It has been argued that prison is ‘an institutional manifestation of gendered powerlessness and vulnerability.’ (Moore and Scraton 2014:53) critically evaluate how women’s ‘pains of imprisonment’ might differ from men’s and discuss how the prison service in England and Wales might resolve these.
Currently the prison population in England and Wales (Correct as of 01.10.2021) is 78,789 of which 75,590 are males and just 3,199 are women. Women currently make up 3.9% of the prison population (HMPPS, 2021). This figure is less than the figure the MOJ (2013, cited in Booth, 2020 p.151) found when it said that women make up 5% of the prison population. However it has been noted that in one 10 year period between 1992 and 2002, the population of women in prison doubled in size (Player, 2005-10). This has also been backed up by the Prison Reform Trust (2021) who compared numbers of women in prison between 1993 (1581 women in prison) to 2021 (3175 women in prison)
In August 2020, there were 121 prisons in England and Wales. 13 of those were contracted prisons. Out of those 121 prisons, 11 were run solely for women, 99 were male prisons and the remaining 11 were Youth prisons or immigration detention centres (HMPPS, 2020). In Wales there are five prisons. These prisons currently house only male prisoners. There are no Women’s prisons in Wales.
Elaine Player (2007) argues that “the courts routinely conclude that most of the remanded women should not receive a custodial penalty for their crime”. The Prison Reform Trust (2021) found that almost 30,000 people were sent to prison on remand in 2020, this is “down by more than a quarter in five years”. However, the Prison reform trust found that just over 5000 women were sent to prison on remand or to serve a sentence, having said that The Prison Reform Trust (2021) does substantiate Player (2007) by suggesting that “in 2019, 33% of women remanded by the magistrates court and 40% by the crown court didn’t receive a custodial sentence”.

One pain of imprisonment that women experience when they go to prison is through their children. Barnardo’s (2014 cited in Leeson and Morgan 2019) estimates that there are 200,000 children in the UK who have an imprisoned parent. However more recently the National Information centre of Children of Offenders (NICCO) now suggests that there are 310,000 children affected by parental imprisonment. NICCO also suggests that this figure is approximately ‘six times the number of children on the child protection register’ (NICCO, 2007). These numbers are estimates as there has never been a true count (Siegel 2011) although Siegel (2011) was studying prisons in the USA, the same can apply to England and Wales. The United Nations Bangkok rules (2010) for the treatment of prisoners makes a recommendation that when a woman is imprisoned, the details of her children should be taken and kept confidential to protect the rights of the children in question.
Numerous studies find that when mothers of children are imprisoned, they lose their primary carers (Caddle and Crisp, 1997 Cited in Flynn 2012 p. 286) and will either be cared for by extended family members or would go into the care system. Comparing this to when fathers are imprisoned, Children will often remain with the primary carer which is usually their mothers. Booth (2020) says that “A mothers removal into prison can be extremely challenging for mothers, children and other family members, such as grandparents and female relatives, who step in and look after the children in the mothers absence.” This statement is backed up by Snyder-Joy and Carlo (1998 cited in Miller 1998 p.131) who suggested that when there are male prisoners, children were more likely to be residing with their mothers but when there are female prisoners “fathers were caring for children in about 25.4% of these cases”, although this study is American, it highlights similar data to that in England and Wales. Siegel (2011) suggests that children whose mothers are imprisoned are five times more likely to enter the foster care system than when the fathers are imprisoned (Glaze and Maruschak 2008 cited in Siegel 2011 p. 5).
As a result of parental imprisonment, children will often display challenging behaviour as a result of the forced separation which includes aggression, depression, sleep issues and a decline in social skills. It has also been found that when children were present when their mothers were arrested they now suffer mentally with flashbacks and nightmares. (Gaudin 1984, Johnston 1995, Kampfner 1995, Sach, Siedler & Thomas 1976 cited in Miller 1998 p. 132). Siegler (2011) backs this up by saying that children are more likely to display behaviours associated with Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), however, again there isn’t much research into the longer term impacts on parental imprisonment. In 2015 the Welsh Assembly Government commissioned a study into Adverse Childhood experiences (ACES) and included parental imprisonment as a key indicator. Public Health Wales (2015) backs up these studies by suggesting that when children are exposed to ACES they are more likely to experience “health harming and anti-social behaviours” which often leads to chronic ill health in adulthood.
There are numerous studies to show a generational cycle of criminality, one in particular suggested that children of parents who have been in prison are six times more likely to go to prison themselves (Bloom 1993, Barnhill and Dressel, 1991 Cited in Snyder-Joy and Carlo 1998). The Welsh Adverse Childhood experience (ACES) study (2015) was the first study of it’s kind in Wales which studied the long term implication of parental imprisonment and other key indicators. It suggested that out of those studied 5% experienced parental incarceration and those who experienced four or more ACES were 20 times more likely to be incarcerated themselves. (Public Health Wales, 2015)

Prisoners are encouraged to maintain contact with their children through telephone calls, letters, emails as well as visits, however on a practical level, these are not possible, especially with the distance that is needed to visit women’s prisons. Snyder-Joy and Carlo (1998) notes that many “political ideologies contend that convicted offenders do not deserve privileges such as family visitation” as a result directly punishes the children involved. Maintaining family contact has also been challenging during the Covid-19 pandemic, as the Prison Reform Trust (2021) reports, in March 2020, which saw most activities in the prison estate including family visits stop with immediate effect however the report does mention that prisons did work to ensure that family contact was maintained by offering mobile phone handsets to prisoners who already didn’t have access to an in-cell telephone. The prison reform trust (2021) reports that still only 66% of prisoners have access to an in-cell telephone.
Booth (2020) writes to support the study by the Prison Reform Trust (2021) by also suggesting that for women prisoner’s telephone contact was a crucial lifeline in maintaining family relationships. Losel et al (2012 Cited in Booth 2020 p.153) supports the use of telephone between maintaining mother and child bonds however the Prison Reform trust (2006 Cited in Booth 2020 p. 153) points out that the costs of telephone calls can be exhaustive for families. Booth (2020) also points out that these telephone calls are often subject to “institutional restrictions”. For instance a HMPPS report (2020) recommends that all Welsh speaking prisoners are entitled to use Welsh regardless of which prison they are residing in, however it is important to note that in neither the Welsh Language Act 1993 or in the Welsh Language Measure Act 2011, there is a requirement for any Welsh prisoner to have access to the Welsh Language in an English Prison. There is also a requirement in the prisons for all telephone calls prisoners make are to be monitored. PSI 04/2016, a document by HMPPS sets out the recommendations for monitoring telephone calls in foreign languages and it recommends that if a prisoner wished to use a language other than English a risk management plan has to be created. The exception to this is all Category A prisoners have to use English, regardless of their first language.
Prisoners regardless of gender are encouraged to maintain contact with their friends and family by face to face visits. Firstly in 2020 and 2021 face to face visits halted due to the Covid-19 pandemic, however in March 2021, visits resumed, if it was safe to do and requires all visitors to wear face coverings and undergo a Covid test. The prison reform trust (2021) reports that some prisons utilised video calling and does report that in January 2021, all prisons had facilities to provide video calls to families, however the availability is limited and therefore restricted to a 30-minute call once a month.
Mcarthy and Adams (2017) suggests that visits have historically been a low priority for prisons in England and Wales but instead used as rewards under the Incentives and Earned Privileges (IEP) scheme. Under the scheme, first introduced in 1995, prisoners were sorted into one of three categories; basic, standard and enhanced. It is worth noting that this was only applied to prisoners once they were sentenced as those on remand had their own privileges. The main aims of the IEP scheme was to provide more social visits, ability to wear own clothes, more money and more time out of their cell (Liebling 2008). Liebling (2008) recognised that the IEP brings it’s own controversies as prisoners can also lose their privileges which directly impacts on prisoners families. Booth (2020) links prison visits to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (UNCRC) where by article 9 of the UNCRC says that children must not be separated from their parents against their will but where separation has occurred, children have the right to have contact with both their parents unless it will cause them harm. Booth (2020) notes that there are several Prison Service Instructions which reference the UNCRC in an attempt to make enhanced visits, such as family days, available to all prisoners. The United Nations Bangkok rules (2010) make a recommendation that “Disciplinary sanctions for women prisoners shall not include a prohibition of family contact, especially with children.”
In an ideal world prisoners would be visited regularly as currently prisoners have a statutory entitlement to two hours a month social contact at the basic IEP level, three visits a month at standard and four to five at the enhanced level (Taylor and Francis 2019) however it is virtually impossible for family members to visit as often as required. The prison Reform Trust (2018) found that on average women were held 64 miles away from their home, but compared to men who were often held 50 miles away from their homes while there is a financial scheme called Assisted Prison Visits who will pay for travel expenses, over night accommodation and meals for those on low incomes. It is important to recognise just how beneficial visits are to reoffending rates as May, Sharma and Stewart (2008) says that 70% of prisoners re-offended, however this dropped to 52% if the prisoner was visited by a family member or friend. The United Nations Mandela Rules (2015) make the recommendation that, where possible, prisoners must be housed close to their homes or places of rehabilitation.

Another pain of imprisonment for women is linked to sexual assaults and domestic abuse both in the community prior to imprisonment and during incarceration. Barr and Christian (2019) recognises the impact of domestic abuse on criminality, Barr and Christian (2019) highlight a study by Glorney et al (2019 cited in Barr and Christian 2019 p. 417) who said that 64% women prisoners who were studied disclosed that they sustained a traumatic head injury in a domestic abuse incident. This statement is backed up by the Prison Reform Trust (2021) who said that “Many women in prison have high levels of mental health needs and histories of abuse”. Owen, Wells and Pollock (2017) also agree with this statement and suggest that domestic abuse among other things contribute to the health needs of female prisoners. The prison reform Trust (2021) backs this up as it found that approximately 70% of female prisoners had mental health issues compared to just over 45% of male prisoners.
The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime have developed the Bangkok Rules which is the ‘United Nations rules for the treatment of prisoners and non-custodial measures for women offenders’. The Bangkok rules were adopted by the general assembly in 2010 and recommends that all member nations should review their legislations around violence against women to ensure that women are not further victimised by the prison system. The Bangkok rules also provides further protection for women who have experienced domestic abuse as it recommends that all women are consulted about which family members visit them.
One American study points out that past sexual victimisation increases the prevalence of risky behaviours including criminality (Blackburn, Mullings and Marquart 2008). The authors quote a study by Tjaden and Thoennes (2006 cited in Blackburn, Mullings and Marquart 2008 p. 353) which points out that one in six American women were likely to be sexually assaulted in their lifetimes, Blackburn et al (2008) reports the findings of their own study and finds that 64% of female prisoners in their sample have reported lifetime sexual victimisation. While this is an American study, The Prison reform trust (2021) tells a similar story in England and Wales however mentions that in 2020, sexual assaults reported in prisoners had decreased, However the Prison reform trust (2019) reported that up to 2018, sexual assaults in prison have quadrupled. The current pandemic conditions could have reduced the number of sexual assaults as prisoners have had less time out of their cells and have been encouraged to maintain social distancing between fellow prisoners and staff.
It is important to note that prisoners in America have the protection of the ‘Prison Rape Elimination Act’ which came into being in 2003. Moster and Jeglic (2009) quotes a study by the Bureau Justice Statistics (2004) which states that 37% of allegations researched concerned non-consensual sexual contact between prisoners however a criticism of this study only concerns male prisoners. However the Bangkok rules provide some protection for women in England and Wales with rule 25 which says that women who disclose any type of abuse while imprisoned should be offered immediate protection and have access to counselling and any medical treatment required without delay.
Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson (2006) conducted a study regarding sexual assaults in prisons and found that when there are male victims of sexual assault in prison, the main perpetrators were fellow prisoners (72%) and 8% of perpetrators were prison staff. They concluded that when there were female prisoner victims the majority of perpetrators were fellow prisoners (41%) but staff were perpetrating 41% of reported sexual assaults. Struckman-Johnson and Struckman-Johnson (2006) mention that historically attitudes towards sexual assaults in prison have changed from viewing rape almost as a way of life as prisoners deserved the assaults to being condemned by human rights groups such as Amnesty International (1999), while this study provides good research into sexual assaults in prison, it is based on research done in American prisons.

One of the main pains of imprisonment women experience is intersectional inequality. Intersectionality was coined by Kimberlee Crenshaw (1989) who used the term intersectionality to describe the overlap between gender and race, in simple terms, Crenshaw (1989) suggested that black women would navigate the criminal justice system differently to white women and that women’s experiences would be different to that of men in the criminal justice system. Owen, Wells and Pollock (2017) say that “prisons are deeply gendered organisations” and women experience “multiple forms of inequality within the prison itself.” Owen, Wells and Pollock (2017) draw on work by Wooldredge and Steiner (2016, 12) who explain that while male prisoners tend to be from disadvantaged backgrounds, female prisoners tend to be even more disadvantaged and as a result these disadvantages are magnified in prisons. Owen, Wells and Pollock (2017) say that “The concept of intersectionality (Potter 2013, 2015; Crenshaw 2012; Joseph 2006) informs our work by underscoring the overlapping inequalities of race, class, gender, and sexual orientation and identity that underpin women’s status in the free world.” Richie (2004, 438) backs this up by stating “I cannot imagine a place where one might stand and have a clearer view of concentrated disadvantage based on racial, class and gender inequality in the country than from inside the walls of women’s prisons”. Having said this, again this study is based on American prisons, however the UK has adopted the United Nations standard minimum rules for the treatment of prisoners (2015) which is known as the Mandela Rules. These rules should be applied to all prisoners, including men and women. Owen, Wells and Pollock (2017) state that men’s prisons usually separate different categories of offenders to avoid further conflicts, however for many women prisons, this separation might not always be possible and could influence unrest within the prison.

In conclusion while women make up a very small percentage of the prison population worldwide, approximately 4% of the prison population in England and Wales are female (HMPPS 2021). Women will experience prison very differently to men starting with the location of where they are imprisoned as the Prison Reform Trust (2018) found that women were being held on average 64 miles away from their home, where as men are held on average 50 miles away from home. 
The children of prisoners should also be considered, as there are an estimated 200,000 children affected (Barnardo’s 2014), This is estimated and the numbers vary significantly, however the Bangkok rules (2010) makes the recommendation that prisons should keep a record of prisoners children, including any caring arrangements to ensure that the children are safeguarded. It is noted that children of mothers who are imprisoned are five times more likely to be taken into foster care compared to when fathers are imprisoned (Glaze and Maruschak 2008).
A final recommendation is to ensure that family contact, especially for children, is removed from the Incentives and Earned Privileges scheme. Booth (2020) makes the link between the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and rule 9, which states that all children have a right to a family life and contact with both parents. Booth (2020) builds on work by the United Nations office on Drugs and Crime with the Bangkok Rules (2010) which also makes the recommendation that any disciplinary procedures that women prisoners face, should not impact on the children involved. It is also recommended that telephone contact is used to maintain family ties to minimise re-offending.
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