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WOMEN AND INCARCERATION

• With more than one million women behind bars or under the control of the 
criminal justice system, women are the fastest growing segment of the 
incarcerated population increasing at nearly double the rate of men since 
1985.

• Expanding at 4.6% annually between 1995 and 2005, women now account 
for 7% of the population in state and federal prisons.

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) “FACTS ABOUT THE OVER-INCARCERATION OF WOMEN IN THE 
UNITED STATES”



WOMEN AND INCARCERATION

Many women in prison have experienced physical or sexual trauma at the 
hands of men.
• 92% of all women in California prisons had been “battered and abused” in 

their lifetimes.

Women of color are significantly overrepresented in the criminal justice system.
• Black women represent 30% of all incarcerated women in the U.S, although 

they represent 13% of the female population generally
• Hispanic women represent 16% of incarcerated women, although they make 

up only 11% of all women in the U.S.

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) “FACTS ABOUT THE OVER-INCARCERATION OF WOMEN IN THE 
UNITED STATES”



WOMEN AND INCARCERATION 

Among female state prisoners, two-thirds are mothers of a minor child.
• Over 1.5 million children have a parent in prison
• More than 8.3 million children have a parent under correctional supervision 

and more than one in five of these children is under five years old. 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) “FACTS ABOUT THE OVER-INCARCERATION OF WOMEN IN THE 
UNITED STATES”



ARRESTS FOR PROSTITUTION

• About 40,000-50,000 people are arrested annually in the United States for 
prostitution-related offenses;  

• Many are forced to participate in corrections-connected, compulsory 
services, either while in jail or prison or as “diversion” programs or plea 
bargains;

• These organizations often teach people involved in sex work to view 
themselves as victims and sex work/prostitution as inherently harmful;



THE IMPACT OF CRIMINALIZATION OF 
PROSTITUTION IN THE U.S.

• Lifelong discrimination and stigmatization
• For undocumented and documented migrants, arrests could equal 

deportation
• At higher risk for exploitation and abuse
• No recourse for sex workers who experience violence, discrimination and/or 

abuse in the workplace or even in a home environment
• Possible court mandated religious based social services
• Possible eviction and denial of future lease applications
• Possible jail and/or prison time
• A criminal record that will promote discrimination from employment, student 

loans, public services and housing



• Human Rights are routinely violated at local, state and federal levels
• Arrests and detention, with 839,300 prostitution related arrests between 2001 

and 2011
• Criminalization creates the conditions where sex workers are more likely to 

be victims of violent crimes because they can not report to the police due to 
fears of self incrimination

• Sex workers are discriminated against in courts, by landlords, by companies, 
and by healthcare providers

• Sex workers often lose custody of their children after being arrested (and not 
yet convicted) by both the state child services and family court in divorce 
disputes

• Condoms used "as evidence," preventing some sex workers from carrying 
them and protecting themselves from sexually transmitted infections and 
pregnancy

• Trafficking victims often end up in criminal justice systems



ABOUT INCARCERATED SEX WORKERS

• High percentage of women in prison claim to have experience in the 
commercial sex industry once they were told what sex work was.

• Most incarcerated sex workers do not self identify as sex workers during the 
jail or prison classification process, so it's unlikely they will have an opportunity 
for a positive peer support network

• Most incarcerated sex workers have been homeless or at risk of being 
homeless before incarceration and fully expect to be homeless or at risk of 
being homeless after incarceration

• Sober housing is our most requested service for folks coming up for release



WHY SUPPORT INCARCERATED SEX 
WORKERS AND VICTIMS OF 

TRAFFICKING IN THE SEX INDUSTRY?

• They have very few resources from which to draw during their incarceration 
and after they are released

• They have difficulty communicating their needs inside and outside of prison
• They rarely self-identify as sex workers until after we have communicated 

with them about who we are and what we do.
• As SBB, it is our goal to create a point of contact during incarceration and 

alleviate the difficulties of reentering society after incarceration in hopes of 
preventing re-incarceration

• We want to provide harm reduction and trauma informed resources within 
the local communities they are released to



WHAT IS HARM REDUCTION?

• Harm Reduction refers to policies, programs and practices that aim primarily 
to reduce the adverse health, social and economic consequences of an 
action (sex work, drug use, etc.) without requiring that one quit engaging in 
that action. 

• Harm reduction interventions are facilitative rather than coercive, and are 
grounded in the needs of individuals. As such, harm reduction services are 
designed to meet people’s needs where they currently are in their lives. 

• Sex workers and other affected communities should be involved in decisions 
that affect them.

• Individuals can make the best determination of what they need; they do not 
always need to be rescued.



WHY IS SWOP BEHIND BARS?

• PRIMARY GOAL: to provide information and education about the sex worker 
rights movement in the United States and ask them to be a part of our 
community.

• SECONDARY GOAL: to find out what support they need so we can do a 
better job directing them to resources that meet their needs.

• TERTIARY GOAL: to use the information we gather to better advise service 
providers about the complex needs of people with a history in the sex trade.

Our goals is to “smooth the way” for incarcerated folks to re-enter society and 
be better able to meet their own needs by pointing them toward resources 
that can actually provide assistance. 



SUPPORTING SEX WORKERS 
DURING INCARCERATION

• Writing letters 
• Sending Books
• Responding to requests for information
• Realizing there is a lack of re-entry resources and filling in the gaps
• Responding to requests for services…

• Knowing what we can provide and what we can’t
• Knowing what we WANT to provide

• Creating the kind of community we would want to join
• Not walking it out for them but walking it out with them



SUPPORTING SEX WORKERS WITH 
OUR NEWSLETTER

• articles written by and for sex workers, including people who have been 
incarcerated who are now sex worker rights activists, prominent and more 
mainstream sex worker rights activists, people organizing within specific 
subpopulations of sex workers, like adult film or dance, etc. 

• connect incarcerated sex workers with mentors (largely people with lived 
experience in the adult industry) through a mentors by mail program.

• provide a variety of perspectives including a harm reduction perspective to sex 
work, more of an exit-based perspective (that is not exclusive to a labor framework), 
but always, first and foremost, a sex work as work perspective.

• believe the harm reduction principle of “any positive change is a good thing” also 
applies to advocacy for sex work as work, and we take an incremental change 
perspective. We don’t exclude people for not having the same ideology and beliefs 
as us, and we get really excited about any positive change.



WHAT’S IN A LETTER?

• Mail received by incarcerated sex workers helps prevent violence
• Mail can contain valuable information about re-entry goals
• Mail can contain national, regional and local resources

• Money, stamps, books and writing materials
• Suggestions about future housing, clothing, food and hygiene access
• Educational materials

• Mail can create “community” inside and transition to "community" 
upon release to local sex worker networks for continuing peer support

• Mail exchange can help assist with arranging outside support services



SUPPORTING SEX WORKERS DURING RELEASE
Know their current release date and ask:
1. Do they know where they are going?
2. Do they know how they are getting there?
3. Do they have a support network of family or friends?
4. Do they have identification?
5. Do they have a plan for getting registered for public assistance?
6. Do they have hygiene supplies?
7. Do they have clothing?
8. Do they have a plan for getting food?
9. What else do they need?



PERSONAL AUTONOMY & 
RESPONSIBILITY



ACCESSING IDENTIFICATION 
DOCUMENTS

• SBB knows how to get their Birth Certificate, Social Security Card and State 
Identification quickly if the prison did not provide a birth certificate before 
they were released

• Point them to www.verisign.com or the Vital Records office in the county 
where they were born for a birth certificate

• Send them an application for the Social Security Cards
• Give them the address for the nearest Motor Vehicle office or a local 

organization that helps provide identification 



ACCESSING PUBLIC BENEFITS
• Know what resources they have for connecting to the internet or making 

phone calls
• Know your state’s requirements for applying for and receiving benefits
• Know the locations of social service offices, food banks and free or low cost 

“closets” such as Goodwill or Salvation Army
• Be sure to know the requirements of your resources – ie. How many hoops do they 

have to jump through in order to receive a clothing voucher or get a weekly food 
ration

• WILL THEY NEED IDENTIFICATION TO ACCESS???
• Talk about ways to access the internet
• Suggest a library or a local internet café with free wifi



ACCESSING JOBS OR EDUCATION
• Job acquisition is our second most requested service
• Direct them to a career guidance center where they can consider different 

careers or job training opportunities
• Direct them to an appropriate community or technical college where they 

can get tutoring for a GED
• Know the locations of your local social security disability offices
• Know the locations of free or low cost group or individual counseling or peer 

supported substance abuse recovery spots like AA or NA – use appropriate 
amount of caution when you are unsure about the level of safety or the “sex 
worker friendliness” of these public anonymous groups



SUPPORTING SEX WORKERS AFTER 
RELEASE

• Meet with them on the phone (or in person or via google 
hangout/skype/facetime ) after release when possible

• Assist with setting up email accounts and social mediaconnections
• Introduce them to other network support members
• Connect them with outside services
• Provide weekly phonesupport to check in, say hi, and address challenges
• Have monthly/quarterly in-personmeetings
• Connect themwith other network members

PHONE CALLS MATTER!



WHAT IS THE SBB COMMUNITY PROVIDING 
AFTER RELEASE?

• Send folks on our list a welcome home pre-pack of hygiene items and $75 in gift 
cards to folks who have communicated need before release

• We are working toward providing cell phones and 90 days worth of service to folks 
who have been in contact with us and with pen pals

• We would like to forward potential community members to local support networks as 
we develop them

• Provide phone support and help them create an email account
• Connect with them on social media and with other advocates via Facebook, etc. 
• Use messenger apps when available

• PHONE CALLS MATTER!!!



WHAT SHOULD A COMMUNITY 
SUPPORT NETWORK LOOK LIKE?

• SWOP Behind Bars can help provide access and guidance toward 
appropriate services:
• Medical and Mental Health
• Public Services

• Help you learn to practice harm reduction strategies
• Help you to encourage them to participate in their own creation or 

discovery of services, job strategies or educational opportunities
• Listen when they are telling you about their challenges and let them talk their 

own way to a solution



YOU CAN HELP SWOP BEHIND BARS!

• Sign up to contact the incarcerated folks in your state and be their primary 
point of contact as they transition to release

• Sign up to help us provide accurate data about the needs you hear about 
from the folks you are in contact with

• Find out what their needs are by asking questions and generating 
communication

• Reach out to us when they are 90, 60 and 30 days from release
• Help us build a network of service and support within your local community 

by updating contact information about what services are available where 
and what has to be done to access those services – i.e., “hoops”
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