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Introduction 

More than a decade ago, the Corston Report (2007)1 suggested that custody should only be 

used for those women who have committed serious and/or violent crimes; striking a balance 

between “retributive justice” and the inherent vulnerabilities including past abuse and mental 

illness, prevalent amongst this group. Consequently, there has been a move to promote 

alternatives to custody for women, recognising that they have different needs to their male 

counterparts.2 Despite this acknowledgement, female incarceration rates remain high, with 

women more likely than men to receive a custodial sentence for their first offence.3  The 

increasing numbers of women given a custodial sentence can be linked to harsher sentencing 

and a reduction in community disposals, with 84% of women in prison serving custodial 

sentences for non-violent offences.4 Almost half of women in prison have been convicted of 

theft but despite a 4% reduction in convictions for theft between 2009-2013, the number of 

women given a custodial sentence increased by 17%.5 

 

 

However, female offenders represent a small minority of prisoners and therefore they are 

‘easily overlooked in policy, planning, and the provision of support services’.6 That being 

said, when comparing female to male offenders, the reoffending rates following a sentence of 

12 months or less, are similar.7 
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This paper uses the perspective of views of female prison workers to argue that the impact of 

custody on women is disproportionate to that of their male counterparts, as result of these 

different needs and experiences prior to and during custody. Female offenders differ in a 

number of important ways from their male counterparts, with the majority convicted for non-

violent crimes,8 but despite this, women are more likely to receive a custodial sentence for a 

first offence.9 Studies suggest that women who offend have frequently experienced domestic 

and sexual violence,10 past abuse, loss and addiction.11 This is supported by data from a 

Ministry of Justice study that highlighted that 53% of female prisoners had experienced some 

form of trauma, compared with 27% of male prisoners, and were twice as likely to be 

suffering from a mental illness, alcohol and substance abuse.12 

 

A custodial sentence can also lead to the traumatic loss of their children; 13 14 as well as 

making it very difficult for them to regain full care of their children on release.15 Furthermore, 

due to the smaller number of female prisons, women are often serving their sentence some 

distance from home, impacting on their ability to maintain family and social ties.16 Despite 

these clear differences, gender has frequently been ignored in discussions about the impact of 

prison on women.17  

 

Women’s experience of custodial sentences needs to be contextualised because ‘issues such 

as power, control and trust have different meanings for female prisoners’18. Staff working in a 

gender-specific service need to build therapeutic relationships within the secure environment, 
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19 in order to support women to deal with past victimisation, abusive relationships and mental 

health concerns.20 Despite the provision of gender-specific services within prisons21 and the 

Equality Act (2010) requires that women are provided with ‘female-only’ services,22 these 

have not always been fully evaluated.23  

 

Previous research has suggested that the support offered to women needs to address both 

psychological and social factors by taking a strength-based recovery model, that seeks to 

build the women’s resilience and autonomy 24 by engaging with their mental health needs, 

addictions and past trauma.25 However, the provision of gender-specific support has not gone 

unchallenged, with some suggesting that these services are based on stereotypical 

assumptions about female roles 26 and female offending, potentially denying the woman’s 

agency.27  

 

This Study 

This small case study has been designed to explore the views of workers in a gender-specific 

service within a women’s prison in the north of England. While acknowledging that the 

sample is limited to five members of staff within the service, the findings could inform future 

research. This study took a social constructivist approach to understand how the support 

workers ‘construct and make sense of…’ 28 their work with female offenders. The study is a 

case study based on a qualitative methodology, offering the opportunity to examine the 

subjective experiences of the workers.29 The study utilised semi-structured interviews which 
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were designed to be face-to-face, however, for some participants this was difficult, therefore 

telephone interviews became necessary.  

 

The service studied is located in a women’s centre within the prison, with the remit to provide 

gender-specific services. The role of each study participant differed, however, to preserve 

confidentiality, it was agreed that a person’s specific role would not be identified. The 

participants included people in leadership roles, specialist domestic violence workers, sex 

worker support staff and advocates. Each interviewee (n=5) was provided with an information 

sheet and a consent form before participating in the study. 

 

Participants were given the opportunity to withdraw from the study at any point by emailing 

or telephoning the researcher prior to data analysis. The interviews were both telephone and 

face-to-face and lasted between 30-60 minutes. The data sets were coded using NVIVO 

software to perform a thematic analysis as a method to identify and then analyse patterns 

within, and across the interview data.30 The analysis included deductive coding with initial 

codes that were drawn from the literature, and inductive coding enabled the formation of new 

codes that were data-driven. This process then led to the identification and naming of four 

themes across the data set. These themes included, the identification of prisoners as ‘victims’, 

offending behaviour seen as a response to ‘need’, the suggestion that for some, prison 

represents a ‘safe haven’ and finally the need to support women to ‘move forward’ with their 

lives.  

 

Prisoners as ‘victims’ 

Within this theme there was recognition that women have often faced a range of adverse 

experiences prior to receiving a custodial sentence, supporting the earlier observation about 

women in custody having a history of domestic and sexual violence 31, past abuse 32 and 

mental illness, drug and alcohol addictions: 33 

 

                                                 
 
30 Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006) ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology.’ Qualitative Research in 
Psychology, 3 pp. 77-101. 
31 Ibid, 25. 
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‘I would say that around 85% of women in prison have been abused either 

as a child or as an adult’ (Participant 1). 

 

‘Women are more complex and they have more things going on for them 

like domestic violence and sex work’ (Participant 3). 

 

‘They have often had more trauma, either in early life or just prior to the 

offence… including sexual violence’ (Participant 4). 

 

There was a consensus that female offending is frequently linked to past trauma, and 

participants suggested that this requires a [therapeutic/treatment] approach that is trauma-

informed. The workers were reluctant to discuss the women’s’ offending because they viewed 

it as a ‘symptom’ of their past experiences. The view that women were first and foremost 

victims was a recurring theme across all of the interviews: 

 

‘The women that find themselves in custody often have low self-esteem 

because of the things that they have been through, including domestic 

violence, child abuse, and sexual violence while working in the sex 

industry’ (Participant 1). 

 

Participants suggested that the women’s experience of trauma can be on going and therefore 

continue to impact on them while serving a custodial sentence: 

 

‘If it is sexual abuse they might want to make a report [to the police] but the 

problem is the lack of evidence’ (Participant 5). 

 

‘A lot of the women are really paranoid and some feel that the world is out 

to get them… because things have always gone negatively for them that is 

what they expect’ (Participant 4). 

 

The workers emphasised the importance of recognising the women they work with as 

‘victims’ of their past experience. This view appears to be appropriate given what is known 

about women who offend, but it is important to remember that not all victims of abuse go on 

to commit offences. The identification of women as victims can ensure that they are offered 



the appropriate support but it also has the potential to deny her the opportunity to make 

necessary changes in her life. 

 

Offending as a response to ‘need’ 

Another recurring theme was the link between the women’s offending behaviour and their 

social circumstances, with participants suggesting that women often commit crime because 

they feel they have been left with no other choice: 

 

‘A woman might be here because they have been caught shoplifting, but she 

might be in a relationship where the perpetrator has full control over her, 

everything in the house, including the money…she might have stolen food 

for herself or her children’ (Participant 5). 

 

‘The women have been subject to abuse, control…homelessness, that forces 

them to stay with people who are engaged in crime including drug use’ 

(Participant 3). 

 

Within this theme, there was also the suggestion that women often lack agency and that they 

are simply committing crime to meet the needs of their children, or because they had been 

coerced by a male partner. Participants highlighted the influence of drugs and alcohol 

addiction as a common factor in the women’s narrative, but argued that this is frequently a 

symptom of their past, rather than the cause of their offending: 

 

‘When you talk to women you find out they are just using drugs or alcohol 

to cope with what is happening to them …or forget what they have 

experienced in the past’ (Participant 4). 

‘They get to the point where they are just not able to cope …within the 

relationship there is so much violence and then they lash out’ (Participant 

4). 



The participants noted the way that a custodial sentence impacts negatively on the woman’s 

social situation, supporting the argument that it can be difficult to maintain family ties34 and 

lead to the loss of contact with their children:35 

 

‘When a woman goes into prison, a whole family breaks down (whereas 

when a man goes into prison nothing much at home changes) the house can 

be lost, the children can be put into care, family ties can break down and in a 

lot of cases the woman is actually the breadwinner of the household, so that 

money goes, she’s the recipient of benefits, so that gets messed up 

‘ (Participant 2). 

 

Despite concern about custody, there was an acknowledgement that for many of the women 

receiving a custodial sentence allows them to engage with appropriate support. There was a 

suggestion by some participants that offending behaviour can be a coping mechanism, and 

despite concerns that custody is problematic, for some women, they described it as a ‘safety 

net’. 

 

Prison as a ‘safe haven’ 

The participants discussed how some of the women they work with have been living very 

chaotic lives and therefore a custodial sentence can represent a much-needed break from their 

difficult lives. One participant noted that when a woman comes into custody, it can be the 

only time where she engages with support because on the outside her life is so chaotic: 

 

‘…if I haven’t managed to track them down outside they will [often] speak 

to me and engage while they are in custody’ (Participant 3). 

 

All participants suggested that the provision of gender-specific services for women was 

essential because their needs are very different to that of their male counterparts. 

 

All participants discussed engaging with the women in positive ways and they suggested that 

for some women, custody represents a break from their daily troubles. All of the participants 
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agreed that custody can present an opportunity to engage the women in support but they noted 

that it could take time to build trust: 

 

‘You need to tell them what we can offer… you have to start building a 

relationship by spending time with them one-to-one, following through on 

what they have asked you to do’ (Participant 3). 

 

‘…because we are a gender-specific service, we always have empathy for 

the women, we consider if they have children …and wider things like if 

they have been a sex worker ‘(Participant 4). 

 

The participants all noted the importance of support with addiction and mental health 

concerns and one participant noted how for some, custody is the best way to offer them the 

stability that they need. They suggested that this includes appropriate support, a strict routine, 

regular sleep and three meals a day: 

 

‘...some tell us that this is the first time in their life they haven't had to look 

over their shoulder’ (Participant 5). 

 

‘They feel that they can relax and their anxiety levels have dropped because 

they don't feel like everyone is watching all of the time…and reporting back 

what they've done.’ (Participant 5). 

 

While discussion the positive impact of feeling safe in custody, the participants expressed 

concern that some women can feel reluctant to return to their previous life on release. The 

Together Women Project work with the prisoners to consider what changes they want to 

make, and link them with a women’s centre in the community that can offer them both 

emotional and practical support on release. The participants noted that despite the appropriate 

support offered in the community some women could find these changes difficult to maintain: 

 

‘…for the first time [they] have to make choices, these women can have 

been isolated for years and he could've had full control over the money, 

control over where to go…the women often don't have any family or friends 



to talk to …they might have some but they might all believe him as 

well …it's a quite scary place to be’ (Participant 5). 

 

Despite the suggestion that for some women the prison can represent a ‘safe haven’, a place 

where they can deal with the difficulties in their life, the participants also identified how the 

risk of self-harm can increase. Participants suggested that women can hit ‘rock bottom’ and 

can struggle to deal with their emotions: 

 

'I think they experience crisis differently…they have a lot more self-harm 

and suicide because they internalise a lot more things than men …[the] 

temperature can be higher in a female prison’ (Participant 2). 

 

‘They often say, ‘I’m not really ready to talk about it’ ...and that’s obviously 

completely fine, but if that never gets addressed, to what extent is it 

affecting that woman in her cell at the end of the day’ (Participant 3). 

 

The participants noted that it can be difficult for women to be completely honest about their 

experiences within the prison environment, but over time they started to build relationships 

with the Women’s Centre staff. Participants also noted that when the women do engage with 

support, they can feel overwhelmed with the reality of their situation when they understand 

what needs to change and this can be a major challenge for some.  

 

Moving forward 

The Women’s Centre works with the women to plan for their release and for some, this 

includes a period of time working within a social enterprise organisation where they receive 

training in business administration as part of their education, training and employment 

pathway: 

 

‘We try and help them gain employment at the end of their time there… it 

doesn’t always work because sometimes they’re not at the end of their 

sentence when they leave us so they go on to community work’ (Participant 

2). 

 



The participants noted changes under the Transforming Rehabilitation agenda led to generic 

resettlement services being located on the prison site, with a responsibility to undertake 

resettlement services, including initial custody screening and a more in-depth screening, 72 

hours after being detained.  Through this process, a woman can be referred to the Women’s 

Centre, where there is an identified need and both services will co-work. While 

acknowledging the strengths of this approach one participant suggested that the generic 

service ends on release, while the focus of the Women’s Centre is to identify on-going 

support in the community: 

 

‘We recognise that the women need to trust the person that they will be 

engaging within the community and so in their best interests, we will 

arrange for them to meet while the person is still in custody’ (Participant 1). 

 

The release from prison was noted as a critical turning point where women have to make a 

decision about their future. Participants noted that making changes can be particularly 

difficult for some women who have not experienced positive relationships in their past: 

 

‘Often, they will stay [in a] relationships because they think it is good for 

the kids. It is hard for them to hear that actually, it is not good for their 

children because if he is stopping her from being the best mum that [she] 

can be…’ (Participant 5). 

 

‘They need help with practical things like getting some food or some clothes 

if they are not going home’ (Participant 3). 

 

‘The thing is, you can do all the practical stuff, for example, helping them to 

find housing [but] what you really need to deal with is their mental health. 

This is the only way that they will be able to deal with their demons’ 

(Participant 1). 

 

Where there has been a history of domestic abuse, the Women’s Centre makes the community 

support services aware that she is due for release, especially where there is concern about on-

going risk: 

 



‘Workers would engage with the women while they were in custody and 

would then introduce them to workers who would be supporting them after 

their release’ (Participant 1). 

 

‘We work with other agencies to make sure that there is support there and if 

there is going to be a prosecution we would work with the police to support 

them with the case’ (Participant 5). 

 

However, as one participant noted, some women come into custody because of a violent 

offence against their partner. While recognising that this is frequently in response to 

provocation, the participant explained that the woman needs to be given appropriate skills 

through training courses to cope if things get difficult after her release: 

 

‘We talk about what they could do instead of lashing out, talk about how 

they can calm themselves down’ (Participant 4). 

 

Having the support in place was identified as a crucial for women on release from prison 

because the first day can be very stressful. The Women’s Centre works with community 

workers to meet the women at the gate and get her to the appointments that she needs to 

attend that day: 

 

‘They might have to go to housing options and sit there all day …they are 

not going to do it but they might have more chance if they have someone 

with them to advocate for them’ (Participant 3). 

 

Where women have a history of non-engagement they can be linked with specialist support 

staff called ‘navigators’ in the community: 

 

‘We link them up with ‘navigators’ who will come in and meet them while 

they are in custody to build a supportive relationship’ (Participant 3). 

 

Despite these efforts, the participants noted that the woman’s willingness and motivation to 

engage in support is higher whilst in custody, and that frequently when the women are 



released into the community, the positive intentions can be forgotten, especially where there 

are issues with alcohol and drug addiction.  

 

Discussion 

While acknowledging that this is a small-scale study the findings have supported the previous 

literature in a number of ways. The workers all identified the vulnerability of female 

offenders and their history of abuse and trauma.36 37 The participants noted the negative 

impact of custodial sentences but there was also an interesting discussion about the positive 

aspects of imprisonment for vulnerable women. From the data, it appears that the workers 

focused on meeting the emotional and social needs of the women who received custodial 

sentences, but they were very reluctant to discuss the offences that had led to the women’s 

imprisonment.  

 

The service provided was based on a strength-based approach as advocated by Bartlett et al.38 

but it could be argued that a failure to engage with the woman’s offending, could deny her the 

opportunity to address all areas of concern and make necessary changes. There is a danger in 

labelling female offenders as victims,39 40 because it fails to challenge the women about their 

offending behaviour. While this is appropriate in some instances, treating all female offenders 

as a homogenous group 41 42 of ‘victims, could lead to missed opportunities to support women 

in addressing their offending. Participants explained that the ‘uniformed staff’’ (prison 

officers), have responsibility for the regime and discipline, leaving them to deal with the 

women’s individual needs. As the women’s offending was often linked to addiction, it is 

crucial that staff in the Women’s Centre engage with these issues. 

 

 

The strengths of the service appear to be that the women viewed the workers as ‘different to 

the prison officers’, encouraging a supportive and positive atmosphere within the Women’s 

Centre. The provision of ‘through the gate’ services ensure that women are offered the 

appropriate level of support on release, having already established a relationship with a 
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community worker or advocate while in custody. Despite this, the participants acknowledged 

that some women fail to engage with support when released and this, perhaps explains why 

some participants felt a custodial sentence could be positive step, offering the women access 

to the support they need.  

 

The work of the gender-specific service in the prison where the study took place did attempt 

to build therapeutic relationships with women however, the degree to which this work 

contributes to longer-term desistance was not clear. While the findings support the previous 

literature, they also open up other areas for further research. In particular, further research 

could examine the women’s journey from custody to the community to understand what 

barriers can exist that prevents their longer-term engagement with support and their 

desistance from crime. 

 

 


