Gendering Police Custody: Examining Women's
Experiences of Police Custody

SUMMARY

The Baird Report highlighted concerns about gendered

police custody. Currently little is known about the

applicability of those findings beyond GMP. Through a more
systematic qualitative and quantitative analysis, this research
investigates women’s lived experiences of police custody
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in West Yorkshire, identifying challenges and best practice

solutions.

Women account for 16% of suspects held in such police custody in
Bl g |0 g V:\ MM S\ [e] W Frgland and Wales (Home Office, 2025a). Yet, there has been limited
research into this cohort’s experiences of police custody. The recent

Baird Report afforded some insight, identifying significant problems within Greater Manchester Police,
which was the specific focus of the inquiry. This included poor care of detainees, many of whom
were also victims of domestic abuse (Baird, 2024). However, the applicability of those findings and
recommendations nationally is currently unknown. This limits the possibility of evidence-informed
policy and practice reforms, presenting a major barrier to improving police treatment of women

detainees.

INNOVATIVE RESEARCH

The Police STAR funded ‘Gendering police
custody’ project sought to understand women’s
lived experiences and needs in police custody
in West Yorkshire, identifying challenges and
informing best practice solutions.

This was through a comprehensive review of the
literature and the collection of a range of mixed-
methods data, including: WYP police custody
record data from 1 January 2025 - 31st December
2025; interviews with 44 women with lived
experience of police custody; interviews with 43
police custody staff in WYP and other criminal
justice practitioners; 9 interviews with national-
level police custody stakeholders; 179 hours of
observation in police custody and of relevant
OOCR interventions and scrutiny panels.

In the literature review, we showed that women
have rarely been directly considered in empirical
police custody research. Also, in existing police
custody policies next to no attention is paid to
women, and, conversely, to police custody in
policies about women and the criminal justice
system (Skinns et al., 2026).

Preliminary analysis of the empirical research
showed potential risks of criminalising women in
domestic abuse and assault on emergency worker
cases, as well as challenges with regarding or
labelling all women as vulnerable. Yet police
custody was also experienced by women as
painful owing for example to uncertainties

about the wellbeing of their children. Responses
to these challenges included diversionary
measures, such as non-authorisation of detention,
voluntary interviews and OOCRs, and additional
support provided by women welfare officers.

How routinely these measures were offered

and provided, however, were impacted by staff
busyness, perceived deservingness of women
suspects and wider pressures on custody and on
others that work there.

NEXT STEPS

We will next be finalising the analysis of the data
and drafting reports and presentations on key
findings and recommendations for policy and
practice. These will be shared at an end of project
event in the School of Law at the University of
Sheffield on the 23rd of June. Subsequently, we
will work with police and other stakeholders to
implement recommendations from the research,
such as into the update of the National Police
Custody Strategy in Autumn 2026.
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