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1. WOMEN AND CRIME: VICTIMS 
AND OFFENDERS
The drivers of the crimes women commit

Example cases of women who are victims and/ or offenders
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Criminologists highlight women’s ‘economic crimes’

Women’s crime has been explained in the context of poverty and economic 
marginalisation: 

“Criminal women tend to commit property offences which might be labelled 'economic crimes’. 

These include specific types of thefts including customer theft or shoplifting, cheque frauds, 
forgeries, deceptions, drug related offences and offending related to sex work such as 
prostitution or soliciting. 

Criminologists have tended to explain the actions of those women who resort to crime in 
response to their historical, socio-economic and political position in patriarchal society”

Source: Centre for Crime and Justice Studies article on “Women and Crime” by Pamela Davies, 2002-3
Image: British Society for Criminology
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Women Against Rape campaign against women 
being criminalised for poverty

WAR and the retiring Head of Merseyside Police 
Force advocate tackling poverty and inequality in 
order to reduce crime  

Source: Women Against Rape ”Why women oppose the Police And Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill”, 2021
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Imprisonment for failure to pay Council Tax disproportionately 
affects women who are struggling with debt

WBG report 100 people were sent to prison in 2018 for 
the offence and highlight cases of women whose 
sentences were successfully challenged (after the trauma 
of imprisonment) as unlawful: 

Source: Women’s Budget Group “Debt is not a crime: reviewing imprisonment for council tax non-payment”, February 
2018

The Centre for Criminal Appeals states “erroneous 
judgements that failure to pay is because of ‘culpable 
neglect’ or ‘willful refusal’ make imprisonments unlawful”.

If magistrates don’t fully consider the position of people 
struggling to pay debts, they risk gross miscarriages of 
justice. 

Following judicial review proceedings after Ms Melanie 
Woolcock’s case was successfully challenged in 2017, the 
judgement by High Court in Cardiff found errors, mistakes 
and oversights by magistrates were to blame. It suggested 
training and guidance should be issued to legal advisors 
and solicitors to address these problems
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In addition to gender, ethnicity can impact 
womens’ experience of the CJS 

Whist there’s an absence of data on some 
areas of the CJS, the Prison Reform Trust 
highlighted inequalities experienced by 
Black, Asian and minority ethnic women in 
the CJS (this was published prior to the 
Lammy Review)

Source: Prison Reform Trust “Counted Out: Black Asian and minority ethnic women in 
the criminal justice system”, 2017 
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The Lammy Review highlighted ethnic minority 
women’s needs and treatment in the CJS are 
different

Source: Her Majesty’s Justice Inspectorate, Women sub-group research, 2019

The Lammy Review in 2017 highlighted 
i) ethnic minority women were different from ethnic minority men 
ii) areas in which ethnic minority women were treated differently 

to women from a white background

It was noted that the term BAME has the potential to obfuscate 
issues, since groups within the BAME category can have different 
offending profiles and needs from each other. Black women for 
instance reoffend at lower levels than white women, while black 
men reoffend at higher levels than white men. A programme 
designed for ethnic minority people with this high level of 
reoffending in mind might be entirely inappropriate or even 
counter-productive for black women.
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People caught in the ‘revolving door’ of crime 
experience multiple disadvantage

Recognising this, Revolving Doors intervene to get young 
adults out of the CJS and into support, freeing up police 
time to focus on serious and violent crime.  Their 
approach considers ‘causes of causes’ – looking behind 
the crime or even the immediate health need, and instead 
understanding what’s driving it – poverty, trauma and 
inequalities

Their research study spoke to 2,500 young adults aged 
18-25 with experience of entangled disadvantages: 
poverty, homelessness, contact with the criminal justice 
system, mental ill health, trauma, and substance misuse

Source: Revolving Doors “The Knot” Report: “Lived experiences of policing trauma, poverty and inequalities”

3



10

Those caught in ‘the knot’ feel stereotyped by 
police services who don’t recognise their needs

Lone mothers felt stereotyped as ‘single mothers of 
the estate’ and felt under constant scrutiny for lack 
of employment, poverty and their supposed 
‘inadequate parenting’

Women participants also shared their experiences of 
encountering police services as a victim of domestic 
abuse

Source: Revolving Doors “The Knot” Report: “Lived experiences of policing trauma, poverty and inequalities”

3



11

2. TV LICENCE FEE EVASION AND 
OTHER CRIME STATISTICS
Statistics
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Statistics reinforce that women have a different 
experience to men in the CJS as victims, 
defendants and prisoners

Victims

The proportion of 
women experiencing 
domestic abuse in 
2019/20 was 7.3%, 
double that of men 
(3.6%) 

Engagement with police

Women engaging with liaison and 
diversion services more often had 
suspected alcohol misuse, financial 
needs, were abuse victims and had 
mental health needs compared to men 

Defendants

Women were typically dealt with for less severe 
offences at court. 
Of all female defendants prosecuted at court, 
55% were prosecuted for summary non-
motoring offences compared to 29% of male 
defendants in the year

Women in prison

Women reported more problems on arrival at 
prison compared to men [2019/20 HM 
Inspectorate of Prisons survey] 
Including: mental health problems, physical 
disability, drug and alcohol problems, money 
and housing worries. 

First offenders

Of all female offenders 
cautioned or convicted in 
2019, 35% were first time 
offenders, compared to 
22% for males. 

Offences

TV licence evasion was the most 
common offence for which women 
were convicted in 2019 (74% 
female). It accounted for 30% of 
all female convictions, compared 
to 4% of male convictions 

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the 
Criminal Justice System 2019 
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Defendants in the CJS are predominantly men, 
committing more severe offences than women 
and receiving severer sentences

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the Criminal Justice System 2019 

In 2019, 74% of individuals dealt with by the Criminal Justice System were male, and 26% were female.  These 
proportions have remained constant over the last 5 years. 

Fines were the most common sentence given to both men and women offenders, but women typically had less severe sentencing 
(e.g. lower fines averaging £230 compared to men’s £302). This difference is due to a larger proportion of women committing 
summary offences (handled in a magistrates’ court e.g. motoring offences, minor criminal damage, common assault) which 
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Women offend for different reasons than men

Women commit less violent, serious or organised 
crime, but more acquisitive crime than men

Acquisitive crime is associated with drug use. There 
are also links between mental health issues and 
violence by women, and women are often involved 
in the justice system due to their repeated 
victimisation – cuts to crisis support services have 
meant unmet mental health needs of women and 
lack of safe residential facilities for those fleeing 
violence

Source: Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation, Women sub-group findings

The proportions of male/ female offenders prosecuted for each offence group, England 
2019 [MOJ data]
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Of all female prosecutions in 2019, 56%% were 
brought by a prosecuting authority other than 
police, compared to 23% for male defendents

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the Criminal Justice System 2019 

In 2019, females accounted 
for the highest proportion of 
Local Authority prosecutions 
for the first time since 2016. 
This can be explained by a 7% 
rise for females and a 4% fall 
for males between 2018 and 
2019. 
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TV licence evasion was the most common offence 
for which women were convicted in 2019 

74% of those convicted for TV 
licence evasion were female. This 
offence accounted for 30% of all 
female convictions, compared to 
4% of male convictions 

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the Criminal Justice System 2019 
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Truancy convictions were 71% female

Women made up 71% of truancy convictions in 2019. 

Lone parents with dependent children represented 
17% of all families with dependent children in 2019, 
and females accounted for 91% of these lone parents. 
In 2019, the most common sentence for this offence 
was a fine, received by 87% of females sentenced and 
90% of males 

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the Criminal Justice System 2019 
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Truancy: a gendered offence

The offence

In England and Wales truancy is deemed to have been 
committed by parents of school age children who’ve missed 
10% of school sessions* [parental duty outlined in S.7 of the 

Education Act, 1996]

The offence is strict liability, meaning the prosecution doesn’t 
have to prove intent to commit the crime or even that the 
parent was aware the child was missing school. There’s 
further offence if the parent knew but failed to act. 

The punishment can be a Fixed Penalty Notice by the Local 
Authority (£60 per parent) who can prosecute if it’s unpaid or 
withdraw the Notice. If summoned to the Magistrates Court 
there’s risk of imprisonment.  The prosecution fine is up to 
£2,500

*Covid19 circumstances aside

The Centre for Criminal Justice’s “Justice Matters’ research:

The project reported on the prosecution targeted at parents  

It concluded women are disproportionately pursued for this 
offence: 

In 2017, 16,406 people were prosecuted for truancy: 
- Of whom 71% were women
- Of 12,698 convictions, 74% were women
- Of 110 suspended sentence imprisonment 80% were women

They argue non-attendance at school should be treated as 
child welfare and not a criminal justice issue: 
- many children who don’t attend have SEN, disabilities or 

mental health problems
- bullying makes children reluctant to go
- parents forced into home-schooling for fear of prosecution

Source: Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, February 2019
Source: Child Law Advice, 2022
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Sex and ethnic group of prosecutions

Ethnic minority groups accounted for higher 
proportion of prosecution against men compared 
to women, with Black males over represented 
(2019) in male prosecutions

Within all female prosecutions, 6% were Black 
females and white female defendants accounted 
for 87% 

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the Criminal Justice System 2019 
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Women’s representation in the CJS workforce has 
increased in the last 5 years but there’s a lack of 
data on ethnicity in the workforce

Over the last 5 years, there have been increases 
in female representation across almost all CJS 
organisations and in the proportion of senior 
staff 

The largest increase in female representation 
was seen in court judges by 5 percentage points, 
to 32%. Other increases included a 3 %  point 
increase in both magistrates and HMPPS 
(excluding probation) to 56% and 40%, 
respectively. Female representation within MoJ
and CPS remained constant

However, there’s a lack of data on Black, Asian 
and minority ethnic women in the criminal justice 
workforce (Prison Reform Trust, Briefing August 
2017)

Source: MOJ Report: Statistics on Women and the Criminal Justice System 2019 
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3. ADVICE AND SUPPORT FOR 
THOSE IN THE CJS
Supporting rights and understanding

Support for professionals and people in the system
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Guidance on ‘equal treatment’ in the judicial system

Source:  Society for Personality and Social Psychology, via Science Daily, April 2018

"Cultural ideas about gender bias may shape judges' decision-
making as much as the rest of us," Miller said. "The significant 
expertise that judges possess doesn't inoculate them again 
decision-making biases, and we can't expect much change until we 
see policy reforms that address decision-making procedures in the 
courtroom.”

[Which, Jan 2022]

Judges may be just as biased or even more biased than the 
general public in deciding court cases where traditional gender 
roles are challenged, according to a study into bias of judges and 
legal decisions

Source: ‘Equal treatment bench book’ via Judiciary UK

1



23

Language barriers disadvantage people in 
the CJS

Source: Victim Support “Language barriers in the criminal justice system”, March 2022

Victim Support’s report looks at outcomes and experiences for people in the CJS with English as a second language (covering 
victims, witnesses, suspects,  defendants, convicted)

Individuals have the right to language support. This should ensure witnesses and defendants can provide their ‘best evidence’

Findings relevant to our project included: 

• ‘Professional judgement’ was commonly used to assess whether someone needed an interpreter. There was no guidance 
about the level of English language proficiency needed to participate effectively in the CJ process 

• Many practitioners interviewed from statutory and voluntary sectors had never received training about supporting those 
who speak ESL beyond guidance on how to book interpreters

• Less formal methods involved using Google Translate, drawing on language skills of peers, and reducing complex 
terminology

1
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Support for professionals to help vulnerable 
women

Source: Victim Support “iMatter guidance for professional referrers leaflet” 2022

Victim Support’s iMatter programme abuse (with their 
permission) supports victims of domestic abuse.  

They guide front-line professionals on how to refer 
individuals to the programme if they spot someone 
who’s suffered/ is suffering domestic 
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Advice UK and Scotland are a support network 
for independent advice organisations

In support of their vision for “every individual, regardless of means, is able to access the advice they need in order to 
exercise their rights and deal with any legal and social welfare problems they may face”, they provide services and tools to 
organisations that offer advice to their member users, such as Money Advice Scotland and Turn2Us

Tools are open to members/ partners only, but include:   

- AdvicePro for case management specifically  for advice organisations, including local authorities, housing 
associations and universities.  It captures client personal and socio-economic information over a range of matters

- AdviceFinder which is a national directory of advice giving organisations, covering subjects such as debt, legal, 
mental health, domestic violence

Source: AdviceUK
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Providing evidence of domestic abuse can be 
challenging and in some cases may limit women’s 
access to support

Source: Rights Of Women 

2

When women’s rights organisations talk about the importance of legal aid in helping women escape abusive relationships 
they also raise the challenge of securing evidence of domestic, economic and sexual abuse.   This has meant many women 
are denied access to legal aid. 

“Our most recent research shows that about 40% of women affected by 
violence do not have the required evidence in order to apply for family 

law legal aid” 
[Rightsofwomen.org.uk]
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Women in the CJS have different and more 
severe needs than men

Source: Clinks, 2022

Women are in the minority in the criminal justice system, approximately 5% of the prison population and 15% of those serving 
a community sentence. Women are often neglected in a system designed for the majority

The Corston Report called for change in the way that women at risk of offending are treated across the CJS with: 
- a women-centred approach through the extension of women’s community centres; 
- reservation of custodial sentences for only the most serious and violent offenders 
- and geographically dispersed, small, multi-functional custodial centres for women

Corston highlighted the disproportionately harmful impact of prison on women and their children and the futility of short 
custodial sentences. However, the MOJ’s 2018 Female Offender Strategy recognises the ineffectiveness of short sentences and 
seeks to reduce their use
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Mental health needs of women in or on the 
edges of the CJS 

Source: Centre for Mental Health UK, article by Jenny Talbot OBE, Director of the Care Not Custody Programme

Women in contact with / on the edges of the CJS are vulnerable and for most their already difficult lives are compounded by 
poor mental health

• Between half and two-thirds of women caught up in the CJS have depression and half say they’ve attempted suicide at 
some point in their lives 

• Two-fifths have a low IQ, which may mean they need support with daily living, such as dealing with debt and money 
management, sorting out housing tenancies, and family support

• One third have spent time in local authority care as a child, half report having experienced abuse as a child

• And half report a history of domestic violence
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The Prison Reform Trust has called for a 
reduction in women’s imprisonment and a change 
in how the CJS responds to women

Source: Prison Reform Trust 

Juliet Lyon, director of the Prison Reform Trust 
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Due to crime’s complex underlying causes, 
research advocates for use of early intervention 
and prevention 

The Criminal Justice Alliance argue:

By addressing these issues earlier, we can reduce crime in 
society. Yet often individuals only have access to services once 
they enter the CJS

If an individual has committed a crime, processing them 
through the courts can do more harm than good, leaving them 
with a criminal record and increasing their rate of reoffending

Greater use of early intervention, prevention and diversion will 
help people live crime-free lives 

Source: Criminal Justice Alliance “Prevention and Diversion”, 2022

Example of a diversion scheme specifically targeted at 
women: 

Source: Centre for Justice Innovation, “New Chance Project”, 2022
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Charities such as Advance provide services 
to divert women from crime

Source: Advance Charity, UK, 2022

Advance believe the CJS is built by men, for me, so it’s 
important a safe woman-only option like Minerva 
programme is available for women of all levels of risk 
and needs nationally with sentences in custody or the 
community.

Their approach is based on 5 principles of support: 

e.g. supporting 
them to complete 
housing benefit 
applications

e.g. Advance Keyworkers 
keep in close contact with 
individual women to keep 
them on track

e.g. overcoming histories of 
trauma and building women’s 
self-esteem

e.g. Keyworkers 
communicate 
with other 
agencies, such as 
following up on a 
negative 
decision by an 
authority about 
housing priority

e.g. 121 peer 
mentoring at 
Advance Centres
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Women’s Centres and the importance of family 
relationships are seen as effective ways to 
prevent women reoffending

Source: Her Majesty’s Justice Inspectorate, Women sub-group research, 2019

The Lammy Review noted how Muslim women could be cut off by their families because of shame – this is notable given the 
importance of family links in rehabilitation

Women’s Centres respond to women’s individual needs, beyond the bounds of the CJS, offering 

1) preventative measures to help women resolve situations that might lead to reoffending 
2) follow up services 

Family relationships for women were found to affect reoffending significantly more than men – women are more likely to be 
primary carers of children and more likely to have been abuse vicitims, so a positive relationship is an explicit element in 
rehabilitation of women 
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Revolving Doors’ research into young adults in 
the CJS explains how ‘stacked disadvantages’ 
demand a different, humane approach

• Young adults who come into repeat contact with police are likely to have stacked experiences of trauma, poor health, 
structural inequalities and poverty which shaped they way they encounter the police, their trust for the police and opinion 
of police’s effectiveness

• Police and authority figures should review how tactics might contribute to existing dynamics of personal trauma, loss of 
power, autonomy and safety

• Opportunities to spot vulnerabilities include spotting: impulsive and high-risk behaviours such as self-harm, substance 
use, aggression as a means to gain control over their lives

• Young adults committing low-level but repeat offences, but feel stressed and disoriented in police custody (not 
understanding their rights, obligations, the information given and requested from them) are inclinded to plead guilty to 
simply speed up the process and leave custody as soon as possible – this has a huge bearing on the procedures and 
fairness our the CJS

Source: Revolving Doors “The Knot” Report: “Lived experiences of policing trauma, poverty and inequalities”
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CAB explains debt solutions

Source: CAB

Options explained by CAB include Debt Relief Orders, 
debt management plan, administration orders, 
Individual Voluntary Arrangements. 

CAB help users identify which is right for their needs 
and explain the financial and legal aspects of them 
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CAB signpost legal help

Source: CAB ‘Legal System’ website page Source: CAB ‘If you’re being taken to court for debt’ website page
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Gingerbread offer connected technical, legal and 
emotional support for issues affecting single parents

Source: Gingerbread
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APPEAL offer a free tool providing 
templates

Source: Navigating the Maze: Guidance and templates for TV licensing prosecutions, APPEAL
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Data collected: 
Name, email/ phone, gender, reason for 
help, can we contact you


