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Background 
- Idea for research came from own clinical practice - observing CJS not prepared for 
females with sexually abusive behaviour  
-  Need for more gender-sensitive research on the characteristics and motivations of 

female sex offenders (Cortoni, Babchishin & Rat, 2016; Gannon & Cortoni, 2010; 
Gannon, Rose & Ward, 2010) 

-  Funded by NOTA award 
 

Method 
- Life story interviews with 
women in prison for a sexual 
offence, covering early 
years, crime and arrest, life in 
prison and hopes for future 
- 2 research sites in different 
areas of the country  
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Results 

Thematic analysis 
revealed 
5  superordinate 
themes and 20 
constituent 
themes 
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Neglect and family breakdown 
 (poor models of parenting, perceived rejection and experiences of loss) 

•  All interviewees perceived their early physical or emotional needs not to have 
been met 

•  This involved feeling that they had nobody at home to keep them safe and cared 
for, rejected, witnessing domestic violence and parental substance misuse  

 
“You know, when you just feel like you don’t belong somewhere? That was me at 
home.” – A 
“I always felt rejected from my mum. She never showed affection […] I’d always 
felt like I was always… rejected.” – C 

“It all started when I was abused first of all, and my father left, and feeling 
unworthy.” - J 

 
 
 
 
 

Dulcie Faure Walker 

Property of NOTA 2019 
 



The impact of physical and sexual trauma 
(violence from caregivers, sexual abuse, feeling blamed/not believed, 

maladaptive coping) 
 

“She called me a dirty little bitch. I didn’t understand what was going on, I was 12 
years old.” – C 
“My mum and dad didn’t believe me. So I ran away, never went back.” – A 
 
•  Main forms of coping: self-harm, alcohol and drugs – mask feelings, regulate 

emotions. Average age of disengagement with school = 14 (with no sex education) 
•  Internalising the impact of their abuse 
•  ‘Dangerous world’ (Ward, 2000) 
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Abusive relationships 
(Low self-esteem, skewed perceptions of intimacy, violence within 

relationships and poor understanding of consent) 
 

•  Sex as a “comfort blanket”/using sex to achieve emotional intimacy, affection) 

“Because I didn’t get the attention from my mum, I sought it in men. And I felt 
like after I’d been raped, all the relationships, that to me was all I knew. That 
was love to me. I saw sex as love. I didn’t know what love was.” – C 
 
•  Omnipresent threat of violence (physical and sexual) and normalisation 

“People think it’s wrong, but I consented. He was my partner. I don’t understand 
what the problem is […] Why are you denying the relationship? You’re meant to 
love me. I didn’t get it. But he didn’t care, and then he just lost his temper with 
me again. Battered me, told me he never wants to see me again.” – A 
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Emotional loneliness 
(loneliness, virtual companionship, grooming, fear of loss/rejection) 

 
•  Influenced by social factors such as poor social and familial support, lone 

parenting, difficult financial circumstances, and interrelated psychological 
factors such as low self-esteem, internalised guilt, shame and confusion about 
their early experiences of abuse 

•  “I turned to the internet and chat rooms as some company. I thought they don’t 
need to see my body; they don’t need to know what I’ve been through.” – M 

 

“At first it was very normal messages, after a few days the messages were 
becoming sexual. He did it in a way that made you feel special. That you were 
important. That you were valuable. I was in a bad place […] And I think it was 
just that attention… that, ‘oh my god  my life is actually worth something’.” – S 
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Denial, shame and procedural of justice 
(Rationalisation, minimisation, perceptions of justice, identity as a ‘sex 

offender’) 
•  Attempts to justify. Thought  processes described as: “Just pictures”, “Just on a 

screen”, “not harming anyone” 
 

“He told me to Google him. I found out he was a convicted paedophile […] I’m a 
non-judgmental person, I don’t judge anybody. I just thought everybody deserves 
a second chance.” – S 
 

•  Process of deconstruction and reconstruction of the self, with idea of self post-
prison very different to life before 

“It was all over the newspaper. The media had a field day with it. They destroyed 
our lives. It went round like wildfire. And then the bullying started. The pushing. 
The punching. You know, vile, the name calling. Nonce. That’s what they call 
paedophiles. So hurtful.”– J 
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“There is nothing in prison for people like 
me” 

 
1.  Adverse childhood experiences among all interviewees, with lack of 

protective factors identified 

2.  Most interviewees (not all) were engaged in offending behavioural 
programmes (such as TSP, Freedom Programme) – might address 
some needs but can we say this is risk reduction? Serves to prepare 
them for life post-prison? Most interviews were “terrified”, “anxious”, 
“with a sex offence hanging over me”, “don’t know where I’ll be” 

3.  Highlights importance of sex and relationship education (including 
consent), raising awareness of support services for victims of abuse 
(of all ages including children) and the possible dangers of online/
app dating forums 
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Thank you 
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