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I--t rom a corrections perspective, we should approach the management and treat-

f-{ ment of women offenders differently. Why? Because if we use gender- re-
I sponsive approaches, we will be more successful. That is a rather simplistic
answer to the question, but it is, in the final analysis, the basic truth. This article ad-
dresses equity issues and the differences between identical treatment and equitable
treatment.

In other articles in this publication, you will read about the increase in numbers of
women offenders, both on probation and in our prisons. We have finally reached a
critical mass of women offenders, which means that separate and unique treatment
of them makes financial sense. You will read about many women offenders with his-
tories of victimization and how healing the trauma of abuse is a critical step to help
these offenders learn to take responsibility for their offending behavior. You will
leam about women's unique pathways into crime and their implications for design-
ing appropriate interventions to intemrpt the ongoing cycles to crime.

In the late 19th century, criminologist Lambroso believed that criminals were
bom, and that women were less evolved than men. The woman offender was more
cunning and deceitful, and she lacked a maternal instinct. This attitude spoke not
only of Lambroso's world view, but also that of society as a whole at the time. In the
early 20th century, women offenders were considered "fallen women." W. L Tho-
mas said in 1923 that the deviant female was not properly socialized. In Minnesota,
in the early days of the Women's Reformatory at Shakopee, which opened in 1920,
the largest percentage of women were incarcerated for "crimes against chastity"
such as "adultery, bigamy and procuring females to enter a house of ill repute."

As we begin the 2 I st century, some of those assumptions and prejudices have
been replaced by sound research about the psychosocial differences in gender. In
1982, carol Gilligan's well researched book In a Dffirent voice validated gender
differences and became widely accepted within the feminist community. Not sur-
prisingly, however, it has taken almost two decades to apply her research and find-
ings about women to women offenders. Gilligan states, "In women's lives,
attachment, interdependence and connectedness to relationship are critical issues
which form the foundation of female identity." Male identity is based on defining
self in relation to his status in the world, with a focus on independence and auton-
omy. Female identity is based on defining self in relation to others, with a focus on
connectedness and interdependence. The male way of resolving conflict relies on the
rules, while the female way of resolving conflict relies on maintaining relationships.
How then can we expect to have successful programs that meet the psychosocial
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needs of male and female offenders in the same setting and using identical strate-
gies?

Yes, of course, we do live in a world that does not separate males from females.
In fact, in most venues we are legally forbidden to be exclusive to one gender. How-
ever, treatment strategies based on each gender's characteristics must be employed in
order to address specific psychosocial developmental needs and issues. Once treat-
ment has been successful, it again becomes appropriate to do co-correctional pro-
gramming.

Here is a scenario on how this may play out: A male offender and a female of-
fender are placed on low risk supervision in the community. Both are required to at-
tend an educational group once a month. At the group session, each may be asked to
submit a urine sample for drug testing. If he or she fails to do so, s/he may spend a

few days in jail. The man chooses to miss his group supervision night, knowing that
he has broken the rules and will pay the consequence. The woman, who has a sick
child and no relationship with her probation officer, also misses her group supervi-
sion night. Instead of believing that she broke the rules and must now pay the conse-

lluences, she feels victimized by the system because she had a sick child at home. It
is not that this woman offender does not want to take responsibility for her behavior,
but because she has no relationship with her group supervision probation officer, she
feels that the concerns of her child take precedence.If she had a relationship with
her PO, she might have called himfter to do some problem-solving.

Many women offenders supervised in the community are classified as low risk,
and typically low risk offenders have little or no relationship with their agents. Be-
cause relationships are central to women's lives, it is predictable that women will ex-
perience a higher rate of failure on community supervision. We often label a women
offender as male-dependent, when it fact, it is the responsibility of the probation of-
ficer or treatment provider to assist the woman offender. The officer or treatment
provider can help her in choosing not between a relationship and a rule (sick child or
group) but between a relationship and a relationship (with a sick child and with an
agent who believes she can succeed).

Historically, and in many jurisdictions today, all offenders are dealt with in the
same manner, based on a risk assessment. Addressing issues of culture and gender
has been seen as superfluous, expensive, excessive, and unnecessary. However,
there is hope that we have moved beyond that narrow viewpoint. If our goal is to
have a positive impact on the offenders in our system, we must address each as an
individual. We would not think of treating a shoplifter identically to an armed rob-
ber. why then would we treat a white male the same way we would treat an African
American female?

Offender characteristics as well as offense must be addressed to be most effective
with each client. Identical treatment is not necessarily equitable. As Maniglia and
Albrecht say, "equitable means providing opportunities that mean the same to each
gender'" An example of this is the requirement in many coed jail facilities for all in-
mates to wear one-piece jumpsuits. This heats all offenders identically; however, the
rule does not treat them equitably. Just as there are different pathways to crime for
men and women, there are different approaches that will motivate and lead male and
female offenders away from crime.
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The Minnesota statute on parity states: "Adult women charged with or convicted
of crimes . . . shall be provided a range and quality of programming substantially
equivalent to programming offered male persons charged with or convicted of
crimes. . . . Programs for female offenders shall be based upon the special needs of
female offenders." The critical phrases here are "substantially equivalent" and
"based upon . . . special needs." To be effective, programs and agencies must ad-
dress these concepts. Although it may be easier to provide identical programs/ treat-
ment to all offenders, it is short-sighted and ineffective.

If we want to make a positive impact on the lives of women offenders, we must
treat them as a separate group and allow them more opportunity to build safe, trust-
ing, and healthy relationships. Only then we will be effective in reducing crimes
committed by women. r
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