitive reappraisal and self- reevaluation that may lead to 
positive change in prisoners.It includes a broad array of programmes including mental health, 
human rights and educational services.   
 
Q 2: What are the problems faced by female prisoners? 
The problems faced by female prisoners are sexual harassment by the authority. Female 
prisoners have health concerns of pregnancy and no medical examination needs to be done. 
There needs to be constant surveillance to ensure protection. (Participant 9) 
Sanitation plays a major role when women are sent to prison. There are issues concerning 
menstrual hygiene. (Participant 2) 
Women in jails may be mothers and have parental responsibilities. There is a sense of guilt 
for not being able to perform their parental role, feel depressed and miss their children. 
Female prisoners who are mothers need counselling to empower them to discharge their 
duties once out of jail. They are abused for refusing sexual favours in jails, harassed and 
threatened if it is reported to jail authorities or NGOs. (Participant 5) 
In Indian society, there is gender inequality; and this is seen in prison too. The male and 
female prisoners are treated very differently. While male prisoners undertake carpentry 
work, such manual work may not be comfortable to female prisoners. (Participant 4) 
Total isolation, age old learning methods and preserving masalas was noticed by me during 
my block placement at Central prison, Kannur. (Participant 3) 
Problems beget problems. Since many female prisoners do not undertake vocational training; 
they tend to form cliques which could breed more criminality as convicts and under trials are 
placed together in the same block. (Participant 7) 
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Tortured by jail staff, female prisoners have experienced miscarriages. They have no access 
to the facilities that their counterparts are given. There are limited female jail staff which 
makes being accompanied to a hospital upon emergency very uncomfortable and risky. 
(Participant 8) 
Women experience emotional problems. (Participant 6) 
Medical facilities like HIV screening are not provided to the female prisoners. If detected, she 
is isolated and no medical help is given. (Participant 10) 
 
Female prisoners were subjected to the most humiliating experiences, which robbed them of 
what little dignity and self -respect they reached the prison with reported Kiran Bedi. 
(Dangwal, P, 2004).  The history of victimization, unresolved trauma and socioeconomic 
disadvantages that characterize much of the population of female prisoners predispose them 
to mental illness, health hazards and self-harm. Women entering the correctional system 
represent a population already at high risk for communicable diseases, substance abuse and 
mental health problems (Hammett et al, 1998). Because the number of incarcerated men far 
outnumber their counterparts, limited attention has been paid to the unique health concerns of 
this population (Beck and Mumola, 1999). 
 
Q 3: What do you understand by the term ‘Reintegration’ of female Prisoners? 
Reintegration is basically to help the person go back to the society and live a normal social 
life but the major problem faced by reintegration is social stigma, suspicion etc. Institutional 
surveillance, counselling methods and social cognition could help a great deal. (Participant 
3) 
If there is no family acceptance there is greater chance of recidivism. (Participant 7) 
Non acceptance of family, no education and employment are barriers to be reintegrated. 
Vocational training and counselling are important. With no financial assistance, the female 
prisoners are put to illegal trade like prostitution and drug tracking. (Participant 4) 
Reintegration of female prisoners refers to their re-entry as productive members of society. 
Awareness programmes for members of the society to accept released prisoners help to 
reduce their recidivism.  (Participant 1) 
Counselling and vocational training will empower these women and NGOs can come forward 
to give them employment. (Participant 5) 
Self-employment opportunities like organic farming, gardening and fine arts like painting can 
be useful. (Participant 2) 
 
Outdated methods of skill development should be replaced with teaching computer skills, 
preparing handicrafts. (Participant 8)  
Reintegration refers to various forms of intervention and programmes targeting individuals to 
prevent them from becoming involved in criminal behaviour or, for those who are already in 
conflict with the law, to reduce the likelihood that they will reoffend. Various social agencies, 
NGOs, communities, educational institutions, and families of offenders could join hands for 
successful social integration of individuals at risk of offending or reoffending. Thus, there are 
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two main categories of social reintegration programmes- offered in the Institution itself to 
lead law abiding lives; and community-based programmes to facilitate the social reintegration 
of offenders after their release from custody.  
 
Q 4: What are the obstacles confronting rehabilitation and reintegration of female 
prisoners? 
Non availability of medical officers in jails, linking yoga with religion obstructs success of 
such programmes. (Participant 2) 
Poor funding for programmes and limited female jail staff are stumbling blocks. (Participant 
7) 
During my visit to Inspector General of Prisons, Goa prison, a prisoner shared his 
experience that when he wanted to visit the library, the jailor brought 4-5 books to him 
mentioning that it was the library itself. (Participant 8) 
Gender inequality plays a major role. Rehabilitation programs should be made equal for 
both male and female prisoners. (Participant 10) 
The poor quality of training programmes of prison staff is a major obstacle. (Participant 1) 
Psychological assessment is not undertaken to know the mental status of these prisoners. 
Therapies could help them to respond better to training programmes. There is a need for 
ongoing counseling services.  (Participant 9) 
 
Prisons need to be designed in a gender-sensitive way and an understanding of women 
specific needs to be incorporated into the overall prison regime that includes staff training, 
improved  prison conditions like sanitary and medical supplies, hygienic environment, access 
to medical services and safety measures. Under trials can be completely separated from 
convicted offenders. Over-crowded prisons create an unhygienic atmosphere (Wesely, JK, 
2006). 
 
Q 5. What needs to be implemented with reference to rehabilitation and reintegration? 
Institutional based surveillance and assistance should be implemented. The drawback is that 
there is no time to continuously monitor prisoners because of other responsibilities. They 
need to start this rehabilitation and reintegration before they leave the prison; counsel them 
during their sentence; allow family members reunite with them; like they do abroad; this can 
be implemented in India. Female prisoners can seek permission to meet their family 
members, children so that they understand that their family has accepted them before they 
enter society. Besides, they will be more comfortable to enter society and this can reduce rate 
of recidivism. Assisted based reintegration also fails because they do not know what 
assistance they require. So they should start getting assistance even before they leave jail. 
Abroad, there is a system where the family/relatives/guidance counsellor of the woman’s 
choice is allowed to visit them, counsel them during their sentence. So right from the 
beginning before the announcement of the verdict, they need to be counseled.  Employment 
skills which are being taught should not be outdated; 100% job placement for prisoners 
should be implemented. (Participant 3) 
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Monitoring of funds provided to prisoners by the government. Funds are not dispatched, only 
paper work is done in this regard. (Participant 8) 
Continued moral support and concerned authority support to prisoners. An increase in the 
female jail staff is essential. (Participant 9) 
Give them employment and help them lead their lives. There needs to be a sensitive and well 
monitored reconciliation of offenders with victims. (Participant 6) 
In Africa and Nigeria, there is “after care” support to prisoners and if the amount is not 
adequate, they are provided bank loans. Main focus should be reintegration into the family 
more than society. (Participant 4) 
Counsellors and trainers should be well equipped. (Participant 5) 
NGOs to be allowed to visit prisoners whenever they need and special permission should be 
given for them because the inmates may join these organisations later after release. 
Participant 2 
Also awareness programmes can be held for the public through street plays/talks; awareness 
to various academic institutions and other organizations apart from criminal justice system 
such that they do not face social stigma when they return. (Participant 1) 
Equality in the vocational training; because female prisoners are less in number; proper 
counselling; proper measures for reformation; self-employment can help them if the family is 
not ready to accept them; IGP should visit once a month instead of once annually to know the 
problems faced by them and work going on.  Follow up should be done.  (Participant 7) 
 
Women experience shame and stigmatization of imprisonment (Goffman, 1963). There is an 
issue of ‘acceptance’, the question of which Goffman claimed as a “central feature of the 
stigmatized individual’s situation in life”. Cullen’s (1994) social support theory and Miller’s 
(1976) relational model of women’s development provide a foundation for understanding 
female prisoners’ needs upon release, as they attempt to reintegrate into the broader 
community, and also offer considerable insight with regard to female-focused service 
delivery for self -sustenance. Gender-sensitive interventions that offer them practical and 
emotional support in meeting familial responsibilities and relational commitments are 
particularly significant to female offenders. Prison education should foster knowledge, 
employability skills, to improve the quality of life in custody and lead meaningful lives upon 
release. Prison administrations should encourage prison directors to meet regularly with 
groups in civil society, including non-governmental organizations. Successful recovery must 
include service coordination by governments, international organizations, NGOs, local 
agencies, surrounding communities, and families (Crawford and Kaufman, 2008). 
 
FINDINGS 
• Imprisonment has adverse impact on the personal life as well as on the social life of 

female prisoners. 
• The problems faced by female prisoners were gender inequality, sexual and emotional 

harassment.   
• Corruption and lack of moral support were impediments to correctional programmes. 
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• Opportunities to provide comprehensive female-focused strategies and services for 
long-term self-sufficiency, sustainability were recommended to reduce recidivism. 

  
THEMES 
Personal - Victimization and stigmatization, identity restoration, and sustenance. 
Interpersonal – Psychosocial rehabilitation and Restorative justice. 
 
IMPLICATIONS: 
• The study has implications for human rights activists, mental health professionals and 
criminal jurisprudence to be more humane, ethical and gender sensitive in practice.  
 
LIMITATION 
• The results cannot be generalized as it is a very small portion of population and does 
not fully represent students in general.   
 
SCOPE FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
• An in-depth study can be done using a more representative sample. 
• Large surveys and quantitative analysis with more relevant variables like gender, type 

of crime committed, age etc would give precise results.   
• A collaborative research with prison staff, police personnel, physicians, mental health 

professionals, Judiciary, family members of prisoners and human rights experts could 
be undertaken.  
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