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Women are entering prisons in the United States prisons at a rate double that of their 

male counterparts (Carson, 2015; Drapalski, Youman, Stuewig & Tangery, 2009).  At the end of 

2014, approximately 1.56 million Americans were incarcerated in prison (Carson, 2015). Despite 

a minor decrease in incarceration rates from 2013 to 2014, the number of women in prison 

sentenced to more than one year increased from 104,300 to 106,200 (Carson, 2015). Women in 

prison often have different needs than men in prison (Messina, Burdon, Hagopian & Prendergast, 

2006) and have higher rates of mental health issues – such as severe depression and psychosis – 

than their male counterparts (James & Glaze, 2006; Kennedy, Tripodi, & Pettus-Davis, 2013). 

Furthermore, women in prison with mental health problems are more likely to meet criteria for a 

substance use disorder than women without mental health issues (James & Glaze, 2006). In 

addition, women in prison have high rates of childhood victimization (Kennedy et al., 2013; 

Tripodi & Pettus-Davis, 2013). Previous studies have shown up to 78% of women in prison have 

experienced previous physical or sexual abuse (McDaniels-Wilson & Belknap, 2008) and almost 

80% have experienced intimate partner violence (Lynch, DeHart, Belknap, & Green, 2012).  

Until recently, interventions for women in prison were largely implemented based on the 

needs for men. The recognition of the disproportionate victimization experiences and related 

mental health problems for women in prison has led to some gender-responsive and trauma-

informed care interventions (Covington & Bloom, 2007; Messina, Grella, Cartier & Torres, 

2009; Sexena, Messina, & Grella, 2014). However, it is necessary to conduct more research with 

women in prison to continue learning about their gender-responsive needs in order to ultimately 

implement effective programs that improve their quality of life and reduce recidivism. There are 

more studies assessing criminogenic risks and needs with women in prison; thus, it is important 

to note that participating in research has potential risks in addition to benefits, largely because of 
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their susceptibility to coercion (Dugosh, Festinger, Croft, & Marlowe 2010; Mobley, Henry, & 

Plemmons, 2007).  Several qualitative studies examine challenges that researchers face while 

working with people in prison and prison staff (Byrne, 2005; Patenaude, 2004; Quina et al., 

2007; Ramluggin, Lindsay, & Pfeild, 2010; Schlosser, 2008; Wakai, Shelton, Trestman, & 

Kesten, 2009). However, extant literature on the research process within prisons is from the 

perspectives of researchers; inmates’ perspectives on potential risks and benefits of participating 

in research is largely absent. The notable exception is Copes, Hochstetler, and Brown (2012) 

who examined incarcerated men’s perceptions of the benefits and risks of participating in 

research study on parole revocation. No known research specifically has examined incarcerated 

women’s views of participating in research nor focused on incarcerated individuals who 

participate in research on sensitive topics. This study seeks to address this gap in the literature 

through examining incarcerated women’s perceptions and experiences about participating in a 

research study. The study the women participated was on victimization and included sensitive 

questions about history of victimization, mental health problems, and substance abuse.  

Conducting Prisoner Research 

Historically, research within prisons was not always conducted ethically because it 

involved coercion, involuntary participation, and, at times, the introduction of diseases without 

participant knowledge or consent (Cislo & Trestman, 2013; Hornblum, 1997).  For example, 

through the mid-1970s the majority of clinical trials for new drugs were conducted in American 

jails and prisons and participants were coerced into participating without having a full 

understanding of the studies’ potential risks (Cislo & Trestman, 2013; Hornblum, 1997). In the 

late 1970s, laws were created to protect this vulnerable population due to the numerous human 

rights violations (Cislo & Trestman, 2013). Due to federal regulations, incarcerated individuals 
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are considered a vulnerable population, thus researchers must provide documentation and 

justification to Institutional Review Boards and meet strict regulations to ensure the welfare of 

participants. This process has contributed to challenges in conducting research with people in 

prison (Cislo & Trestman, 2013; Moser et al., 2004).  

Potential Risks and Concerns 

Researchers face several ethical issues when conducting research within prisons, 

including concerns regarding coercion, compensation, confidentiality, mandatory reporting, 

privacy, boundaries, and the role of the researcher (e.g., Quina et al., 2007).  

Coercion and compensation. Prisoners could potentially be coerced or persuaded into 

participating in research if they believe they could receive external benefits from their 

participation such as monetary compensation or perceived benefits towards time spent in prison 

or other court related outcomes. Dugosh et al. (2010) developed and assessed a coercion 

assessment scale for incarcerated persons misusing substances and found on average participants, 

who were predominately men, did not feel they were being coerced into participating in the 

study. However, some participants believed their judge would like their study participation and it 

could potentially help their court case. Even though participants felt they could have benefited 

from participating in the study, the majority of them did not feel like they were being coerced.  

Many researchers debate whether people in prison should be compensated for their 

participation and if they do compensate, the appropriate compensation (Quina et al., 2007).  In a 

study that evaluated a pre-release discharge planning program in a women’s prison, participants 

were financially compensated for their time; however, the authors concluded that financial 

compensation may not have been necessary because the women received unexpected benefits 

from participating (Quina et al., 2007). Simply talking about their past experiences was 
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perceived as a benefit by the women who participated in the study. Furthermore, the authors 

reported that the women appreciated the evaluation of the programs in the prison because they 

thought it would help support the programs and, therefore, it would continue to be offered in the 

future to help other women like them (Quina et al., 2007). Thus the authors explained benefits 

other than financial compensation may serve as motivators for research participation.  

Confidentiality, mandatory reporting, and privacy. Confidentiality of information is 

paramount when conducting researcher in prisons. However, it can be challenging to maintain 

confidentiality when dealing with criminal reports and other documents as well as sensitive 

information in a prison setting. Therefore, researchers must take extra precautions when dealing 

with identifying documents such as the data and informed consent forms (Quina et al., 2007). For 

example, it is necessary to obtain certain federal and state assurances that protect individual 

responses from being externally reviewed (Quina et al., 2007). Furthermore, researchers are 

mandatory reporters and, therefore, it is important to refrain from asking questions that might 

elicit reports of behaviors that could place the participant in legal jeopardy (Quina et al., 2007).  

Privacy is an issue when conducting research in prison settings because it can be difficult 

to find a secluded area away from staff and other prisoners. Not having a private setting to 

collect data can be problematic because the prisoners could report inaccurate information if they 

do not feel safe enough to share the truth. Due to this, it is suggested that researchers should take 

extra precautions to help ensure that inmates feel safe including avoid collecting names 

whenever possible, limit the amount of contact the prison staff have with the study materials, and 

have participants complete surveys in a private area (Fox, Zambrana, & Lane, 2011).  

Boundaries and the role of researcher. When conducting research in a prison setting, 

researchers have to ensure they respect boundaries and clearly define their role as researchers 
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(Quina et al., 2007). Prisoners, specifically women prisoners, have had to learn how to please 

others in order to survive (Quina et al., 2007). Thus, it is important to respect boundaries because 

harmful dynamics could emerge if boundaries are not established and maintained. Quina et al. 

(2007) emphasized researchers need to stay within the researcher role and not assume the role of 

a therapist or program provider. Researchers should be upfront about their role and the purpose 

of the study and should explicitly state that they are not there to provide counseling services.  

Participants’ Perspectives on Participating in Research 

There is a lack of research looking at incarcerated individuals’ perspectives on 

participating in research, and no known studies have examined incarcerated individuals’ 

perceptions of participating in research on sensitive topics such as victimization. Copes et al. 

(2012) is the only study that has investigated incarcerated men’s views about participating in 

research and the study was on parole revocation. The lack of understanding about incarcerated 

individuals participating in research on victimization is of concern as many women in prison are 

trauma survivors, including high rates of childhood victimization (Kennedy et al., 2013; Tripodi 

& Pettus-Davis, 2013). Due to the lack of studies specific to prisons, examining the broader 

literature about trauma survivors’ experiences with research can inform the present study.  

Several studies have investigated trauma survivors’ views on participating in trauma related 

research (e.g., Campbell, Adams, Wasco, Ahrens, & Sefl, 2010; Griffin, Resick, Waldrop, & 

Mechanic, 2003; Newman & Kaloupek, 2004).   

Incarcerated Men’s Perspectives on Participating in Research 

Copes et al. (2012) studied incarcerated men’s views about the risks and benefits of 

participating in prison interview research. The study consisted of 40 men in an Alabama prison 

who previously participated in a study about parole revocation. None of the participants reported 
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experiencing negative outcomes. Furthermore, none stated that they experienced any negative 

emotions after the initial study. Many shared they felt better after the interview. None of the men 

felt pressure from the correctional staff to participate in the study. Twenty-eight participants 

explicitly acknowledged that study participation would not have a direct effect on their criminal 

justice status.  The other 12 participants stated they were aware there were not any direct benefits 

from participation, but hoped it would benefit them in a more abstract way. Some participants 

stated their study participation would show that they were attempting to change. Others stated 

good things might come to them because participating in research could potentially help others.  

The participants’ perceived benefits included emotional benefits, the pleasure of talking 

to someone, and financial compensation. While participants shared that financial incentives 

encourage participation, it was uncommon for them to state that compensation was the sole 

reason for participation. Only three participants stated that money was the only benefit they 

received from participating; most participants who stated money was a benefit also discussed 

other benefits. When participants were asked if they would have consented to the interview 

without compensation, they all responded affirmatively. The results suggest that participants 

perceived more benefits than risks and did not feel coerced to participate in the study. One 

consideration Copes et al. (2012) stressed is that the study participants originally completed was 

not emotionally laden, thus more research is needed to understand the views of incarcerated 

individuals who participate in research interviews likely to engender emotional responses. 

Trauma Survivors’ Perspectives on Participating in Research 

Researchers have investigated the risks and benefits of participating in trauma related 

research to address concerns that conducting research with trauma survivors about their 

traumatic experience carries a potential risk of re-traumatization (Campbell et al., 2010; Griffin 
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et al., 2003; Martin, Perrott, Morris, & Romans, 1999; Newman, Walker, & Gefland, 1999; 

Walker, Newman, Koss, & Bernstein, 1997). Newman and Kaloupek (2004), for example, 

reviewed 12 trauma related research studies between 1997 and 2003 that investigated the risks 

and benefits of participating in research. The review found most participants reported that study 

benefits outweighed the costs (Newman & Kalupek, 2004). Some participants experienced 

strong negative emotions or distress beyond what was anticipated in the research studies’ 

protocols, yet most participants who experienced strong emotional reactions did not regret or 

negatively assess their research participation.  

A study examining 430 sexual and physical assault survivors who participated in 

extensive psychological and psychophysiological assessments found there were no harmful 

effects (Griffin et al., 2003). In fact, many of the participants thought it was a positive and 

interesting experience. Some expressed moderate distress while talking about their trauma; 

however, this distress was generally brief. Furthermore, participants reported that they would be 

willing to participate in a similar study again. 

 Another study assessed the impact of participating in research among women rape 

survivors (Campbell et al., 2010). The majority of participants had a positive experience 

participating in research with only four of the 92 women stated that participating in the study was 

an “unqualified negative experience” (Campbell et al., 2010, p. 70). Many participants 

emphasized the interviewers made them feel comfortable and the interviewers listened to them, 

which demonstrated they cared. Participants appreciated the opportunity to talk with a supportive 

person about the assault, which brought “new insights, connections, and consciousness-raising” 

(Campbell et al., 2010, p. 71). The results from these studies suggest participating in trauma 

related research is generally not harmful and can actually be beneficial for trauma survivors.  
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Current Study Justification 

The challenges researchers face working within prisons are well-documented (Byrne, 

2005; Patenaude, 2004; Quina et al., 2007; Ramluggin et al., 2010; Schlosser, 2008; Wakaiet al, 

2009). However, there is a lack of research examining incarcerated individuals’’ perspectives on 

participating in research, especially research focusing on emotional topics (Copes et al., 2012), 

and there is no research investigating incarcerated women’s perspectives on this topic. It is 

important to understand potential risks and benefits as perceived by women in prison as they are 

a growing segment of the prison population and have unique needs and experiences. The purpose 

of this study is to address these gaps in the literature and to examine incarcerated women’s’ 

views on participating in research.  The research question guiding this study is: what are 

incarcerated women’s’ experiences and perceptions of participating in a research study on the 

relationship between victimization and mental health and substance misuse problems?   

Methods 

This study is part of a larger study examining incarcerated women’s experiences of 

victimization and long-term recidivism with mental health and substance misuse as mediating 

variables (Tripodi & Pettus-Davis, 2013). Trained interviewers read participants survey 

questions from standardized assessments about childhood victimization, adult sexual 

victimization, intimate partner violence, mental health, and substance use. The interviewers 

recorded participants’ responses with pen and paper. At the conclusion of the survey, 

interviewers conducted a brief semi-structured interview about women’s experiences and 

perceptions of participating in the research study. The survey and brief semi-structured 

interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes to 1.5 hours. 

The focus of the current study, the qualitative component exploring the women’s 
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experiences and perceptions of participating in the research study about victimization, consisted 

of five open ended questions asked to the women participants about what their experience with 

the study was like, the feelings they had while answering questions, feelings at the end of the 

study, what was helpful and unhelpful, and their willingness to participate in future research. As 

using audio recorders in the prison was not permitted, interviewers documented the participants’ 

responses and noted when they recorded direct quotes. The study data are the interviewers’ 

documentation of participants’ responses.  

Study Context and Participants 

This study took place in two states prisons in North Carolina. One prison housed over 

1,300 prisoners and is a maximum, medium, and minimum level facility. The other facility is a 

minimum-level prison which housed approximately 200 prisoners. (See Tripodi & Pettus-Davis, 

2013 for review for a full description of the prison settings.) The study about women prisoners’ 

experiences and perceptions of participating in research arose from prison administrators’ 

skepticism about conducting research on victimization in a prison setting. They expressed 

concerns that following answering survey questions about sensitive topics women prisoners may 

have reactions and such reactions may negatively impact both the individual women and others 

at the prison. This study, comprised of brief semi-structured interviews conducted immediately 

following the women prisoners’ completion of the survey about victimization, was designed at 

the request of prison administers to address the gap in knowledge about women prisoners’ 

experiences and perceptions in participating in research.  

The interviewers for the study were all social work professors and graduate students who 

were research assistants to the professors leading the project. Training was provided to all 

interviewers on conducting research in a prison setting and the topic of victimization. The 
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interview team was predominately composed of white women with one African American 

woman, one African American man, and one white man.   

Study data are responses of 227 women prisoners to open-ended questions in a brief 

semi-structured interview about their experiences and perceptions of participating in a research 

study. The sample is from the larger study sample of 230 randomly selected women in prison 

who had a scheduled release date within 30 to 120 days who participated in the study on 

victimization prior to incarceration (Tripodi & Pettus-Davis, 2013). The overall study had an 

83% response rate. Of the 230 participants, only two women who started the survey did not 

complete it. One was due to the interviewer’s assessment of the participant not understanding 

questions asked of her; the other because the interviewer believed the participant became too 

emotionally distraught to complete the interview. The documented responses to the brief semi-

structured interview were not consistently linked to survey data due to several instances where 

interviewers did not record the identification number on the survey page containing the 

documented responses; therefore, demographics of the 227 women cannot be provided.  

The sample of 230 women was 54.3% Caucasian, 40.9% African American, 2.6% 

Hispanic, 1.7% Native American, and .4% Asian American. The mean age at incarceration was 

33.7 years (SD= 9.90) with a mean length of incarceration 20.81 months (SD = 25.45). Over a 

quarter (25.7%; n = 59) of the women had charges for drug related offenses (i.e., possession, 

distribution), 43% (n =99) for theft (i.e., property offenses), and 12.2% (n = 28) for violent 

crimes. The majority of women reported experiencing victimization as children with 29.5% 

reporting sexual abuse and physical abuse; 16.5% reporting only sexual abuse; and 9.8% 

reporting only physical abuse. See Tripodi & Pettus-Davis, 2013 for more details on the sample. 

Data Analysis 
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Due to the study’s objective and the nature of the data, it was imperative to use a form of 

qualitative analysis that could identify themes within the data without being theoretically bound 

to a pre-existing framework. Thematic analysis was selected as the method for data analysis as it 

is “a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” with 

strengths of flexibility and theoretical freedom along with its ability to be both descriptive and 

interpretative (Braun & Clark, 2006, p.79). The research team conducted a thematic analysis 

with the process described by Braun and Clark (2006): become familiar with the data; generate 

initial codes; search for themes; review themes; define and name themes; and produce the report. 

Two team members typed all of the handwritten documentation of the participants responses to 

questions in the brief semi-structured interview. Then the research team read through 

participants’ responses, and identified initial codes related to research questions. Members of the 

research team met to discuss codes and organize them into themes. With an agreed upon list of 

themes, two research team members individually coded all of the transcripts using NVivo10, 

qualitative data analysis software. The research team member coding wrote analytic memos to 

clearly define the themes. NVivo software was used to run queries to further understand the 

relationships among themes in the data. The research team met to discuss and organize the 

themes. When agreement on the final themes was reached in the meetings, the research team 

began writing the findings. It should be noted that limited direct quotes are included in the 

findings due to the nature of the data and the research team’s commitment to participants’ voices. 

As the data are comprised of interviewers’ documentation of the incarcerated women’s responses 

to the interview questions rather than a transcription of a recorded audio file, the research team 

chose to be conservative in including direct quotes from women to use as exemplars. Quotes 

from participants are only included in the instances where interviewers unequivocally 
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documented specific words said by a participant.  

Findings 

Women were overwhelmingly positive about their experience in participating in the 

research. Specifically, they identified benefits of participating and shared that being in the study 

provide opportunities for them for sharing their story, healing, reflecting, growing, and helping 

others. Some women disclosed that they experienced some negative feelings when discussing 

their past, including incidents of victimization. However, even those who expressed having 

negative feelings at times remained positive about being in the study and emphasized its benefits. 

Some women provided neutral or vague answers to questions about their insights about the 

study, yet again, these women typically expressed overall positive thoughts about the study. 

Regardless of mentioning experiencing negative feelings or responding in vague or neutral 

response to questions about the study, women consistently were positive about their participation 

in the research study. Overwhelmingly, women surveyed said they would be willing to 

participate in a survey like this one again. These findings are examined in depth below.  

Overwhelmingly Positive 

The women in prison overwhelmingly reported having a positive experience with the 

survey. They described how their participation in the study provided opportunities for sharing 

their story, healing, reflecting, growing, and helping others. Many expressed that participating 

gave them an opportunity to share their story with others. Women described participation as 

offering them a chance to heal, reflect on their past, and grow as they looked towards their future 

when they left prison. Participating in the study also provided the opportunity to help others 

through giving a realistic vision of women who are incarcerated and ultimately contributing to 

program development for women prisoners.  
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Sharing their story. Many of the women stated that participating in the study was a 

positive experience because they were able to share their story. For some women, the study 

presented a welcome opportunity to open up to someone about their life experiences and, as a 

few women described it, provided a chance for getting things off their chests. Women reported 

that they discussed details about their lives with the interviewer they have not shared with others. 

One woman told an interviewer that, prior to the interview, she had kept a lot bottled up for 

many years. Women said that they were glad they had talked about difficult experiences they had 

been holding in, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, and addiction. 

Women reflected that sharing their stories about both positive and negative life 

experiences was helpful to them. The interviewers wrote that several women said talking with 

the interviewer “felt good,” and that other individuals stated the experience was great, healthy, or 

wonderful. Women disclosed that they spoke openly and truthfully with the interviewer. One 

woman described the information she shared as being “like the abridged version of my life.” 

Another woman noted that, while her thoughts during the interview were intense, it felt liberating 

to speak about her past. 

Having someone listen to their story was a part of the interview process that women said 

they appreciated. Several women reported that, although the interviewer was a stranger, they felt 

as though they were being heard and their stories mattered. According to an interviewer’s written 

notes, one woman stated that it felt good to talk to someone who would not judge her. Women 

mentioned that they enjoyed talking with a person who they felt was concerned and cared about 

what they had to say.  One woman reflected that she felt good after the interview because 

someone was interested in her life.  

Healing. The women described participation in the study as healing. They explained they 
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were able to openly talk about their experiences. Many of the women described feeling relieved 

and less burdened by memories of their past. One woman stated she felt cleansed after sharing 

about the sexual abuse she had experienced. Another woman described the experience as 

liberating and intense. While another woman compared being in the study to being in therapy as 

she was able to reflect on her past and share that with another person.  

Reflecting. Tied to their feeling of a sense of healing, women frequently mentioned that 

the survey offered them an opportunity to reflect on their life. Many women mentioned 

appreciating the reflection as well as a feeling of enlightenment. The women were able to see 

patterns in their lives related to their relationships, abuse, and drug use that effected them. One 

woman said the survey allowed her to see how the abuse she experienced in childhood led to her 

subsequent drug use. After participating in the survey, some women said they realized they had 

more support from their families than they initially thought. Other women were able to see 

patterns and would like to make changes in their lives in the future. Being able to talk about 

important experiences in their lives with a person trained to listen was perceived as helpful for 

many of the women surveyed. 

Growing. For many of the women who participated in the survey, the questions were 

perceived as helpful because they prompted recognition of their own growth and insights about 

moving forward as they leave prison. They shared that participation provided a sense of relief 

and motivation to make positive changes in their lives. Several women noted that talking with 

the interviewer highlighted the distance or progress they had made from their pasts, which for 

some included substance abuse and interpersonal violence. One interviewer wrote that a woman 

said she realized she has come a long way. Other women mentioned that the survey spurred them 

to focus on their future and their goals, which, for a number of women, included staying away 
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from alcohol or drugs. 

In reflecting on their experience during the survey, women said they learned a lot about 

themselves that will be useful as they move forward. One woman shared that the survey made 

her analyze herself and think about what she needs to do differently to not make the same 

mistakes. That sentiment was echoed by other women who discussed their desire to avoid 

repeating their previous missteps. An interviewer wrote that one woman stated that, after the 

survey, she felt like she had gained a stronger sense of direction. Several women reported that 

answering the survey questions led them to acknowledge that they need to address the problems 

that alcohol, drugs, or unhealthy relationships have caused for them. One woman shared that, 

after participating in the survey, she now sees what she needs to change in her life.  

Women disclosed that talking about their past experiences with the interviewer helped 

them realize that they want to make positive changes to improve their lives when they are 

released from prison. An interviewer wrote that one woman stated she wants to get out of prison 

and stay focused. Several women mentioned that they plan to seek therapy or aftercare programs 

when they are released. Women discussed how participating in the survey made them appreciate 

the emotional support they receive from family members and others in their lives, and how 

crucial that support will be in carrying out their post-incarceration plans. One woman noted that 

most people who do not have support come back to prison. Women reported a post-survey 

feeling of gratitude for their supporters and other good things in their lives. 

Helping others. Many women reported that participating in the survey provided them 

with an opportunity to help others. Women explained that they felt their participation may help 

others understand women prisoners and may have some positive influence on bringing programs 

into the criminal justice system. Interviewers wrote that women stated they felt glad, happy, or 
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good about being helpful by answering the survey questions. Some women noted that they 

wanted to help other women who had experienced incarceration, and several participants 

expressed their desire to help reduce recidivism. One woman told an interviewer that she would 

do anything to help people not come back to prison. Others stated that, by sharing their personal 

experiences, they hoped to deter women who had not been incarcerated from making the same 

mistakes they had made. One interviewer wrote that a woman addressed the interviewer directly 

and stated: “Some of it was me telling you as a black female not to do what I did.” 

For some women, participating in the survey represented a chance to provide researchers 

and other people outside the prison walls with a more accurate view of women in prison. One 

woman said that she hoped the survey data would help people gain a better understanding of 

people who are incarcerated. An interviewer wrote that one woman stated she wanted to let 

people know that prisoners are not “monsters.” Several women disclosed that they answered the 

survey questions openly and honestly because they wanted to provide useful information to the 

interviewer. Some women who reported feeling uncomfortable answering some of the survey 

questions said they chose to participate anyway because they knew they were helping others. 

One woman told an interviewer that she hated the survey because she is private, but her 

participation was worthwhile if it will benefit someone else.  

Several women mentioned their hope that the data collected in the survey would be used 

to create programs for women who have experienced incarceration. Women stated that there are 

not enough existing programs for women in prison, and there is a need for transitional services 

and programs for survivors of sexual abuse and women with mental health issues. Many women 

noted that they would be willing to take part in future surveys if their participation would help 

others. An interviewer wrote that one woman said: “I liked the interview because I felt it could 
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make a difference for women in the future. The questions show that we need more support.” 

Negative Emotions Related to the Past 

In sharing how they felt during and after the interview, a significant number of women 

disclosed that at times talking about different types of victimization and parts of their past 

brought up negative emotions. Women reflected that sometimes they felt uncomfortable and 

experienced intense emotional responses to the questions and memories related to the questions. 

Women shared it was difficult to talk about some parts of their past. Some women said the 

interview brought up memories they rather not remember or had not thought of in a long time.  

Specifically, women mentioned the topics of sexual abuse, intimate partner violence, and 

substance use as those which made them feel uncomfortable. Some of the women discussed that 

the negative feelings they experienced were connected to the victimization they experienced as 

well as the ways their choices and behaviors had hurt others in their lives. Women shared they 

felt sad and angry with the realization that people they loved hurt them as well as they had hurt 

people they loved. A few women discussed how the personal nature of questions left them 

feeling somewhat vulnerable and exposed. Several interviewers noted some women cried during 

the interview recounting their past and a few continued to cry at the conclusion of the interview.   

Vague or Neutral Responses 

 Some women provided short vague or neutral responses when asked questions about 

what their experience with the study was like, the feelings they had while answering questions, 

feelings at the end of the study. For example, interviewers recorded women reported feeling 

“fine”, “ok”, or “alright” while answering questions and at the conclusion of the study. It is 

worthy to note that even within many of the short vague responses, responses could be 

considered positive.  



INCARCERATED WOMEN’S EXPERIENCE IN RESEARCH 18 

 

While some of the women were vague or neutral for the majority of the five questions 

asked in the brief interview about their experience in the research study, more frequently, women 

only gave vague or neutral responses when asked what was most helpful and least helpful in the 

study. For example, “nothing” was frequently provided as the response to the question about 

what was the least helpful about answering the questions. It is worthy to note that there were not 

vague or neutral responses when interviewers asked women about their willingness to participate 

in future research. Women were clear that they were willing to participate in a future study.  

Future Participation 

Women overwhelmingly told interviewers that if given the opportunity to participate in 

another similar study, they would choose to do so.  Even women who provided vague or neutral 

responses about their experiences were interested in participating in a similar future study. 

Women who discussed how the survey questions brought back painful memories that they would 

rather not remember consistently stressed that they would participate in another study. 

Regardless of any emotions and discomfort they may have felt, women consistently remained 

interested in participating in future studies.  

Discussion 

The current study examined incarcerated women’s perceptions of participating in a 

research study on victimization prior to incarceration. Overwhelmingly the women expressed 

feeling positive about participating in the study and shared that if given the chance, they would 

participate in a similar future study. Women explained their participation provided opportunities 

for them for sharing their story, healing, reflecting, growing, and helping others. Some women 

acknowledged it was sometimes difficult to talk about the victimization they experienced and 

parts of their past, yet even while acknowledging the difficult nature of the conversations women 
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emphasized that their experience with the study was positive. The women’s responses can be 

understood as their endorsement of the importance of having women prisoners participate in 

research while acknowledging that some topics are emotionally laden. The findings support 

further research in prison settings despite the vulnerability of the participants. 

Women in the study perceived several benefits of participating in research. They stated 

that participating in a research study provided them with an opportunity to be heard. Sharing 

their story with the interviewer was appreciated by the women. Not only did they feel listened to, 

but also, the process of being in the study and sharing the details of their life through the survey 

offered a way for women to process their lives and reflect. Women discussed being in the survey 

as therapeutic or healing. Though it should be emphasized that the study was a survey and 

women were answering standardized assessments (rather than not in-depth qualitative 

interviews). Women talked about how being in the study also gave them an opportunity to look 

towards their future based on their past. Thoughts about planning for their future may be apropos 

since the women in the study had an upcoming release date and were planning on leaving prison. 

The benefits that women perceived were not just about their own personal reflection and healing. 

Helping others was mentioned as a benefit to participate in the study. Not only was it about 

helping people understand prisoners, but the thought that being part of the study would help 

improve programing for other prisoners was stressed as being important.  

In their study of male prisoners’ experiences in a study about the parole revocation 

process, Copes et al. (2012) stressed that the topic was one that was not “likely to be upsetting 

for inmates” and likely the questions would not evoke “emotional responses,” thus cautioned that 

prisoners may not have the same positive experiences with involvement with research on topics 

more emotional in nature (p. 194). The focus of the research in the present study was 



INCARCERATED WOMEN’S EXPERIENCE IN RESEARCH 20 

 

victimization prior to their incarceration with questions that were arguable more emotional in 

nature than questions the parole revocation process examined by Copes et al. (2012). The 

findings of this study largely echo those of Copes et al. even though the focus of the research the 

women participated in was victimization. Women prisoners were overwhelmingly positive about 

being part of the study and if given the opportunity they would participate in a future similar 

study.  

Some women in the present study acknowledged the study context and shared that at 

times it was difficult at times to discuss the victimization they previously experienced and certain 

parts of their past. These findings are consistent with research about trauma survivors’ 

experiences with participating in research about trauma (Newman & Kalupek, 2004). Several 

women explained that talking about some of their personal history was challenging. Specifically, 

some women shared that answering questions about sexual abuse that they experienced at 

different periods in their lives was somewhat difficult. Women disclosed answering questions 

about rape as well as childhood sexual abuse brought up parts of their past that were painful to 

remember. Several women said they would like to forget the sexual abuse they experienced and 

talking about the victimization left them with negative feelings. Similarly, several women 

expressed that it was difficult to talk about their substance use, specifically in terms of how their 

behavior while using substances hurt family and loved ones. While some women discussed these 

negative feelings, it must be stressed that these women were overwhelmingly positive about 

having participated in the study and said they would be willing to participate in a future similar 

study. Like participants in previous studies about trauma (Campbell et al., 2010; Griffin et al., 

2003), women in the study perceived multiple benefits to participating in research.   

With the crises of overall high incarceration rates in the United States and the rising 
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incarceration rates of women, more research is needed in the area of incarceration (Carson, 

2015). There is a need to fully understand the issues surrounding incarceration which will require 

research with all incarcerated people, including specific research with incarcerated women. More 

knowledge is needed. What are the characteristics of women prisoners? What circumstances 

contributed to women prisoners’ incarceration? What are the needs of women in prison? What 

programs are effective in women’s prisons? What is needed to successfully reintegrate women 

into society after they leave prison?  How can future recidivism be reduced? These are only some 

of the important questions that need to be answered with research with women prisoners.  

The regulations for conducting research with people currently incarcerated were 

introduced to ensure researchers did not violate peoples’ human rights. Some have found them 

cumbersome and potentially discouraging conducting research in prisons (Schlosser, 2008). 

However, not conducting research in prisons and not taking incarcerated individuals’ experiences 

in research into consideration further disenfranchises them. Knowledge gained through research 

can be used to develop and implement empirically supported interventions for women in prison. 

While it is necessary to protect prisoners’ rights, there still must be opportunities to engage them 

in meaningful research. 

Implications 

 Due to the long history of coercion, involuntary participation, deception, and unethical 

research in prisons (Cislo & Trestman, 2013; Hornblum, 1997), regulations about conducting 

research in prisons should be and are in place to protect people. However, strict regulations may 

inadvertently prevent researchers from conducting research with incarcerated populations, which 

ultimately prevents building knowledge about criminogenic risks and needs. Regulations should 

not prevent ethical and informative research from being conducted with prisoners (Cislo & 
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Trestman, 2013). This study helps alleviate some concerns about women in prison participating 

in research and can be used to help educate prison administrators and Institutional Review 

Boards who are concerned with the potential risks and harm of incarcerated women participating 

in research.  

Findings from this study can be used to help researchers advocate for their research with 

women in prison as well as help alleviate some concerns about incarcerated women participating 

in research studies. Institutional Review Board’s main concern is protecting human subjects from 

harm. Therefore, researchers much demonstrate that the benefits of their research outweigh the 

costs. Copes et al. (2012) suggested that gaining an understanding of how the research process 

benefits prisoners could make it easier for researchers to receive Institutional Review Boards’ 

approvals. The current study findings, in combination with findings from Copes et al. (2012) 

begin to address how participating in research is beneficial for men and women in prison. 

Strengths and Limitations 

The study’s strength is its contribution to the gap in the extant literature and its ability to 

provide insights on how incarcerated women perceive participating in research. This study 

focuses on women in prison who participated in a potentially emotional study due to its focus on 

victimization, thus addressing multiple identified gaps in the literature, specifically the 

population of women in prison and the context of the study on victimization. The study also has 

merits due to the relatively large sample of 227 women from the randomly selected from two 

different prison settings. Another strength lies in the analysis which was conducted with two 

research team members coding data using qualitative data analysis software.  

While this study offers important insights about women prisoners’ experiences with 

research, there are some limitations. Some limitations were due to the realities of collecting data 
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within a prison. Data were collected with a pencil and paper survey and the at the conclusion of 

the survey, response to the brief semi-structured interview about the women’s experiences with 

research were likewise documented by the interviewers with pencil and paper. The interviews 

were not audio recorded due to the logistics of the study as the prison policies prohibited audio 

recordings. The short answer responses that women gave were not all written verbatim, yet 

attempts were made to capture quotes. The study only used short answer responses rather than 

any in-depth interviewing.  

Some of the limitations are related to the sample. It is possible that those who chose to 

participate are unique from the population from which they were selected. It is possible that the 

230 women who participated in the study had different experiences with research than the 17% 

of those who were invited to participate but did not. The sample lacked ethnic diversity with 

Hispanic women underrepresented compared to national data. Also, the women selected for the 

study were within 30 to 120 days of their release date and those without a pending release may 

experience being in a research study differently. Another limitation was that the documented 

responses to the brief semi-structured interview were not linked to demographic data of the 

prisoners, thus it was not possible to compare if there were differences among different groups of 

women. Finally, this study focused in two specific institutions in North Carolina where various 

programs exist, thus this study cannot be generalized to all incarcerated women across different 

types of facilities.   

Future Research  

Future studies examining incarcerated women experience with research should consider 

in-depth qualitative studies to understand their involvement in studies and to learn more about 

conducting research in the prison milieu. These interviews should be after the survey following a 
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protocol such as Copes et al. (2012) who interviewed male prisoners a week after they were 

involved with a research study so that information can be gathered after women have had the 

opportunity to process their involvement in the study. It is important to understand the various 

experiences of incarcerated women in different institutions. As this study included women from 

two different facilities, it is important to study women in different levels of institutions who may 

be in prisons with fewer programs. Additionally, the study that women participated in was a 

quantitative survey about their victimization prior to entering prison. Future studies should 

examine women’s perceptions of participating in studies on a range of topics. Additionally, 

research should examine the experiences of an ethnically diverse sample of women in prison 

who do not have a pending release date. 

Conclusion 

This study contributes to the understanding about incarcerated women’s experiences of 

participating in research about victimization prior to their incarceration. Little research has been 

conducted to understand their prisoner’s experiences in participating in research and none has 

focused on incarcerated women’s experiences, thus this study is an important first step. The key 

findings from this study include that women in prison who participated in a survey about 

victimization were overwhelmingly positive about their experience participating in the study and 

perceived that the study provide opportunities for them for sharing their story, healing, reflecting, 

growing, and helping others. Women shared they would participate in a similar future study. 
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