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“The shorter length you’re in [prison], the less help you get…you lose your house, a lot of bad things can 
happen, and they haven’t got any time to address anything.”
PRT/User Voice Women’s Council member
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Women in prison

Women make up only 4% of the prison population.

Women were sent to prison on 5,011 occasions in 2020 – either on remand or to serve a sentence.1

There are twice as many women in prison today as there were in 1993.2

99 women have died in prison in England and Wales since 2010. Nearly two in five deaths were self-
inflicted.3

600 pregnant women, on average, are held in prison each year.4

Rates of self-harm in women’s prisons have risen by 20% in the last decade.5

It is estimated that nearly 60% of women who offend have experienced domestic abuse. The true 
figure is likely to be much higher.6

An estimated 17,000 children  are affected by maternal imprisonment each year.7

Women are more likely than men to:
•	 Report having mental health issues, 71% to 47%.8

•	 Be identified as suffering from anxiety and depression in prison, 49% to 23%.9

•	 Report experiencing emotional, physical or sexual abuse as a child, 53% to 27%.10

•	 Commit their offence to support someone else’s drug use, 48% to 22%.11

•	 Be in prison for their first offence, 23% to 14%.12

•	 Report having a drug problem on entry to prison, 46% to 27%.13

•	 Report having a problem with alcohol on arrival to prison, 28% to 17%.14

•	 Report being subject to ACCT case management, 39% to 19%.15
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72% of prison receptions in 2020 were for non-violent crimes 70% of sentences started in 2020 were for less than 12 months,
compared with 54% for men
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The government’s Female Offender Strategy: Three years on16

•	 The strategy promised a focus on early intervention, community-based solutions and the 
need for more effective and decent custody for women who do have to be in prison. 

•	 The strategy recognises the evidence base for a distinct approach to women and the 
case for local area ‘whole system approaches’.

•	 A key aim of the strategy is ‘to reduce female prison places’. 
Progress has been slow—only 31 of 65 commitments in the strategy have been fully 
achieved. Where commitments have been met through publication of guidance or 
instructions there is little or no information on whether they are having the desired impact. 
The strategy is not backed up by clear and comprehensive measures of success.17

“Commitments to reduce the women’s prison population are undermined by plans to build 500 new 
prison places for women—going against the government’s own evidence and published strategy which 
acknowledges most women in prison do not need to be there.”
Women in Prison18

Abuse and trauma
Most women in prison have been victims of much more serious offences than those they are accused of 
committing.

•	 There are strong links between women’s offending behaviour and their experience of domestic 
abuse, coercive control and sexual abuse.19 There is no effective defence for women driven to offend 
as a result of abuse.20

•	 Research by the Disabilities Trust with 173 women at HMP Drake Hall found almost two-thirds (64%) 
had a history indicative of brain injury and for most this was caused by domestic violence.21 Women 
with learning disabilities are particularly vulnerable.22

•	 Experience of abuse and trauma can lead to problematic substance use, either as a result of 
coercion or as a coping mechanism to deal with trauma. A woman’s situation is often worsened by 
poverty, substance dependency or mental ill health.23

•	 A lack of training for those involved at all stages of the criminal justice system, can mean 
opportunities are missed to identify serious mental health issues at early stages such as arrest, 
prosecution and sentencing.

For further information on this please read:
•	 “There’s a reason we’re in trouble”—Domestic abuse as a driver to women’s offending
•	 Out of the Shadows: Women with learning disabilities in contact with or on the edges of 

the criminal justice system
•	 Leading Change: the role of local authorities in supporting women with multiple needs

Race and ethnicity

•	 Black and minority ethnic women are more than twice as likely to be arrested than white women, 
and more likely to receive a custodial sentence on conviction in the Crown Court.24

•	 17% of the women’s prison population are from a minority ethnic group, compared to 11.9% of the 
women’s population in England and Wales.25

•	 Black women are 29% more likely to be remanded in prison at Crown Court than white women.26

•	 Black, Asian and minority ethnic women face racial and religious discrimination from staff and other 
prisoners, and report feeling less safe in prison.27

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Domestic_abuse_report_final_lo.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Out%20of%20the%20shadows.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Out%20of%20the%20shadows.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/localauthoritybriefinglo.pdf
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•	 Foreign national women represent 8% of the general population in England and Wales28, but 9% of 
the female prison population.29 Some foreign national women are known to have been coerced or 
trafficked into offending.30

•	 Gypsy and Traveller women account for approximately 6% of the prison population but an estimated 
0.7–1% of the general population. However, the Traveller Movement warns that the true number 
is likely to be higher and does not include Roma women.31 Few prisons provide adequate support 
according to inspectors.32

For further information on this please read:
•	 Still no way out: Foreign national women and trafficked women in the criminal justice 

system 
•	 Counted Out: Black, Asian and minority ethnic women in the criminal justice system

Mothers in prison

•	 On 28 October 2019 there were 47 pregnant women in prison.33

•	 Women in prison are far more likely than men to be primary carers of children. Nearly three in five 
women in prison (58%) report that they have children, compared with around half of men (48%).34 
Whether or not women have dependent children is still not recorded or routinely asked by criminal 
justice agencies.

•	 The UN Bangkok Rules specify that non-custodial sentences are preferable for pregnant women and 
those with dependent children, but the law and sentencing guidance are inconsistently applied.35

•	 Only 9% of children are cared for by their father when their mother goes to prison.36 Yet nearly three-
quarters of children live with their mother when their father is imprisoned.37

•	 Research indicates that children who have experienced maternal imprisonment are at greater risk of 
unemployment, drug use, alcoholism and coming into contact themselves with the criminal justice 
system in later life.38

•	 The impact on mothers of being imprisoned is significant, increasing the levels of distress and 
exacerbating any existing ill-health.39

•	 The 2019 Farmer review for women made helpful recommendations to improve outcomes for 
children whose mothers are in contact with the criminal justice system.40 Progress has been too slow 
with only 17 of the 33 recommendations complete.41

For further information on this please read:
•	 What about me? The impact on children when mothers are involved in the criminal justice 

system

Women on remand

•	 18% of women in prison are currently being held on remand, compared to 16% of men.42

•	 In 2019, a third (33%) of women remanded into prison by the magistrates’ courts and 40% 
remanded by the Crown Court did not go on to receive a custodial sentence.43

•	 Almost nine in 10 women on remand are low to medium risk of serious harm.44

•	 17% of self-harm incidents by women in prison in 2020 were committed by those held on remand.45

•	 Women continue to be remanded ‘for their own protection’ under the Bail Act 1976—this is wholly 
inappropriate. Prison is a damaging and unsafe environment for people in crisis and should never be 
considered a place of safety.46

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Still%20No%20Way%20Out%20full%20report.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Still%20No%20Way%20Out%20full%20report.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Counted%20Out.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/portals/0/documents/what%20about%20me.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/portals/0/documents/what%20about%20me.pdf
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Women recalled to prison 

•	 Women who have been recalled back to custody currently account for more than one in 10 women 
in prison (12%).47

•	 The Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014 introduced a one-year mandatory post-custody supervision 
period for all those sentenced to less than 12 months in prison. As women mostly receive short 
prison sentences, they have been disproportionately affected by this change.

•	 In 2020 there were 1,584 recalls of women to custody. Women serving a sentence less than 12 
months accounted for almost half (47%) of recalls.48

“No support. No housing. Released homeless. I had nowhere else to go. I had to go back to my ex’s. That 
was against my licence conditions. They recalled be because of that.”
Imogen, on feeling ‘set up to fail’ when recalled to prison after release49

For further information on this please read:
•	 Broken Trust: The rising numbers of women recalled to prison

Women serving long sentences

•	 Whilst the vast majority of women serve short prison sentences, long sentences are an increasing 
proportion of the prison population.

•	 As of 31 March 2021 there were 362 women serving life or other indeterminate sentences. A further 
172 women are serving a determinate sentence of 10 years or more.50

•	 Research shows at least 109 women have been given long or life sentences under joint enterprise 
laws despite often being marginal to the violent event, not being at the scene or, in the majority of 
cases, never having engaged in any physical violence.51

•	 The majority of purposeful activity provided for women in prison caters to the short sentenced 
population, leaving far more limited provision for women serving long sentences.52

•	 Research on the impact of long-term imprisonment found that women reported an acutely more 
painful experience than men. This is linked to separation from their children and family, the loss of 
relationships, experiences of abuse and trauma in pre-prison life, the strain on their mental health, 
and the lack of control, privacy and trust inside prison.53
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http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Broken%20Trust.pdf
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Impact of imprisonment on women

•	 The average distance a woman is held from her home is 63 miles, but many are considerably further 
away.54 

•	 Women are imprisoned further from home than men and receive fewer visits, limiting their capacity to 
maintain relationships and family contact. Prisoners who receive visits from family members are 31% 
less likely to reoffend than those who do not.55

•	 Evidence shows short prison sentences are less effective in reducing reoffending than community 
sentences. Between April and June 2016, 51.6% of women released from custody reoffended within 
a year, compared to 70.7% of women following a sentence of less than 12 months.56

•	 Women are much more likely than men to self-harm whilst in prison. In 2020, women made up 22% 
of all self-harm incidents despite making up only 4% of the prison population.57

2005 2010 2015 2020
0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000
47%

28%

26%

19%

18%

22%

53%

72%

74%

81%

82%

78%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

2020

2018

2016

2014

2012

2010

Rates of self-harm are significantly higher for women

Proportion of all self-harm incidents

Female

Male

Source: Ministry of Justice, Safety in Custody Statistics

Incidents per 1,000

Accommodation and employment for women on release

•	 More than a third of women (36%) left prison in the year to March 2021 without settled accommodation—
more than one in six were homeless and nearly one in 20 were sleeping rough on release.58

•	 Another survey found that fewer than half (48%) of women released from prison had housing to go 
to; 45% has no address to go to and 14% only had a temporary address.59

•	 Lack of accommodation increases the risk of reoffending and jeopardises women’s ability to engage 
in employment, training and support services and to care for their children.60

•	 The Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 introduced a ‘duty to refer’ where prisons are required 
to notify local authorities of anyone at risk of homelessness on release in good time for the local 
authority to meet its housing duties, but practice has been inconsistent.61

•	 Fewer than 1 in 20 women (4%) were in employment six weeks after release from prison, compared 
with 1 in 10 men (10%).62

•	 Half of women who have been involved in the criminal justice system, including conviction, caution 
or prison sentence, are claiming out-of-work benefits two years later, compared to just over a third 
(35%) of men.63

“I always had short sentences; by the time I was able to see someone I was already out. When I did get out…
there was no resettlement there, there was no housing, I was just back in the cycle again.”
Women’s Council Member64

For further information on this please read:
•	 Home Truths: Housing for women in the criminal justice system
•	 Safe homes for women leaving prison
•	 Working it out: Employment for women offenders

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Home%20Truths.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/FINAL%20Safe%20Homes%20Initiative%20briefing.pdf
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/Employmentbriefing.pdf
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Community solutions

•	 Across England and Wales, a 10% reduction in women’s imprisonment could save 
£9.5–14.7million.65

•	 A place at a women’s centre ranges from £1,223 to £4,125 per woman depending on needs, whilst a 
place in prison costs £52,121.66

•	 Women’s community centres can provide effective support programmes for those at risk of offending 
and play a vital role in reducing women’s reoffending. They can provide safe, non-stigmatising 
settings for women to address issues that can drive their offending such as problematic substance 
use or accessing support with abusive relationships.67

•	 Out of court disposals (OOCDs) can offer a simple, swift and proportionate response to women’s 
minor offending. The proportion of women dealt with by OOCDs is small and decreasing. 52,336 
cautions were given to women in 2008 and only 13,862 in 2018, a 74% decrease over 10 years.68

•	 The use of community sentences has dropped by two-thirds in a decade.69 The drop in usage 
is disappointing given that community sentences allow women to maintain community ties, 
employment and accommodation, whilst reducing the disruption to their families and children. 

•	 The use of suspended sentences for women has fluctuated in the last decade, but only account for 
3% of all sentences.70

•	 The government’s National Concordat was published early 2021. More than two years after it was 
promised, with no funding attached to implementation of cross departmental working and the 
document commits only to a ‘one-year on’ review.71
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Covid-19 pandemic

•	 In response to the pandemic the prison service introduced an ‘exceptional regime’. This meant 23 
hours or more behind the door every day, no social visits and other meaningful activity suspended.

•	 An End of Custody Temporary Release (ECTR) scheme was introduced but was “largely ineffective” 
according to inspectors.72 By June 2020, of 236 women who had asked to be considered for ECTR 
only 6 had been released. 159 women had been deemed ineligible.73

•	 Only 7 pregnant women and 16 women in Mother and Baby Units were released under the Special 
Purpose Licence scheme.74

•	 The suspension of childcare resettlement licence (CRL) in March 2020, which allows a sole carer 
who is currently in prison to spend time with their child in the community, has had a disproportionate 
impact on women. Between October and December 2019, 451 CRLs were issued to women, 
compared with just 34 for men.75

•	 Rates of self-harm amongst women in prison are at the highest level since records began in 2004.76

For further information on this please read:
•	 CAPPTIVE: women’s experiences of prison during the Covid-19 lockdown regime 
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