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Overview
Project aim
Many women in prison have experienced intimate partner violence (IPV). As this form of violence is often intergenerational and entrenched, women in prison are widely considered to be at particular risk of ongoing victimisation following release from prison. And yet, their support needs often go unrecognised, and it is likely that a range of barriers exist that prevent ex-prisoners from accessing services. 

This summary of the The forgotten victims: Prisoner experience of victimisation and engagement with the criminal justice system research was prepared by ANROWS. It draws on the report from the research led by Professor Andrew Day in partnership with the Department for Correctional Services, South Australia. The research focused on women in prison concerned about their personal safety post-release. The aim of this research is to understand the factors that influence these women to seek help, and how this might inform service responses.
Methods
A literature review identified a range of different models of help-seeking, as well as how the specific needs of incarcerated women might create additional barriers to accessing services. A simple three stage model of help-seeking was identified as a useful way of integrating this work. This suggests that any individual who experiences IPV must: 
· Recognise and define the situation as abusive and intolerable (Stage 1). 
· Decide to disclose the abuse and seek help (Stage 2).  
· Identify a source of support and where to seek help (Stage 3). 

At the same time, the ability to seek help is influenced by a broad range of individual, interpersonal and socio-cultural factors including: 
1. the woman’s own history (e.g. childhood abuse);
2. the personal networks in which she interacts, and the history of these networks (e.g. family relationships);
3. connections between networks or systems (e.g. relationships between the abuser and the woman’s family);
4. formal and informal social structures that influence the woman indirectly (e.g. housing, finances); and
5. overarching institutional systems at the cultural or subcultural level (social/cultural norms and prejudices). 

Figure 1 (overpage) provides a summary of the factors that influence help-seeking for women in prison at each stage of the model. 

Data about help-seeking was collected from three different sources. These included interviews with women in prison, a survey completed by women in prison and interviews with key agencies and service providers. All of the data sources were used to:
· explore the perceptions and experiences of women in prison in accessing and utilising IPV and criminal justice-based support services both before and after incarceration;
· explore the perceptions of women in prison regarding their post-release needs for services; and
· examine the views and experiences of key service providers and stakeholders about providing services to women in prison.

Twenty-two women incarcerated in Adelaide Women’s Prison were interviewed. All of the interviewees identified as Australian, with nine identifying as Aboriginal, and one as Australian-European. The average age of participants was 33 years and most had completed some high school. Fifteen of the 22 reported that they had children, ranging in age from a newborn to 30 years of age. At the time of the interview, 15 of the women were waiting to be sentenced and seven had been convicted. For those who were sentenced, the reported terms of imprisonment ranged from 3 weeks to 4 years and 5 months. Participants reported that they had spent between 3 weeks and 20 years in prison, and were housed in different parts of the prison, including high security.

Twelve service providers from the same jurisdiction as the prisoner participants participated in the research. Invited service provider groups included representatives from correctional services, women’s safety services, the non-government sector, prisoner advocacy, health and victim support agencies. 

Where possible, each interview was recorded and audio-transcribed for analysis. 





Figure 1 Model of help-seeking and change for women in prison
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(Adapted from Day, Casey, Gerace, Oster, & O’Kane (2018).)






Key findings
The interview and survey results were analysed using the three stage model of help-seeking: (1) recognise and define the situation as abusive and intolerable; (2) decide to disclose the abuse and seek help; and (3) identify a source of support and where to seek help. A full analysis can be found in The forgotten victims: Prisoner experience of victimisation and engagement with the criminal justice system (Day et al., 2018) Research report.

Stage 1. Problem recognition and definition
For the women in this study, IPV was defined and recognised mainly in relation to individual history and the availability of personal support networks. Several of the women had significant personal histories of violence, including a history of childhood abuse and/or neglect; witnessing IPV as a child; or their own past experience of IPV. This affected their ability to recognise violence in two ways: for some, violence had become a normalised experience and this hindered their ability to identify it as a problem; for others, it helped them to recognise when violence had become an issue in their relationship. One of the main triggers that led women to identify violence as a problem was when it escalated to serious and life-threatening physical abuse. However, for some this was negated by the fear that seeking help would lead to an escalation in violence: 
It got to the point where I needed an ambulance and that’s . . . I really thought I was going to die and that’s where I realised that things weren’t going to change. (Interview 8)

For many women, it was only with changes in their sense of self, frequently following intervention from counsellors, that they came to recognise IPV as an abnormal situation. At times, connection with the criminal justice system provided a new perspective on IPV. Access to prison programs and relationships with other women in prison offered an opportunity to reflect on their relationships. As one woman noted:
I know people who come to jail and they realise their relationship is bad. Jail is probably a service in itself. That sounds weird, but you get time to think in here and you get time to realise what was the good – the good, the bad and the ugly. (Interview 9)

Staff from correctional services further noted some of the complexities in assisting women in prison: 
It’s a heightened responsibility when the abuser and the woman are both in our system together, which is not uncommon. (Service provider #5)

Stage 2. The decision to disclose and seek help
After recognising that there is a problem in their relationship, the decision to seek help was dependent on a number of interacting issues across all five factors that influence help-seeking. At the level of the individual, help-seeking required a level of self-confidence, and many acknowledged that they struggled with this: 
I think for many women in here [prison], they don’t believe in themselves and they worry more about . . . the barriers and what can’t we do rather than what we can do to improve our lives. (Interview 1)

This could be compounded by other factors. Drug and alcohol use was considered a pervasive issue for incarcerated women when out of prison, who often used it as a means of escaping IPV.

I use drugs on the outside [of prison] and when you’re straight you have to deal with it and all the emotions and stuff . . . Yeah, that’s why on the outside I haven’t sought help. (Interview 5) 

Family played an important role in decision-making. For several women, the negative effect of IPV on their children was the main reason to seek help. For example, one of the women took action:
Just because my son had seen it that’s when I thought it was beyond a joke, so I thought I needed to talk to somebody. (Interview 17). 

For others, children played a role in the decision not to leave. This was either because they did not know where to go that could accommodate their children, the desire to preserve their children’s relationship with their father or fears that they would lose their children. While relationships with friends and family could, at times, facilitate help-seeking it could also lead to feelings of embarrassment and shame. 

Cultural values relating to how marriage should function prevented other women from seeking help, with one woman describing being brought up in a family where you “don’t talk about what happened behind closed doors” (Interview 19). In contrast, many women did not make the decision to seek help themselves – it was family, friends or members of the community who intervened on their behalf when they identified that there was a problem.

Social isolation could restrict women’s options: “I had to quit my job; I couldn’t work anymore and I didn’t have my family so I had nowhere to go” (Interview 18). Many were cut off from their social networks or support services by the perpetrator of the violence. Geographic isolation also made it difficult for some to access services.
 
Some women chose not to seek help because they were financially dependent on the perpetrator or relied on the perpetrator for stable housing. This could be a particular problem in the period following women’s release from prison.

Women’s connection with, and knowledge of, support services was another important determinant of the decision about whether or not to seek support. Several women were not aware of the services that existed. Those who knew that services were available, feared not being believed. This related to the extent to which the IPV was visible: “sometimes it’s hard to get help out there unless you’re a lot busted up” (Interview 22). Fear of not being believed was particularly the case for women who had a connection with mental health services:
I’ve got schizophrenia he uses that against me a lot . . . the people I did talk to about it, they wouldn’t believe me because then when they would go speak to him about it he’d be like no, she’s just had another episode or – so that’s, it was always then put back onto me and my fault. (Interview 10)

Women also described the range of prejudices that prevented them from seeking help, which added to their fears that they would not be believed. These included discrimination based on identifying as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, having a mental illness or a criminal record.

One of the main barriers to receiving help was the need to go through complex procedures to access services. Some interviewees chose to return to the perpetrator after experiencing difficulties in accessing services or disliking the strict rules that were in place. 

I would never ask them for a single thing again. I would sooner rather cop a beating every day of my life from my partner than go back to one of them. (Interview 7)

Two of the women were afraid that if they sought help, the services would then contact police or welfare services. This connection between services had resulted in both women having their children taken into out-of-home care in the past. 
Service providers also acknowledged that women’s lack of trust was an impediment to their help-seeking:
Now, a lot of people in prison are – I wouldn’t say authority-averse, but their experiences with authority haven’t been great, so to reach out and to then have surveillance, perhaps, of your children through failure to protect, they’re all big obstacles. (Service provider #9)

A key focus for service providers was the relationships, or lack of relationships, that exist between different services, as well as uncertainty about the role that different agencies have to play in responding to IPV.

I think that that’s actually an inherent challenge for all correctional services . . . in terms of programs again there’s not been a great deal offered by the agency itself around the victim. Most of the service that gets delivered has been from external agencies coming in. Some of that is as a result of the growing relationship between us and the domestic violence sector. (Service provider #5)

Stage 3. Identifying a source of support 
The women who participated in this research discussed a range of potential supports for IPV, both formal and informal. As with Stage 2, support selection was influenced by all five factors in the help-seeking model.

Women’s previous experiences of childhood abuse/neglect and witnessing IPV affected support selection, and in particular, decisions not to seek support from formal sources. They tended to prefer informal sources of support from family and friends and this assisted in their decision-making by providing advice about which formal services to connect with, or where not to go. However, the perpetrator’s interaction with family or friends could prevent women from seeking help from these sources.

I didn’t want to bring any of my friends or family involved because I was scared of what he would do. If he could do this to me, can you just imagine what he could do to others? (Interview 12)

Women’s relationships with formal support services affected their support selection. Having knowledge of what formal supports are available, and what these supports can offer, determined whether or not women would consider this type of support.

Just if they had more information on them, there is nothing here [in prison], there’s no pamphlets, or there’s…nothing to give out to people so that they…know where to go. (Interview 3)

In situations where women had sought formal support, the availability and response of these services influenced women’s future help-seeking.

Interviewee: No, I didn’t go to the police, because they didn’t help.
Interviewer: In what way?
Interviewee: In the way of I had about five or six reports made to the police and then they all disappeared. (Interview 16)

Fear of the police was a particular concern among the study participants. Often, women did not believe that accessing police support was an option:
There was no way in hell I was going to the cops, I was on parole. At the end of the day, I was the one with the criminal record, not him. (Interview 15)

Some women stated that going to prison was a way for them to escape IPV: “a lot of girls come to jail to get away from domestic violence” (Interview 11), and that it provided opportunities to find out about formal services from peers: 
“In regard to accessing support services on the outside we’re not given that information at all. You get it from the other women” (Interview 2).

Service providers also acknowledged that better coordination between them would assist women’s help-seeking pathways:
The coordination between the agencies involved in the woman’s life is really, really critical. Models often for these women that are . . . well it’s up to her to make the move actually . . . are not necessarily the most effective because when women leave prison and go back into the community it’s a really overwhelming experience. (Service provider #1)

Use of services
The survey of women in prison identified that the services women had most commonly used in the past were the police (n=16 of 22 women), crisis lines (n=14) and shelter or transitional and homelessness services (n= 4). Sixteen women had sought help from a family member, friend or neighbour. The least commonly used services for help with IPV were community health centres, mental health services, chaplains and child protection services. The services that women were most likely to use in future if they experienced IPV were an emergency service/department (n=21 of 22 women), General Practitioner (n=19), mental health or domestic violence service (n=18).




Future directions for policy-makers, practitioners and service providers

This study identifies women in prison as a particularly vulnerable group who are likely to be at a high risk of ongoing victimisation. Significant barriers exist for these women that prevent them from accessing IPV support services. There was a strong sense from the women who participated in this research that formal services, primarily government but to a lesser extent non-government, are largely unresponsive to their needs and that better approaches can be developed, including those that draw on the strengths of women, their peers and family members. A specialised approach for women  in prison is needed based on their particular social and individual circumstances. 

Although this was a small study carried out in one jurisdiction, several opportunities to support help-seeking were identified: 
· Women with lived experience of incarceration should be part of the service framework in the community sector at all levels of program governance, design and delivery. 
· The needs of women who identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander should be given special attention
· Policy-makers and practitioners should consider developing culturally specific support services for women in prison.

Any attempt to develop an integrated or interagency response should not rely on the efforts of only one agency, or necessarily be led by correctional services. At a local level, it is recommended that service providers coordinate their responses to women leaving prison at risk of IPV, and that this work specifically promote the safety of these women. 

This model of help-seeking offers a useful overarching framework for designing services, and identifying what factors service development activities need to consider to support women in prison who may have concerns about their personal safety post-release.
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Figure A Model of help-seeking and change for women in prison
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