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About the Women’s Resource Centre 

The Women’s Resource Centre (WRC) is a charity which supports women’s organisations to be 

more effective and sustainable. We provide training, information, resources and one-to-one 

support on a range of organisational development issues. We also lobby decision makers on 

behalf of the women’s not-for-profit sector for improved representation and funding. 

 

Our members work in a wide range of fields including health, violence against women, 

employment, education, rights and equality, the criminal justice system and the environment. 

They deliver services to and campaign on behalf of some of the most marginalised 

communities of women. 

 

There are over ten thousand people working or volunteering for our members who support 

almost half a million individuals each year. 

 

For more information about joining WRC or about this briefing, contact: 

 

The Policy team    Women’s Resource Centre 

Email: policy@wrc.org.uk  Ground Floor East    

Tel: 020 7324 3030    33-41 Dallington Street 

www.wrc.org.uk   London EC1V OBB 

http://twitter.com/whywomen  www.facebook.com/whywomen      

    

About this briefing 

In a 2009 survey of WRC members, 75%of respondents stated they would like WRC to produce 

a resource which brought together various key facts and figures about women and gender 

(in)equality in the UK. In response to members’ needs, this briefing brings together statistics 

about women on a range of issues. Data sources are given at the end of the briefing. 

    

However, research is constantly carried out and statistics of this nature can become quickly 

outdated. If you have more up-to-date statistics, or data which is not included here, please 

contact us on policy@wrc.org.uk so we can keep this briefing as current as possible.  

    

Disclaimer 

 

This briefing is not intended to provide a definitive list of data about women and gender equality 

in the UK. At the time of publication, all care was taken to ensure the information contained in 

this briefing was accurate and correct. However, data of this nature can become quickly 

outdated. Please always check information to ensure it is correct and up-to-date at time of use. 

The WRC cannot take responsibility for changes to references or information in this briefing. 
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Offending  

Female prison population 

 
• On 25 July 2008 the number of women in prison stood at 4,438 - 93 more than a year 

before.  In the last decade the number of female prisoners has more than doubled. In 1995 

the average female prison population was 1,998. In 1999 it stood at 3,355. In 2005, 12,275 

women were in prison.1  

• Over the ten year period, 1997/98 – 2006/07, the average daily female prison population in 

Scotland had increased by 90%. From 2006/07, the female prison population was 353. 2 

• The total number of female foreign nationals who entered prison  more than quadrupled 

between 1996 and 2007, from 303 to 1,336.3 

• Most of the rise in the female prison population can be explained by magistrates and judges 

handing out harsher sentences. In 2007 a woman was seven times as likely to receive a 

custodial sentence in a magistrate’s court as ten years previously.4 

• At the end of September 2008, there were 933 women on remand, a fifth of the female 

prison population.5  

• In 2003, young women prisoners accounted for 12% of the total female prison population 

and 5.3% of the total young prisoners’ population.6 

• As at 30 June 2006, 28% of the prisoners in the women's estate were from ethnic minorities 

in comparison to around 27% of prisoners in the male estate. 7 

• Over a fifth of women in prison are foreign nationals. 849 (19%) women and girls (all ages) in 

prison in September 2008 were foreign nationals compared to 13% for men. 8 

 

Crimes & sentencing 

 

• Of the sentenced female prison population, the majority are held for non-violent offences. 

At the end of September 2008 the largest group of women (26%), were held for drug 

offences.9 

• More women were sent to prison in 2007 for theft and handling stolen goods than any other 

crime. 2,470 women were received into custody for this offence. They accounted for 

almost a third (31%) of all women sentenced to immediate custody in 200710. 

• 58% of sentenced foreign national prisoners in September 2008 were being held for drug 

offences and 18% for fraud and forgery. The most common country of origin for female 

foreign nationals in custody was Nigeria (147), followed by Jamaica. 11 

• A 2009 study reports that 28% of female offenders’ crimes were financially motivated 

(compared with 20% men). 32% of women had significant work related problems, such as 

lack of employment history or qualifications compared to 20% of men. 93% of women 

identified as having  offended due to employment needs had previous problems with their 

employment history.12 
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• 64.3% of women released from prison in 2004 were reconvicted within two years of 

release.  This compares to fewer than four out of ten (38%) ten years ago.13 

• Over a third of all adult women in prison had no previous convictions, more than double the 

figure for men (2006/2007).14 

• The majority of women are in prison for very short sentences. In 2007 the average sentence 

length for female prisoners of all ages was 9.5 months. 15  

• A study in 2008 found that the majority of women in prison receive custodial sentences of 

less than 12 months, many women offenders report receiving conflicting messages on 

securing benefits and the return of their children. 16 

 
Women’s health in prison 

 

• It was reported in 2004 that women tend to place a greater demand on medical services 

than men, with approximately 20% of women prisoners asking to see a doctor or nurse 

each day, almost twice as many as male prisoners.17 

• Research in 2009 found that 60% of women have problems recorded against emotional 

well-being (a proxy for psychological and psychiatric issues). 18 

• A study in 2006 found that women in custody are five times more likely to have mental 

health problems than women in the general population.19 

• Research undertaken by the national evaluation of prison mental health in-reach services 

in August 2008 at a local establishment for young and adult women found that of all those 

screened (212), 51% (108) had severe and enduring mental illness, 47% (100) a major 

depressive order, 6% (12) any psychosis and 3% (6) schizophrenia.20 

• Data from the Safer Custody Group shows that in 2008 the number of incidents reported 

for women self-harming in prison is also four times higher than that of men.21 Although 

women make up just five per cent of the prison population in England and Wales, they 

account for more than half of all self-harming incidents.22  

• The number of women deliberately harming themselves in prison has almost doubled in five 

years.  In 2008, officials recorded 12,560 cases of women prisoners injuring themselves 

(mainly by cutting and burning); equivalent to almost three incidents per inmate. In 2003, 

6,437 instances of self-harm were recorded in English prisons, about 1.5 per inmate. 23 

• The largest number of self-harm incidents by women prisoners in 2008 was in Eastwood 

Park prison, in Gloucestershire, where 2,584 instances were recorded, compared with 683 

just five years earlier. High levels of self-harm also occurred in Styal, Cheshire (2,103 

incidents last year), Holloway, north London (1,829), Bronzefield, west London (1,517) and 

Peterborough (1,337). 24 

• Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons (HMIP) reported that in 2006/07, a fifth (19%) of 

women had attempted suicide during the year before custody; nearly three times the rate 

reported for men.25 
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Mothers & prison 

 
• A 2008 Home Office study found that 66% of women in prison have children under the age 

of 18. Of those women, 34% had children under five, a further 40% aged from five to 1026 

• Women are often not prepared for the sentencing outcome by their lawyers and may be 

placed in custody without the opportunity to arrange for the care of their children.27 

• Nearly 18,000 children are separated from their mothers by imprisonment each year and 

only 5% of these children remain in the family home.28 

• Ministry of Justice figures show that between April 2005 and July 2008 an average of 1.7 

babies were born behind bars. But between April and July of 2008, the rate had more than 

doubled to almost four a week and the total for 2008 was expected to reach 200 births..29 

• In 2003, forty-two women in Holloway prison had no idea who was looking after their 

children and 19 children less than 16 years of age were looking after themselves.30 

• Because of the relatively small number of women's prisons, and due to their geographical 

location, women tend to serve their sentences further from their homes than male 

prisoners. This can place additional pressure on important links with family.31 

• It was reported in 2009 that female foreign nationals were particularly isolated from their 

children and were only provided with free phone use for five minutes per month to speak to 

their family.32 

• Imprisoning mothers for non-violent offences has a damaging impact on children and 

carries a cost to the state of more than £17million over a ten-year period33. 

 
Abuse & women in prison 

 
• It was reported in 2004 that up to 50% of women in prison report having experienced 

physical, emotional or sexual abuse. 34 

• A 2007 survey found that 50% of women in prison have been victims of domestic 

violence.35 

 
Homelessness & women in prison 

 
• A 2007 study found that 41% of women did not have accommodation organised on release 

from prison.36 
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Prostitution and sex trafficking 
 
Prostitution 
 
·  There are estimated to be around 80,000 people involved in prostitution in the UK, (Home 

Office, 2009). However, many people believe that this figure is an underestimation.      

·  A report published in 2008 found women and girls to be disproportionately sexualised 
across the media and popular culture and that a driving factor behind this is the 
mainstreaming of the sex industries, in particular pornography, lap dancing and prostitution 
(Object, May 2008). 

·  Research compiled by the Home Office (Home Office, 2004b) shows that across the UK a 
significant percentage of women first become involved in prostitution before their 18th 
birthday. In Lambeth, at least 25% of the women interviewed as part of research in 2008 
stated that they began working in prostitution aged 17 or under (Hough and Becky Rice, 
2008).  

·  It is estimated that around 8,000 women work in off-street prostitution in London alone, 
80% of whom are foreign nationals (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2008-
09). Women involved in prostitution are some of the most vulnerable in our communities 
and are likely to be victims of serious physical and sexual violence. The Mayor’s Violence 
Against Women Strategy (2010) estimates that women in prostitution in London suffer from 
a mortality rate that is 12 times the national average (quoting Home Office data from 2004). 

·  The most comprehensive mapping exercise of the commercial sex industry in London was 
carried out by Eaves Housing for Women in 2003. The findings estimated that there were 
between 2972 and 5861 women selling sex from flats, parlours and saunas; and between 
1755 and 2221 women selling sex as escorts. Four out of five women working in London 
brothels were believed to be foreign nationals.37   

 
Trafficking for sexual exploitation 
 
·  The first attempt to quantify trafficking was undertaken for the Home Office in 2000. The 

Home Office study estimated that between 142 and 1,420 women had been trafficked into 
the UK in 1998 for sexual exploitation. More recent research cited in the Government's 
Action Plan on Tackling Human Trafficking has estimated that 4,000 women were trafficked 
into the UK for sexual exploitation in 2003.  

·  During 2008 and 2009 the Home Affairs Committee conducted an inquiry into human 
trafficking in the UK; its report highlighted the lack of accurate statistical information and 
estimated that there are at least 5,000 trafficking victims in the UK (including children and 
people trafficked for labour) (Home Affairs Committee, 2009).  

·  Operation Pentameter was the first co-ordinated effort to tackle human trafficking on a 
national scale and was the largest co-ordinated policing operation ever carried out in this 
country. The first campaign, launched in 2006, had a three-month operational phase 
campaign which sought to appeal directly to men who use prostitutes for help in providing 
information about women who were possibly being forced to work in the sex industry. As a 
result, 84 women were identified as victims of trafficking, a total of 232 people were arrested 
and 134 were charged with a variety of offences.  


