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Structure for the Session 

1. The Prison Reform Trust Transforming Lives Programme 
 

2. Profile: Women in the Criminal Justice System  
 

3. Why Focus on Women Offenders? 
 

4. A Better ‘Criminal Justice Service’ for Women in London… 
 

5. The Building Blocks of Good Practice 
 

6. Questions and Answers 



Transforming Lives: Reducing Women’s 
Imprisonment, 2015 - 2018 

Our aim: to reduce the number of women sentenced to 
custody across the UK for relatively low-level offences.  
  
Outcomes: To achieve this we will seek to 
  
• strengthen the pathways into mental health and social 

care services for vulnerable women  
  
• increase recognition of the links between women’s 

experience as victims of domestic abuse and their 
offending    

  
• reduce the number of women held on remand unless the 

seriousness of the offence or the protection of the public 
demands it  

  
• promote non-custodial options for women with 

dependent children 
  
Partnership: Families Outside, User Voice, Keyring, Llamau,  
Soroptimists International and Nat Cen Social Research 



Profile: Women in the Criminal Justice System 

• On 30 June 2017 there were 4,007 women in prison in England and Wales. The 
highest level since 2012 

 
• 84% of women sentenced to prison had committed a non-violent offence. Mostly 

imprisoned for theft and 80% of women’s theft offences are shoplifting. 
 

• Last year 53% of women sentenced to prison were serving 3 months or under. 
 
• Women are nearly twice as likely as men to be in prison under sentence for a first 

offence (22% vs 12%) 
 

• Very high reoffending rates from short prison terms - 61% and since Offender 
Rehabilitation Act 2014 very high rates of recall 

 
• TV licence evasion accounted for 36% of all prosecutions for women, but only 6% for 

men. In 2015, 70% of all the 189,349 defendants prosecuted for this offence were 
women. 



Profile: The ‘Double Disadvantage’ of Black, 
Asian and Minority Ethnic women… 

• Black women comprise 9% of the women's 
prison population but 3% of the British 
population (2011 Census).  

 
• They are also more than twice as likely as 

white women to be arrested, more likely to be 
remanded, and more likely to be sentenced to 
custody at the Crown Court. 

 
• Asian women are less likely to be arrested than 

white women, but their number in prison 
has increased by 9% since 2012 (an increase 
from 144 to 157 women.  
 

• Evidence of double disadvantage affecting 
Black and Minority Ethnic women in the 
criminal justice system and an even greater 
paucity of services 



Why Women? 1) The Impact of imprisonment 
(and the closure of HMP Holloway)… 

• High rates of self harm – women account for 19% of 
self-harm incidents in prison despite comprising just 
5% of the prison population  

 
• Rise in number of women’s deaths in prison – over 30 

have women died in prison since Jan 2015, two 
thirds of these deaths were self-inflicted 

 
• Women are imprisoned further from home and 

receive fewer visits than men. This adversely affects 
their capacity to maintain relationships and family 
contact. 
 

• Many women lose their homes when they are 
sentenced – “the accommodation pathway is the 
most in need of speedy, fundamental, gender-specific 
reform” (Baroness Corston, 2007)  
 

• Only 8.5% of women have a job to go to on release  



Why Women? 2) Multiple and Complex Needs… 



• Impacts on children of parental imprisonment are 
profound and lasting – increased risk of poor 
mental health, poor educational outcomes, poverty, 
and insecure housing  

 
• Women are far more likely than men to be primary 

carers – an estimated 60% of women in prison are 
mothers and a fifth are lone parents before 
imprisonment. 

  
• An estimated 17,240 children are separated from 

their mothers by imprisonment 
 

• Fewer than one in ten children are cared for by 
their father when a mother goes to prison, and only 
5% remain in their own home.  
 

• A 2011 report found that up to 6,000 children a 
year are “being forgotten by the state when their 
mother is sent to prison.”  

Why Women? 3) The Inter-generational Impact…  



 A Recognition of the Need for Change…  

I am deeply committed to developing better support for vulnerable women… 
Sadiq Kahn, Mayor of London letter to PRT, June 2016 
 
 
Female offenders: Women and girls in the Criminal Justice Service have very specific 
needs that we have an obligation to meet. Female offenders need services that are 
specifically tailored to these needs and their circumstances. These might be issues 
connected to their home lives if they are primary carers, or specific mental and other 
health needs... 
A Safer City for All Londoners Police and Crime Plan 2017-2021 
 
 
Women who commit crimes are often some of the most vulnerable in our society... 
We want to see fewer women in custody and to promote a greater focus on early 
intervention, diversion and multi-agency approaches to ensure that the justice 
system can take proper account of the specific needs of women... 
Dr Phillip Lee, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Justice, November 2016 



• Break the link between women’s ‘prior victimisation’ and offending 
 

• Provide greater access to point of arrest triage and diversion… 
 

• Minimise adverse childhood experiences... 
 

• Embed a ‘whole systems’ response – point of arrest, at sentence and on release 
from custody ..   

 
• Identify mental ill-health, learning disabilities and drug & alcohol – encourage 

greater engagement with NHS funded Liaison & Diversion services.  
 
• Recognise the unique vulnerabilities of foreign national and trafficked women  

 
• Facilitate co-production of services with the voluntary and community sector.  

A Better ‘Criminal Justice Service’ for Women in 
London… 



The need for a “whole systems” response… 



A. Women only spaces / centres of excellence 
 

B. Integrate offenders with non-offenders 
 

C. Foster women’s empowerment so they gain sufficient self-
esteem to directly engage in problem-solving themselves 
 

D. Take a holistic approach to helping women to address social 
problems which may be linked to their offending 
 

E. Facilitate links with mainstream agencies, especially health, 
debt advice and counselling;  
 

F. Have the capacity and flexibility to allow women to return to 
the centre or programme for ‘top up’ of continued support 
 

G. Personal support is likely to be as important as any direct 
input addressing offending behaviour;  
 

H. Practical help with transport and childcare so that they can 
maintain their involvement in the centre or programme  

The Building Blocks of Good Practice.. 

Gelsthorpe et al have identified 8 lessons for working with women in 
the community… 



MOPAC Priority Areas.. 

1. Early Intervention and Services for Women at Risk of Offending 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.   Triage and Diversion Services 
A women’s triage project in Hull reported a 46% reduction in the re-arrest rate of women over a 12-month follow up 
period. The success of this scheme has led to Humberside Police piloting a similar model for young offenders. 
 
3.   Resettlement Services and Alternatives to Custody: 
Outcomes for women who are given community orders are significantly better than for those sent to prison, with 
55.8% of women released from prison reoffending within a year compared to 26% of those commencing a 
community order.  

 
4.   Expanding Women Centre Provision:  
A Ministry of Justice study found that the one year reoffending rate for 597 women receiving support provided by 
Women’s Centres in England was 30% compared with 35% for a group of similar women who did not receive such 
support. 



 Fair Cop? Improving outcomes for women at the point of arrest: This briefing looks at the variations in how 
police forces deal with women, and gives examples of positive work being delivered by police 

 
 Why focus on reducing women's imprisonment? This briefing summarises the evidence relating to women in 

the criminal justice system and builds the case for reducing the imprisonment for minor offences 
 

 Leading Change: the role of local authorities in supporting women with multiple needs. This report sets out 
the case for change and suggests practical ways in which local authorities can prioritise and address the 
needs of some of the most vulnerable citizens in their local area. 

 
 Home truths: housing for women in the criminal justice system: This report summarises research on housing, 

identifies the barriers women face and highlights best practice across the UK 
 

 Sentencing of Mothers: Improving the sentencing process and outcomes for women with dependent 
children: An overview of current sentencing practice for women with dependent children and sets out a 
number of proposals 

 
 Transforming Lives: Reducing Women's Imprisonment: This report, based upon evidence collected by the 

Soroptimists, provides a country-by-country overview of current practice relating to women in the CJS. 
 

 Working it out: Employment for women offenders: Summarises research on employment opportunities and 
outcomes for women, identifies barriers they face and highlights good practice in the community and in 
custody 

Further Information...  

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/Fair%20Cop.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/why%20women_final.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/why%20women_final.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/localauthoritybriefinglo.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/localauthoritybriefinglo.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Home%20Truths.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Home%20Truths.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/sentencing_mothers.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/sentencing_mothers.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/sentencing_mothers.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Transforming%20Lives.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Transforming%20Lives.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/Employmentbriefing.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/Employmentbriefing.pdf


Thank you (and please get in touch) 

www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/women 
 

womensprogramme@prisonreformtrust.org.uk 

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/women
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