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A Qualitative Investigation into the Impact of Domestic Abuse on Women’s Desistance  

Abstract: Whilst criminological literature, criminal justice practice, and to a lesser extent, state policy 

have acknowledged a link between women’s criminalisation and gendered violence (Roberts, 2015; 

Prison Reform Trust 2017; Österman, 2018; Female Offenders Strategy, 2018), there has been much 

less acknowledgment of the role of historical and contemporaneous experiences of violence in the 

desistance scripts of criminalised women. Combining findings from two research projects exploring 

gender and desistance, this paper argues that (i) criminalised women’s experiences of gendered 

violence are such that any exploration of gender and desistance which does not acknowledge this is 

incomplete (ii) coercion and control can inform women’s entry into the criminal justice system (iii) 

expressions of agency and resistance in abusive interpersonal relationships can also inform women’s 

offending, yet (iv) women’s experiences of desistance from crime can mask the harm they face in 

coercive, controlling and violent relationships. Thus, the article argues for a reframing of desistance 

from crime as desistance from harm both theoretically and in practice, and considers what this might 

entail. 

Introduction 

There has been a recent acknowledgement within both criminology and criminal justice practice about 

the link between women’s experiences of domestic violence and their criminalisation (Roberts, 2015; 

Prison Reform Trust 2017; Österman, 2018). To a lesser extent, there does appear to be some 

recognition by the state of the prevalence of domestic violence in the lives of women entering the 

criminal justice system (CJS) (Female Offenders Strategy, 2018). What has been much less examined 

however, in academic literature, policy and practice, is how criminalised women’s qualitative 

experiences, both historical and current, of domestic abuse affect their desistance. This article will 

first consider current policy developments and academic debates around gendered violence before 

moving on to consider the development and prevalence of desistance theory within criminological 

discourse, and in particular the failure to recognise gendered harms faced by desisting women within 

this body of work. Following this, the methodology of the current article will be explained. Findings 

will focus on narratives of the prevalence and interconnectedness of ‘offending’, punishment, 

gendered violence and desistance in the lives of criminalised women, the presence of agency and 

resistance within criminal acts, the invisible nature of gendered violence within desistance narratives, 

and the consequences of this for theory and practice. 

Domestic Abuse 



The Female Offender’s Strategy (2018) recognises that the majority of women coming into contact 

with the CJS have experienced abuse and that these women have not been supported as victims whilst 

travelling through the CJS. This recognition has myriad empirical support. For example, a recent report 

by Glorney et al. (2019) highlighted that 64% of 173 women prisoners answering questions about 

blows to the head at HMP Drake Hall gave answers consistent with a brain injury, ‘with 89% of 

reported injuries being traumatic, most commonly sustained through domestic violence, and of mild 

and moderate severity’ (Glorney et al., 2019: 5). This, the authors found, led to problems with 

memory, attention, anxiety and depression. There was a lack of provision for these women in the 

prison system and a lack of staff knowledge around the prevalence and effects of brain injury. This 

effectively increased the women’s experiences of trauma within an already traumatic environment, 

and following extensive traumatic experiences.  Theresa May’s government stated that it would invest 

£2 million into community provision for women with experience of domestic abuse as part of the £5 

million promised by the Female Offenders Strategy, develop guidance on working with ‘vulnerable 

women’  and support the rollout of trauma-informed training for probation and prison staff. However, 

critics have argued that there is a severe lack of real infrastructure to support women experiencing or 

having experienced abuse (Booth et al., 2018). For example, Women’s Aid (2019) have noted that in 

2017/18 an average of 400 referrals to refuges in England and Wales were declined each week. 

Without ring-fenced funding for women’s services, which have been devastated by almost a decade 

of austerity (Alston, 2018) women are unlikely to receive the support most needed. Critical analysis of 

the Female Offenders Strategy (2018) also does not make for positive reading on the government’s 

commitment to tackling links between criminalisation and domestic violence. Women in Prison (2018), 

Sisters Uncut (2018), Coles (2018) and Booth et al (2018) have all pointed to a lack of secure and 

sustained funding for women facing trauma, as well as the well-known harms inflicted by solutions 

which lie within criminal justice systems, particularly imprisonment, but also in the roll out of 

residential women’s centres as further sites of control. Whilst the MoJ (2018) claim that residential 

centres will mean women can be detained closer to home and maintain outside links, whilst also 

accessing support and education, with only 5 pilot sites currently proposed women are still likely to 

be situated away from their communities and families. Community-based women’s centres are closing 

(Howard League, 2016), and their funding is precarious (Farmer, 2019). This is not the vision many 

campaign groups had for community-based answers to criminal justice and women will still remain 

confined in residential centres and exploited for low-cost labour, replicating the harms of prison 

(Sisters Uncut, 2018). Arguably the government cannot support vulnerable women whilst their 

proposed solutions still lie within the framework of the criminal justice system (Sisters Uncut, 2018)i. 

Furthermore, Booth et al. (2018) highlight that the language in the Strategy is problematic. For 



example, the concept of ‘productive citizens’ (MoJ, 2018: 334) suggests criminalised women are 

unproductive members of society, reinforcing stigmatised portrayals of women and emphasising 

individualised solutions to structural problems whilst responsibilising criminalised women, who 

experience a lack of capital, to undergo individualised change (Hart, 2017b).   

Despite the government’s apparent concern for new forms of violence against women, including 

coercive control, the relationship between women’s criminalisation and broad experience of domestic 

violent crime, to include coercive control, has not adequately been confronted. Whilst the recent case 

of Sally Challenii has drawn media attention to the operation of coercive control in murder conviction 

cases, there appears to continue to be recourse to the ‘mad/bad’ dichotomy in appeal cases and 

subsequent comments of the appeal judges (Bettinson, 2019). Additionally, these cases only show the 

sharp end of coercive control, women’s criminalisation in less extreme consequences of coercive 

control has been less considered. For example, Light et al (2013) highlight that almost half of women 

in prison have carried out their offence to support someone else’s drug use. Women’s Aid (2019) have 

found that two thirds of domestic violence survivors’ partners held money from them as a form of 

control. Hadi and Chesney-Lind (2014: 33) speak of a ‘criminalisation of victimisation’ where, in cases 

of domestic abuse, women find their relationships as a ‘site of correctional regulation’ (Pollack, 2007: 

158-159). Österman (2018) also has found that criminalised women often first come into contact with 

the criminal justice system when requesting assistance in the context of abusive relationships. 

With notable exceptions in the case of the latter, both policy and academic debates around gendered 

violence have struggled to move beyond a criminal justice focused solution. Whilst focusing on sexual 

violence, McGlynn and Westmarland (2018) have made important points about the desire for 

‘kaleidoscopic justice’ amongst victim-survivors, which requires a move away from law and policy 

focused solutions within conventional criminal justice systems. Justice, in these solutions, is defined 

by the state without recognition of the plurality of positions of victim-survivors. The authors 

conducted workshops and interviews with 20 victim-survivors and concluded that ‘justice’ for these 

women involved constantly shifting notions of ‘consequences, recognition, dignity, voice, prevention 

and connectedness’ (2018: 2) where justice is an ongoing, lived and ever evolving process rather than 

just an ending or result. However, this argument fails to fully disentangle justice from the criminal 

justice system, suggesting it can form a parallel method of resolution. Although not a direct focus of 

this research, it is proposed by the current study that an abolitionist approach based on ‘women wise 

penology’ (Carlen, 1990: 109) is necessary for justice to prevailiii. Nonetheless, McGlynn and 

Westmarland’s (2018) conclusions are a good jumping off point to open debates around social and 

gendered justice.  



Desistance 

The exact meaning of desistance is something which has been contested in the field of criminology. 

Weaver and McNeill (2010: 37) note ‘most criminologists have associated desistance with both ceasing 

and refraining from offending’. Sampson and Laub (1993) and Laub and Sampson (2003) discuss the 

belief that an age-graded theory of informal social control can explain the desistance process. This 

theory focuses on sociogenic accounts of desistance and explores the role of social bonds (Maruna, 

1999; Weaver and McNeill, 2010). Social bonds signify ‘an individual has emotional attachments to 

societal goals’; correspondingly they have pledged to reach these goals by behaving within the 

confines of the law (McNeill et al, 2012: 5). As such, it is argued by sociogenic accounts that people 

are more likely to ‘offend’ when societal bonds are absent, individuals must therefore accrue, over 

time, the necessary means to avoid this (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Adults may discover activities such 

as entering the military, marriage, paid employment and parenthood can all ‘knife off offending 

trajectories’ (Salvatore and Taniguchi, 2012: 738). Nevertheless, as Sampson and Laub’s (1993) study 

is based upon the lives of 500 white American men, accordingly it is not viable to conclude that 

theories of social bonding can be used to explain women’s desistance (Giordano et al, 2002). 

 

The study of desistance has expanded to include discussions around the importance of social structure 

(Farrall et al, 2010; Farrall, 2014; Hart, 2017b) and the experiences of criminalised women (Giordano 

et al., 2002; Rumgay, 2004; Rodermond et al., 2016; Hart, 2017a; Ostermann, 2018; Stone et al, 2018 

amongst others). Nonetheless, discussions surrounding patriarchy and neoliberalism have been 

largely missing from previous desistance research, including those which focus on women’s 

experiences. This is evident in the disjuncture between the bodies of literature on women’s desistance 

and domestic abuse. Nonetheless, Robin Gålnander (2019) has recently argued that women’s 

experiences of violent victimisation can hinder their desistance attempts. Whilst we also find support 

for this argument, we also find other trajectories which suggest further research into desistance and 

domestic abuse is crucial. This is discussed further below. 

 

By locating women’s desistance as parallel to men’s, criminology replicates the substantive 

inequalities which often result in women entering the criminal justice system in the first place, in 

addition to the substantive inequalities which they then face within a patriarchal system.  

Relationships may be a central feature within desistance literature which focuses on the importance 

of ‘social bonds’ (Sampson and Laub, 1993; Laub and Sampson, 2003) but there is a lack of gendered 

focus within ‘social bonds’ texts. Therefore, women’s problematic relationships go unrecognised. For 

men ‘the love of a good woman’ (Maruna, 2001: 30) may cut ties to ‘offending’ but the evidence 



provided by Roberts (2015) is indicative that abusive relationships can see women initially become 

involved in crime but likewise later cycle in and out of the criminal justice system (Österman, 2018). A 

lack of consideration of the gendered experience of relational aspects to desistance was highlighted, 

for example, in the 2017 publication of Lord Farmer’s review on the importance of strengthening 

family ties to prevent reoffending and reduce intergenerational crime, which unapologetically focused 

on the male experience. Despite the asymmetrical gendered presentation of men in the criminal 

justice system as perpetrators of domestic violence, the report failed to address the problematic 

issues surrounding supporting family ties for domestic violence perpetrators.  As will be shown, many 

criminalised women are expected to be the ‘good woman’ (Maruna, 2001: 30) in the desistance 

narratives of the men whom they materially and emotionally support, without consideration for their 

own narratives, including experiences of victimisation and trauma. A more recent (2019) Farmer 

Report on the experiences of criminalised women has, however, drawn attention to women’s 

experiences of abuse and violence. Nonetheless, responsibilising language within the report and 

recommendations suggests that these are individual rather than structural issues. Within the criminal 

justice system itself, women see liability directed away from the state and prison schemes in favour 

of scrutinising individual actions, as opposed to any causal structural inequality; hardship becomes 

viewed as ‘criminogenic need’ (Hart, 2017a: 270). Hart’s (2017b) research discovered that whilst 

criminalised women have a strong will upon release from prison to desist, their determination is 

hampered by the troublesome discourse surrounding this concept of responsibilisation. This 

discourse, allied with ‘a severe lack in all forms of capital’ (Hart, 2017b: 152), means women leave 

prison with minimal arrangements in place and consequentially recidivism is ever more likely (Hart, 

2017b). Blaming the pathology of individuals permits discussion on the social injustices worsened by 

the criminal justice system, drug and state welfare reforms to be avoided (Leverentz, 2014). Provided 

the impression that those in prison are responsible for their personal re-entry or ‘rehabilitation’ is 

upheld, the state can continually clear itself of any wrongdoing. Such narratives also serve as a 

diversion from the evidence that ‘social policies and stigma inhibit desistance’ (Leverentz, 2014: 182). 

Taken together, the body of literature on women’s experiences of criminalisation, domestic violence 

and desistance suggest that women’s trajectories may be affected by the intersection of the three 

processes. It is the aim of this article to explore how this is experienced by a small group of women 

based in the North West of England. 

Methodology  



The findings from this study are based on two separate but interlinked projects by the authors, both 

considering women’s qualitative desistance experiences in the community, and both undertaken in 

response to the dearth of women’s voices within the expansive and ever-growing desistance 

literature. In total, 18 women with experiences of criminalisation were interviewed across the 

projects, and their narratives form the basis of analysis in this article. Barr’s (2019) research was 

undertaken as part of a PhD study, at the University of Central Lancashire, generally exploring 

women’s desistance, within the ‘Northshire’ area and involved a year of observation at Northshire 

Women’s Centres, as well as 23 narrative interviewsiv with staff at two community projects supporting 

women’s desistance and 16 criminalised women. Half of these criminalised women freely told stories 

of gendered violence in their lives, without being asked a specific question about this. Barr’s research 

was not focused exclusively therefore on the link between domestic violence and desistance but this 

was something which emerged qualitatively from the findingsv.  

Christian’s MRes research, at Liverpool John Moores University, on the other hand, was specifically 

directed at exploring the link between domestic abuse and desistance and involved in-depth narrative 

interviews with two women with experiences both of domestic violence and desistance attempts. 

These women were recruited via contact with domestic violence support services. The difficulties 

involved in the recruitment of criminalised women, and particularly gaining a representative sample, 

are issues which affected both studies. In particular, Christian’s research was hampered by the 

University Ethics Board’s insistence on only interviewing those who were not currently subject to 

probation. The author was approached by a number of women who wanted to take part in the 

research but had to be rejected on this matter, effectively silencing their narratives. 

Both Barr and Christian’s work is underpinned by feminist epistemology (Oakley, 1981) and is 

concerned with drawing attention to women’s subjective and plural experiences. Both studies 

emphasised the importance of the methodology being participant-led, encouraged by the narrative 

interviewing technique (McAdams, 1995). Life-course narrative interviewing is also common within 

desistance research (Maruna, 2001). Carlsson (2012), for example, noted the importance of this type 

of interviewing in the connection between the subjective and structural. Interviews were conducted 

within various community projects, in cafes, university buildings and participants’ homes. Narrative 

analysis techniques were used in both studies which argue for the importance of the ‘human story’ 

(Weaver and Weaver, 2013: 272). Both studies elicited similar findings around women’s 

marginalisation, criminalisation, experiences of the criminal justice system, gendered violence and 

desistance. 



All participants were fully informed about the purpose of the studies and how their information would 

be used through participant information sheets, which also gave participants the right to withdraw at 

any time, and provided information about support organisations in the local areas. All data was stored 

appropriately and in accordance with the ethical procedures at both universities. In both studies, all 

participants were allocated pseudonyms. Despite the fact that the ‘scrutiny of violence and abuse as 

a 'sensitive' topic that involves 'vulnerable'  groups  has  made  ethical  clearance  more  challenging’ 

(Downes et al, 2014: 1), feminist  researchers  are  able  to  make  the  process  for  the  participants  

empowering as we hope both projects have done. 

Findings  

Holly’s story 

Holly’s story provides one example of the link between offending, criminalisation, domestic violence 

and intimate partner relationships. Prior to interview, Holly’s partner, and father of her daughter, Nick, 

had been released from prison. This was his second prison sentence, for which he had served two 

years and three months for burglary. 23 year-old Holly had been given a 12 month suspended sentence 

with a 6 month supervision order including attending Northshire Women’s Centre for shoplifting. At 

the time of interview, she had not shoplifted for ‘5 or 6 months’ (having previously been something 

Holly did ‘3 or 4 times a week’). Holly’s own offending, however, she did not link with Nick’s. Instead 

she related this first with normal youth behaviour and gradually with poverty and cannabis use. Holly 

did, however, link her desistance with Nick’s. For example, Holly had quit smoking cannabis since 

Nick’s release as he no longer smoked. Generally, Holly also linked getting back together with Nick 

following his release with ‘settling down’ and regaining care of their daughter. 

I just want to get my child back, and hopefully start another family up with my child’s dad and 

just be happy with my grandma. Let my grandma have a happy life, let her be happy and free. 

She shouldn’t be babysitting for my child now. (Holly) 

Whilst Holly was concerned with her own desistance, she was also consumed with being a positive 

example to Nick and directing his desistance journey by settling down together. In this sense, Holly 

was the invisible, most likely female, pro-social partner we so often hear about in the male desistance 

literature (Sampson and Laub, 2003; 1993). Holly’s narrative therefore provides an insight to the lives 

of these non-protagonist women, who may also be struggling with their own (although perhaps not 

as prolific) desistance attempts and other difficulties. Holly, for example, expounded upon the 

struggles herself and Nick continued to have with money.  



I only get £81 a fortnight so it’s really hard, it is. I think it’s because like I had fines and that in 

the past and they take money out so I’m only getting £81 but I manage because my boyfriend’s 

on jobseekers as well so he gets like £140 a fortnight so we manage ‘cause like when he were 

in prison and I were on my own I were only getting like £81 that were making me go out 

offending and that so it’s mainly only the money situation innit? But we’re managing.  (Holly) 

Clearly this lack of economic capital could have resulted in continued offending for Holly or Nick, but 

Holly’s desire for the ‘respectability package’, which included a life together, prevented her from 

offending in the months prior to our interview, resulting in a reciprocal form of co-desistance (Weaver, 

2015) between herself and Nick. When considering Holly’s desistance, it is also necessary to consider 

her relationship history, which contained violence by a former partner. 

I met a guy [Kevin] while he [Nick] were inside and he [Kevin] were violent, that’s why she 

[Holly and Nick’s daughter] ended up going to my grandma, ‘cause he were violent. He took 

amphetamines and he always bullied me and stuff and that’s why my grandma had to take 

the child because he were beating me up and stuff. So I split up with him and then I started 

getting back together with her dad. So it were really hard, it were… I went through a lot of 

depression and stuff and started like slicing myself a little bit. I went through a rough time 

‘cause I couldn’t see my child and everything. But I went to the doctors, and I’m on tablets 

now, antidepressants and stuff, so everything’s looking a lot brighter now. I’m feeling better 

in myself. I’m right happy at home with my kid’s dad, so everything’s happy now. The last year 

I just went through a really bad phase in my life, meeting that guy and stuff. I only were with 

him for eight month, but then he followed me round for a year and a half, putting my windows 

through ‘cause I wouldn’t get back with him. (Holly) 

For Holly, desistance was linked with a move away from a violent relationship, regaining custody of 

her daughter and improvements in her mental health which coincided with her partner’s release from 

prison. For Holly, a stable relationship represented hope for change. So whilst a positive relationship 

experience was central to Holly’s (co-)desistance, the link was complicated both by her past 

relationship experiences, and her desire to be the pro-social partner in the future. This narrative 

highlights the complex link between romantic relationships and desistance for criminalised women.  

Control, offending and desistance 

Nonetheless, the common romantic relationship experiences described during both studies were 

overwhelmingly negative and linked to fluctuations in offending. Kelly-Marie had a long history of drug 



addiction, selling drugs and criminalisation for this as well as shoplifting offences. She had been in 

prison on ’5 or 6’ occasions, the most recent of these was for a 28-day recall for reoffending following 

a 7 year sentence for a drug-related offence. Whilst she did not blame any of her former partners for 

the beginnings of her offending behaviour, her relationships marked important ‘turning points’ in her 

offending trajectory. Kelly-Marie’s first husband introduced her to a world of criminality at a young 

age, something which Kelly-Marie said was new to her. 

And when I got to 16, I left home and I met my daughter's dad, that was Frankie's dad, and I 

had Frankie. But he were a bit of a bugger. And at the age of 19 I wanted for nothing; I had 

me own home, as much money as I wanted, clothes, jewellery, cars, you name it, I had it… 

And I thought that was where it were all coming from. And I don't know whether you 

remember or not but there were a big fraud deal that went down with… cars and hundreds of 

thousands of pounds worth of cars, well that were my husband. Well anyhow, he obviously 

had all this money. Well I just had Frankie and  the first I knew that he was a criminal were 

when the police were at my front and the back, and me doors were going in and I'm feeding 

the baby going, “what's going on?” Anyhow, they took him away, he's got remanded and big 

dos and little dos, I weren't too impressed. (Kelly-Marie) 

After splitting up with Frankie’s father, Kelly-Marie met her second partner, father to her second 

daughter, Emma, a violent and controlling man who coerced Kelly-Marie into having another child. 

During this relationship, Kelly-Marie’s offending and drug use decreased.  

He taught me the values of working, mortgages and values, if you will. But them values came 

with consequences. He was very abusive and violent. More mental than anything. (Kelly-

Marie) 

Kelly-Marie eventually escaped this relationship and her offending and drug use again began to 

increase. However, upon meeting her third and final partner, Johnny, Kelly-Marie’s life began to “spiral 

out of control.” 

I've met a man called Johnny. And I got wi'him and it were all high life and everything, do you 

know what I mean? It went from amphetamine, to cocaine, to ecstasy, LSD, heroin; you name 

it, I were taking it… I've got an habit, I've got no job, I've got no money, me family don't agree 

with Johnny. I'm off the rails, nobody can tell me any different. And I've started committing 

offences. To the point where he got me... I'd gone and I'd robbed a person, took £25 out of 

the drawer and he came down the stairs and I remember saying to him, "I'm sorry but I really 



do need this more than you right now. And I really don't want to take it." And I've took it and 

I've gone. And I've got three years and nine month for that. So obviously, from there onwards, 

I'd done the sentence, I was still in contact with Johnny. But I loved him. But it weren't him I 

loved, I think it were the drugs. And that's all our relationship were built on, it were drug 

orientated. It weren't a normal relationship. (Kelly-Marie) 

Johnny was subsequently “in and out” of Kelly-Marie’s life following this sentence, his entry back into 

her life always leading to amplifications in drug taking and offending to support their drug use. It was 

only with final breaks from all the men in her life that Kelly-Marie could focus on desistance.  

Maybe if I had have, not just me, if things had have been picked up sooner and dealt with, 

maybe I wouldn't have gone down the paths that I've gone down… I’ve been at every channel 

and they're the wrong ones, I'm on the right one now. (Kelly-Marie) 

Similar narratives were shared by many of the women. Anna, whose most recent offence was for 

assisting in a burglary, experienced periods of non-offending whilst with her abusive partner and 

offending acceleration when introduced to other men.  Michaela was directly introduced to heroin by 

her previous abusive partner for whom she would go shoplifting, and Janet had also been introduced 

to heroin by a former abusive partner. As well as introductions to offending therefore, male partners 

also coerced women into heightened offending and drug taking. Yet when in other controlling and 

violent relationships, women’s offending could slow down or stop. Relationships with abusive, 

controlling and violent men could lead to either criminalisation or desistance.  

Interpersonal violence and women’s desistance – masking harm 

In particular, therefore, it is important that seemingly positive relationship experiences extolled by 

women in their desistance narratives are treated with caution. Particularly where the language of 

control is present, these narratives may mask an abusive relationship which nonetheless produces a 

period of non-deviant behaviour (Umberson et al., 1998). For example, Karen, whose most recent 

offence was also for assisting in a burglary, explained that whilst she was in a relationship she was 

very “settled”, however this lack of offending actually represented a controlling and abusive, violent 

relationship: 

When I’m in a relationship, because I was with Tom for five years, I never went out, I’m quite 

family orientated. You know I had them; I had the dogs. But when we split up and we went to 

my mum’s, because I had my mum on hand, I went out and I was just basically re-living my 



youth... Then when I met Sean and had the kids, for years I was settled down and then… But 

obviously with the violence, the police were obviously alerted. I didn’t press any charges or 

anything. (Karen) 

Karen’s relationships with both Tom and Sean produced periods of non-offending but for dramatically 

different reasons. The often inverse relationship between offending and violence in women’s lives 

should not be underestimated. 

Yet, for women in violent relationships, agency and subordination could exist simultaneously. In 

discussing her involvement with dealing drugs, Betty described how she was taught by a group of men 

to make numerous illegal substances and coerced into helping run the operation. Betty, nonetheless, 

still demonstrated agency by stating when the operation fell apart and other members were charged 

for their participation, she endeavoured to keep it going alone.  

The other big dealers in the area knew I was quite clever. I sort of got taught how to make it 

and things like that, I don’t even know. I mean I started young and it just happened and it was 

horrible… They got sent down and then the other one got sent down and yeah, I just sort of 

took it all over from there. But I was cleverer than them because I never got caught. […] I knew 

how to influence situations to my advantage. (Betty) 

Nonetheless, Betty’s offending narrative was complicated by the presence of the controlling 

relationship with her former partner. 

 I wouldn’t have done any of the dealing around him because he’s that much of a grass. He’s 

a horrible person and he would have tried to get me put away. (Betty)  

Whilst women appeared at times to have agency in their offending, which can form a modicum of 

resistance within abusive relationships, controlling and abusive behaviours were also linked to the 

beginnings of offending. Often, also, a lack of agency resulted in the surface-level positive effect of 

desistance. 

Discussion 

Combining findings from two research projects exploring gender and desistance, this paper has found 

that (i) criminalised women’s experiences of gendered violence are such that any exploration of 

gender and desistance which does not acknowledge this is incomplete (ii) coercion and control can 

inform women’s entry into the criminal justice system (iii) expressions of agency and resistance in 



abusive interpersonal relationships can also inform women’s offending, yet (iv) women’s experiences 

of desistance from crime can mask the harm they face in coercive, controlling and violent 

relationships. This discussion therefore argues for a reframing of desistance from crime as desistance 

from harm both theoretically and in practice, and considers what this might entail. 

Both research projects make abundantly clear the omnipotence of gendered violence in the lives of 

criminalised women. In Barr’s (2019) research, for example, domestic violence was such a common 

experience that it was consistently referred to by the acronym ‘DV’ in Women’s Centre group work. 

The prevalence of intimate partner violent crime, to include coercive and controlling behaviours, in 

the life histories of criminalised women is critical to note in any piece of research or intervention into 

the lives of these women. However, it is also important to note the presence of both historical and 

current gendered violence in the desistance narratives of these women, and to note that desistance 

from crime might be the outcome of these abusive relationships, with women continuing to 

experience gendered harm despite desisting. 

Yet the presence of agency in the lives of criminalised women should not be underestimated. Whilst 

women’s offending might be an integral part of the controlling behaviour of male partners, it may also 

form a modicum of resistance in these situations. Roberts (2015) for example, shows that women in 

controlling and coercive relationships often demonstrate agency by offending.  In opposition to much 

discussion on desistance and volition, Giddens (1984) proposes that even when a woman is controlled, 

her supposed lack of choice does not always result in her being ‘forced into reaction’ (Wilcox, 2006: 

17). Giddens (1984: 16) refers to this as the ‘dialectic of control’, describing how ‘all forms of 

dependence offer some resources whereby those who are subordinate can influence the activities of 

their superiors’. Whilst the resources allocated to women may be unequal, feminist theories do not 

regard women as powerless (Wilcox, 2006); opposition to men’s violence is reliant upon women’s 

agency, irrespective of potential limitations (Kelly, 1988). In cases such as Betty’s, whereby women 

are involved in crime but are also in a situation that is coercive, it is plausible that resistance or agency 

may take the form of seizing control of a ‘criminal’ operation from an abuser for example. Whilst this 

inhibits desistance, for women in abusive relationships, this action is significant.  

Yet, as Barr (2017) highlights, narratives like the one Betty presents should be approached with some 

caution. Whilst the fact Betty desisted, from an external perspective, was likely viewed by those 

around her as a positive, in reality her break with this ‘offending’ behaviour was due to her abusive 

relationship (Barr, 2017). Whilst in many narratives it appears, in concordance with the findings of 

Gålnander (2019), domestic abuse can contribute to women’s criminalisation and hinder their 



desistance, the antithesis of this is also true. Abuse can equally lead to desistance and appear to 

influence behaviour for the ‘better’, but in the context of a harmful relationship. As violent and 

controlling relationships such as those experienced by Kelly-Marie, Anna, Karen and Betty show, these 

can lead to non-offending periods, which might be celebrated by criminal justice agencies invested in 

their desistance.  

The importance of the structural in any investigation of domestic violent crime should also not be 

underestimated. Speaking at a press conference following the release of the UN Report on poverty 

within the UK in 2018, Philip Alston, UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, 

noted the gendered effects of austerity. 

“If you got a group of misogynists in a room and said how can we make this system work for 

men and not for women they would not have come up with too many ideas that are not 

already in place” (Alston quoted in Booth and Butler, 2018) 

As well as the devastating cuts to women’s services as previously mentioned, and cuts to the public 

service whose workforce is two thirds female, in introducing Universal Credit, the government has 

reduced disability benefits, increased demands on single parents to re-enter employment, whilst 

cutting the benefits those in work can receive (Grimshaw and Rubery, 2012). Most notable is the move 

to pay child benefit not to whomever cares for the children, but to only one household member 

(Grimshaw and Rubery, 2012). This represents a key change; it is more likely in these circumstances 

that men will receive any payment as the assumed head of the family in patriarchal society (Grimshaw 

and Rubery, 2012). This is significant in light of situations where there is financial abuse, coercion and 

control. 

Therefore, neoliberal practices seek to support patriarchal power relations and lead to a greater 

acceptance of the social standards created by patriarchal ideals (Cornwall et al, 2008). According to 

Hawkesworth (2006: 121) the measures associated with neoliberalism ‘cut back the very aspects of 

the state that feminist activists seek to build up’. This has resulted in the problem of the delivery of 

social services being directed onto women in poverty and other community groups (Cornwall et al, 

2008). Civil society is expected to tackle the inadequacies of the state but as such is now a crucial site 

for mediation and control (Cornwall et al, 2008). Previously feminist non-government organisations 

(NGOs), such as Women’s Centres under the Transforming Rehabilitation agenda, have been forced 

to remove themselves from any political activity on the basis that they are dependent on 

arrangements with the state or other large grant providers. Feminism becomes depoliticised and 

carceral because of neoliberal will. Thus, becoming empowered is no longer a shared difficulty but 



linked to the personal improvement of the self (Miraftab, 2004). Policy dictates that it is vital that 

women become more resourceful, proficient and accountable for their actions (Cornwall et al, 2008). 

Clarke and Chadwick (2018) claim there are often a set of particular circumstances which lead to the 

incarceration of women; the vast majority are disadvantaged not only in terms of material resources 

but socially and governmentally. This mirrors women’s responsibility in the home, based on expected 

gender roles, and inside male-driven neoliberal capitalist systems (Clarke and Chadwick, 2018). 

Scraton (2016) notes that for criminalised women, trauma is repeated within the criminal justice 

system; institutions inappropriately react to the needs of women who are increasingly ostracised. 

Issues including a lack of mental wellbeing, deprivation, no fixed address and experiences of violence 

are viewed as places where the state can become involved “but all too often, the response is to 

criminalise” (Clarke and Chadwick, 2018: 52). Patriarchal ideals are established and upheld across the 

criminal justice system (Clarke and Chadwick, 2018). Carlen (1990) summarises that similarly the 

connections between class, ethnicity and gender are exposed by the biased response of the state to 

criminalised women. Whilst ‘the reliance on punitive responses to structural inequalities is evident’, 

responsibilisation practices still hold individuals liable for the structural inequalities of society and the 

state’s role in promoting and encouraging desistance becomes blurred (Clarke and Chadwick, 2018: 

52).  

As Carlen has argued: 

‘Today, re-integration, re-settlement or re-entry are often used instead of re-habilitation. Yet 

all these terms, with their English prefix ‘re’, imply that the lawbreakers or ex-prisoners, who 

are to be ‘re-habilitated’/’re-integrated’/‘re-settled’ or ‘re-stored’, previously occupied a 

social state or status to which it is desirable they should be returned. Not so. The majority of 

criminal prisoners worldwide have, prior to their imprisonment, usually been so economically 

and/or socially disadvantaged that they have nothing to which they can be advantageously 

rehabilitated. Sure, they are returned to their place in society, but from that disadvantaged 

place they are, too frequently, returned to prison again, and again and again. And it could be 

argued that, more often than not, it is desirable for governments, markets and capital 

accumulation that the poor and the powerless should be kept ‘in their place’ – and the rich in 

theirs’ (Carlen, 2012:3). 

The findings in this paper therefore beg the question as to what those supporting their desistance can 

do for criminalised women. To put it practically, desistance-based work with criminalised women 

requires going beyond a sole focus on the individual, as if their offending behaviour occurred freely 

and in isolation, to address the social opportunities and obstacles that either help or hinder desistance 



from harm, including gendered victimisation, as well as crime. What is needed is what Hart (2017a) 

terms ‘critical desistance’ which takes a holistic approach to locating the structural harms faced by 

women, through a collective abolitionist methodology based on the principles of social justice, 

emancipatory alternatives to punishment, and engagement with wider social change including 

feminist struggles against gendered violence. These principles are rooted in feminist praxis around 

collective empowerment and struggles against neoliberal and patriarchal structures. 
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