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Executive Summary
Women’s Breakout welcomes this inquiry and the opportunity to submit evidence. We
believe that the needs of girls have largely been ignored in the youth justice system and we
are concerned that there is no national gender specific programme for girls involved in the
criminal justice system whether individually or as part of gangs. We believe that the Youth
Justice Board and the Ministry of Justice need to roll out national gender specific provision
that is based on a holistic approach to addressing the specific needs of girls through a
multiagency approach. We believe that the approach of Women’s Community Services to
working with women offenders is transferable to work with girls over the age of 15.

Recommendations
1) Early intervention needs to be prioritised so that young women are supported in the
community before coming into contact with the Youth Offending Service, or any
other part of the Criminal Justice System, thereby avoiding any negative labelling.
2) Alternatives to custody which contain provisions for gender specific programmes
should be prioritised above custody.
3) Gender specific services which are holistic and developed from an understanding of
girl’s needs and offending behaviour must be mainstreamed through the Youth
Offending Teams and custody. Adequate resources should be provided to ensure a
gender specific approach is sustainable in all areas to bring an end to the patchy post
code lottery provision.
4) Where custody is the only option, smaller units with a wider geographic coverage
need to be established.
5) Greater collaboration between YOTs and third sector organisations is needed, both
in service design and delivery, in order to save resources and improve services.
6) Current youth justice systems and policies need to be reviewed to eliminate gender
inequality and to ensure that the specific needs of girls are met.
7) Training modules and briefings which clearly articulate the unique needs of girls,
their offending patterns and vulnerabilities needs to be developed and delivered to
appropriate staff involved in the criminal justice system. This will help address the
existing myths around girls offending and ensure girls’ specific needs are catered for.

About Us
Women’s Breakout is the representative body for a national network of 45 womencentred services offering effective gender specific community alternatives to custody that
support vulnerable women to take control of their lives and make good choices based on
improved opportunities.
Women's Breakout exists to shape national approaches to working with vulnerable
women who are in contact with or at risk of becoming involved the Criminal Justice
System. Women’s Breakout works to provide a credible, influential voice for the Women’s
Community Services sector at a national and international level and supports the
development and sustainability of the sector by improving and demonstrating a high
standard in the quality of services and by sharing learning and fostering innovation.
Women’s Breakout provides a point of contact for consultation for a wide range of
statutory and voluntary sector organisations interested in researching and evaluating the
Women’s Community Project model of working. Working together under a Memorandum
of Understanding, our member organisations agree to work in co-operation and with
other agencies and organisations to develop and implement women-centred communitybased strategies that offer alternatives to custody and divert women from offending and
reoffending behaviour. We work to address the causes and risk factors associated with
offending behaviour by promoting solutions that are tailored to each woman’s needs,
holistic and empowering, and that support women to take control of their lives and make
good life choices. Our projects work on building relationships with women that foster
engagement in programmes and services that address their multiple and complex needs
in a safe environment thereby helping them to break the cycle of offending.
While our member organisations work primarily with women who are over 18 years of
age, a significant number o f projects do have experience of supporting young women.
Further, we have a clear understanding of routes into offending for women, which often
start in teenage years. We believe that the Women’s Community Services approach could
be effective with girls over the age of 15.

Understanding girls offending
Girl’s needs
Girl’s pathways into offending are different from boys and their needs are distinct. They are
more likely to come from a seriously deprived family and home background and have
specific mental health, emotional and educational needs1.
Whilst in general they are more likely than their male counterparts to be victims of abuse
with 59% of girls, compared to 25% of boys having experienced domestic violence 2 this is
only one facet of their complex needs. They also are more likely to be in care3 or have
turbulent family lives,4 scarred by bereavement and abandonment,5and have fractious
relationships with their mothers6. Also they are more likely to suffer from mental health
problems such as depression (35% girls vs. 13% boys), and post-traumatic stress disorder
(19% girls vs. 6% boys).7 “It is the clustering of factors which appears most predictive, along
with the absence of significant protective factors”8 demonstrating the complex and multiple
needs of girls who offend.
The gendered nature of needs of vulnerable girls relates directly to their own identity as
women and the sets of distorted expectations and norms they have developed within
dysfunctional and abusive situations. This brings about a greater vulnerability to sexual
exploitation and low self esteem.
These pathways are also evident in our work with women offenders with significant
numbers of women experiencing sexual, emotional and physical abuse and evidencing
mental health issues. Women’s Community Services recognise the trauma associated with
such pathways into offending, and provide empathetic support to complex and
interconnected needs.
Women’s Community Services can play an important role in providing girls with an
experience of a confident and empowering women’s environment. The services provide
positive female role models and convey messages and opportunities that enable girls and
young women to have confidence in their own skills and qualities and to make positive
choices for their future.
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To reduce reoffending and to stop girls from offending due to these multiple and complex
needs which span emotional, social, psychological and educational domains their needs
must be addressed holistically in a setting where they can build relationships and trust.

Girl’s Behaviour
Girl’s offending behaviour also differs from boys. Despite the recent discourse around
‘ladetts’ who emulate boys in their behaviour girl’s violent offending is more likely to be tied
up in relationships with friends or family, reflecting a different origin to the behaviour than
boys violent offending9.
The link between victimisation and crime is complex but “violent girls report significantly
higher rates of both fear and experience of sexual assault, coercive sex with boyfriends, and
physical assault in the home, than both non-violent girls and violent boys.”10
Girls coping strategies to their stressful lives are also different with (53%) compared to 16%
of boys11 having engaged in self-harm. We see this behaviour drawn through to adulthood
with 30% of female prisoners self harming, and with women leaving custody being 36 times
more likely to commit suicide than the general population.
Sentencing
Evidence shows that there has been a modest increase in girls offending but the response
has been “disproportionate panic.”12 There has been significant negative press around the
increase in girls offending13 and “the youth justice system responses to girls and young
women have been significantly influenced by broad socio-political and religious expectations
of ‘appropriate’ female behaviour.”14
There was a sharp rise in the number of girls sentenced to custody between 1996 and
200615 but this does not reflect a rise in offences.16 Additionally evidence shows that “the
courts treated the girls more punitively than the boys, as they tended to receive custody for
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less serious offences”17 This suggests that actually it is not girl’s behaviour but another
factor such as harsher sentencing policies which has changed. It should be noted that the
number of women in custody also rose significantly during this period.
Currently breach is the third most common reason why a young person is serving a custodial
sentence.18 This figure is very high and Gillian Sharpe argues that a key factor in this could
be the dearth of gender specific programmes leading to girls participating in standard
programmes which fail to meet their needs and engage them.19 In a study by the New
Economics Foundation it was found that better communication between courts and Youth
Offending Teams (YOTs) and increased diversion from courts through better use of available
systems can save £60 million a year20.
To ensure gender equal sentencing it is essential that those sentencing understand the
gender differences that are at play in the Criminal Justice System and the differential impact
of these differences on boys and girls. They should also be fully aware of the sentencing
options open to them. Training and communication is essential for the current systems to
be fully utilised. This is of special importance given the media hype around girl’s behaviour
getting worse as there is some evidence that this has infiltrated the Criminal Justice
System.21
Given these concerns, it is critical that there is a review of how policies and practices such as
the National Crime Reporting Standard and the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 have impacted
on the sentencing of girls.

Custody
Just as with women, girls needs are multiple and complex and need to be addressed to
prevent offending and stop reoffending but custody is not addressing their offending
behaviour and merely puts them at greater risk of emotional and physical damage. Custody
puts girls at further risk of self-harm in 2007 69% of girls in custody harmed themselves.
Due to the location of female units girls, on average, have to travel a lot further than boys,
resulting in girls being less likely to be able to maintain personal contact with family
members. Girls on remand travelled 22 miles further from home to their institution than
boys (mean average 58 miles for girls compared to 37 miles for boys).22. In a survey of young
people’s experiences of custody 47% of young women, compared to 30% of young men, had
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no visits in the last month, or never had any visits23. It has been established that
relationships play an important part in girls likelihood of offending24 so this disruption to
existing relationships can only have negative consequences and potentially increase
reoffending.
Additionally given the evidence that most girls offending is transitory in nature25 but that
the more “(t)he more custodial sentences a woman has served, the more likely it is that she
will reoffend”,26 it is unclear whether an interventionist policy works for girls.
Alternatives to custody need to be prioritised and fully utilised and smaller units with a
wider geographic coverage need to be established.

Gender specific services
Gender specific services which are designed specifically for girls, not just adapted from
mainstream programmes, are needed because girls routes into offending , their
criminalisation behaviour, their socialisation, and their response to learning and
engagement differs to boys.
The current limited gender specific services offered by YOTs in the UK are based on the
Oregon model. This model states that girls respond better to one to one work whereas boys
respond better to group work, girls place an emphasis on communication for relationship
development and they compete for attention not personal power, unlike boys.27 Research
shows that girls wanted a female only case worker and responded better to a female only
environment.28
The Asset assessment system is used to identify need and predict reoffending, and is also
the tool for establishing the level of risk, including risk of self harm. It is based on male
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offending patterns and thus its relevance to females is limited29 and a gender specific
assessment system based on female patterns of offending is needed.
A female only environment is clearly needed. All community based and custody based
programmes run by the Youth Offending Teams, including Intensive Supervision and
Surveillance Programmes or activity requirements of a Youth Rehabilitation Order, should
be gender specific.

Early intervention
According to the Women’s Justice Taskforce early intervention of vulnerable girls and
women is “crucial if the problem of intergenerational crime is to be addressed.”30 .
The needs profile of girls who are involved in the criminal justice system indicate that a
particular groups of girls can be identified as being vulnerable to being at risk of offending
and successful intervention with these girls will have a wider social and economic benefit,
including the avoidance of unnecessary labelling and stigmatisation. Additionally as the
pathways to offending include low education achievement, difficult social relationships,
undetected mental health issues and emotional problems which affect the individual but
also have larger social and economic impacts, it is essential that early intervention work be
a multi-agency collaboration to ensure that at risk girls do not fall through the gaps.
Although there is a body of research that shows most girls ‘grow out’ of offending31 it is not
acceptable to process them through the CJS and wait for them to ‘mature’ as this will not
only have individual negative consequences for the girls but will also have economic and
social costs. A woman whose offending became entrenched during her teenage years is
predicted to cost various government departments £378,313 over 5 years with no
intervention and £114,205 if she receives gender specific, holistic intervention to address
her needs32.
A Holistic approach
Research suggests that given the multiple and interrelated needs which make up a girl’s
offending profile a holistic approach that addresses both behavioural and attitudinal factors
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is necessary if girls are to desist from offending.33 This includes addressing emotional,
psychological and educational needs covering relationship issues, parenting, drugs and
alcohol, abuse, attitudes and confidence building.
A 2009 report by the Youth Justice Board criticised current gender specific programmes for
“having little direct relationship to offending behaviour”.34 This appears to show little
understanding of the need to adopt a holistic approach that focuses on an individual’s
multiple and complex needs, and that it is the “clustering of factors”35 which is likely to
cause girls offending behaviour. The one stop shop model developed for women offenders
has direct relevance for girl offenders so all their needs can be addressed in one place and a
relationship of trust can be established.
Greater collaboration between YOTs and third sector providers is necessary as the third
sector can offer long term support and relationship building which may not be achievable by
YOTs alone. Additionally a consistent approach throughout their experiences with the
criminal justice system would be more effective especially when dealing with girls who often
feel “that no one cares”36 as they have had little continuity in their lives. The voluntary
sector also has established programmes for addressing offending behaviour which can be
used by YOTs. This will prove to be cost effective and avoids replication of work.
Sustainable provision of services
We have not, to date, seen strategic provision of gender specific services for girls involved in
the criminal justice system. The case for gender specific, community based interventions for
women has been well made, and accepted, and we have already been working in
partnership with commissioners to deliver on this approach. There has already been a
significant investment over the last four years. Despite the steps taken to support such
programmes for women girls have been forgotten with very limited provision and no
investment in evaluating and developing models.
There has been no significant delivery of gender specific work for girls in the secure estate,
and no accredited gender specific programmes.37 Steps have been taken by some YOTs to
deliver gender specific programmes38 but these have been local initiatives developed on an
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ad-hoc basis and have often suffered from sustainability issues39 as they have not been
prioritised or placed into a national action plan.
Birmingham youth offending team has developed a gender specific programme for girls
under the intensive supervision and surveillance programme compliant with the Oregon
guidelines for effective gender responsive programming for girls40 but funding has been
inconsistent and a comprehensive evaluation has not been undertaken. As with the services
for women offenders, both statutory and voluntary organisations are often supported by ad
hoc short term funding for innovation and it is difficult to gather an evidence base.
The argument that there is not sufficient evidence of “what works with girl offenders” 41 is
often given as a reason for not investing in gender specific programmes. Meanwhile girls
continue to be drawn into a criminal justice response that has not evidenced that it works.
What is needed is a national strategic delivery plan that includes scope for evidence
gathering and modelling so that interventions can be properly evaluated and then nationally
implemented.
It is essential that a gender specific approach is rolled out nationally with provisions and
adequate resources for partnerships between YOTs and voluntary organisations.
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