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Introduction/Background 
Over the past ten years, the number of federally-incarcerated women rose 37% (Burke, 
2017). Although crime rates are falling, women are the fastest-growing population in 
federal prisons (Burke, 2017). Indigenous women and women of colour are significantly 
overrepresented in the Canadian carceral system (Zinger, 2017). It is estimated that 
two-thirds of incarcerated women in Canada are mothers (Hennel, 2014) and 5% are 
currently pregnant (Kouyoumdjian et al., 2016). In recent years, the carceral 
infrastructure for women and mothers in Canada expanded. In 2014, the Correctional 
Service of Canada added 114 minimum security beds to its facilities for women, and 15 
new rooms specifically for Mother-Child pairs for young children to co-reside with their 
mothers (Hennel, 2014). Most incarcerated women have histories of trauma and 
adverse experiences (Saar, Epstein, Rosenthal & Vafa, 2015) and enter facilities 
experiencing addiction and mental illness. Incarceration, solitary confinement, strip-
searching, and physical restraints can be triggering and harmful to women’s mental 
health (Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2013). Incarcerated women lack access 
to health services, prenatal education, social and family supports. Incarceration as a 
mother may be particularly difficult as separation from children can cause distress and 
anxiety (Shamai & Kochal, 2008).  
 
Purpose 
This paper describes the work of Women’s Wellness Within (WWW), a registered mon-
profit organization serving criminalized women in Nova Scotia (NS) in the perinatal 
period.  
 
Approach or Action 
WWW services include volunteer doula support, facilitating educational workshops for 
women, collaboration with client on resource creation, political advocacy, and 
developing public, student and health professional understanding of the intersection of 
women’s health and criminalization. WWW members have security clearance to serve 
women who are incarcerated during the perinatal period at the Nova Scotia provincial 
jail in Dartmouth, the federal prison for women in Truro, and the youth detention facility 
in Waterville. WWW members include doulas, lawyers, social workers, nurses, 
midwives, researchers, and public servants.  



 
Outcomes 
Since 2014, WWW has served 25 women one-on-one for perinatal support. WWW has 
facilitated monthly workshops inside the provincial jail since 2015, on topics raised by 
women inside, reaching hundreds of incarcerated women. Based on needs assessment 
and consultation with criminalized women, WWW produced a community resource 
guide in 2016 (updated in 2017) to facilitate release planning. WWW partners with 
health, housing, family resource, and legal organizations.  
 
Conclusion 
WWW is the only non-profit organization dedicated to support for the perinatal health of 
criminalized women in the country.  
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