
 

Survivors with Criminal 
Records 

Since 1977, the number of women in 
prison has increased by 800%. Alarmingly, 
an estimated 85 to 90% of these women 
are survivors of intimate partner violence 
(IPV) or sexual assault, which may have 
directly or indirectly led to their 
incarceration. The impact of abusers 
isolating survivors from support networks, 
controlling their income and savings, and 
eliminating their options to leave push 
some survivors to engage in criminal 
activity to survive, while other abusers 
coerce survivors into illegal acts. Survivors 
are highly vulnerable to abuse while in 
prison and are often re-victimized, 
aggravating their trauma and presenting 
additional barriers to achieving future 
stability. And upon reentering society, a 
criminal record impedes survivors’ ability 
to build economic security, recover from 
abuse, access education and employment 
opportunities, and start a new life.  

Pathways to Criminality 
Survivors enter the criminal justice system 
for different reasons, although their abuse, 
economic insecurity and isolation from 
support often play an inciting role. 
 Young survivors, after suffering from 
physical or sexual abuse as children or 
long-term exposure to IPV, may enter the 
criminal justice system by using illegal 
substances, engaging in prostitution or 
running away.  
 

Survivors who lost their jobs due to 
violence or whose abusers denied them 
the ability to work or access their finances 
may turn to illegal activity to meet their 
basic needs. They may engage in theft, 
solicitation or economic crimes such as 
check fraud out of desperation to support 
themselves and their children. Other 
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survivors can be coerced into collaborating 
with or committing crimes by threats to 
themselves or their children. Survivors can 
also be imprisoned for violence committed 
in self-defense or when protecting their 
children. In some rare and highly desperate 
situations, self-defense can result in the 
abuser’s death, leading to a survivor’s 
incarceration for unintentional homicide.  

After being arrested for any one of these 
crimes, some attorneys recommend that a 
survivor plead guilty to avoid a lengthy 
trial, receive a lesser sentence or to have 
one or more charges dropped in return. In 
the urgency to return to work or care for 
their children, survivors agree to the 
charges, accepting a future of challenges 
along with the criminal record it creates.  

Dual Arrests 
Mandatory arrest laws, which require 
police officers to arrest someone if there is 
reason to believe domestic violence has 
occurred, have increased the rates of 
female arrests and dual arrests. Dual 
arrests – when police arrest both parties in 
an incident — occur more often in IPV 
incidences, and for same-sex couples, than 
in incidences involving strangers. Instead of 
protecting survivors of IPV, these policies 
have achieved the opposite by leading 
survivors to prison.   

Dual arrests also cause short and long-term 
impacts on economic security. Dually 
arrested survivors face multiple economic 
setbacks. Initially survivors must pay for 
attorney and court fees, as well as respond 
to possible losses – housing, employment 
or wages, child support or visa status – 
caused by the arrest. In addition, because 
some arrests remain on a survivor’s 
permanent record even if not convicted, 
survivors can face future barriers to 
housing, employment and education. 
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Promising Practices 
for Survivors with 
Criminal Records  
 
A Second Chance:  
Kentucky Domestic 
Violence Association’s  
Reentry Coaching Project 
provides previously 
incarcerated survivors with 
resources, support and a 
mentor to assist with the 
reentry process. To learn 
more about their work, 
click here.    
 
 
Just Detention 
International advocates 
for the safety and well-
being of inmates and 
ensures that survivors of 
violence behind bars have 
access to the support they 
need. Click here to read 
more about their programs, 
services and publications.  
 
 
Our Place DC has helped 
over 10,000 formerly 
incarcerated women 
transition out of the 
criminal justice system by 
providing direct services 
and advocacy. To learn 
how they did it, click here.  
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Abuse Behind Bars 
While still recovering from the trauma of 
prior abuse, survivors of IPV, sexual assault 
and stalking are often re- victimized in 
prison. According to the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 80,600 inmates in state and 
federal prisons were sexually victimized in 
2011 and 2012. In the institutions with the 
highest rates of abuse, 1 in 4 women are 
sexually assaulted. Prison workers may  
also coerce inmates into sexual acts by 
providing them with small privileges or by 
trading sex for drugs.  

The rates of sexual assault and exploitation 
in prison are likely much higher than 
reported as the fear of retaliation and the 
complete isolation from supports prevent 
many inmates from reporting their 
abusers. Survivors have little to no 
institutional protection from sexual assault 
and violence, as well as limited access to 
medical and counseling services afterward. 
As a result, survivors of abuse while 
incarcerated face a longer and more costly 
recovery process once they exit prison.  

Barriers to Safety and Economic Security 
after Incarceration 
The lack of responsive reentry planning in 
prison can make survivors vulnerable to 
abuse when reentering society. The 
pressure to present a permanent address 
as a requirement to be released from 
prison (despite the limited help to find safe 
and affordable housing) forces some 
survivors to return to abusive relationships 
or unsafe situations. Survivors also endure 
abuse, sexual assault and financial 
exploitation by intimate partners, 
roommates, landlords or employers who 
use the threat of reporting them to their 
parole or probation officers if they do not 
do as they say. (Webinar: Victimized Again. 

Our Place DC) 

Incarceration and a criminal record impose 
significant costs for survivors trying to 
rebuild their lives and their economic 
security. Pew Charitable Trusts estimates 
that incarcerated individuals suffer a 40% 
reduction in their future yearly earnings. 

Criminal records can also cost survivors: 

 Ineligibility for market rate housing, 
some public housing and even some 
domestic violence housing programs  

 Ineligibility for federal and private 
loans, especially for education 

 Discrimination from employers and 
landlords 

 Access to public assistance 

The inability to find a job can also place 
them in violation of parole, leading them 
back to prison. Overcoming these 
obstacles can be so daunting that they 
can compel some survivors to return to 
criminal activity or to an abusive partner.  

Strategies and Solutions 
The most efficient way to avoid abuse 
behind bars and the challenges to 
rebuilding economic security once back in 
society is to prevent violence and to not 
criminalize survivors in the first place; 
however, other solutions include 
integrated treatment so that incarcerated 
survivors who suffer from trauma or 
substance abuse can address all their 
barriers to stability simultaneously.  

Expungement, or the process of 
concealing or sealing criminal record, can 
increase survivors’ chances of landing a 
job, improving their credit rating and 
restoring eligibility to take out a loan or 
rent an apartment. Though state 
expungement laws vary by type of crime, 
the outcome of the case and length of 
time since the arrest or conviction, 36 
states allow expungement for arrests and 
24 allow expungement for convictions.  

Re-entry planning should include job 
skills training, drug treatment, identifying 
future housing and pre-employment 
support such as identifying possible 
career paths and removing barriers to 
employment. These strategies will give 
survivors of IPV, sexual assault and 
stalking a greater chance of finding and 
keeping a job, securing affordable and 
safe housing, and rebuilding economic 
security.  
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WOW Improves 
Access to Non-
Traditional 
Occupations  
 

Non-Traditional 
Occupations (NTO) are 

jobs in which women 
make up less than 25% of 
the total number of 
workers.   
 

Benefits of NTOs: 
 Earnings 20 -  30% 

higher than female-
dominated jobs 

 Expanded career 
opportunities 

 Better access to  
career ladders 

 Better employment-
based benefits 

 

Setbacks to NTOs: 
 Even more Unequal 

pay 

 Discrimination 

 Sexual harassment 

 Isolation or lack of a 
support network 

 

Employer Strategies: 
 Set goals for hiring 

women  

 Design an outreach 
plan to recruit 
women 

 Train staff about 
discrimination, 
sexual harassment 
and stereotypes 

 
To read more about WOW ‘s 
Women and Work Project and 
NTO work  click here.  
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In Honor of Labor Day 
This Labor Day, while celebrating achievements for workers’ rights, the importance of 
workplace rights and protections for survivors should not be overlooked. Access to a stable 
income may give a survivor the economic independence necessary to leave a violent 
relationship, while the ability to maintain an income in the aftermath of abuse can help a 
survivor recover and rebuild economic security.  
 

Landmark legislative achievements that recognize that preserving a survivor’s ability to work is 
critical to safety include: 

 The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) of 2013 expanded grant programs and legal 
tools for survivors, but also reauthorized the National Resource Center on Workplace 
Responses to Assist Victims of Domestic and Sexual Violence. This center educates and 
supports employers to develop and implement workplace responses to violence.  

 Thanks to the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which celebrated its 20th anniversary this 
year, survivors who work for employers with at least 50 employees can take leave to heal 
from mental or physical injuries knowing that they have a job to return to.  

 In honor of Labor Day, inspiration can be drawn from these great advances to gain momentum 
moving forward. There is still a lot of work to be done to create economic policies, employment 
opportunities and job-related protections for survivors so that they can break the cycle of 
violence, heal from prior abuse and build economic security to stay safe in the future.  
 
Next month’s newsletter will detail the many employment barriers that survivors still face while 
trying to insulate themselves from violence, as well as suggest several policy and program 
responses to create a safer future.  
 

Gov. Pat Quinn (D Ill) signed 
four bills critical to survivor 

safety on August 6th   

Alaskan Senators Mark 
Begich and Lisa Murkowski 

introduced the Safe Families 
and Villages Act of 2013   

Policy Corner 

Federal Policy Update 

Congress returned to session on September 9th following 
its August recess.  

State Policy Update 

Alaska:  Senators Begich and Murkowski introduced the 
Safe Families and Villages Act of 2013 on August 1st. The bill 
encourages tribal, state and federal collaboration so that 
tribes can better enforce domestic violence laws. It would 
also repeal the VAWA provision that denies Alaskan tribes 
the ability to issue protective orders against non-Natives. 

Arkansas: H1409 changed the legal language regarding sex 
offenders. Potential sexually dangerous persons were 
included in the definition of sex offenders.  

Connecticut: On Aug. 16th Gov. Malloy strengthened the 
criminal justice response and expanded protections for 
survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault by signing 
a new package of laws.  

Illinois:  Gov. Quinn signed multiple laws that affect 
survivors’ safety and economic security. As of 2014, HB 958 
will make domestic violence a felony offense for offenders 
with a prior conviction. HB 3379 requires schools to teach 
about teen dating violence and school boards to adopt 
policies to respond to it. HB 3300 protects victims’ personal 
information if they are covered by their abuser’s insurance. 
HB 3236 extends the reporting deadline for the Task Force 
to Eradicate Domestic Violence.   

https://www.google.com/search?q=restitution+in+vermont&um=1&ie=UTF-8&hl=en&tbm=isch&source=og&sa=N&tab=wi&ei=VX0SUs6iCMWT2gWeyIDYDQ&biw=1551&bih=827&sei=hn0SUuGJL8rf2AXV4IDoDA
http://www.wowonline.org/women-and-work-project/
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/113/s47/text
http://www.google.com/#fp=a4b216728db522b3&q=employment+rights+for+victims+of+domestic+violence
http://thehill.com/images/stories/blogs/flooraction/Jan2011/familymedical.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-113s1474is/pdf/BILLS-113s1474is.pdf
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http://www.cga.ct.gov/2013/act/pa/pdf/2013PA-00214-R00HB-06702-PA.pdf
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http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/fulltext.asp?DocName=&SessionId=85&GA=98&DocTypeId=HB&DocNum=3379&GAID=12&LegID=&SpecSess=&Session=
http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/fulltext.asp?DocName=&SessionId=85&GA=98&DocTypeId=HB&DocNum=3300&GAID=12&LegID=&SpecSess=&Session=
http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/fulltext.asp?DocName=&SessionId=85&GA=98&DocTypeId=HB&DocNum=3236&GAID=12&LegID=75095&SpecSess=&Session=


 

 

                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

WOW Announcements and Tools 

 

ESS Webinar: Addressing Economic Needs and Overcoming Barriers for LGBTQ Survivors 

September 26th, 2013 2:00-3:30PM EST 

Building off of the LGBTQ Population Policy Brief, the ESS team will highlight best practices to 

support the economic security needs of vulnerable LGBTQ survivors. Guest speakers include 

representatives of NCAVP, New York Anti-Violence Project and Casa Ruby. Sign up here.  

Upcoming Tool: The Prosecutor’s Guide to Safety and Economic Security for Victims 

The second installation of the Sector Guide Series for the STOP Grant Program, the 

Prosecutor’s Guide offers concrete strategies and tools for prosecutors and their teams to 

support the economic security and safety of survivors. The Prosecutor’s Guide will be released 

in October and an introductory webinar with prosecution experts will take place in December.  

Upcoming Tool: Elder Survivors Policy Brief to be Released in October 

ESS will soon release the fourth installation of its series of Population Policy Briefs, the Elder 

Survivors and Economic Security Brief. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                

 

Are you a fan of 
WOW? Interested in 
finding out more about 
WOW’s activities?  

Click here to receive email 
updates and action alerts. 

Click here to access our blog 
for commentary, updates on 
events, and discussions on 
our work. 

 

 
 

 

Contact WOW’s 
Economic Security for 
Survivors (ESS) 
Project Team: 

Sarah Gonzalez Bocinski, 
Project Manager, 
sbocinski@wowonwline.org 

Malore Dusenbery,     
Project Associate, 
mdusenbery@wowonline.org  
 
Abigail Headrick,      
Project Intern, 
aheadrick@wowonline.org 
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Highlighting Program and Policy Innovations: Restitution in Vermont 

Thanks to the efforts of amazing advocates and lawmakers, survivors of intimate partner 
violence, sexual assault and stalking have a greater chance of becoming economically  
secure and stay free of violence through economic  
justice in Vermont. In 2002, key stakeholders created an  
innovative way to order, collect and pay restitution – a  
court-ordered payment from the offender to the victim  
for expenses incurred by the offender’s wrongdoing. In  
response to a discouraging 2011 report, which found that  
survivors only received 13 cents of every dollar owed to them for restitution, Vermont 
established a centralized Restitution Unit along with a Restitution Fund.   

Restitution, which can include medical and counseling expenses, lost wages, damaged property 
and expenses for participating in the justice system, is critical to survivors’ safety and ability to 
build economic security. Without it, survivors could be forced to sacrifice essential therapy, 
forego housing payments or give up other basic needs, all of which would decrease their ability 
to recover and avoid future violence. Regrettably, many states fail to properly enforce 
restitution orders.  

Vermont’s Restitution Unit, acting as a collections agency, 
employs analysts who use various tools to ensure 
offenders’ compliance. Simultaneously the Restitution Fund 
generates revenue through a 15% surchage on criminal and 
traffic fines. The revenue is deposited into the fund so that 
as soon as a court orders restition and the unit verifies it, a 
survivor is paid. This prevents the long and sometimes 
indefinite wait for an offender to pay a survivor. The 
Restitution Fund can pay individial survivors up to $10,000. 
For amounts larger than that,  the unit collects directly from 
the offender.  To learn more about these innovative policy 
solutions, click here.  

 
              
       

                                                                                  

Amy Holloway, Director of Victim 
Services (left) and Elaine Boyce, 
Restitution Unit Manager (right) 
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