BORN INSIDE

Birth Experiences During Incarceration
& the Need for Doula Care

“Why do I have to go through so much, and be degraded, and treated like an animal,

because I’m incarcerated?”

Executive Summary

New York State women’s prisons house approximately
1,300 people,! and in New York City, about 400
women, trans, and gender expansive people are
jailed each day on Rikers Island.? An estimated 4%

of people in state women'’s prisons and 3% of people
classified as women in local jails are pregnant at the
time of their admission.® Though the instances of
pregnancy during incarceration are statistically small,
this experience has significant ramifications not only
for pregnant people but also for entire families and
communities — especially communities of color and
low-income communities that, because of the criminal
legal system’s racism and economic inequity, are
disproportionately impacted by incarceration.

In 2021, New York State enacted a Birth Support Law
requiring prisons and jails to “allow pregnant people
to have a support person of their choosing present
during labor and delivery, along with a doula if one is
available.”* That same year, New York City enacted
legislation requiring the New York City Department of
Correction to engage an organization “to provide doula
services to incarcerated individuals twice a week, as
well as during labor and delivery.”®

In the wake of these laws, members of the Women

& Justice Project, Hour Children, the Department of
Obstetrics & Gynecology at NYC Health + Hospitals/
Elmhurst, and the Department of Global Health

and Health Systems Design at the Icahn School of
Medicine at Mount Sinai convened an interdisciplinary

October 2025

“Having them [doulas] in the delivery
room with you, having them be there
to advocate for you, having them be
there to reassure you, just that mental
emotional support, having someone
you can trust, I think is just so im-
portant for pregnant women and
the child.”

collaboration — the Birth Support Working Group
(BSWGQ) — to identify ways to improve care, especially
doula care, for pregnant people in New York’s prisons
and jails. Core members represent varied backgrounds,
including individuals who have experienced pregnancy
during incarceration, reproductive justice and healthcare
advocates, social work and doula providers, and medical
professionals who care for incarcerated people.

The BSWG focused on doula care because doulas can
provide critical support for pregnant people. While
doulas have little formal authority in prisons and
hospitals, they can move between these institutions to
open lines of communication through which a pregnant
person’s voice can be heard. While doula care is not a
panacea for improving reproductive care behind bars,
doulas can help center the wellbeing of pregnant people
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and push otherwise rigid correctional and medical
systems to shift their practices and perspectives.

Over 18 months, the BSWG held conversations
with individuals who gave birth while incarcerated
to be guided by their expertise on how best to
support pregnant people inside, particularly through
doula care. This report presents the findings and
recommendations from those conversations.

Few robust studies describe the experiences of
pregnant people in prisons and jails. One of note is
Reproductive Injustice: The State of Reproductive
Health Care for Women in New York State Prisons®,
a study published in 2015, in which BSWG members

“They actually had me in a room with
another lady that wasn’t incarcer-
ated. So she did have her baby in the
room with us, and her family’s com-
ing to visit her, bringing her food,
and I’m sitting there handcuffed to
the bed. ’m like, I have to go see my
baby in NICU and they got me all
shackled up, my feet shackled, my
arm shackled... It was just the worst
feeling I’ve ever had. I just felt like
nobody loved me or nobody cared
about me, you know?”

participated. Reproductive Injustice and other

studies illuminate themes consistent with findings

in this report: dehumanizing, isolating conditions of
confinement, mistreatment by prison staff, inadequate
supports and information, and substandard medical
and mental healthcare — all of which create an
infantilizing, hostile environment fundamentally at
odds with the conditions needed for healthy, safe
pregnancies and human dignity.

The individuals interviewed in this study consistently
shared that being incarcerated during pregnancy,
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birth, and postpartum took a grave emotional and
psychological toll. The feelings most often described
were loneliness, fear, stress, and depression.
Participants also shared deep experiences of trauma —
from being locked up, from giving birth while confined,
and from life circumstances before incarceration.
Despite the near universal experience of emotional
distress, participants noted the scarcity of supportive
resources available.

“If I could describe one feeling, it
would be the loneliness. The feeling
alone, feeling isolated....”

“There’s a lot of women that had trau-
matic situations happen as a child,
whether it be molestation or physical
abuse, so it’s very stressful and un-
comfortable to just trust....”

Across the board, participants felt that doulas could
play a vital part in improving pregnancy experiences
during incarceration. Participants named emotional
support, perinatal education, and advocacy with
corrections and hospital staff as key roles that doulas
could play. In addition, participants who gave birth after
the enactment of New York’s 2021 Birth Support Law
shared that having a support person present during
labor and delivery (a right established by that law) had
an enormously positive impact on their birth experience.

Participants also highlighted the power of informal
peer support networks that they and other
incarcerated people formed with resilience and
creativity. These networks offered encouragement
and support in making the environment more tolerable
and promoting self-advocacy. Sometimes these
efforts were supported by outside programs and
individuals. Other times, these efforts were actively
thwarted and undermined.



Most participants interviewed were able to join the
prison nursery at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility,
New York’s maximum-security prison for women,
which allows new parents to live with their babies for

“I’m really excited about them mak-
ing this [doula program] available
for women, because I know how I felt
when [ was there. And I was so scared
in that delivery room by myself, I
even was grabbing up to the doctor,
you know, just to try to hold his hand
because I was so terrified.”

a year (or 18 months under certain circumstances).”
While participants discussed problems with the
nursery — including intrusive officers, denials of and
delays to participation, and overly restrictive policies
—they noted that the nursery was an invaluable
resource. While NYC’s Rikers Island jail facility also
has a nursery, most pregnant people in jails across
the country are entirely deprived of access to this
type of program.®

“Once I got into the nursery, you know,
you build bonds. They’re family....you
learn a lot from the people that sur-
round you.”

“What kept me going was the wom-
en in there. They made me maternity
pillows out of blankets and sheets...
I’m absolutely utmost grateful for all
the women that [ have encountered
in there, no matter what their charge
was, that they had a good soul...they
used to cook for me, all types of stuff.
I loved it.”

For the full Born Inside report and citations for references in this document, please see wjpny.org/born-inside.
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https://womenandjusticeproject.org/born-inside/

