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The Origins of this Special Issue
The origins of this special issue of Youth Justice: An International Journal lie in recognition of the 
fact that, thus far, contributors to the journal have paid very limited attention to offending by 
girls and young women and responses to them from the youth justice system and allied agencies. 
This neglect contrasts sharply with the intensity of the popular spotlight on girls’ lawbreaking 
and their behaviour in public space, and with the increasing presence of girls and young women 
within the youth justice system. Indeed, they constitute the fastest growing population within 
youth justice systems internationally (Carrington, 2006). What we offer in this Introduction is 
an overview of contemporary themes and concerns about girls’ lawbreaking and their criminal-
ization, as well as a guide to what follows in subsequent articles.

Throughout most, if not all, of the 20th century defi nitions of, and responses to, girls’ delin-
quent and troublesome behaviour were closely tied to ideas about ‘respectable’ femininity. 
Unwritten rules demanding that female children meet exceptionally high moral standards meant 
that girls’ sexual transgressions were often more harshly punished than their criminal acts (Smart, 
1976; Gelsthorpe and Worrall, this volume). Girls’ sexual behaviour was often interpreted as a 
sign of emotional disturbance, with its roots in family or individual pathology, and indications 
that the usual familial controls were proving unsuccessful in constraining girlhood enterprise 
and adventure were refl ected in legal defi nitions which included being ‘beyond parental control’ 
or ‘in moral danger’. Such pronouncements permitted the institutionalization of girls who 
had not broken the law; in fact many girls so designated were likely to have been victims of 
sexual abuse.

More recently, though, popular concerns have shifted away from sexuality and towards 
violence as the central site of female youthful transgression (Chesney-Lind and Irwin, 2008; 
Sharpe, 2008), a shift which is mirrored in the subject matter of the overwhelming majority 
of empirical criminological studies of young women internationally (recent edited collections 
include Cummings and Leschied, 2003; Alder and Worrall, 2004; and Putallaz and Bierman, 
2004). A consistent theme is that respectable fears about girls have tended to centre on their 
being beyond familial or self-control; indeed, the contemporary focus on girls’ violence main-
tains attention on the embodiment of their misdeeds – the female body consistently depicted as 
uncontrolled or uncontrollable.
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In criminal justice policy and practice, gender-differentiated approaches to defi ning and 
responding to adolescent offending – based on assumptions that boys’ and girls’ needs and 
deeds are essentially different – have given way in recent years to gender-neutral, or gender-
blind, approaches, wherein girls are assessed and treated identically to boys (Worrall, 2000). 
Whilst in some respects signalling an improvement on earlier discourses that pathologized girls’ 
delinquent behaviour, criminalized their welfare needs and established female sexuality as the 
primary sphere of criminal justice governance, gender blindness has resulted in an increase in 
the number of girls and women appearing in court and, ultimately, in prison (Worrall, 2002).

Patterns of Female Youth Offending and Criminalization
Changes in legislation and policy hinder the analysis of recent trends in girls’ offending and 
offi cial responses to it. Furthermore, changes in the identifi cation and classifi cation of girlhood 
delinquency and offending mean that a female ‘offender’ today may well have been appre-
hended for rather different behaviours from her typical counterpart in the 1970s, for example. 
The dominance of sexual delinquency as the primary rationale for intervention with girls for a 
large part of the 20th century creates further diffi culties in charting longer-term trends in female 
juvenile offending: the focus on the moral policing of girls’ sexuality served to keep much of 
girls’ lawbreaking beyond the purview of the criminal courts, as well as creating the impression 
that girls’ (but not boys’) delinquency was primarily of a sexual nature (Cox, 2003; Gelsthorpe 
and Worrall, this volume).

Notwithstanding the limitations of this ‘area of shifting sands’ (Maguire, 2007: 243) in 
measuring the true extent of criminal behaviour, much can be learned from crime statistics 
about offi cial representations of, and responses to, young female offenders. As Carol Smart has 
observed, perceived changes in female delinquency tend to be ‘not so much indicative of actual 
changes in the frequency and character of female delinquency but denote a new appraisal of the 
situation’ (Smart, 1976: 73). The analysis of statistical crime and criminalization patterns holds 
theoretical interest in relation to understanding changes and continuities in the youth justice 
system; in addition, statistics and their analysis can infl uence system responses, thus having 
direct material consequences for (certain) young women. For example, statistical rises in girls’ 
‘violence’ in recent years may well have led to changes in public and professional perceptions 
of girls’ behaviour in public space, which may in turn have led to the ‘self-fulfi lling’ effect of 
increased reporting and policing of girls’ fi ghting and disorderly behaviour (Steffensmeier and 
Schwartz, 2009).

It is well documented that girls and women offend less than boys and men, and that those 
who do offend have shorter criminal ‘careers’ (Burman, 2004; Gelsthorpe and Sharpe, 2006). 
Females are responsible for only a minority of recorded offences committed by the under-18s 
internationally (Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 2004; Carrington, 2006; SCRA, 2008; Ministry of 
Justice, 2009). And while self-report data attenuate the gender difference in recorded offending, 
the gap widens signifi cantly when more serious delinquency is considered (Lanctôt and Le 
Blanc; 2002; Smith and McAra, 2004).

What is certain is that when girls do offend, the rate at which they are being processed 
through the criminal justice system has increased dramatically over a very short period. 
Minor youthful transgressions, which make up the majority of young females’ offences, are 
being formally policed at an unprecedented rate. In England and Wales, for example, trends 
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in policing, prosecution and sentencing practices have resulted in a signifi cant increase – and 
particularly for girls – in the number of young people coming into contact with the youth justice 
system. The overall number of offences committed by young females resulting in a disposal rose 
between 2002/3 and 2005/6 by a massive 38.7 per cent, compared with a comparable 6.6 per 
cent rise for young males (Youth Justice Board, 2007).

While there is little evidence that the resultant criminalization of girls has been intentioned, 
in a gender-specifi c way, it does appear that misplaced attempts to further equal opportunities 
through equal (that is, identical) treatment, combined with girls’ and young women’s minority 
(and thus marginalized) status within the youth justice system, have led to gender being ignored 
in both policy and practice, the consequences of which have served to criminalize girls and 
propel them into custody. At the same time, a sharp decline in statutory care and welfare pro-
vision for children, young people and their families (Jones, 2001) has all but closed off non-
criminal justice avenues of support for young people in diffi culty in some jurisdictions. Morgan 
and Newburn’s contention that the breakdown of informal social controls in many families, 
neighbourhoods, schools and residential care homes may have led to an increased reliance on 
the police ‘to intervene in settings that used typically to consume their own smoke’ (Morgan 
and Newburn, 2007: 1044) is particularly relevant to girls, given the importance of informal, 
unoffi cial, private and familial mechanisms of control in the history of female juvenile justice 
(Cain, 1989; Cox, 2003).

Girls and Violence: Media Exaggeration or Feminism Gone Too Far?
Contemporary ‘moral panics’, fuelled by media reports of increasing girlhood binge drinking, 
‘ladette’ culture and violence, have done much to promulgate the view that girls are getting out of 
control and no longer the respectable young ladies they once were. For example, a World Health 
Organisation survey indicating that 29 per cent of English and Scottish girls aged 11 to 15 had 
been involved in a fi ght during the previous year earned the newspaper headline, ‘British girls 
among most violent in world’ (Honigsbaum, 2006), despite the fact that boys reported more 
than twice the level of violence that girls did. Batchelor (2001) and Worrall (2004) have shown 
how media reporters, in their quest for a good storyline, have distorted the facts about violent 
behaviour by girls which remains, for the most part, a relatively ‘normal’ and undramatic occur-
rence (see, for example, Phillips, 2003; Pearce, 2004), which is overwhelmingly restricted to 
minor assaults (Batchelor et al., 2001; Budd et al., 2005). Indeed, we have seen the emergence 
of what Silvestri and Crowther-Dowey (2008) call the ‘mean girl’ discourse. Chesney-Lind and 
Irwin argue that such a ‘misogynistic framing of girlhood’ by the media serves to keep all girls 
and young women in their place, by warning them ‘of the negative consequences of seeking 
political and social equality with men while also justifying harsh new controls on certain girls – 
the daughters of the powerless’ (Chesney-Lind and Irwin, 2008: 3).

Offi cial statistics provide at least superfi cial ‘evidence’ that today’s girls are indeed more 
violent than their older sisters, and that the gender gap in lawbreaking, and most notably violent 
offending, is closing (Steffensmeier and Schwartz, 2009; Youth Justice Board, 2009a, 2009b). 
Girls’ arrests have risen particularly sharply for common/simple assault in England and Wales 
(Youth Justice Board, 2009a), Scotland (Burman and Batchelor, this volume), the Netherlands 
(Beijerse and Swaaningen, 2006), the US (Chesney-Lind and Irwin, 2008) and Australia 
(Carrington, 2006). Violent acts (as well as low-level theft) constitute a high proportion of 
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girls’ recorded offences principally because of their non-participation in other crimes – notably 
vehicle- and driving-related matters and serious offences. Thus changes within the criminal 
justice system that result in a statistical infl ation of violent crimes by drawing low-level assaults 
and physical altercations – including playground fi ghts and domestic disputes – into the 
criminal justice system, will affect girls disproportionately.

Chesney-Lind (2006) has contended that two policy changes in particular have served 
to extend the purview of the criminal justice system in respect of girls in the US: fi rstly, the 
introduction of zero tolerance policies in schools and care homes has increased professional 
agencies’ recourse to penal punishment for girls who are ‘acting out’ – displaying behaviours 
that, a decade ago, would have been either ignored or dealt with informally; and secondly, the 
re-labelling of domestic arguments as assaults has meant that girls previously designated ‘incor-
rigible’ or ‘persons in need of supervision’ may now be (re-)defi ned as violent offenders. There is 
evidence that the police may be called upon as an agency of last (or earlier) resort in relation to 
parents’ inability to control their teenage daughters, as well as in cases of domestic assault, where 
girl victims who resist or retaliate physically in response to parental control and victimization 
(including control effected using violent means) are reconstructed as domestic violence per-
petrators, and hence arrested as violent offenders (Acoca, 1999; Davis, 2007; see also Sharpe, 
this volume). In addition, whilst not relating to youth arrests for violence specifi cally, it has 
been suggested in the British context that ‘offences brought to justice’ (OBTJ) targets imposed 
on police forces, combined with performance-related pay, may provide a perverse incentive for 
police offi cers to target young, inexperienced and easy-to-catch offenders committing petty 
crimes (Morgan, 2007). Girls and young women, who are more likely than boys to admit guilt 
when arrested (Home Offi ce, 2004), and are perhaps more likely to offend alone,1  may thus 
present a particularly easy target.

Evidence that much, if not all, of the rise in adjudicated violence amongst girls can be 
accounted for by processing alone has been advanced in a recent North American study. 
Steffensmeier and colleagues (2005) examined four major sources of US longitudinal data, 
including arrest statistics, victimization data and two sources of self-reported violent behavior. 
They found that the rise in girls’ violence apparent in offi cial US data was not supported by un-
offi cial longitudinal sources, leading them to conclude that the recent increase in girls’ ‘violence’ 
is artefactual, produced by shifts in public opinion as well as ‘enforcement policies for dealing 
with youth crime and violence that have elevated the visibility and reporting of girls’ violence’ 
(Steffensmeier et al., 2005: 356). The authors ascribe the statistical changes primarily to:

[t]he largely unintended consequences of broader developments in the culture and machinery of 
social control toward more expressive and punitive punishment policies on the one hand, and the 
application of risk management and prevention paradigms in criminology, on the other. 

(Steffensmeier et al., 2005: 396)

They further assert that:

The rise in girls’ violence […] is more a social construction than an empirical reality. It is not so 
much that girls have become any more violent; it is that the avenues to prevent or punish violence 
have grown so enormously. 

(Steffensmeier et al., 2005: 397)
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Kerry Carrington (2006) has subsequently arrived at a similar conclusion in her Australian 
examination of whether feminism ‘spoils’ girls. Muncer and colleagues, examining claims that 
increasingly ‘laddish’ attitudes among British girls have led to their behaviour becoming more 
aligned with that of traditional working-class young males, found no relationship between 
‘laddish attitudes’ and self-reported aggressive behaviour amongst young women. Importantly, 
they note that, whilst an association between the purported masculinization of the female role 
and crime is not a new phenomenon,2  what is new is ‘the identifi cation of violence rather than 
criminality in general as the signifi cant focus of masculinization and the explicit emphasis upon 
young women as the consumers of the new “laddish” lifestyle’ (Muncer et al., 2001: 36).

Girls in Custody
Whilst still constituting a small minority of incarcerated juveniles, the number of girls and 
young women in penal custody has risen sharply, and at a much faster rate than the number of 
boys. In England and Wales during the four years between 2002/03 and 2006/07 alone there 
was a 25 per cent increase in annual receptions of girls aged 10–17 years, from 498 to 621 
(Youth Justice Board, 2004, 2008). Receptions of young men remained stable during the same 
period.3 An even more dramatic rise had taken place during the preceding decade: the number 
of girls sentenced to custody between 1993 and 2002 increased by 365 per cent, compared 
with a 68 per cent increase amongst boys during the same period (Gelsthorpe and Sharpe, 
2006: 57). In the US, rates of detention of girls rose by 98 per cent between 1991 and 2003, 
compared with a 29 per cent increase amongst boys (Snyder and Sickmund, 2006). The picture 
is not universally bleak, however. In Australia, the number of girls in penal custody now is just a 
quarter of what it was 25 years ago, probably due to the growth of diversionary options for young 
offenders and the use of youth conferencing since the 1990s (Cunneen and White, 2006).

A very high proportion of girls and young women in custody have previously been in state 
‘care’ (Carlen, 1987; Howard League, 1997; Wilkinson and Morris, 2002; Douglas and Plugge, 
2006; Worsley, 2006) and, related to this, a signifi cant percentage have experienced abuse 
(Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 2004; Batchelor, 2005; inter alia). Experience of bereavement is also 
more common than average amongst incarcerated girls (Howard League, 1997; Lyon et al., 
2000; Howard League, 2004), and so too are family breakdown (Lyon et al., 2000; Howard 
League, 2004) and school disruption, exclusion, and persistent non-attendance (Howard League, 
1997; HMIP, 2004). Hutson and Myers (2006) emphasize that ‘life history’ has an important 
impact on both how young women cope with incarceration by self-harming, and on how their 
problems are frequently ‘medicalized’ – with ready offers of prescribed drugs on the part of the 
authorities. The ‘quick fi x’ of medication, though, does nothing to solve the wider problems 
that young women face prior to custody and that they will continue to face upon their release.

Assessing Girls who Offend
From the 1990s onwards, we have seen a shift from clinical assessments of offenders to actuarial 
judgements of risk and need (Garland, 2001; Hudson, 2003). We have witnessed an increasing 
preoccupation with risk in probation (in principle, if not always in practice; Robinson, 2002), 
and, though slower to develop, in youth justice too (Kemshall, 2008). Indeed, one commentator 
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has argued that the focus of assessment is now the prediction of potential delinquency as much 
as, if not more than, the identifi cation of individual needs (Zedner, 2007).

The Youth Justice Board of England and Wales’ recent introduction of an explicit risk-led 
(‘scaled’) approach to assessment and intervention planning, with the most intensive resources 
being reserved for those at the highest risk of re-offending (Sutherland, 2009) has prompted 
anew concerns about the assessment of girls and young women in the youth justice system. A 
number of critics have argued that policy and practice preoccupations with risk – including 
what has been identifi ed as a ‘hybridization’ of risk and need in criminal justice discourse 
(Hannah-Moffat, 2005) – have resulted in girls previously defi ned as being ‘in moral danger’, 
‘vulnerable’, ‘needy’ or ‘at risk’ – objects of risk – now being reconstituted as risky or dangerous 
subjects requiring criminal justice intervention that targets their (manipulable) ‘risk factors’ or 
‘criminogenic needs’ (Worrall, 2001; Hannah-Moffat, 2005; Maurutto and Hannah-Moffat, 
2006, 2007). In other words, there may be some risk-need confusion which results in girls being 
escalated up the sentencing tariff. Whilst the new ‘scaled’ approach in youth justice may limit 
such confusion, it could mean that girls’ real needs are not fully addressed if resources follow 
risk. But these are matters for future monitoring.

Offending Girls in the Third Millennium: Challenges for the Future
Legislative and policy changes in England and Wales, Northern Ireland and increasingly in 
Scotland, refl ect a growing interest in restorative justice as a way of responding to young people’s 
lawbreaking. The position of women and girls as victims of violence has been considered in 
relation to restorative justice (see, for example, Hudson, 1998; Morris and Gelsthorpe, 2000). 
However, with small exception (Alder, 2003; Daly, 2008) much less attention has been paid to 
girls and young women as offenders. Girls have often been seen as amenable to more informal 
elements of social control through the family and social networks (Cain, 1989), so it might 
be assumed that restorative justice processes (often characterized as informal and integrative in 
approach) might be an ideal way of dealing with them. However, whilst restorative justice prin-
ciples (in UK policies, at least) often promote the idea that ‘shame’ is intrinsic to the process of 
restorative justice, for some girls there may be a delicate balance between exhibiting contrition 
and remorse, and feelings of guilt and self-blame and self-harm (see Toor, this volume). Thus 
not only do many girls behave badly because their experiences of informal social control may 
have been abusive and brutalizing, but the very concept of ‘shame’ may promote self-blame 
and thus failure. This militates against the empowerment of girls to survive some of the harsh 
realities of their social lives. However, conferencing processes differ in the degree to which they 
expect to elicit expressions of contrition alongside the need to establish reparative outcomes, 
and the potential for restorative justice approaches, sensitively implemented, to be effective with 
girls who offend is at least worthy of further consideration.

There are obvious problems in transferring girls to a ‘pure’ justice model: they would still 
be subjected to ‘double condemnation as offenders and as fl outing the values of femininity’ 
(Hudson, 1985: 16). A further diffi culty is that girls may become criminalized because of 
welfare concerns – including as a result of being (mis)classifi ed as ‘high risk’ because they have 
substantial welfare needs, as highlighted above – and thus pushed up the sentencing ladder 
more quickly, and for more trivial offences, than boys (A. Hudson, 1989; Sharpe, this volume). 
But it is also true to say that many girls in the youth justice system are vulnerable and many 
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have experienced victimization (Howard League, 1997; Belknap and Holsinger, 1998; Chesney-
Lind and Pasko, 2004; Batchelor, 2005; Douglas and Plugge, 2006; Sharpe, 2008). Thus the 
challenge is fi nding ways of responding to girls’ real needs without fuelling stereotypical ideas 
about female behaviour and without criminalizing their welfare needs.

It is also important to avoid essentializing girls and to consider how far there are similarities or 
differences between the needs of young women in trouble with the law, and exactly how youth 
justice systems respond (or fail to respond) to the needs of girls from minority groups. The needs 
of black and Asian girls, in particular, have been denied or misinterpreted (Miller, 1999; Toor, 
this volume), despite substantial evidence of disproportionality in sentencing. One British study 
of sentencing in the youth court found that African-Caribbean girls, in particular those aged 14 
and 15 and identifi ed as ‘black other’, were up to six times more likely to be prosecuted than 
similarly placed white females (Feilzer and Hood, 2004). In the US, whilst black girls comprise 
only 17 per cent of the youth population, they make up 29 per cent of all girls referred to the 
juvenile courts, and elsewhere in the system, ‘successive discretionary decisions accumulate and 
contribute to [the] disproportionate overrepresentation’ of young black females (Feld, 2009: 
246). In the Netherlands, Antillean, Surinamese and Yugoslavian girls are particularly over-
represented in the youth justice system (Beijerse and Swaaningen, 2006).

Provision for Girls
There is currently a distinct lack of targeted, gender-sensitive and female-only provision for 
girls and young women (of any ethnic background) who offend (Batchelor and Burman, 2004; 
Bateman, 2008; Burman and Batchelor, this volume), although there are small but encouraging 
indications of an increased awareness of, and interest in, meeting the needs of girls in trouble with 
the law (see Chesney-Lind, Morash and Stevens, 2008, for a description of relevant programmes 
in the US). However, it is signifi cant that where gender-specifi c youth justice interventions exist 
at all, they tend to focus on custodial provision or high-tariff community penalties. In England, 
for example, Birmingham Youth Offending Service, the largest statutory youth justice service in 
the country, has developed a gender-specifi c Intensive Supervision and Surveillance Programme 
(ISSP) for girls (see Salman, 2009), based on the US’s ‘Oregon Guidelines’.4  ISSP is the most 
rigorous non-custodial intervention available for young offenders in England and Wales.

It is necessary to refl ect on the potential unintended consequences of introducing these 
types of high-tariff programmes, and particularly in less densely populated areas. As providers 
of women-only services for adult offenders have found (Carlen, 2001/2; Rumgay, 2004a; 
Gelsthorpe et al., 2007), low referral rates may threaten the sustainability of community-
based gender-specifi c projects for girls. Conversely, pressure to meet targets by fi lling places 
on available programmes for girls, when numbers of eligible candidates are low and likely to 
fl uctuate, might serve to encourage practitioners to refer girls who present little risk to others, 
but perhaps have high levels of welfare needs. Pat Carlen (2002) has coined the term ‘carceral 
clawback’, in relation to the expansion of imprisonment of adult women offenders. Carlen 
contends that, although the sole legitimate function of the prison is to punish offenders, this 
function has been hidden within discourses which highlight the prison’s apparently benevolent 
and ‘positive’ potential. Accordingly, claims have been made that prisons: ‘are, or could be, for 
something other than punishment: for psychological readjustment, training in parenting, drugs 
rehabilitation, general education or whatever else the programmers of the day may deem to have 
been lacking in a prisoner’s life.’ (Carlen, 2002: 116)
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Community-based services are clearly different from prisons (although in some jurisdictions, 
particularly in the US, few non-custodial options exist within the juvenile justice system), but 
the warning is an important one, and there are some indications that youth justice services are 
operating as a gateway to welfare services or, worse, as ‘dumping grounds’ to meet the education 
and welfare needs of young offenders who are not deemed deserving of support from statutory 
education and social services (Sharpe, 2008). There is also worrying evidence of dramatic 
increases in girls being sentenced for breaching a statutory order: in England and Wales, 
incidences of breach for young females increased by 38 per cent between 2004/5 and 2007/8 
(Youth Justice Board, 2009a), and in the US between 1991 and 2003, 29 per cent of girls were 
detained for ‘technical violations’ (Snyder and Sickmund, 2006). Hence there is a real risk that 
girls’ ‘failure’ on community penalties will result in them being fast-tracked into custody.

We must not forget that, for most females, offending is a transitory and non-serious activity; 
consequently interventions for girls and young women who offend might most profi tably be 
focused on increasing pro-social and capacity-building alternatives to offending, which may be 
best achieved outside the sphere of youth justice. Rumgay (2004b) has noted the importance for 
women desisting from crime of the availability of ‘normal-smiths’ (Lofl and, 1969). In Lofl and’s 
terms, normal-smiths are individuals who are able to help instil a ‘normal’ identity in offenders 
and to communicate the message that, despite what they think of themselves and what others may 
think of them: ‘there lurks within [them] – underneath, after all, essentially – a core of being that 
is normal. Despite [the offender’s] deviant acts, however many there may have been, he [sic] is 
essentially a normal Actor’ (Lofl and, 1969: 213, emphasis added).

Connecting girls to support networks and projects outside the youth justice system has con-
siderable potential to positively affect their feelings of self-worth and provide social recognition 
in a non-stigmatizing way. If, as Faulkner has argued, ‘[s]olutions to the problems of crime have 
to be sought by inclusion within the community […] by providing opportunities and hope for 
young people and not by exclusion from it’ (Faulkner, 1996: 6, emphasis added), the voluntary 
sector may be able to provide just the sort of destigmatizing (and, where required, lasting) op-
portunities that are likely to encourage girls and young women who have offended to broaden 
their horizons and fi nd alternatives to offending.

The Articles in this Special Issue
The opening article of this special issue, by Loraine Gelsthorpe and Anne Worrall, provides 
an historical overview of understandings of, and responses to, girls’ delinquency and offending, 
focusing on the English experience from the 17th century onwards. The authors note the con-
sistent dominance, until the late 20th century, of sexual and/or psychological dysfunction as 
the primary causal explanation of girls’ misbehaviour, as well as the consistent (and indeed 
enduring) preoccupation with ‘appropriate’ behaviour and the reinforcement of gender 
stereotypes in the assessment and treatment of young female lawbreakers. Gelsthorpe and 
Worrall present previously unpublished research undertaken by Julius Carlebach on eight ap-
proved schools in England in the late 1960s. Unusually for the period, Carlebach’s work is 
informed by over 50 interviews with girls themselves.

Contemporary moral panics about girls frequently focus on their apparent growing involve-
ment in violent street gangs. Such media hype relies heavily on exceptional incidents and 
anecdote; empirical research on female gang membership in Europe is still a rarity. Tara Young 
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presents fi ndings from a recent qualitative study of young women’s involvement in ‘street-
based youth groups’ which challenge the dominant stereotype of girl ‘gangsters’ as malicious 
aggressors. Highlighting the experiences of adversity – including homelessness, abuse, neglect 
and loss – which blighted the lives of the young women she interviewed, Young argues that in 
the disconnected and impoverished lives of girls for whom violence has become habitual and 
unremarkable, the gang or group may provide friendship and shared experiences, as well as 
respite from the stresses of family life.

Since 9/11 and 7/7, Asian communities have been subjected to unprecedented scrutiny, and 
the increasing involvement of Asian male youth in criminal activity has been the focus of con-
siderable panic. Sunita Toor’s article on the role of honour (izzat) and shame (sharam) in the 
lives of British Asian girls argues that Asian females are largely invisible as offenders, due to the 
power of cultural notions of izzat and sharam in the informal social control and moral regu-
lation of Asian young women. Consequently, the particular experience of punishment amongst 
Asian girls who do offend (and are apprehended) is likely to be severe and twofold, and the 
cultural consequences of their criminality may well be more painful than punishments meted 
out by the formal youth justice system, since, by breaking the law, they are considered to have 
dishonoured their families and brought shame upon them. Toor concludes by cautioning that 
restorative approaches, which focus explicitly on shame, may be damaging to Asian girls who 
have offended and may intensify the cultural stigma and shame they already face.

A number of authors have argued that feminism, in the 21st century, has been denounced as 
no longer relevant (Griffi n, 2004; McRobbie, 2004). This repudiation arguably allows for girls’ 
problems and failures, as well as their achievements and successes, to be individualized, thus 
situating blame – or credit, as the case may be – at an individual, rather than a social, level, and 
rejecting the notion that opportunity remains structured by social class, gender and ethnicity 
(Walkerdine et al., 2001; Aapola et al., 2005; Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). Gilly Sharpe, 
presenting research on contemporary English youth justice professionals’ beliefs about girls’ 
offending, discusses how the practitioners and managers she interviewed tended to present both 
the causes of girls’ offending and their needs as originating within girls themselves and/or their 
families, and erased from their accounts the social-structural disadvantages many criminalized 
girls face on account of their age and gender. Refl ecting earlier research, Sharpe also presents 
evidence that girls continue to be drawn into the youth justice system as a result of their welfare 
needs as much as their lawbreaking.

In the concluding article in this special issue, Michele Burman and Susan Batchelor demon-
strate how girls and young women who offend fall ‘between two stools’, having been neglected 
by policy responses to both young (male) offenders and (adult) women offenders. They high-
light how young women lawbreakers have been stereotyped and sensationalized by the media 
as ‘violent’ and ‘disorderly’ (though conversely often stereotyped as weak and passive in policy 
discourse). The ubiquity of such popular representations of ‘ladettes’, violent girls and girl gang 
members has not been matched by either empirical research or policy attention. Burman and 
Batchelor go on to discuss the increasing politicization of youth crime in Scotland, as well as 
the considerable academic and policy attention that adult women offenders in Scotland have 
received during the course of the last two decades or so. This situation contrasts starkly with the 
neglect of girls and young women, whose backgrounds are the most disadvantaged of all groups 
of offenders, and for whom the pains of imprisonment are particularly severe.
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It is our hope that the articles in this Special Issue will stimulate further interest in girls and 
young women who offend and the provision of services for them. There is a clear need to raise 
the profi le of girls on the youth justice research agenda, and particularly beyond the English-
speaking countries. We therefore hope that this collection will stimulate further intra-national 
and international comparison and discussion.

Notes
 1 It should be noted that research on gender differences in the incidence of co-offending has produced 

rather contradictory results. Whilst a number of studies suggest that females are less likely than males 
to participate in co-offending, other studies have found little or no gender difference (van Mastrigt, 
2008). Recent self-report fi gures from England and Wales indicate that 24 per cent of last-year 
incidents reported by males and 23 per cent of incidents reported by females involved co-offenders 
(Budd et al., 2005), indicating no signifi cant gender difference.

 2 This perspective, which came to be known as the ‘liberation hypothesis’, or the ‘dark side’ of women’s 
liberation, was fi rst mooted by Freda Adler (1975) and Rita Simon (1975), who attributed rising 
female crime rates to the growing number of women adopting ‘male roles’ (entering paid employment 
in greater numbers), and to women’s increasing social expectations and opportunities. The available 
empirical evidence at the time lent little support to the liberation hypothesis, however (Steffensmeier, 
1978; Box and Hale, 1983). Box and Hale concluded that, consistent with a ‘labelling’ hypothesis, 
the media’s exaggeration of female violence had ‘sensitized both public and police to the alleged rela-
tionship between violence and female emancipation [which in turn had apparently led to] a harsher 
stance towards females suspected of violence’ (Box and Hale, 1983: 43). See Chesney-Lind and 
Eliason (2006) for a contemporary discussion of moral panics regarding girls and violence.

 3 Custodial sentences imposed on male juveniles numbered 6463 in 2002/3 and 6476 in 2006/7 
(Youth Justice Board, 2004, 2008). These fi gures relate to custodial disposals, rather than individuals 
sentenced to custody. Detailed data on the types of offences leading to youth imprisonment are not 
published; however, the majority of incarcerated young women in England and Wales have been 
imprisoned for offences of violence (Home Offi ce, 2004); thus it is reasonable to assume that the rise 
in female convictions for violence has played a major part in the rise in girls’ imprisonment.

 4 See www.oregon.gov/DHS/addiction/docs/guidelines-glance.pdf (URL accessed 1 July 2009).
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