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“Sisters Are Doin’ It For Themselves . . . (Eurythmics 1985) The Future Of Secure Mental Health Services For Women”

In New Zealand, as in the UK, men significantly outnumber women in prison and in secure mental health services. However, with the rapid rise in the rates of women’s incarceration, and the commonality of factors that contribute towards women’s offending behaviour and the development of mental ill-health, it is not surprising that more women with mental health problems are finding themselves in prison. Those who require transfer to, and treatment in secure mental health inpatient units in New Zealand may be disadvantaged by their gender, as services are primarily configured to meet the needs of the male majority. Women describe experiences of marginalisation and re-traumatisation, which at best impede recovery and at worst, exacerbate their distress.

The differing offending profiles and mental ill-health presentations of women and men in forensic populations are now well recognised and while neither gender is an homogenous mass, women frequently report lived experiences of trauma and re-enact patterns of dysfunctional relating, which many services are ill-equipped to address. So who are the women who find themselves in secure mental health units? What needs do they and their families identify and how can services constrained by physical and procedural security, become more responsive to those needs? 

Long overdue, gender has finally made it on to the secure agenda.    

