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Justice Committee 
 

Female Offenders: throughcare in addressing reoffending 
 

Written submission from Aberdeen City Council 
 
Background 
 
A few years ago, Aberdeen City Council had a disproportionately high number of 
women in prison.  We also recognised that the profile of women on statutory 
supervision had gradually changed to the point where most presented with multiple 
psychological, behavioural and practical difficulties. Although many of these were 
linked to their offending, most were also rooted in histories of poor attachments, 
negative experience of education, abuse, trauma and supported by fault attitudes 
and thinking, drug and alcohol use, poor adult relationships and general chaos. All of 
these issues needed to be addressed if they were to stop offending.  We recognised 
that we needed to “front load” our intervention to try to stop women from going to 
prison rather than pick up the pieces when they came out.   
 
The Connections Women’s Programme 
 
Whilst we had developed a modular group work programme for working with  women 
offenders as far back as 2004, its delivery was somewhat ad hoc and, even when we 
established more regular women’s groups, these were on an “opt in” basis i.e. 
workers could choose whether to refer clients and clients could chose whether they 
wanted to take part.   
 
In 2009/10 we decided to adopt an “opt out” strategy to participation in the Women’s 
Group work Programme.  This means that all women will take part in the programme 
at some point in their supervision unless there are exceptional reasons for them not 
to. 
 
The Connections Programme is made up of 13 modules, most of which take more 
than one session to complete, and generally lasts for approx. 20 weeks.  Whilst none 
of the modules are specifically about offending, attitudinal and behavioural change – 
and consequently offending - is the thread which runs throughout. 
 
Case Managers undertake pre-programme work with women around engagement, 
stabilisation and practical issues to allow them to get the best out of the programme.  
The programme is called Connections because that the word that jumps out of the 
literature and research on women offenders and because the programme aims to 
help women to make connections with themselves, with others and with the 
community.  The importance of the connections/relationships and supports they 
make with, give to and get from the group facilitators and other participants cannot 
be overestimated. 
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Results 
 

 Feedback from the women is almost universally positive and often deeply 
emotional.  They are not only able to reflect on the changes in their thinking 
and behaviour but also on the impact that this has had on others.  

 The women report decreases in offending, reduced use of drugs/alcohol, 
increased confidence, improved relationships and increased peer support. 

 Programme completion rates are high and even women who drop out often 
ask to come back at a later date. 

 Anecdotally, the impact of the programme is even greater when we are able 
to offer the additional support of a CJ Women’s support worker aligned to the 
group. 

 We can also report a decrease in the number of Aberdeen women going to 
custody at a time when the female prison population is increasing. Whilst this 
decrease may not all be directly attributable to Connections, it’s definitely 
making a difference. 

 
Responses to questions 

1. For the past approx. 18months we have had a Women’s Support Worker in post 
to provide support to the women coming out of prison via the Community Integration 
Unit at HMP Aberdeen, women on the Connections Programme and CJ women’s 
services in general. Ideally, this worker should make contact with all women who are 
sentenced to imprisonment at the start of their sentence and maintain contact 
throughout - by letter, video conference or in person – with a view to establishing a 
working relationship and identifying needs pre-release.  
 
The needs identified by the Social Worker at ICM and/or the Women’s Support 
Worker should contribute to the formulation of a Community Integration Plan. We will 
endeavour to meet women at the gate if required and will offer an appointment on 
day of release. 
 
Wherever possible we will encourage individuals to access mainstream services in 
order to promote social inclusion. The Women’s Support Worker will support women 
to access these services, both statutory and voluntary, to meet needs identified via 
Community Integration Plan.  
 
SACRO Housing Support Service will provide Housing Support pre and post release 
to access and maintain mainstream housing.  
 
Women with drug problems who have difficulty in accessing and/ or sustaining 
contact with mainstream drug services may be referred to the CJ Substance Misuse 
Service for prescribing and additional support. A number of women on the 
Connections programme are prescribed Methadone and other medication via this 
service. This allows their drug use and related offending to be addressed in tandem 
with the group work programme. 
 
Women released from prison may also be included in the Connections Programme 
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2. The support we offer differs in that while we support women to access 
mainstream services we also provide to support to maintain them. This will be 
responsive to women’s needs but will include a degree of “assertive outreach” to 
engage higher risk/chaotic/more vulnerable women.   
 
We also provide Group work aimed at changing attitudes and behaviour plus peer 
support. 
 
3. See 1. Above. 
 
4. Our wish list: 
We would ideally like to provide a Drop In service for all women on statutory or 
voluntary supervision – i.e. not only those released from prison. The Drop In would 
provide pre and post Connections support plus peer support and input from a range 
of services including health, housing, JCP etc. It would also act as a stepping stone 
for linking women back into services and supports in their local communities. 
 
More capacity to run Connections groups and provide the additional level of support 
and outreach to achieve the best outcomes (i.e. more workers/premises). 
 
Increase support work capacity to ensure that all women going to custody have a 
support worker allocated at the start of their sentence, to maintain contact throughout 
and to continue to provide support post-release.  
 
Sufficient capacity to offer a comprehensive service to all women released from 
custody irrespective of length of sentence. 
 
5. The decision not to provide CJAs with the additional funding for Women 
Offenders that they have had for the past two years means that our service to 
women offenders will be severely compromised. We were previously allocated 
£45,000 which we used to fund a Support Worker’s post to support the CIU, maintain 
contact with women in custody and support and the delivery of the Connections 
Programme. Further funding was used for staff hours to deliver Connections.  
 
The withdrawal of this funding will mean that, while we will still deliver the 
Connections Programme, we will have to reduce the number of groups we run and 
we will not have the vital additional support of a Women’s Support Worker. Support 
to CIU will be limited and we will not be able to maintain contact with women 
throughout their sentences. 
 
This would have a detrimental effect on pre and post release planning, community 
reintegration – including support for women to rebuild relationships with their 
families. 
 
6. Women’s Support Workers would (If we have them) contact all Aberdeen women 
imprisoned via Aberdeen Courts on whom CJSW Reports had been prepared, non 
statutory prisoners will be offered Voluntary Aftercare on release.   
 
We would not know about Aberdeen women imprisoned by Courts outwith Aberdeen 
when we had not produced a report so, no, we’re not confident that we have systems 
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in place to ensure all women are identified. It would be fairly easy to put such a 
system in place but to what purpose? There’s not much point in identifying women if 
we don’t have the resources to offer them a service. 
 
7. The Community Integration Unit affords us the opportunity to support women to 
re-establish relationships with their children (if appropriate) and in partnership with 
Child Care colleagues. This work can be started pre-release when women have 
community access enabling a gradual getting to know you period before release. It 
also allows us to help them work through the emotional turmoil, especially guilt, 
associated with their separation from their children and to look at positive parenting. 
 
Thomas Cowan 
Head of Adult Services 
8 March 2012 


