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Women in the Criminal Justice System 
Clean Break Language Guide
When talking or writing about women who have lived experience of the criminal justice system or are at risk of entering it, we aim to use language that is neither stigmatising or othering and instead has the potential to be empowering. We request that our partners and those writing publicly about our work adopt the same language and have produced this guide to support this.
Non-Labelling Language
People who have faced challenging life circumstances, particularly people who have been criminalised or have been to prison, are often subjected to dehumanising, stigmatising and labelling language.
Stigmatising language is not always purposely used to harm individuals; it is often used unintentionally. This is because the dominant societal narratives around people who have experienced challenges such as criminalisation, homelessness, racism or poverty are ones of blame, judgement and scapegoating. Stigmatising language is therefore normalised and widespread in the media we consume.
This is why it is important to be intentional about the words and phrases we use and to look to the communities we are talking about directly for guidance.
Person First Language
At Clean Break, we use person first language when talking about challenging life experiences. This means that we chose language that puts the person before the experience we are describing. For example, instead of ‘mentally ill person’ we would say ‘person who has experienced mental ill health’.
This way, we help to avoid defining people by challenges they have faced or diagnoses they have received. Please see our glossary below to find some examples of how we talk and write about the women we work with and the criminal justice system more broadly.
Glossary
Terms to use
Members when talking directly about Clean Break’s work, this is how we refer to the women who attend our programme. This takes into account the range of different experiences and backgrounds of our Members and avoids any harmful assumptions that can be made about individual women. 
Women with lived experience of the criminal justice system
Women at risk of entering the criminal justice system
Women in prison
Criminalisation / Women who are criminalised
Re-entry into the criminal justice system
Prison staff / prison officer
Terms to avoid
Prisoner / ex-prisoner / former prisoner
Prison Resident
Prison warden
Terms not to use
Offenders / Ex-offenders / Offending behaviour / Offences / Re-offending
Inmates / Convicts / Ex-convicts
Cons / Lags
Screws / Pigs / Bulls / Hacks / Fuzz / Rozzers
NB: sometimes these terms will show up in Clean Break’s artistic work in order to authentically portray a story, but we do not use them outside of an artistic context.
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