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Foreword

Voluntary organisations, charities, social enterprises 
and community groups exist to serve the needs of a 
community. Voluntary organisations supporting people 
in the criminal justice system are no different in this 
regard, but what often makes them different is that they 

work with people who can experience an increase in needs, or new 
needs altogether, because of their interaction with the system itself.

Many women struggle to access adequate support during pregnancy 
and early motherhood. Moreover, statutory services and systems have 
been shown to be less good at meeting the needs of women who face 
complexity in their lives. In these situations, voluntary organisations can 
provide a useful additional safety net of support for women at a time when 
they’re needed most, and act as a partner to statutory services. In order 
to do that, voluntary organisations need to understand what they need to 
provide for women, and have access to the resources to respond effectively. 

This report provides valuable evidence from women with experience of 
pregnancy and early motherhood when in contact with the criminal justice 
system in the community context, and the needs they face. We hope this 
evidence can inspire voluntary organisations to respond with service design 
and developments. We also hope that those who fund, commission and 
otherwise affect the delivery of those services can reflect on the needs of 
the women and of the voluntary organisations established to support them 
and respond positively. Clinks and Birth Companions are hugely thankful to 
the voluntary organisations who shared their experiences with us and to the 
experts by experience who have shared their own stories in the hope that 
women and babies who follow in their footsteps can get what they need. 

Anne Fox, Chief Executive Officer, Clinks

There has been a welcome increased focus on the needs 
of pregnant women and mothers of children under the 
age of two in prison. In particular, the development of 
a new Policy Framework by Her Majesty’s Prison and 
Probation Service (HMPPS) on pregnancy, Mother and 

Baby Units and maternal separation could significantly improve the care 
of these women and babies in custody. As the government continues 
to state its commitment to reducing the female prison population, this 
increased focus within prison walls should be matched by attention 
to the needs and experiences of pregnant women and mothers of 
infants in contact with the criminal justice system in the community. 

Pregnancy and early motherhood can be challenging for any 
woman, but is often made even more difficult for women navigating 
complex systems while in situations of disadvantage, isolation, 
trauma or abuse. The impact of contact with services during this 
period on mother and child can be significant and long-lasting. As 
we’ve heard in the course of this research, getting this contact right 
is frequently transformative. Getting it wrong can be disastrous. 

Birth Companions and Clinks are grateful to all those who have taken 
the time to contribute to this work, and who recognise the importance 
of this crucial ‘window of opportunity’. We look forward to working 
with you and many others to explore, and improve community 
responses to pregnancy and early motherhood, and to work with 
policy makers to keep this crucial issue firmly on their agenda. 

Naomi Delap, Director, Birth Companions
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Introduction
In recent years, we have seen much needed attention brought to the care of 

pregnant women and mothers of young infants in the prison estate. However, 

many women who are in contact with the criminal justice system but not in 

prison still face challenges in their engagement with both health and criminal 

justice services during their pregnancy and early motherhood. Research 

specific to the needs and experiences of this cohort of women is sparse. 

• To what extent are their circumstances understood and addressed 

in the community while they are serving community sentences, 

on post-release licence or awaiting court outcomes? 

• What issues are presented in this community context? 

Birth Companions and Clinks have come together to explore these questions 

by gathering perspectives from experts by experience and voluntary sector 

organisations with expertise and experience working with pregnant women 

and recent mothers. This report provides a summary of key findings from 

our research, together with a number of recommendations to help statutory 

and voluntary services improve experiences and outcomes for pregnant 

women, mothers and their babies, which can be found at the end of the 

report. We hope this report will help services refocus on this critical period 

and seize the opportunities it presents for positive, lasting change.

Methodology
Data was collected through two separate online surveys running from 

October to the end of December 2020. These were completed by 46 

professionals from voluntary sector organisations and 27 specialist 

safeguarding midwives. All those who took part had experience of working 

with women who were pregnant or who had given birth in the last two 

years – regardless of whether that child remained in their care or not – 

while in contact with the criminal justice system in the community.1

In addition to the surveys, we held three focus groups online to explore the 

issues in greater depth. These groups included representatives from the 

voluntary sector and six women with lived experience of pregnancy, early 

motherhood and maternal separation while serving community sentences or 

under probation supervision following release. Discussions were also held with 

specialist midwives by phone to follow up on points raised in the online survey.

Note: Due to rounding, percentages for charts may not add up to exactly 100%.
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Policy context
Women in the criminal 
justice system (CJS)
Women in contact with the CJS are recognised as among the most 

vulnerable people in society.2 Their needs are highly complex, 

their offending is often rooted in experiences of abuse and trauma, 

and they require holistic, community-based support. 

Policy developments particularly relevant to this work are listed below:

• The government’s Female Offender Strategy,3 which recognises the 
distinct needs of women in contact with the CJS and the need to 
focus on community-based alternatives to custodial sentences 

• The Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) 
Women’s Policy Framework,4 which sets out gender-specific 
rules and guidance for prison and probation staff

• Lord Farmer’s review,5 commissioned by the government to 
explore the importance of strengthening family and other 
relationships for women in contact with the criminal justice system, 
to prevent reoffending and reduce intergenerational crime

• The Concordat6 on women in or at risk of contact with the 
criminal justice system, which aims to encourage government 
departments, agencies and stakeholders to work together nationally 
and locally to identify and respond to the needs of women
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• The forthcoming policy framework from HMPPS establishing 

new requirements and operational guidance relating to 

pregnancy, Mother and Baby Units and maternal separation7

• The new model for the probation service in England and Wales, due to go 

live in June 2021, under which resettlement and rehabilitative services will 

be commissioned on a regional basis including from specialist organisations8 

• The government’s plans to build 500 new prison 

places for women in existing prisons9

• The Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill, which includes 

provisions relating to the sentencing and management of 

people in contact with the criminal justice system, with 

enhanced and extended community supervision powers.10

There is as yet no specific data on the numbers of pregnant women or women 

who have given birth in the last two years under supervision in the community. 

Between July 2019 and September 2020 almost 13,000 women started 

community sentences in England and Wales,11 6,042 were given suspended 

sentence orders12 and 5,977 were released on licence.13 55% of these women 

on licence had been sentenced to six months or less in custody,14 indicating 

they were deemed low risk. Over the same period of time there were 2,399 

recalls back to prison, equivalent to 40% of those released on licence.15

Voluntary sector services in the CJS
The voluntary sector plays a significant role in supporting pregnant women 

and recent mothers who are in contact with the criminal justice system, 

both in the community and in prison. This is evidenced by existing work 

and reinforced by our research for this report. Clinks’ The state of the sector 

201916 report found that out of voluntary sector organisations in the criminal 

justice system who said they were set up to specifically provide tailored 

support to a particular group of people, 79% said their main beneficiaries 

were women. Organisations providing women-specific services are more 

likely to provide support relating to both physical and mental health, housing 

advice, family support, and emotional support, amongst other things. 

Both Clinks’ State of the sector research from 201917 and report on The impact 

of Covid-19 on the voluntary sector in criminal justice18 found that voluntary 

sector organisations working in the CJS are responding to a growing caseload 

of more urgent and complex needs in the face of insecure or reduced funding.

Pregnancy and early motherhood

Substantial evidence supports the significance of the first 1001 days of a 

child’s life from conception to the age of two, and the impact of the mother’s 

wellbeing on birth outcomes and long term development of the child.19

The influential series of reports,20 Mothers and Babies: Reducing Risk 

through Audits and Confidential Enquiries across the UK (MBRRACE), on 

deaths of mothers and babies during pregnancy, birth and the year after 

birth, demonstrate the increased mortality rates associated with women 

in the most deprived and disadvantaged groups, and among racially 

minoritised people, all of whom are over-represented in the CJS. 
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In Clinks’ research into the impact of the pandemic on voluntary sector 

organisations in the CJS,28 those providing tailored support to women 

highlighted that lockdown has increased the risk of domestic abuse, 

exacerbated the multiple forms of disadvantage women in contact with 

the CJS often face and created added pressures for women with children. 

Looking beyond the CJS, the pandemic has also depleted social and 

healthcare service delivery for pregnant women, mothers and young 

children, with the impact felt most acutely by those who are already 

disadvantaged.29 Recent research by Agenda reveals a deeply concerning 

increase in poverty and destitution and a growing future crisis in women 

and girls’ mental health, alongside a reduction in available services.30

In this context, there can be little doubt that learnings from this report 

will have significant relevance for those working with women across 

voluntary and statutory services, as we drive towards greater focus on 

community-based CJS solutions and adapt provision to take account of 

the impact of the pandemic and its economic and social consequences. 

Women’s involvement with 
children’s social services 
The MBRRACE report Saving Lives, Improving Mother’s Care21 shows that 

20% of the women who died in 2016-18 from direct and indirect causes 

during or up to 42 days after the end of their pregnancy were known to social 

services – a figure that has risen from 12% in 2012-14. There has also been an 

exponential rise in the number of newborn babies subject to care proceedings 

in England and Wales between 2007-8 and 2016-17.22 Yet research and data 

on the intersections between pre-birth and newborn care proceedings 

and involvement with the CJS is lacking, despite the high proportion of 

women reported anecdotally and through this research who experience this 

overlap. There is no national guidance for professionals working with women 

involved with the criminal and family justice systems23 at the same time. 

Covid-19
While this research primarily focuses on women’s needs and experiences 

before the pandemic, it is worth noting that Covid-19 and related restrictions 

led to a 25% increase in the backlog of court cases by September 2020,24 

a 76% reduction in the provision of pre-sentence reports between April to 

June 2020 compared to the same period in 201925 and a 31% drop in the 

number of women starting community sentences.26 The pressures on the 

working practices of probation services and Community Rehabilitation 

Companies (CRCs) also means face-to-face work has been limited.27



Several key themes emerged in the course of 
the research, which this report will explore:

1 Complexity of need 

2 A lack of recognition of, and responsiveness 

to pregnancy and motherhood

3 The barriers to engagement: fear, stigma and judgement 

4 Success factors 

5 Multi-agency working – benefits and barriers 

6 The impact of Covid-19

7 The window of opportunity.

These themes are explored in the following pages. 

Key findings
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Voluntary sector professionals identified striking levels of need among 

pregnant women and those who had given birth in the last two years. The 

vast majority of voluntary sector professionals said the needs of pregnant 

women and new mothers are more complex than others on their caseloads. 

This is stark given the fact that women in contact with the CJS are as a whole 

recognised as among the most vulnerable and complex groups in society.31

The level of complexity highlighted by respondents was linked to the overlap 

of several issues dominated by CJS procedures, child protection procedures, 

housing, mental and physical ill-health, and high levels of isolation. Alongside 

these were needs in relation to domestic violence or abuse, financial hardship, 

risk of self-harm or suicide, substance misuse, and employment and training.

“Women have to balance being pregnant, attending their 

antenatal appointments alongside adhering to probation 

appointments. They are often in abusive or complex relationships 

with the father and we often work with the father also.”

“There are a lot of contributing factors that make it complicated. 

Housing being a huge one if the person is living with 

complex needs. There is a lack of specialist services in the 

community equipped to assist clients with this need.”

“The situation I was in at the time contributed to my mental health during 

my pregnancy... the whole going through the pregnancy, having nobody. 

Everyone just thinking she is crazy... no one being there for you. Then 

literally having a whole year, being on bail, sent back to court, back and 

to, back and to and having to go through the whole psychological thing.”

Voluntary sector professionals also flagged additional issues associated 

with translation and interpretation services and needs in relation to asylum 

claims, achieving residential status and for victims of trafficking. 

Many of those responding from within the voluntary sector spoke of the 

management of pregnant women and mothers of young infants as being 

more challenging than other women under community supervision due to 

the number of agencies involved in assessment, decision-making and service 

delivery, including statutory CJS agencies, healthcare and social services.

1. Complexity of need
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2. A lack of recognition of, and responsiveness to, pregnancy and motherhood

To what extent do you feel that probation services in 
the community take sufficient account of the needs and 
circumstances of pregnant women and new mothers?

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

n = 21

48%

33%

10%

10%

Less than half of the voluntary sector respondents felt 

probation services take sufficient account of the needs and 

circumstance of pregnant women and new mothers. 

When asked about decision-making at different points of a woman’s 

CJS contact, a third of respondents said they felt pregnancy or recent 

motherhood was only sometimes taken into account in decisions relating 

to sentencing,32 compliance expectations, breach or recall to prison. 

Of the 21 responses to this question, four said they felt these things 

were rarely considered in sentencing or license recall decisions.

Discussions in both focus groups also raised concerns about failure to 

acknowledge the importance of a pregnancy in the context of supervision.

“They [probation] almost see these women as a kind of leprosy, they 

are fearful of being asked the question ‘am I going to lose my child’?”

“Poor and at times judgemental attitudes prevent CJS 

workers seeing the pregnancy, just the criminal.”

Such views were reiterated by those with lived experience. 

“I was viewed as ‘that criminal’, not as becoming a mother again.”

“Up until I had him I felt she [probation officer] cut the bump out, that is 

what I would say. If that was me and I was the probation [officer] I think 

I would take a little bit of compassion, maybe ask the woman how is 

she feeling about her pregnancy, how’s things been going you know.”

“When I told her [my probation officer] I was pregnant, she said ‘well 

how do you feel about it?’, and I said ‘I really don’t know’, and then no 

more was really said. I don’t feel she really gave me any support... Just 

a tick box of hello, how are you, see you next week kind of thing.”
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For those women who had been in prison, it was frequently felt that 

their first appointment with probation on the day of release – when 

anxiety was uppermost – was a negative experience. There was a focus 

on compliance expectations and little empathy for their situation.33

“I felt quite looked upon when I went there... Because it is a place 

for criminals and they are all going there because they have done 

something wrong and you are turning up with a heavy bump. 

What I would have liked was a bit more support about having 

me there... Or even sending me to the Women’s Centre...”

These negative experiences were by no means universal, and positive 

examples were shared where supervision over time with the same 

officer allowed strong and helpful relationships to be established.

“I don’t know if I am lucky or unlucky that I have finished 

probation, so that I haven’t got a probation officer. I am not 

going to lie; my probation officer was lovely. She did bend 

over backwards to help me. She could see that I was not like 

a criminal. There were reasons behind what happened.”

Involvement in the criminal justice system was seen by the majority 

of midwives as having a significant impact on antenatal and postnatal 

care needs, partly due to the extra concerns and stresses. This was 

exacerbated where there were mental health issues and where 

social services involvement meant there was uncertainty around 

whether the woman would retain care of her baby after birth. 
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In general, to what extent do you feel women’s contact with the criminal 
justice system has an impact on their antenatal and postnatal care needs?

It can have a significant impact

It can have some impact

Not sure

n = 21

“Women may delay booking with a maternity unit once released 

from prison. They feel that midwives may judge them. They 

are not trusting of ‘professionals’. This means they can miss 

out on opportunities for scans, screening tests etc.”

Almost half of midwives recalled situations where they felt a woman’s 

community sentence requirements or probation license conditions risked a 

negative impact on her maternity care. They also identified bail restrictions 

or licence conditions impacting on women’s ability to attend normal 

healthcare locations, court dates that were scheduled around their expected 

delivery date and cases where effective forward planning was hindered 

by uncertainty as to whether they would remain in the community.

“They often have many appointments to attend which can be very difficult 

when [their] mental health is not good, feeling threatened by social care 

and not sure if they will be able to keep their baby. Social care often requires 

regular engagement with everyone in order to get a positive assessment 

(psychologists, substance misuse, midwives etc.). This is challenging for them.”

“Part of the bail conditions were they were not permitted any 

contact with persons under the age of 18. It was very difficult 

to ensure this was followed as our maternity unit is in the same 

building as paediatrics/SCBU [Special Care Baby Unit].”

“There are difficulties in attending triage out of hours if they have a tag.”

Resources and referral routes 
Voluntary sector professionals also pointed to many barriers to meeting 

women’s needs within their own organisations. Half had experienced 

problems relating to a lack of appropriate spaces or services to meet women’s 

childcare responsibilities. More than a third highlighted challenges created by 

inadequate funding for staffing and resources appropriate to these women’s 

needs, and a third pointed to their lack of established referral routes. 

“I think there can always be more training, more knowledge, more learning 

for working with women who are pregnant and recent mothers.”

Three quarters of voluntary sector respondents felt well equipped 

to meet the needs of these women only in some cases and half 

of the specialist midwives felt confident in being able to fully 

support women in contact with the criminal justice system.

79%

19%

5%
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3. Barriers to engagement: fear, stigma and judgment  

Many participants highlighted the impact that feelings of fear, stigma and 

judgment had on women’s ability to engage with services, rooted in past 

experiences or worries about the future. These largely centred on fears 

about, and experiences of, separation from children, and the impact of 

stigma and judgement related to contact with the criminal justice system.  

Fear: Separation from children 
Past research by Birth Companions34, 35 has highlighted the fear of 

social services involvement as a major factor in inhibiting women’s 

disclosure of their needs and circumstances, and limiting their 

engagement with services able to support them with these – a 

finding supported by research on domestic abuse by Agenda.36

This fear of social services involvement was raised and discussed 

in depth by several women with lived experience who talked of 

losing the care of their child as a result of imprisonment, denial of a 

Mother and Baby Unit place in prison, and mental health issues.  

“So when I am there [probation office] I am like that [holds her body 

tightly], the scrutiny and everything. The thoughts that if I go there 

they can take my baby away from me. Separation anxiety. I had a lot 

of that – so they did come here [to my home] and that was nice.”

“I have told them [probation] many times, I am scared 

of you and I wish I never had to see you back here 

again. The fear is because of the separation.”

“They [probation and social services] are always on 

your back, they assume you cannot change.”

The prevalence and impact of these fears was also cited by voluntary 

sector and midwifery professionals. One voluntary sector respondent put 

the anxiety down to the fact that ‘a lot of women we are working with 

have had negative personal experiences of social care in the past.’37

“The majority of my clients have all been through the care 

system – they do not trust social services whatsoever.”

Women’s concerns about the way their information may 

be shared between voluntary sector organisations and 

probation services were also raised as a barrier. 

“They are terrified to disclose anything because they know you 

have to choose what to share with probation because we have a 

contract to support the work that the case managers are doing.”

For one woman this fear had made her reluctant 

to seek medical attention for her child. 

“I feared going to the hospital because I have the engagement 

with social services. I was afraid to go to the hospital. 

After ringing 111 they told me to go to A and E and I was 

reluctant to go there because of them seeing her ill.”
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The trauma associated with maternal separation – as experienced by the 

mothers and their children – was shared at several points during discussions. 

“My baby was a breastfeeding baby, so when she was separated 

from me that was a shock to her system because she was not used 

to the milk. So she stayed hungry for what I do not know about 48 

hours before she would even touch the milk from my sister.” 

“One woman described her young child saying ‘where 

were you? My eyes were looking for you’.”

“I have had to fight and prove to them look, I am in a completely 

different situation. I have been out of the [criminal justice] system two 

years now. I have been with my partner for one year, got our own place. 

Doing a degree in health and social. I have contact with my kids and 

everything. The negativity was basically ‘it has not been long enough’. 

Well how long is a piece of string? How long can you say you cannot 

have another child for because your older child has been adopted?”

Stigma and judgment 
The impact of stigma and judgment linked to women’s contact with 

the criminal justice system, and to their experience of mental health 

issues or their misuse of substances, was highlighted by both women 

with lived experience and professionals. It was felt by many that this 

had a significant impact on women’s perceived status as a pregnant 

woman or mother, and on the services and care they received as a result, 

often creating significant barriers to engagement with services. 

“It is the judgement, just our society, you know they want to be throwing 

away the key. That’s the kind of attitude these professionals have.” 

One woman who had a child removed into care some time ago and is 

now pregnant again spoke of how different her situation is now, and 

yet felt she was unable to escape her past and move forward. 

“Why are you putting my historical stuff onto someone that is 

not even born yet and there is no indication of unsafeness?”

“[These women] can be more complex especially when 

in the child protection procedure as well – they are 

often judged more harshly for being in the CJS.”

“Stigma around offending colours the opinion of agencies, 

particularly statutory agencies, who are risk averse.”

“Why are you even in this profession [probation]? You are 

working with mothers, regardless of what they have got behind 

them or what they are going through. You need to have that 

understanding otherwise you are in the wrong profession.”

“[Probation officers] look down their noses at some of our service users 

who are still using street drugs whilst 7 or 8 months pregnant, and 

healthcare are telling them off saying why are you still using crack-

cocaine when you are 8 months pregnant? You do not need that barrier. 

Let’s just be grateful they have turned up for the appointment.”
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“I feel mothers are often treated as a number and I have 

witnessed the lack of genuine time and care offered to families 

as opinions have already been formed by professionals.”

“I have a lot of years of experience so have seen some cases work 

out well and others not so well. It all depends on how well a woman 

is able to engage in the work and that can depend on whether 

she feels the added judgement and shame from professionals in 

power. If she is empowered she will often go far and be honest 

when things become challenging and so showing she is able 

to ask for support to look after herself and her child.”

“If you have a health care team that don’t judge, clients 

have gone on to have healthier pregnancies.”

It is notable that, when reflecting on what had most impact in their own 

services, midwives felt that compassionate and non-judgemental attitudes 

from staff made the most difference to delivering good care to women 

in contact with the CJS, with multi-agency working second on the list. 

The impact of stigma and judgement also extends beyond women’s 

relationships with professionals to the family and wider community. 

One professional from a community organisation specialising in work 

with racially minoritised people said they felt the stigma and judgement 

for women in the South Asian Muslim community may stem from the 

responses of the family, where their contact with the criminal justice 

system is perceived as bringing dishonour and the threat of removal of the 

child comes from within the family from the husband or the in-laws. 

“There are huge trust issues with anyone outside the community. 

Anyone outside of the community is seen as a threat. How do you 

know that whatever is disclosed is not fed back to the community? 

To your husband or to your in-laws or to the entire community?”
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4. Success factors  

In reflecting on good practice and areas for improvement, voluntary sector 

professionals, midwives and women with lived experience identified a number 

of factors that can have a positive impact in the support provided to pregnant 

women and mothers of infants in contact with the CJS in the community. 

The most frequently cited factor was effective partnership 

work across the criminal justice, health and social care 

systems, which is explored in more depth in section 5. 

Respondents highlighted the value of input from key players 

and advocates within services, who see the importance 

of working with women on a long-term basis.

“It’s down to the [probation] director we work with, who 

is a massive advocate for women’s services in the area. It’s 

got to come from the top and work its way down.“ 

There was a clear sense that positive outcomes for women were 

in many cases reliant on individual statutory or voluntary sector 

workers going out of their way to respond to these needs, rather 

than as a result of systematic and consistent approaches. 

“The positive stories have come about because of the social worker 

going far and beyond and their understanding of complex trauma.” 

It was notable that this critical navigator role was often taken on by those 

working within voluntary sector organisations. One midwife described a 

charity providing support of this kind as “hugely positive and supportive for the 

women and us as professionals,” adding that “I am convinced that there are 

families who are able to keep their babies due to the support they received.”

Regional variation was noted by many voluntary sector professionals. One 

focus group participant spoke positively of the approach and expectations 

set by probation services in one area, compared with a more negative, 

judgemental approach taken in another region they had experience in.  

“Depends on area as well. Some probation officers are very 

young. They have just come out of university. They cannot answer 

questions around pregnancy etc. It is confidence within themselves 

about working around these issues as well as those around 

offending. Because sometimes that does not get addressed.” 

The importance of through the gate services38 for women who were in 

prison and coming up to release was also emphasised by the vast majority of 

respondents. There was much consensus, in recognition of the heightened 

vulnerability at the time of release from custody, of the huge benefits to 

be gained where this support was planned and consistent. One woman 

who benefited from such support before and after release said that despite 

initially refusing to engage, “they convinced me, they pushed me. Slowly 

and surely trust started.” She went on to describe the critical role this worker 

played in relation to accessing housing and effective community support.



19A report by Clinks and Birth Companions

A window of opportunity: Understanding the needs and experiences of pregnant women and new mothers in contact with the criminal justice system in the community in England 

Work to ensure the woman is central to management of her case, that 

her views are heard and responded to and that she is fully informed 

was also at the heart of many examples of best practice, as well as an 

identified area of improvement. This was seen as relevant to practice 

specific to criminal justice, maternity, social services and voluntary sector 

organisations, but also in work across and between these systems. 

Several respondents shared accounts of seeing failures in this regard. 

“There is a lot of communication but there is little consideration made for 

her individual needs. That is considering that she may prefer meetings at 

a specific time and place. Limiting how many professionals are present 

and holding a strengths-based view despite the mounting pressures/

concerns. Lack of independent advocates mean that the woman is 

often not always in a position to articulate wants/needs effectively.” 

“Women often feel they’re not given consistent information/advice.”

The value of specialist teams and services, women-only spaces including 

women’s centres, and gender-specific pathways were also emphasised. 

“The women’s [probation] team we work with, they really care 

about these women. I am in awe of them to be honest with 

you. I am glad that I work with them. The women’s team do not 

judge. They understand them. They are absolutely brilliant.” 

Variations in cultural competence among professionals and different levels 

of awareness of the specific needs and challenges presented to women from 

different communities were highlighted by those working in organisations with 

a specialist focus on racially minoritised people. This, and concerns expressed 

by many respondents about the lack of information and support offered to 

women who had language needs, underlines the importance of culturally 

appropriate, women-centred care and the involvement of specialist services.

“Deprived areas also have a lot of foreign nationals. They do not 

understand the system and where to access support. It is services like 

ours that need to identify for them where services are provided.” 

“We will translate some of that really complex language 

from the support provider to say what they mean.” 

One voluntary sector professional specialising in work with racially minoritised 

women highlighted specific dynamics relating to the local Muslim community.

”There is a lot of infrastructure within the Muslim community 

and therefore it is expected for women to receive support 

within. Stepping out can be seen as a threat.” 

“What is happening in the community is quite often overlooked or missed 

out [by probation] because there is not that particular understanding. 

There is a large gap in knowledge for ethnic minority women, let 

alone those who are pregnant and their return to the community.” 
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5. Multi-agency working – benefits and barriers 

Which of the following organisations and agencies do you 
work with in relation to meeting the needs of pregnant 
women and new mothers in your caseload?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

Mental health services 91%

Social services (adult) 59%

Housing teams 86%

Substance misuse and 
alcohol services 91%

Liaison and diversion 
services 55%

Women’s centres 50%

Voluntary sector 
organisations specialising 

in pregnancy, birth 
or parenting

50%

Probation services/
Community 

Rehabilitation Companies

73%

Social services (children’s) 82%

Maternity services

68%

Parenting support/
assessment units 41%

Other (please specify) 5%

77%

Health visitors

n = 22

Our research provides strong evidence of the large degree to 

which voluntary sector organisations work with statutory and other 

services around the needs of pregnant women and mothers in 

the criminal justice system. Work with services focused on mental 

health, housing and substance misuse is the most common. 

Multi-agency working within and across systems was identified as being 

possible – with the right approach – and as delivering positive outcomes. 

Several voluntary sector professionals cited the importance of specialist 

midwives and the positive impact they’d had with women they had been 

involved with. One specialist midwife talked about the value in her area of 

“good multi-agency team work with probation and social services, robust 

pathways and continuity of care.” An important element of this, reinforced 

by several other responses, was the use of joint casework files which are 

“routinely updated by all partners” and used by key decision makers.

“Early intervention has been positive, whereby partner agencies 

are involved at an early stage to try and prevent situations 

escalating. e.g. housing coming on board to help with suitable 

accommodation, substance misuse services coming on board in 

terms of substitute prescribing and psycho-social support to help 

women as soon as possible rather than them having to wait.”

“There are some examples of some good work where agencies work 

together, the professionals know their limitations and core groups work 

together to appropriately support the woman through the processes.”
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“Several different voluntary sector organisations have been working 

with women I have cared for. Wherever this was available it was 

hugely positive and very supportive to both the women and us 

as professionals. The ability to do the things we can't – such as 

supporting attendance, or can't do in all situations – such as advocacy, 

made the difference between engagement and not engaging.”

However, despite clear recognition of the value of multi-agency approaches, 

and strong examples of these working in practice, respondents identified 

a number of barriers. Nearly half of voluntary professionals said they 

encountered issues in working with other agencies to meet women’s needs. 

A lack of clear and agreed protocols on, for example, organisational 

responsibility and decision-making, referral routes, and information 

gathering and sharing, posed a major issue for many. 

“I think the multi-agency care needs to be much more joined up to ensure 

that the woman is adequately supported. There is rightly a lot of focus on 

the safety of the baby by social care but not enough input into trying to 

work as a team to address some of the woman's usually underlying trauma. 

This is absolutely key if we are ever going to make significant change.”

One woman spoke of being asked by the midwife, one hour after she had 

given birth: “What’s the situation? Are you allowed to keep the baby?” Adding 

that “I can see that there have been agencies involved but no outcomes 

of the agencies’ decision has been given to us and we don’t know what is 

going on.” The mother, who went on to retain the care of her baby with 

no long term social services involvement, shared the fear and uncertainty 

of that time and her surprise at the midwife’s handling of the situation.

“There are a wide variety of statutory and voluntary services available, 

sometimes it's knowing what services exist locally to be able to 

work together. This sometimes depends on people working in 

certain roles, rather than there being clear pathways in place.”

Likewise, many highlighted the need for consistent and shared care or 

supervision plans that all professionals are aware of and signed up to. These 

were felt to be particularly critical at the point of charge or sentencing decisions, 

or in the transition from prison to the community; points at which continuity 

of care and information sharing could have a major impact on outcomes. 

“Some [agencies] are not interested in either sharing info or providing 

updates, despite consent held on file. There needs to be one 

nationally recognised information sharing agreement in place.”

“Having a lead multi-agency approach and database where all 

involved parties are able to share and update [is important].”

“The inability to get information about care received whilst in prison 

can be frustrating, particularly where it seems like something has been 

missed – we don't know how to raise a concern or escalate this.” 

“There is a lack of routine information sharing unless 

there’s child protection involvement.”

Limited knowledge and understanding of the other systems involved was 

linked to this lack of established protocols and pathways. For example, the 

vast majority of midwives said they wanted a better understanding of the CJS 

to allow them to feel more confident in supporting women in their care.  
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“It is difficult to understand the [criminal justice system], how much 

involvement probation officers should have (some being very involved 

in e-group communications, some not contactable); how to get in touch 

with the relevant people if not known/linked in already; the uncertainty 

of how long things will take if awaiting trial, how we can influence 

things (e.g. trial date being set for around time of estimated due date).”

“Training for children's social workers is also key as they need 

a much greater awareness of the importance in being able to 

engage and put support in for the mother. This is becoming 

increasingly more challenging probably due to funding cuts.”

As noted earlier, the degree of regional variation in approaches to partnerships 

and multi-agency working was significant. Discussions between voluntary 

sector professionals from different areas in the focus groups emphasised the 

fact that, in some areas probation and the voluntary sector had been working 

in close collaboration for quite some time, while in others these relationships 

were incredibly limited and strained.39 In these cases it was felt that the 

difference was largely due to the personal interest and commitment of individual 

professionals in the probation teams, rather than a particular policy or approach. 

“I have worked with a lot of case managers – probation and CRCs 

– in the last seven years and I have learnt a lot from them... The 

women are probably supported a lot better in this area... we have 

some really decent officers who will go that extra mile.”

“[Probation and CRCs in our area] almost seem like they’re 

saying, ‘We do not need to see them in the office as long as they 

are working with you’. They are almost fearful of stuff.”

“Too often when you [voluntary sector worker] become 

involved statutory services reduce their support.”

“A lot depends on the location of where you are having your child.”
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6. The impact of Covid-19

This research was conducted during the pandemic, although professionals 

and women with lived experience focused on describing practice and 

experience related to pre-Covid-19 conditions. However, we asked 

some specific questions about the impact of the pandemic and it was 

raised at several points throughout the focus group sessions. 

There was universal agreement on the significance of the impact of 

Covid-19 and associated restrictions on women in relation to issues of 

mental health, domestic abuse, social isolation, digital exclusion, access to 

community-based support services, food poverty and general wellbeing. 

The loss of face-to-face contact was identified as reducing 

the effectiveness of probation supervision and the level of 

support provided by statutory and voluntary sectors. 

“They [probation officers] are just doing the menial. They 

are not going out of their way and with this Covid its 

worse. They are just not going out of their way.”

As Clinks’ own research40 into the impact of the pandemic on voluntary 

organisations in the CJS has shown, the level and complexity of needs has 

led to increased demand while service provision has been under pressure to 

adapt and overall service delivery has fallen. Yet despite this, many participants 

emphasised the degree to which they have kept operating and have been 

collaborating, often covering gaps left by other, mainly statutory, services. 

“As a lot of statutory agencies went into lockdown, it was 

down to a lot of charities to keep things going.”

“Many of us are not able to work in custody [due to Covid-19] – but 

we pick up [prison] leavers and unfortunately a lot of women were 

leaving prison homeless. Even with supported accommodation 

for the homeless the availability was not there and the risk was 

really high. So we had to use the support services that we have in 

[this] community to find private resources for the women.”

“We were quite lucky, we work with about 200 agencies, solicitors, 

employment chain, education etc. They said we are working from 

home but you can still refer in so I think it was good partnership 

work – we just tried to work with as many as possible at the time.“
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7. The window of opportunity  

Almost all the voluntary sector professionals who responded to the 

survey said they found working with women who are pregnant or 

have recently had a child presents particular opportunities to facilitate 

positive changes. Almost a third felt this was often the case with the 

majority saying they identified these opportunities in some cases. 

“Many women who have been in the CJS for a while change 

their behaviours when they find out they are pregnant.”

“I have worked with women who have become pregnant and 

remained drug free and kept their children following birth.”

“A lot of women in this situation are keen to engage 

with support at this crucial time.”

“Women may also consider positive changes in order to keep, care 

for or work towards getting their children back into their care.”

“This time I begged them to remove me from the situation that I was 

in – the town that I used to live in. So this time I came out to a different 

town, a fresh start and I am off probation now. I have done really well. 

I’ve got a nice partner, I love my place, got our own house so yeah.”

Despite the strength of this opportunity, however, respondents made clear 

that the challenges created by contact with the criminal justice system, as 

highlighted throughout this report, can create significant barriers. If those 

challenges are not addressed and overcome then these opportunities 

and the chances they offer women and children will be missed. 

“Their status as ‘offenders’ can limit access to mainstream services.”

The lack of appropriate services, beyond the CJS context, was also 

highlighted by several participants, particularly a lack of adequate 

support; opportunities to improve parenting and life skills; and specialist 

support for women who have had their children removed. 

“[There is a] lack of consistent positive support networks, mental 

health support and navigating the child protection process.”

Do you find that working with women who are pregnant or have recently had a 
child presents particular opportunities to facilitate positive changes?

Yes – often

Yes – in some cases

Rarely

n = 26

31%

62%

8%
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“Women who have had children removed from their care before or could 

have [an] unborn or newborn [child] removed require additional support 

and intervention from specialist services to help facilitate change or 

allow this additional grief and trauma to be processed in a safe way.”

“I find mothers do not receive adequate support or 

opportunities to improve their parenting skills.”

“You are in survival mode on your own as a woman. It is 

hard. I would like to have had a bit more support.”
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Conclusions and 
recommendations
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Conclusions
This research shines a light on the complex needs of pregnant women and 

mothers of infants in contact with the CJS in the community; those serving 

community sentences and those under probation supervision after leaving prison. 

It also highlights the opportunities offered in this critical stage in the lives 

of women and their babies: the hard work and dedication to supporting 

these women evident in voluntary and statutory services; the importance of 

establishing relationships of trust, and the barriers created by women’s fears, by 

stigma and judgement, and by siloed working and poor, inconsistent practice.

There is clearly a need for far greater focus on these women’s circumstances 

and experiences in community CJS settings, and for more holistic, trauma-

informed and multi-agency responses. Best practice needs to become the 

norm, embedded in policies, protocols and pathways across and between 

systems, rather than the result of passionate but isolated individuals.

The probation reform programme, the new national Concordat on 

women in or at risk of contact with the criminal justice system and the 

drive to adopt whole system approaches have the potential to create 

opportunities for positive change. If the work done under the banner of 

these initiatives includes a dedicated focus on the needs associated with 

women’s pregnancies and their mothering roles, they offer a real prospect 

of improvement, but specific references to pregnancy and motherhood 

within these policy documents are currently scarce or entirely absent. At the 

same time, the government plans to build 500 new women’s prison places 

and many of the proposals in the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts 

Bill risk criminalising more women living in poverty or disadvantage and 

those dealing with experiences of trauma and abuse, thereby undermining 

stated intentions to reduce the female prison population and support 

what Lord Farmer called the ‘golden thread’ of family relationships.41

The findings clearly demonstrate the importance of exploring the significant 

relationship between women’s CJS contact and their involvement with 

children’s social services. Barriers to engagement, fear and trauma arising 

from this involvement, and issues associated with pre-birth assessments and 

child protection proceedings during pregnancy and early motherhood warrant 

further investigation. It is crucial that we explore and improve the intersections 

between the CJS, the family justice system and health services so that all are 

better equipped to work together to support and protect mothers and babies. 

Only by engaging with the complexity of this point in women’s lives 

can we – voluntary and statutory services alike – hope to empower 

women and capitalise on the window of opportunity pregnancy and 

motherhood offers for them, their families, and wider society.
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Justice Health Social services Everyone

1 All statutory agencies working across the criminal justice system, social 

services, maternity and wider healthcare should ensure their current and 

future provision supports a trauma-informed, holistic and culturally 
appropriate approach to working with pregnant women and mothers of 

children under two in contact with the CJS. The principles of trauma-

informed care: safety; trust; choice and empowerment; respect; and kindness, 

should form a central focus across every system.  

2 Professionals working with pregnant women and mothers of infants 

under the age of two should be given appropriate training to allow 

them to respond to these women’s needs. Training should be developed with or 

delivered by specialist organisations working in partnership with women who 

have relevant lived experience. It should include a focus on the needs of 

women who are at risk of being separated from, or separated from, their infant.

3 These professionals should also be given appropriate levels of 

autonomy and flexibility so they are able to work in a way that 

recognises the complexity of women’s needs and circumstances and the 

number of agencies likely to be involved.

4 In line with Lord Farmer’s recommendations,42 systems should be put in 

place to ensure women are supported by police, liaison and diversion 

services, and probation teams in order to feel safe in disclosing information 

about their circumstances, including pregnancy or recent birth. This requires a 

gender and trauma-informed approach to policing and during court processes, 

and a commitment to information sharing and multi-agency working.

5 Lord Farmer’s recommendation for mandatory written pre-sentence 

reports should also be implemented as soon as possible, regardless of 

whether a custodial or community sentence is being considered. This will 

ensure no pregnant woman or mother of a child in the critical first 1001 days 

of life is imprisoned without full account being taken of the impact on that 

child, and that decisions on community license conditions can better reflect 

the needs associated with this period.

6 Probation services should develop a clear and mandatory policy 

framework for the care of pregnant women, mothers of infants and 

those experiencing maternal separation, to mirror the new policy framework 

in the prison service.

Recommendations
Building on the insights gathered through 
this research, Birth Companions and 
Clinks propose 16 recommendations.
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7 As emphasised in the national Concordat on women in or at risk of 

contact with the criminal justice system, whole systems approaches 

must be prioritised and sustainably funded as a means to address the root 

causes of women’s offending and to support community-based responses. In 

developing these approaches it is important that:

a Specialist pregnancy and early motherhood pathways are developed 

within and across all areas of the CJS, local maternity systems, health 

visiting services, adult and children’s social services teams, and 

specialist voluntary sector agencies including women’s centres.  

b These pathways include a commitment to early 

intervention and prevention across all systems, to help 

address the root causes of women’s offending.  

c Work is done to pilot pregnancy and early motherhood navigator 

roles, similar to the NHS RECONNECT link worker, to help overcome 

the challenges created by complexity in individual women’s 

circumstances, and complexity within and across multiple systems.  

d Sustainable funding models must be developed for work with 

voluntary sector organisations so they are in a position to continue 

and build on the vital services they provide alongside statutory 

agencies. These should include commitments to full cost recovery 

and work to recognise and fund core costs so organisations can 

ensure their longevity beyond particular programmes and initiatives.  

8 In order to support their involvement in the whole systems approach, 

local maternity systems and individual maternity teams should ensure 

they have their own specialist pathways for the care of women involved in the 

CJS, and for women who are subject to pre-birth assessments or child 

protection proceedings, with related training and support. These pathways 

should include work with specialist perinatal mental health services.

9 In NHS England’s new Perinatal Equity Strategy, there should be a 

focus on the needs of women in contact with the CJS and/or women 

who have involvement from children’s social services during their pregnancy 

or in the postnatal period.

10  Children’s social services in each local authority should include a 

specialist team for work involving pregnant women and mothers of 

infants, to reflect the opportunities and complexities specific to this group and 

to address the exponential rise in newborn care proceedings.43 These teams 

must include a focus on women in contact with the CJS and support efforts 

to reduce avoidable separations as a result of maternal imprisonment through 

remand, sentencing or licence recall decisions.

11 Prison-linked services and staff providing resettlement support under 

the reformed probation model from June 202144 should ensure 

women’s practical, emotional and health needs relating to pregnancy and 

early motherhood are fully considered in plans for movement back into the 

community, including targeted work with RECONNECT women’s pathways 

and Homelessness Prevention Taskforces. 

12 The Ministry of Justice should take the lead on ensuring pregnancy and 

early motherhood are adequately addressed in work to deliver on the 

new Concordat and the ongoing implementation of the Female Offender 

Strategy. Specific targets linked to reductions in the number of pregnant 

women and mothers of infants entering prison on remand, sentence or recall 

should be set and monitored as part of targets associated with the Concordat. 
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Thanks
We would like to thank all the voluntary sector 

professionals, specialist midwives and women with lived 

experience who took part in this research. Your time, your 

stories and your ideas are all hugely appreciated.

Further information
For further information on this research or on the work 

of Birth Companions and Clinks please contact:

Clinks   Birth Companions
info@clinks.org  info@birthcompanions.org.uk

www.clinks.org.uk  www.birthcompanions.org.uk
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13 The Ministry of Justice should reverse its plans to create an additional 

500 prison places for women as this undermines the intention of the 

Female Offender Strategy to reduce the use of custody for women. Instead 

the Ministry of Justice should provide sustainable funding for community 

provision and diversionary schemes delivered by women-centred, trauma-

informed services.

14 The voices of women with lived experience of pregnancy and early 

motherhood while in contact with the criminal justice system must be 

sought and coproduction employed in the development of services across the 

CJS, maternity, social care and beyond. 

15 Data collection and sharing should be improved to ensure that services 

are informed about the extent and impact of the intersections between 

CJS involvement, children’s social services and other factors of disadvantage.      

16 The crucial role that the voluntary sector plays in supporting 

pregnant women and recent mothers in contact with the criminal 

justice system in the community should be both recognised and supported by 

stakeholders in health and justice, engaging with voluntary sector 

organisations as strategic partners in both the delivery and design of services. 
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