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Assignment 2- Portfolio
Book Review
This piece will focus on reviewing the book ‘In Search of Safety: Confronting Inequality in Women’s Imprisonment’ by Barbara Owens, James Wells and Joycelyn Pollock (2017). The authors are part of the University of California Press (UC Press), which is one of the most distinguished University Presses in the US (p.6). UC Press are an educational publisher and academic organisation which publish scholarly books, journals, and blogs (UC Press, 2021). All three authors are professors- Owen is a professor emerita at California State University, Wells is a professor of Criminology and Criminal Justice at Eastern Kentucky University, and Pollock is a distinguished professor at Texas State University (UC Press Blog, 2021). Thus, this book is already a reliable source and the research within can be deemed valid as it is used and relied on by academics, so the research within it must be accurate. The book was published in 2017 and as this is fairly recent, the literature will not be too outdated. This again improves the validity of the source. The overall topic of this book is women in prison and how their experiences are different to that of men. However, this piece will solely focus on evaluating and analysing chapter 2: pathways and intersecting inequality. 
The authors' main argument in this chapter is that women experience incarceration differently from men because of their structural disadvantage and gender inequality. At the start of the chapter, the authors discuss statistics of gender offence patterns and how there has been an increase of women in incarceration in the US. They state how women's crimes tend to be non-violent and are normally due to the war on drugs, whereas male crimes are predominately violent and they are more likely than women to commit sexual offences and robbery (p.23). These statistics given are accurate and mainly still up to date as the United States Sentencing Commission- USSC (2021, p.1) reported 2,792 out of the 7,897 female offenders caught in 2020 were guilty of drug trafficking. However, in recent years the increase of women in incarceration has halted- from 2019-2020 the number of female offenders has decreased (USSC, 2021, p.1). Thus, some of their research should not be completely relied on today as it can be deemed outdated. The authors then move on to explain issues that they believe would have impacted women and led them to their involvement in the Criminal Justice System –CJS. Some reasons listed were mental health problems, previous abuse, poverty, disadvantaged educationally, and substance abuse (p.24). The authors argue that these structural disadvantages shape women's pathways to prison as well as their experiences and lives in prison (p.32).  Department of Justice (2013, p.2) support this idea as they also found that mental health issues and past trauma (abuse/ sexual assault) was associated with women's onset of offending. However, they argue that mental health is the most significant predictor of offending, and this somewhat disregards the other structural disadvantages that the authors have discussed (Department of Justice, 2013, p.2).
The sole focus of this chapter is on explaining the reasons behind why women go to jail (their pathways) and how their inequality could be a result of gender intersecting with other elements such as race, age, and class. For example, the authors state that “multiple discounted identities embedded in race, class, and discrimination” worsen women’s disadvantage and consequently, this contributes to shaping their pathways (p.32).  Throughout the chapter, the authors continue to put an emphasis on the pathways approach as a tool to understanding women's initial incarceration, their later experiences within the prison, and how they behave in prison. They refer to several theories and a vast range of other academics and authors' research throughout. For example, they reference Sailsbury and Van Voorhis (2007) three pathways to crime and some of their other views, Sered and Norton-Hawk (2014) study on healthcare for poor women in the community, and Baskin and Sommers (1998) study on the behaviour of women offenders in communities of causality. These are only a couple of the scholar's research that they reference, they refer to many more throughout the chapter. By doing this they have strengthened their argument as they have got numerous sources, which are all arguing similar things. Consequently, they are all supporting one another and this successfully increases the credibility of the book.
On the contrary, the authors do not discuss alternative views or ideas, their argument is very one-sided. Thus, it can be argued that the book has a bias, as they have only used research that supports their ideas. Penal reform (2012, p.2) provide an alternative view on the topic; they state that it is how prisons are designed overall, that creates inequality for women. This includes prison's architecture, security procedures, facilities for healthcare, family contact, work/jobs provided, and training- these are all designed to suit male prisoners and their needs, not women (Penal reform, 2012, p.2). Furthermore, although the authors do discuss the impacts of mental health and abuse on women's pathways, they fail to go into more detail on how these will affect their experiences in prison and how these might differ from men's. Penal reform (2012, p.7) states that women are more vulnerable to mental and physical abuse; they are more at risk of rape, sexual assault, and humiliation. Thus, women's experiences in prison will differ from men's as certain procedures such as strip searches will have a far greater impact on women, especially when women are more likely to have experienced previous incidents of sexual assault (Penal reform, 2012, p.7). 
In conclusion, this book can be deemed as a reliable and educational source that has done exactly what it aims to do- create awareness of the gender inequalities women face in prison. The chapter has used a wide range of research to support the authors' arguments, and this makes it a strong source as well as an interesting piece to read. Overall, even though the book does have some weaknesses, its strengths outweigh them as a whole.
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Self-Reflection
The focus of this piece is to discuss a specific topic from the module that I am interested in and give my personal opinions on it. The topic I have chosen to discuss is the challenges and issues that victims of sexual assault may face. My reason for choosing this area is because it is an important and prevalent issue; the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) estimated in 2020 that 1.6 million adults, aged 16-74, had experienced some form of sexual assault since they were 16 (Office for National Statistics- ONS, 2021a). This statistic reflects the severity of the issue; it is an ongoing problem that so many suffer from. Thus, I feel it is important to draw attention to it and discuss it. Additionally, I feel strongly about this topic and am empathetic towards it; the majority of these victims tend to be young females and this could easily happen to me. For this assignment I will use Gibbs reflective cycle (1998) as a foundation and structure to follow; the cycle is made up of 6 parts and is used widely by individuals who are carrying our critical reflections (Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development, 2013, p.6). Firstly, the cycle starts with a 'description', which involves discussing 'what happened' (Gibbs, 1998, p.49). For this section, I will explain what type of challenges victims of sexual assault face. Next, in Gibb's cycle is 'feelings', so here is where my thoughts and feelings on this issue will be discussed (Gibbs, 1998, p.46). 'Evaluation' is the next stage in the cycle and Gibbs states this part is where you discuss what was good or bad about the experience (Gibbs, 1998, p.46). Thus, in this part, I will discuss what I enjoyed and did not enjoy when researching this topic. The last stages in Gibbs (1998, p.46) cycle are 'analysis', 'conclusion', and 'action plan'. Here I will discuss what sense I make from the topic, a general overall conclusion, along with an overall conclusion of my views, and finally, I will identify possible solutions to help victims combat these challenges they face.
The statistic presented earlier on is only an estimate as not all victims will report their attack to the police, consequently, sexual offences tend to have a 'dark figure of crime' (Walker, 2019). This refers to unreported crimes and means that the true number cannot be known. The CSEW found that the statistics from 2017 and 2020 combined showed that only one in six victims, around 16%, report their assault to the police (ONS, 2021a). This is such an awfully low number, and the fact victims feel like they cannot turn to the police for help is upsetting. Some reasons were recorded in the CSEW; results concluded that 40% did not report because they were embarrassed, 34% felt humiliated, and 38% did not believe the police could help (ONS, 2021a). Despite this, there are several other reasons why victims do not report their assault. One challenge victims face is the fear of not being believed- by their friends, family, and professionals such as medical experts or the police. Ahrens (2006, p.264) states how sometimes experts doubt victims and simply send them away, or they even hold them responsible for the assault that they went through. Therefore, it is clear why some victims may question the usefulness of coming forward for help and decide not to report their attack. Furthermore, the low overall conviction rate for rape victims plays a key role in why victims do not report their crimes to the police. Walker (2019, p. 299) states how in England and Wales the conviction rate is only 7.5%. With this shockingly low number, it is understandable why victims believe they will not get justice. 
Another challenge victims face is victim-blaming; this is when people subject victims to harsh, unsympathetic responses, and make them question whether their attack even qualifies as a sexual assault (Ahrens, 2006, p.264). This is known as 'secondary victimisation', as to them it feels like another attack. It is sadly very common with around one quarter to three-quarters of survivors reporting that they had received negative social reactions (Ahrens, 2006, p.263). In contrast, victims may also face feelings of self-blame- they believe that they are responsible for what happened to them, and may have encouraged it or even deserved it (Ahrens, 2006, p.263). These feelings are often triggered by their shame. Consequently, some victims have a negative outlook on themselves and feel damaged or unworthy of happiness (Joyful Heart Foundation, 2019).
Moreover, throughout researching this issue I felt anger for these victims. Not only have they had to endure an awful and traumatising experience but, they also have to face several other challenges. The most frustrating for me is the fact that their pain and grief does not end after their assault. They are prevented from healing as they have to deal with negative social reactions from informal and formal support providers, which prolongs their pain and causes them greater psychological harm (Ullman and Townsend, 2007, p. 413). I cannot begin to imagine what these victims must go through, and I feel there should be a better response to helping them. I feel this way because sexual assaults have been far more prominent in recent years; an 8% increase in the year ending June 2021 compared to the previous year, and the number of rapes recorded (61,158) is the highest ever recorded annual figure to date (ONS, 2021b). Due to this, I feel I am far more cautious when I go out and even more so after a recent incident in my area in Cardiff. A young man approached a university student who was walking alone after leaving a house party and offered to walk her back to her hotel as she did not know the area well (BBC News, 2021). He tricked her into walking through Bute Park, which is dark and secluded at night, and raped her (BBC News, 2021). This incident had a massive impact on me as she was a young university student like myself. I feel empathetic towards her as this could easily have been me, and it happened right on my doorstep. Consequently, it left me feeling frightened and unsafe, and it has negatively impacted my perception of Bute Park. It is offences like these that haunt victims for a very long time. It impacts their lives dramatically as their trust in others is diminished, they become less sociable and struggle to form intimate relationships (Mason and Lodrick, 2012, p.30). This is what angers me the most as the offender takes so much away from their victim.
Researching this topic has been enjoyable and I have found it very interesting. It has allowed me to gain a better understanding of what these victims go through and face. There is a lot of research available on the subject and this was beneficial as it meant I had a lot of research to compare and contrast. This allowed me to not only highlight the challenges victims face but, ones that have been mutually agreed upon. Despite this, it has also been quite upsetting to research and read about. The subject is quite heavy and some of the statistics provided by the government are extremely distressing. For example, England and Wales’s rape conviction rates were especially difficult to read as this is where I live, and they are shockingly low. Furthermore, what I have gathered from the research discussed is that it is now, more than ever that sexual assault victims need our help. These types of attacks are increasing and becoming far more common (ONS, 2021b).
Overall, this piece has shown that victims of sexual violence face many varying challenges, and they all have a significant impact on whether or not they speak up or report their attacks. It is evident from the statistics discussed that more needs to be done so that victims do not feel disregarded and unsupported. Regarding my opinion, I think that the criminal justice system needs to make some drastic improvements so that victims have confidence in the system. At current so many victims are without justice and their attacker is roaming free. I feel very strongly about this topic and believe sexual violence is the most awful crime. What these victims go through is unimaginable, so the least we can do is make sure they have the best possible aftercare and support system available.
The top priority here should be to improve victims' perception of, and confidence in the criminal justice system, along with the disclosure experience for victims. Many victims feel let down by the criminal justice system process and do not come forward as a result. The police need to focus on a more empathetic approach that ensures victims feel believed and that they will get justice (HM Government, 2021, p.7). This is crucial because it is the negative responses victims receive from others that silences them. Additionally, the CPS need to improve the way they deal with rape cases and increase their levels of prosecution for such cases (HM government, 2021, p.8). At the moment the conviction rates are far too low, and this discourages victims to speak up as they feel they will not receive any justice. Therefore, an overall improvement of the criminal justice system will help give victims the support that they need. This in turn will increase the likelihood of victims reporting their attacks, and subsequently, help tackle the dark figure of this crime. 
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