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Introduction: Ethiopian women in prison face unique and exacerbated issues 

that are not adequately addressed by the criminal justice system, especially 

when it comes to gender responsive social work services. This study uses a 

qualitative phenomenological design to investigate the lived experiences of 

women who are incarcerated in the Amhara region at Kobo Prison. The study 

focuses on the ways in which social work interventions affect the 

psychosocial well-being and empowerment of these women.

Methods: Seven participants were specifically chosen from among the roughly 

70 female inmates housed at Kobo Prison to offer a range of viewpoints on the 

experiences of incarceration. Owing to COVID-19 limitations, open-ended 

written questionnaire that participants filled out in private were used to 

collect data, guaranteeing confidentiality. An inductive thematic approach 

was used to manually analyze the responses.

Results: Findings indicate that incarcerated women face significant barriers 

including inadequate mental health support, lack of childcare provisions, and 

insufficient protection from gender based violence, and limited access to 

vocational and educational opportunities. The informal, underfunded, and 

frequently gender-insensitive social work services provided in prisons increase 

women’s vulnerabilities and impede their rehabilitation. Notwithstanding these 

obstacles, counseling services and skill building exercises turned out to be 

crucial facilitators of empowerment and resilience.

Discussion: The study emphasizes how important it is to establish gender 

responsive social work programs that are specifically designed to meet the 

needs of Ethiopian women who are incarcerated. By putting women’s voices 

front and center, the study adds important knowledge to the little studied 

field of correctional social work in low-income settings and offers data to 

support program development and policy changes. In the end, the results 

support comprehensive, gender-sensitive strategies to enhance the wellbeing 

and social reintegration of women who are incarcerated.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Women in prison globally

Approximately 700,000 women are incarcerated worldwide, 

many facing unique and complex needs related to health, 

caregiving, and social reintegration (1). Globally, women in prisons 

are more likely than men to experience mental health issues, 

trauma histories, and gender based violence, all of which require 

tailored correctional programs (2). Despite these well documented 

challenges, prison systems and rehabilitation initiatives often 

remain gender-neutral or male-focused, frequently neglecting the 

specific needs of incarcerated women (3).

1.2 Women in prison in Ethiopia

In Ethiopia, approximately 5,000 women are held across federal 

and regional prisons (4). A significant number are mothers, with 

children either living with them in prison or left behind in the 

community. Many women are incarcerated for economic crimes 

such as petty theft or survival related offenses (5, 6). These women 

often enter prison with preexisting vulnerabilities including poverty, 

limited formal education, trauma from gender-based violence, and 

barriers to stable employment (7–10). Prison conditions frequently 

exacerbate these challenges through separation from children, 

restricted access to mental health and vocational services, and social 

marginalization (11, 12). Despite the high prevalence of 

psychological distress, counseling and psychosocial supports remain 

scarce within Ethiopian prisons (13, 14).

1.3 Prison programs addressing women’s 
needs

Internationally, some prison systems have has begun 

implementing gender-sensitive programs focusing on menstrual 

hygiene management, mental health support, parenting, and 

protection from gender-based violence (15, 16). These programs 

aim to reduce recidivism by fostering empowerment, self-efficacy, 

and successful social reintegration. However, such gender-specific 

initiatives remain limited or absent in many low-income countries, 

including Ethiopia, due to systemic constraints and resource 

limitations (17, 18). The COVID-19 pandemic has further 

disrupted these services by limiting external visits and program 

delivery (19, 20).

1.4 Social work in correctional settings

Social work is a professional practice rooted in human rights, 

social justice, and collective well-being, with a core aim to 

empowers individuals, families, and communities to improve social 

functioning and quality of life through problem-solving, resource 

access, and advocacy (21). Within correctional settings, social work 

plays a vital rehabilitative role by addressing psychosocial 

challenges, promoting self-efficacy, supporting family reunification 

and facilitating reintegration into society (16, 22).

1.5 Social work in Ethiopian prisons

In Ethiopia, social work within prisons remains underdeveloped 

and largely informal. Correctional social work is not yet fully 

institutionalized as a profession, with services often delivered by 

personnel lacking specialized training in social work or 

rehabilitation. These may include volunteers or staff assigned 

general welfare roles rather than professional social workers 

(18, 23). Collaborations with civil society organizations and NGOs 

exist but is inconsistent and largely dependent on external funding 

and temporary programs. Importantly, Ethiopian prison social 

work lacks comprehensive gender-sensitive programming tailored 

to the distinct needs of incarcerated women. Critical issues such as 

menstrual hygiene management, mental health support, childcare 

arrangements, and protection from gender-based violence are 

inadequately addressed. These gaps worsen women’s vulnerabilities 

and hinder their rehabilitation and empowerment (13, 15, 17). The 

COVID-19 pandemic further strained these services by restricting 

external visits and limiting program delivery (19, 20).

1.6 Women’s experiences in Ethiopian 
prisons

Women incarcerated in Ethiopia often face compounded 

vulnerabilities including poverty, limited education, trauma, and 

unemployment barriers (5, 6). Correctional conditions tend to 

amplify these difficulties, especially through separation from 

children, social isolation; and limited access to mental health and 

vocational training programs (7–9, 16). Psychological distress is 

common; yet counseling and psychosocial support remain 

minimal (13, 14). Maternal incarceration disrupts family care 

arrangements, placing children at increased risk of neglect or 

institutionalization (11, 12).

1.7 Research gap and study objective

Despite the critical role of gender-responsive correctional social 

work, limited knowledge exists on how this programs impact 

incarcerated women in Ethiopia, particularly regarding their 

empowerment and rehabilitation. This study fills this gap by 

employing a qualitative phenomenological approach to explore 

women’s lived experiences of incarceration and their interactions 

with social work services in an Ethiopian federal prison. Grounded 

in empowerment theory—which emphasizes autonomy, self- 

efficacy, resilience, and social reintegration capacity (24–26)—the 

research aims to examine how existing programs support or hinder 

empowerment processes. The ultimate goal is to inform the 

development of gender responsive, equitable, and institutionalized 

correctional social work practices tailored to the unique 

psychosocial needs of incarcerated women.
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2 Literature

2.1 Empowerment framework

Empowerment, in the context of this study, refers to the 

process through which incarcerated women gain the ability and 

opportunity to exercise agency, achieve autonomy over their lives, 

and overcome structural and systemic barriers that constrain their 

social, economic, and psychological well-being both within 

and beyond correctional settings. This concept recognizes 

empowerment as multidimensional, encompassing individual 

capacities, social relationships, and institutional factors that 

collectively in?uence control over one’s circumstances (26–28).

Drawing on (28) psychological empowerment theory, 

empowerment is conceptualized as a dynamic and interactive 

process comprising three components: intrapersonal, 

interactional, and behavioral. The intrapersonal component 

refers to individuals’ perceptions of control and self-efficacy— 

the belief in one’s ability to in?uence outcomes. The 

interactional component involves critical awareness and 

understanding of social and structural contexts, including the 

identification of barriers and resources needed to exert control. 

The behavioral component re?ects actions taken to exert 

in?uence, such as seeking resources, participating in programs, 

or advocating for needs. Within correctional settings, these 

components highlight that empowerment involves not only 

personal confidence but also navigating institutional constraints 

and opportunities (14, 28).

Similarly, Kabeer (27) offers a complementary framework 

emphasizing empowerment as the process by which those denied 

the ability to make strategic life choices acquire that ability. 

Empowerment requires three interrelated elements: resources 

(material, human, and social),  agency (the ability to define goals 

and act upon them), and achievements (the outcomes of agency). 

This framework underscores that empowerment is not only an 

individual attribute but also deeply in?uenced by social structures, 

power relations, and resource access. For incarcerated women, 

deprivation of liberty and social stigma exacerbate 

disempowerment, limiting access to educational, vocational, and 

psychological support necessary for meaningful reintegration ( 26).

Linking empowerment to autonomy, self-efficacy, and 

decision-making, empowerment is framed as a critical outcome 

of effective social work and rehabilitation services. Autonomy 

refers to the capacity to make informed and uncoerced 

decisions; self-efficacy re?ects confidence in one’s ability to act; 

decision-making denotes the ability to translate intentions into 

actions. These elements are essential for incarcerated women 

who face compounded vulnerabilities including gender 

discrimination, social exclusion, and trauma histories (15, 29, 

30). Data themes emerging from this study re?ect barriers to 

empowerment such as limited awareness of social work services, 

gender-insensitive programming, inadequate vocational and 

educational opportunities, and stigmatizing attitudes within the 

correctional system, conversely, enablers include access to 

counseling, skill building programs, and empathetic social work 

interventions fostering resilience and self-worth ( 22, 26).

By interpreting the lived experiences of incarcerated women 

through this empowerment lens, the study reveals how correctional 

social work practices can hinder or facilitate agency and social 

reintegration. This underscores the need for gender responsive, 

holistic approaches addressing individual psychosocial needs 

alongside structural inequalities embedded in prison policies and 

practices (19, 20).

2.2 Legal/policy context

Ethiopia has developed policies aimed at reforming its prison and 

criminal justice system, including the National Criminal Justice Policy 

(31) and the Prison Reform Strategy (32), which emphasizes 

rehabilitation and reintegration. However, these policies provide 

limited gender specific provisions addressing the distinct needs of 

incarcerated women. Critical areas such as menstrual hygiene 

management, mental health services, childcare support, and 

protection from gender-based violence are inadequately covered or 

absent (18, 33, 34), this policy gap results in insufficient structural 

support for women’s unique rehabilitation needs, complicating 

efforts to foster empowerment and social reintegration.

For social work practice, these shortcomings highlight the 

necessity of advocacy for gender responsive policy reform and 

implementations of specialized services tailored to women’s 

vulnerabilities within correctional settings. Consequently, social 

workers must navigate these gaps to provide holistic care addressing 

both individual psychosocial needs and systemic inequalities 

affecting incarcerated women and their families (13, 17, 34).

3 Methodology

3.1 Research design and philosophical 
stance

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to 

explore the lived experiences of women incarcerated at Kobo Prison 

in the Amhara region. The aim was to understand participants’ 

subjective experiences of prison life and social work services from 

their own perspectives. The study was grounded in constructivist 

epistemology, which assumes that knowledge is co-constructed 

through social interaction and individual meaning-making. To 

enhance rigor, researcher biases were consciously bracketed 

during data analysis to maintain focus on participants’ narratives.

3.2 Sampling and sample size justification

Participants were purposively sampled to capture a diverse 

range of perspectives on the lived experiences of incarcerated 

women at Kobo Prison, which houses approximately 300 

inmates, including around 30 women. This sampling approach 

prioritizes depth and variation over statistical generalizability, 

consistent with qualitative phenomenological research principles 

(35, 36). All 30 eligible women meeting the criteria of current 
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incarceration at Kobo Prison and the ability to provide written 

responses were invited to participate through information 

distributed by prison administrator’s acting as gatekeepers.

Seventeen women voluntarily completed the initial written 

questionnaires, providing a preliminary data set. From these, 7 

participants were purposively selected for more detailed 

phenomenological analysis. Selection focused on maximizing 

variation in demographic and experiential characteristics—such as 

age, conviction status (pre-trial vs. sentenced), and length of 

incarceration—to re?ect the broader population’s diversity. The 

decision to focus on 7 participants aligns with standard qualitative 

guidelines recommending smaller samples in phenomenological 

studies to facilitate deep, nuanced exploration of participants’ lived 

experiences. For instance, Creswell (35) suggests phenomenological 

samples typically range between 5 and 25 participants, while Guest 

et al. (2006) emphasize that saturation—the point at which no new 

themes emerge—often occurs within 6–12 interviews.

Additionally, the 7 selected narratives demonstrated sufficient 

richness and depth to support a thorough phenomenological 

interpretation. This sample size balances the need for 

comprehensive data analysis with practical constraints, such as 

resource limitations and ethical considerations related to working 

within a correctional setting. The written responses reviewed at this 

stage consisted of detailed, open-ended re?ections elicited by semi- 

structured questionnaires exploring participants’ prison life, 

personal histories, engagement with social work services, and future 

aspirations. This approach ensured data quality appropriate for the 

study’s phenomenological aims.

3.3 Data collection

Due to COVID-19 restrictions, traditional face-to-face 

interviews were not feasible. Instead, data were collected through 

open-ended written questionnaires completed by participants in 

private rooms within Kobo Prison, with no researchers or prison 

staff present during completion. This method was chosen to 

ensure participant confidentiality, reduce social desirability bias, 

and align with institutional health guidelines. The questionnaire 

consisted of 10 open-ended prompts designed to elicit rich, 

narrative responses related to the research objective—specifically, 

to explore women’s experiences of incarceration and the perceived 

role of social work in promoting empowerment and rehabilitation.

The instrument was structured around three temporal domains 

—before, during, and after incarceration—re?ecting a holistic view 

of empowerment as a process in?uenced by personal history, 

institutional context, and future orientation. Key prompts included: 

1. Before Incarceration: 

• “Can you describe the events or circumstances in your life 

that led to your incarceration?”

• “What types of support (if any) did you receive from your 

family, community, or institutions before imprisonment?”

Rationale: These questions help contextualize participants’ 

vulnerabilities and identify gaps in pre-incarceration support 

that may relate to social work interventions. 

2. During Incarceration: 

• “What is a typical day like for you in prison?”

• “Have you had any contact with social workers during your 

incarceration? If so, please describe the experience.”

• “What kinds of support services are available to you here 

(e.g., counseling, rehabilitation, legal aid)?”

• “What are the biggest challenges you face emotionally or 

psychologically?”

Rationale: These questions directly relate to the study’s aim of 

assessing the presence and perceived impact of social work 

interventions and other supportive services in the correctional setting. 

3. Looking Ahead: 

• “How do you feel about your future after release?”

• “What support or preparation do you think would help you 

reintegrate into your community?” 

• “What role do you think social workers or similar 

professionals should play in your life after prison?”

Rationale: These prompts assess future expectations and highlight 

how participants view empowerment and support, especially in 

terms of reentry, which is a core concern of social work 

practice. Participation in the study was fully voluntary. No 

material or financial incentives were offered. The responses 

collected were later coded and analyzed thematically to identify 

key themes related to empowerment, institutional experience, 

and the role of social work.

3.4 Data analysis

Data analysis was conducted manually by the primary 

researcher following an inductive thematic analysis approach 

adapted from Braun and Clarke (37). This process involved 

repeated readings of responses to become familiar with the data, 

coding meaningful segments without predetermined categories, 

and grouping codes into emergent themes re?ecting shared 

patterns and unique experiences. Themes were reviewed for 

coherence and relevance, then defined and named to represent 

participants’ perspectives accurately. Original responses, written 

in Amharic, were translated into English with cross-checking to 

ensure accuracy. Although qualitative analysis software and a 

second coder was not available, peer debriefing sessions were 

held to discuss emerging themes and minimize researcher bias.

3.5 Researcher reflexivity and bias control

To ensure rigor and minimize bias, the study employed 

multiple strategies. Researcher triangulation involved three 

researchers independently coding subsets of data, followed by 

team discussions to reconcile discrepancies. This process yielded 

an interceder agreement rate of approximately 85%, enhancing 

reliability. Bracketing techniques were applied by documenting 

researchers’ preconceptions through re?ective memoing 

throughout data collection and analysis, helping maintain focus 

on participants’ authentic narratives. Regular peer debriefing 
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sessions further supported critical examination of interpretations 

and challenged potential biases. These combined approaches 

contributed to the trustworthiness of findings by ensuring 

themes re?ected the lived experiences of incarcerated women 

rather than researcher assumptions.

3.6 Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the institutional review board 

overseeing the research. Written informed consent was obtained 

from all participants, who were assured of their voluntary 

involvement and confidentiality, while researchers were aware of 

participants’ identities to facilitate data collection and follow-up, 

personal information was securely stored and anonym in all 

reporting. No incentives were provided. The study prioritized 

confidentiality over anonymity to maintain trust while 

protecting participant privacy. To enhance trustworthiness, the 

study applied several strategies: 

• Credibility: Through rich descriptive data, participant 

verification of select excerpts, and researcher re?exivity.

• Transferability: By providing detailed descriptions of the 

context and participant profiles.

• Dependability: Via clear documentation of the coding and 

analysis processes.

• Conformability: Through the use of a subjectivity statement 

and systematic efforts to bracket researcher biases.

3.7 Limitations

This study’s findings derive from a small, purposive sample 

within a single prison, limiting the generalizability to other 

prisons in Ethiopia or beyond. The use of written 

questionnaires, while necessary under pandemic restrictions, 

restricted the depth and spontaneity of participant responses, 

especially concerning sensitive topics. Nonetheless, the research 

provides valuable insights into incarcerated women’s experiences 

and the role of social work in Ethiopian correctional settings, 

establishing a foundation for future, more comprehensive studies.

3.8 Linking data collection to research 
objectives

To ensure clarity on how the data collection aligns with the 

study’s aims, each question in the semi-structured questionnaire 

was designed to explore key aspects of women’s incarceration 

experiences that relate directly to empowerment and the role of 

social work interventions. The questions were grouped to capture 

a holistic picture, covering life before incarceration, experiences 

during imprisonment, and expectations for the future, specifically: 

✓ Questions about life before prison aimed to understand the 

social, economic, and familial contexts shaping women’s 

vulnerabilities and pathways to incarceration. This 

background information provides essential context for 

understanding empowerment needs and barriers.

✓ Questions about daily life in prison and interactions with 

social work services were designed to assess perceptions of 

support, access to resources, and empowerment opportunities 

facilitated by social workers. For example, inquiries about 

social work programs, counseling, or rehabilitation initiatives 

helped evaluate the role of social work in addressing 

psychosocial challenges and promoting agency.

✓ Questions about future aspirations and post-release plans 

explored how incarceration and social work interventions 

in?uenced women’s sense of hope, self-efficacy, and 

empowerment moving forward.

4 Findings

4.1 Overview and theoretical lens

This section presents key findings from written responses 

provided by seven incarcerated women at Kobo Prison. Drawing 

on Zimmerman’s (28) psychological empowerment framework, 

the analysis is organized into three major dimensions of 

empowerment: 

• Intrapersonal (self-concept, confidence, perceived control),

• Interactional (critical awareness of systems, ability to navigate 

institutions),  and

• Behavioral (action-taking, participation in change, future 

orientation).

Each thematic category illustrates the extent to which participant’s 

experience—or is denied—empowerment within the correctional 

context, particularly in relation to social work services.

4.2 Participant demographics and 
background

The study involved seven incarcerated women at Kobo Prison 

in the Amhara region, Ethiopia. Participants ranged in age from 

21 to 35 years, with varying marital statuses, parental roles, 

and sentences (3–30 years). Table 1 summarizes their socio- 

demographic profiles, including pseudonyms used throughout 

this study to humanize their narratives.

4.3 Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis of participants’ responses revealed three 

primary themes related to empowerment and social work 

practices: 

• Theme 1: Access to Psychosocial Support

• Theme 2: Challenges in Prison Environment

• Theme 3: Hope and Rehabilitation To better illustrate the themes,

Table 2 summarizes the themes, subthemes, illustrative participant 

quotes, and interpretations.
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(Figure 1 presents a conceptual model showing how these 

themes interconnect to support empowerment).

4.4 Life before incarceration: social identity 
and system trust

4.4.1 Subtheme: identity and aspirations

Participants’ re?ections on their pre incarceration lives were 

filled with nostalgia and a clear contrast between their former 

and current selves. Most described themselves as ambitious, self- 

reliant, and socially responsible individuals who had meaningful 

roles in their communities.

“I used to be a hardworking woman, always eager to help 

others.”—Mahi

“I was always busy—working and going to school. I didn’t 

even have time for family.”—Almaz

These re?ections suggest that incarceration had not only 

interrupted their external lives but had also fractured their 

internal self-concept. A recurring theme was the sense of loss of 

identity, particularly regarding their role in society and the 

potential they once believed they had.

4.4.2 Subtheme: trust in legal and social 
institutions

Before imprisonment, several participants held positive views 

about the legal system, human rights, and the importance of 

dialogue. However, incarceration led to a significant erosion of 

trust in social institutions.

“I used to believe in negotiation and rights. Now I don’t trust 

my country or the legal system.”—Almaz

TABLE 1  Socio-demographic characteristics of women incarcerated in Kobo Prison Center, Ethiopia.

Pseudonym Age Marital status Children Sentence length Time served Previous occupation

Hana 35 Married No 20 years 6 years Government employee

Selam 35 Single No 30 years 15 years Student

Mahi 34 Married Yes 3 years 8 months Employed (unspecified)

Almaz 27 Single No 5 years 2.5 years Legal expert, govt worker

Genet 30 Married Yes (2) 14 years 2 years Government official

Tigist 21 Single No 4.5 years 2 years Student

Saba 23 Single No 8 years 5 years Student

FIGURE 1 

Conceptual model illustrating how key themes interconnect to support the empowerment of incarcerated women.

TABLE 2 Themes and subthemes identified from women’s lived 
experiences of incarceration.

Theme Subtheme Illustrative 
quote

Interpretation

Access to 

psychosocial 

support

Availability of 

counseling

“The social worker 

listens to me and 

gives hope.”

Social work contributes 

positively to 

empowerment by 

providing emotional 

support.

Challenges in 

prison 

environment

Lack of 

resources

“There are not 

enough books or 

activities here.”

Prison conditions limit 

the effectiveness of 

empowerment strategies.

Hope and 

rehabilitation

Future 

orientation

“I feel I can start 

anew when I get 

out.”

Empowerment includes 

fostering hope and 

motivation for change.
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“Prison is like university. I’ve learned a lot about social life… 

how to manage relationships.”—Saba

This shift illustrates how incarceration can alter not just personal 

trajectories but fundamental worldviews, including views on fairness, 

justice, and trust. Participants recognized broader patterns of social 

exclusion, gender inequality and institutional neglect.

4.5 Lived experience of incarceration

4.5.1 Subtheme: psychological and emotional 

impact
Nearly all participants’ reported mental health strain, 

hopelessness, and profound emotional isolation.

“Being locked in prison for doing a good deed—it all seems 

like a dream.”—Mahi

“I have lost hope… I don’t think about anything except how to 

get out.”—Almaz

COVID-19 amplified these effects by eliminating family visits 

and other supports.

4.5.2 Subtheme: gendered experience of prison
Participants highlighted the unique burdens related to 

motherhood, fertility, and caregiving, emphasizing gender- 

specific injustices such as limited reproductive health access and 

erasure of maternal identity.

“Every woman wants to be a mother… but she might never 

get the chance.”—Selam

4.6 Encounter with social work and support 
services

4.6.1 Subtheme: limited access and 

understanding
Only four participants reported any awareness of counseling 

or social work, but services were vague, informal, and 

inconsistent, with no clear presence of trained professionals.

“Counseling is available Monday to Friday. They guide us on 

behavior change.”—Selam

4.6.2 Subtheme: dissatisfaction and critique
Participants were dissatisfied with the lack of structured social 

work services, poor communication access, and insufficient 

rehabilitation programming.

“There are correctional centers—but who is correcting 

who?”—Hana

“They think simple things like phone calls are luxuries.”—Almaz

4.6.3 Subtheme: vision for reform
Participants offered practical suggestions including gender- 

sensitive programming, vocational training, education, 

psychological counseling, and better-trained staff.

“Training should re?ect our personalities and backgrounds.” 

— Genet

“The staffs themselves need training… I doubt they 

understand rehabilitation.”—Almaz

4.7 Imagining the future: hope, advocacy, 
and reintegration

4.7.1 Subtheme: resilience and self-development
Despite trauma, participants expressed determination to 

pursue education, advocacy, and personal growth post-release.

“Maybe I’ll become a better advocate for rights… join an 

opposition party.”—Almaz

“You improve. You learn. You move on.”—Genet

4.7.2 Implications for social work practice
This broader framing allows for a holistic understanding of 

how social work can intervene across the timeline of these 

women’s lives—before, during, and after incarceration. Your 

recommendations will naturally draw on this longitudinal 

perspective to promote empowerment, dignity, and reintegration 

through targeted, gender responsive, and holistic interventions.

5 Discussion of major findings

This study explored women’s lived experiences of incarceration 

through the lens of psychological empowerment, highlighting their 

struggles with identity loss, emotional distress, and systemic 

neglect, as well as their aspirations for growth and reintegration. 

Rather than framing the experience simply as “sustaining life” in 

prison, the findings illuminate how empowerment manifests in 

intrapersonal confidence, critical awareness of social and 

institutional barriers, and behavioral intentions toward future 

advocacy and self-development. The role of social work, though 

currently limited and underdeveloped, is perceived as potentially 

vital in fostering these empowerment processes by providing 

psychosocial support, gender-responsive services, and reintegration 

preparation. The findings are interpreted through the lens of 

Empowerment Theory (28), which emphasizes individuals’ 

capacity to gain control over their lives, as well as Feminist 

Criminology, which foregrounds gendered power dynamics within 

justice systems (38).
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5.1 The experience of female prisoners

A key finding was the depth of psychological distress 

associated with incarceration, particularly due to separation 

from children and family—an issue more acutely experienced 

by women than men. This aligns with Feminist Criminology, 

which highlights how carceral systems overlook the caregiving 

roles, social stigma, and trauma histories that uniquely affect 

women (39, 40).

Participants’ descriptions of isolation, loss of identity, and 

emotional neglect re?ect a breakdown in intrapersonal 

empowerment—one of the three components in (28) empowerment 

model. Their capacity for self-efficacy, hope, and personal agency 

was significantly reduced. Furthermore, the prison’s failure to 

provide meaningful social or emotional support damaged 

participants’ interactional empowerment, or belief in their ability to 

in?uence their surroundings.

In addition, the participants’ experiences echoed Sykes’ (41) 

concept of the “pains of imprisonment” and Birmingham’s (42) 

work on prison induced mental health strain. Yet, despite these 

challenges, many women developed internal resilience. Their 

re?ections on learning from adversity indicate the potential for 

behavioral empowerment—the third element of Zimmerman’s 

framework—even under conditions of extreme constraints.

5.2 Experiences with social work practices

The findings indicate a significant disconnect between policy 

and practice in the delivery of social work services. While some 

participants mentioned informal “counseling,” none reported 

receiving structured therapeutic support, vocational training, or 

reintegration planning—services mandated by the Ethiopian 

Federal Prisons Proclamation No. 365/2003 (43).

This suggests that the current system fails to embody the 

principles of empowerment-oriented social work, which 

emphasize enabling choice, building capabilities, and supporting 

active participation in personal transformation. According to 

Pollack (44) and Simon (45), when correctional social work 

focuses only on control or emotional support, it risks 

reproducing powerlessness instead of mitigating it.

The lack of formal support also contravenes global best 

practices. In countries like the UK and India, female-centered 

rehabilitation programs involve mufti-sectorial collaboration, 

trauma-informed care, and comprehensive skill-building— 

elements notably absent in the Ethiopian context. In this way, 

the Ethiopian prison system demonstrates what critical social 

work theorists call “structural neglect,” where institutional 

policies overlook systemic inequities in favor of surface 

level compliance.

This is a critical failure from an empowerment theory 

standpoint, which sees empowerment not just as personal 

healing, but as access to social resources, meaningful roles, and 

life choices. The participants’ calls for education, vocational 

training, and staff development re?ect a demand for precisely 

these empowerment pathways.

5.3 Prospects of life after prison

Despite the adversities they faced, many participants expressed 

hope for transformation—a testament to their resilience. 

Several envisioned returning to education, contributing to their 

communities, or becoming advocates for justice. These 

expressions of future orientation re?ect latent empowerment— 

the belief that one’s life can improve, even in the absence of 

institutional support.

However, the lack of reintegration programs, job training, and 

aftercare leaves these women vulnerable to unemployment, 

recidivism, and social marginalization, as highlighted in prior 

research (7–9). This gap between aspiration and opportunity 

illustrates the limitations of empowerment in environments that 

offer no structural pathways for actualizing change.

Empowerment Theory stresses that real empowerment 

requires a combination of internal belief and external 

opportunity. While participants have demonstrated the former, 

the correctional system has largely failed to provide the latter.

In general; 

• Incarcerated women face profound psychological distress, 

particularly due to separation from children and family.

• Prison environments exacerbate mental health challenges, with 

limited emotional and social support.

• Social work services are narrowly focused on counseling, 

lacking comprehensive training and reintegration programs.

• There exists a gap between policy and practice in Ethiopian 

correctional facilities, particularly concerning rehabilitation.

• Despite the shortcomings, female inmates remain hopeful and 

express a desire for meaningful life changes post-release.

6 Conclusion and implications

6.1 Conclusion

The lived experiences of incarcerated women in this study 

reveal the often neglected rehabilitative aspect of correctional 

social work. The findings indicate that the primary focus of 

correctional social work, as it currently stands, is to help women 

adapt to prison life—yet even this support is widely perceived as 

inadequate by the women themselves. Participants demonstrated 

limited awareness of the services available, further re?ecting the 

disconnect between institutional goals and practical outcomes.

By evaluating social work practices from the perspective of 

those directly impacted, this study has uncovered critical blind 

spots. Notably, many participants held negative views of the 

personnel providing social services, highlighting a trust deficit 

that impedes the delivery and effectiveness of such services. 

Additionally, the women were largely unaware of what 

correctional social work entails, underscoring the need for 

greater outreach, education, and engagement.

The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 

Prisoners assert that prisons should serve reformative, 

restorative, and rehabilitative functions. A prison sentence 
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should prepare inmates to lead law-abiding, self-supporting lives 

upon release through access to education, vocational training, 

and treatment for drug or alcohol dependency. However, 

research shows that women’s prisons typically offer fewer 

opportunities in these areas compared to men’s facilities (46).

Despite these systemic shortcomings, the study participants 

remained hopeful about their future and expressed a desire to 

build better lives after prison. This optimism is an important 

asset that the institutions should nurture. The prison system 

should capitalize on this potential by providing structured 

programs that empower women with skills, knowledge, and 

mental resilience. As Ronald (47) emphasized, correctional 

institutions must prepare inmates for successful reintegration, 

including opportunities to earn money and build self-sufficiency 

while incarcerated.

6.2 Implications

6.2.1 Implications for social work practice

The findings suggest that the classification of inmates based on 

their specific social work intervention needs is essential. Although 

the participants were all convicted prisoners, their perceptions and 

attitudes toward social work services mirrored those of individuals 

on remand. This implies a universal shortfall in service delivery, 

irrespective of legal status.

This study effectively serves as a feedback mechanism for 

prison social work services. It offers valuable insights that could 

prompt institutional introspection and encourage the 

correctional system to address gaps and limitations. Social work 

interventions should be coordinated across all levels of the 

correctional system and should aim to achieve social justice 

through systemic reform.

Furthermore, the study contributes to the limited body of 

research on incarcerated women from a social work perspective. 

Most existing literature focuses on human rights issues, while 

the unique rehabilitative and psychosocial needs of women in 

prison remain underexplored. It is hoped that this study will 

inspire further research and program development aimed at 

addressing the deficiencies in correctional social work 

uncovered here.

6.2.2 Implications for policy makers and NGOs
There is a pressing need for penal reform policies that address 

gender inequality and the specific vulnerabilities of women. Laws 

must be strengthened to improve legal aid and legal awareness for 

women, particularly in cases of domestic violence—thereby 

reducing unjust detention. Additionally, greater representation 

of women in legislative bodies is necessary to ensure their voices 

shape policy.

An independent oversight body—comprising NGOs, civil 

society organizations, and other stakeholders—should be 

established to monitor prison administration. Such a body 

would promote transparency, accountability, and continuity of 

rehabilitation efforts after release. This would ensure that 

services don’t stop at the prison gate but follow women back 

into society, supporting effective reintegration.

Public–private partnerships should be encouraged in the 

administration and reform of the criminal justice system. These 

partnerships could enable more efficient and humane service 

delivery. NGOs, in particular, could play a key role by 

addressing staffing shortages, providing training, and advocating 

for the rights and needs of incarcerated women.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included 

in the article/Supplementary Material, further inquiries can be 

directed to the corresponding author.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by College of 

Educational & Behavioral Science Ethics Committee, Woldia 

University. The studies were conducted in accordance with the 

local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants 

provided their written informed consent to participate in this 

study. Written informed consent was obtained from the 

individual(s), and minor(s)’ legal guardian/next of kin, for the 

publication of any potentially identifiable images or data 

included in this article.

Author contributions

SW: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, 

Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project 

administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, 

Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & 

editing. TA: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal 

analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, 

Project administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, 

Validation, Visualization, Writing – review & editing. SA: 

Conceptualization, Data curation, Investigation, Methodology, 

Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – 

review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received 

for the research and/or publication of this article.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 

be construed as a potential con?ict of interest.

Asmare et al.                                                                                                                                                           10.3389/fgwh.2025.1561108 

Frontiers in Global Women’s Health 09 frontiersin.org



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Generative AI was used in the 

creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this 

article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of 

artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to 

ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever 

possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those 

of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of 

their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, 

the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may 

be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by 

its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by 

the publisher.

References

1. World Prison Brief. World Female Prison Population List. 5th ed. London: 
Institute for Crime & Justice Policy Research (2023). Available online at: https:// 
www.prisonstudies.org

2. UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime). Handbook on Women 
and Imprisonment. 2nd ed. Vienna: United Nations Publications (2021).

3. Fletcher DR, Batty E, Flint J. Gender, trauma, and desistance: a comparative 
analysis of women’s rehabilitation in prison. Br J Criminol. (2022) 62(1):105–23.

4. Ethiopian Federal Prison Administration. Annual statistical report on 
incarcerated populations. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (2022).

5. Zelelew Y. Female Prisoners in Ethiopia: Legal, Social, and Economic Perspectives. 
Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University, Faculty of Law (2011).

6. Ntirenganya E, Kajubu G. Petty crimes and female incarceration in east Africa: a 
socio-legal review. East Afr J Law J. (2020) 7(1):23–41.

7. Muasya G. Challenges faced by female prisoners in Kenya: a case of lang’ata 
women’s prison. Int J Soc Sci Entrep. (2013a) 1(5):1–12.

8. Muasya G. Women in prison: challenges of rehabilitation and reintegration in 
Kenya and Ethiopia. J Afr Gender Stud. (2013b) 5(2):101–19.

9. Beyene L. Gender and incarceration in Ethiopia: a sociological perspective. 
Ethiop J Gender Law. (2019) 10(1):33–50.

10. Beyene TA. Reintegration of Female ex-offenders: Challenges and Prospects in 
Ethiopia. Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University (2019).

11. Kelbisow M. Children in prison with their mothers in Ethiopia: A case study. 
UNICEF-Ethiopia Report Series (2006).

12. Alemu T. Maternal incarceration and its impact on children in Ethiopia: the 
invisible victims. J Afr Soc Stud. (2019) 7(2):78–95.

13. Belay A. Psychosocial Service Gaps in Ethiopian Correctional Facilities: The Case of 
Female Inmates. Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University, Department of Social Work (2018).

14. Pettersen T, Ingham S. Mental health and empowerment of incarcerated 
women: an east African perspective. Int J Prison Health. (2022) 18(3):235–51.

15. Covington SS. Women and Addiction: A Trauma-informed approach. La Jolla, 
CA: Center for Gender and Justice (2018).

16. Ferszt GG, Clark V. Correctional health and rehabilitation: gender-responsive 
approaches. J Correct Health Care. (2020) 26(4):291–8.

17. Kabeta G, Pretorius R. Prison social work in Ethiopia: practices, gaps and 
challenges. Afr J Soc Work. (2018) 8(1):10–20.

18. Woldeyohannes G. Correctional social work in Ethiopia: status, roles, and 
challenges. Ethiop J Soc Dev. (2017) 4(1):29–46.

19. McCorkel JA, Sibley C. COVID-19 and the crisis of mass incarceration. 
Contexts. (2021a) 20(2):34–9. doi: 10.1177/15365042211019637

20. McCorkel JA, Sibley D. Rethinking incarceration: race, gender, and punishment 
in contemporary contexts. Annu Rev Sociol. (2021b) 47:175–95. doi: 10.1146/ 
annurev-soc-090120-034546

21. Indira Gandhi National Open University. Social Work Intervention with 
Institutions (Block 5). New Delhi: IGNOU School of Social Work (2010a).

22. Bazemore G, Stinchcomb J. A civic engagement model of reentry: involving 
community through service and restorative justice. Fed Probat. (2019) 73(3):14–21.

23. Gebremedhin D, Mulugeta B. Social work in correctional settings: challenges 
and prospects in Ethiopia. Mekelle Univ J Soc Sci. (2021) 9(2):50–67.

24. Zimmerman MA. Empowerment theory: psychological, organizational and 
community levels of analysis. In: Rappaport J, Seidman E, editors. Handbook of 
Community Psychology. Boston, MA: Springer (2000). p. 43–63.

25. Gutierrez LM. Working with women of color: an empowerment perspective. 
Soc Work. (1990) 35(2):149–53. doi: 10.1093/sw/35.2.149

26. Ramon S, Easton M. Empowerment and rehabilitation in prisons: a social work 
perspective. Eur J Soc Work. (2018) 21(4):515–28.

27. Kabeer N. Resources, agency, achievements: re?ections on the measurement of 
women’s empowerment. Dev Change. (1999) 30(3):435–64. doi: 10.1111/1467-7660. 
00125

28. Zimmerman MA. Psychological empowerment: issues and illustrations. Am 
J Community Psychol. (1995) 23(5):581–99. doi: 10.1007/BF02506983

29. Gutierrez LM. Understanding the empowerment process: does consciousness 
make a difference? Soc Work Res. (1995) 19(4):229–37.

30. Richie BE. Challenges incarcerated women face as they return to their 
communities: findings from life history interviews. Crime Delinq. (2001) 
47(3):368–89. doi: 10.1177/0011128701047003005

31. Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. National Criminal Justice Policy. 
Addis Ababa: Ministry of Justice (2016).

32. Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Prison Reform Strategy. Addis Ababa: 
Ministry of Federal and Pastoral Development Affairs (2017).

33. Tadesse B, Desta S. Legal frameworks and prison conditions for women in 
Ethiopia: an evaluation. Bahir Dar Univer Law Review. (2019) 5(1):12–29.

34. Adamu H, Bekele H. Gender sensitivity in Ethiopian correctional institutions: 
policy and practice gaps. Ethiop J Soc Policy. (2023) 12(1):45–63.

35. Creswell JW. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five 
Approaches. 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications (2013).

36. Guest G, Bunce A, Johnson L. How many interviews are enough? An 
experiment with data saturation and variability. Field Methods. (2006) 18(1):59–82. 
doi: 10.1177/1525822X05279903

37. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol. 
(2006) 3(2):77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

38. Chesney-Lind M, Pasko L. The Female Offender: Girls, Women, and Crime. 3rd 
ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications (2013).

39. Rafter NH. Gender, prisons, and prison history. Soc Sci Hist. (1985) 
9(3):233–53. doi: 10.1017/S0145553200015156

40. Dodge M, Pogrebin MR. Collateral costs of imprisonment for women: 
complications of reintegration. Prison J. (2001) 81(1):42–54. doi: 10.1177/ 
0032885501081001004

41. Sykes GM. The Society of Captives: A Study of a maximum Security Prison. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press (1958).

42. Birmingham L. The mental health of prisoners. Adv Psychiatr Treat. (2003) 
9(3):191–9. doi: 10.1192/apt.9.3.191

43. Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Federal Prisons Proclamation No. 
365/2003. Negarit Gazeta (2003).

44. Pollack S. Anti-oppressive social work practice with women in prison: 
discursive reconstructions and alternative practices. Br J Soc Work. (2004) 
34(5):693–707. doi: 10.1093/bjsw/bch086

45. Simon BL. The Empowerment Tradition in American Social Work: A History. 
New York, NY: Columbia University Press (1994).

46. Baster L, Townhead L. Women in Prison: A Commentary on the UN Standard 
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. Geneva: Quaker United Nations 
Office (2008).

47. Ronald R. The Politics of Prison Reform. London: Routledge (2011).

Asmare et al.                                                                                                                                                           10.3389/fgwh.2025.1561108 

Frontiers in Global Women’s Health 10 frontiersin.org

https://www.prisonstudies.org
https://www.prisonstudies.org
https://doi.org/10.1177/15365042211019637
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-090120-034546
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-090120-034546
https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/35.2.149
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02506983
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128701047003005
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0145553200015156
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032885501081001004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032885501081001004
https://doi.org/10.1192/apt.9.3.191
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bch086

	Women's lived experience of incarceration in Kobo Prison Center, Ethiopia: implications for social work practice
	Introduction
	Women in prison globally
	Women in prison in Ethiopia
	Prison programs addressing women's needs
	Social work in correctional settings
	Social work in Ethiopian prisons
	Women's&#x2060; experiences in Ethiopian prisons
	Research gap and study objective

	Literature
	Empowerment framework
	Legal/policy context

	Methodology
	Research design and philosophical stance
	Sampling and sample size justification
	Data collection
	Data analysis
	Researcher reflexivity and bias control
	Ethical considerations
	Limitations
	Linking data collection to research objectives

	Findings
	Overview and theoretical lens
	Participant demographics and background
	Thematic analysis
	Life before incarceration: social identity and system trust
	Subtheme: identity and aspirations
	Subtheme: trust in legal and social institutions

	Lived experience of incarceration
	Subtheme: psychological and emotional impact
	Subtheme: gendered experience of prison

	Encounter with social work and support services
	Subtheme: limited access and understanding
	Subtheme: dissatisfaction and critique
	Subtheme: vision for reform

	Imagining the future: hope, advocacy, and reintegration
	Subtheme: resilience and self-development
	Implications for social work practice


	Discussion of major findings
	The experience of female prisoners
	Experiences with social work practices
	Prospects of life after prison

	Conclusion and implications
	Conclusion
	Implications
	Implications for social work practice
	Implications for policy makers and NGOs


	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Generative AI statement
	Publisher's note
	References


