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Mothers’ imprisonment and the role of intergenerational trauma
Sophie Mitchell - PhD Research Student
Department of Arts, Design & Social Sciences
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Research objectives:

• To explore the role of intergenerational trauma in 
the lives of mothers who have experienced prison.

• To identify how maternal imprisonment depletes 
the human and social resources of the family.

• To identify what works to support mothers and 
families in and after prison.

Methodology:

• Ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) to 
look at interrelationships between individuals, 
families and environment.

• Qualitative study based on mothers’ experiences 
via semi-structured interviews using ‘ecomaps’ as 
a visual aid.

• Working alongside probation and voluntary 
services in the North East.

Poverty
Relationship breakdown
Domestic abuse
Childhood abuse
Drugs/alcohol addiction
Wait for sentencing
Bereavement
Postnatal depression

Issues regaining children
Family relationship issues
Stigmatization
Mental health needs
Poverty/unemployment
Lack of housing
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Prison environment & 
procedures
Issues accessing MBU
Separation from children
Mental health needs
Loss of maternal role
Visits and contact

The traumatic impact of maternal 
imprisonment:

For further information please contact: sophie2.mitchell@northumbria.ac.uk

Outline:

Although women only constitute around 5% of the prison population in England and Wales, the impact of 
their imprisonment can be significant.  Around 60% of women in prison are mothers and it is estimated 
that only 5% of children stay in the family home when mum goes to prison.  The majority of women in 
prison have experienced prior trauma in their lives and subsequently they have high levels of mental ill-
health. It can also be seen that the experience of imprisonment and subsequent separation from children 
is a further traumatizing experience.


