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Abstract 
The focus of this paper is on the narratives of a group of 
girls who describe the social interactions and background 
events that shape their lives as girls and in particular 
those that get them ‘into trouble’. Their stories are 
frequently at odds with normative gender conceptions of 
‘girl’ and ‘girlhood’, but they consider they are 
performing gender normatively. 

The paper draws on the narratives of girls where the 
conversational structure allows us to hear the girls’ 
words in detail and understand their meaning in a way 
which can be easily lost. The behaviours the girls 
describe are congruent with other accounts (Althoff 
2013: Jones 2010: Ness 2010, Batchelor et al 2005) 
given by girls in juvenile justice systems in Europe and 
the USA, but we have a very limited understanding of 
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how girls conceptualise their own transgressive 
behaviour; what this paper adds is an understanding of 
how girls’ conceptualise being a girl in a way that 
includes behaviour outside of normative ideals. The 
paper concludes that girls are defining ‘girlhood’ as they 
live it and it is this disjuncture with normative concepts 
that frequently leads them into conflict with those in 
authority. 

Keywords: Girl; Gender; Girlhood; Narrative; Normative 

Introduction 
The concept of gender, as distinct from sex or sex 
categorisation has been recognised for some time (West 
and Zimmerman 1987 & 2009) with gender defined as 
‘being accountable to current cultural conceptions of 
conduct becoming to – or compatible with the ‘essential 
natures’ of – a woman or man’ (West and Zimmerman 
2009:114). A key part of West and Zimmerman’s 
argument was that gender conceptualisation was an 
active, ongoing, situated process of ‘doing’, rather than 
‘being’. This suggested that as individuals we actively 
participated in ‘doing gender’ and thus observing or 
recording patterns of behaviour within a situated context, 
would be a way of increasing our knowledge of how 
‘doing gender’ was affected and impacted by 
interactional and institutional effects. 

Building detailed accounts is therefore critical to 
understanding how gender is actively ‘done’ and we have 
many academic accounts of how transgressive or 
delinquent ‘man’ and ‘boy’ is formed (for example 
Bourgois 2003). However we have reasonably few for 
women and even less for girls. This body of scholarship 
is growing, but remains small (Althoff 2013; Jones 2010; 
Ness 2010; Batchelor et al 2005). This paper therefore 
maps the girls’ lived experience against a framework 
proposed by Steffensmeier and Allan (1996) to account 
for gender effects on the commission of crime. 



 
       
     
      

       
   

   
    

    
      
    

    
    

    
         

     

 
    
     

  
   

    
    

     

 

        
     

        
   
       

   
   

     

 
      

What we see in the girls’ accounts is resistance which 
leads to frequent, direct, conflict with institutions and 
those in authority (hooks xxxx). A critical analysis of the 
narratives shows how this conflict results from girls’ 
behaving in ways congruent with their constructions of 
doing gender, within institutions that hold normative 
concepts (e.g. schools). The differential gender norms are 
a key element in the resulting conflict. The gendered 
basis of the conflict becomes hidden however by the 
ways in which normative concepts are enmeshed in 
institutional forms and social interaction (West and 
Zimmerman 2009:114). The seventeen narrative 
accounts analysed for this paper provide the opportunity 
for us to see how the small but important details of 
interactions shape institutional responses and thus how, 
where and why conflicts occur. 

The paper draws on seventeen narrative accounts; four 
were recorded in the space of one day, in one city in 
England and the thirteen other accounts collected across 
England over a year. Despite differences between the 
girls, which are discussed, their accounts of how they do 
gender are remarkably similar. The stories were collected 
as part of an ongoing study on girls in the juvenile justice 
system in England and Wales by the author. 

Background 
In the very recent past there was a spike in the number of 
girls entering juvenile justice systems around the world 
(Author et al 2009; Author et al 2016; Zahn et al 2008). 
Subsequent social commentary and academic discussion 
focussed on whether this was the result of girls’ behaving 
more like boys/men, a supposed gender equality (Jackson 
and Tinkler 2007) or discrimination within the justice 
systems (Ness 2010, Jones 2010, Author et al 2009, 
Schwartz and Steffensmeier, 2008, Zahn et al 2008). 

The discussions have rarely included girls’ voices and 



       
      

     
    

   
    

     
   

      
     

    
     

 
 

     
  

   
   

   
   

    
  

     
       

      
    

 
   
    

   
     

   

    
    

    
     

    

there are few detailed accounts of how normative gender 
expectations about girls’ behaviour are brought to bear 
on them via institutions such as school and juvenile 
justice. Early work by feminists such as Dale Spender 
showed how classroom interactions prioritised boys 
voices (Coote and Campbell 1982:175), but we know 
little about gender and girls who engage in transgressive 
or delinquent behaviour (Jackson and Tinkler 2007). In 
part small numbers are used to justify this absence of 
their voice and experience, but as hooks (xxxx) and 
Heilbrun (xxxx) noted lack of voice for girls and women 
is an international and historical phenomenon with few 
surviving female narratives. 

Although we know reasonably little detail about girls’ 
delinquent behaviour, a ‘gender effect’ is used to account 
for or explain the lower frequency of opportunities for 
crime, the type and nature of delinquency or offending 
and outcomes found (Ministry of Justice 2014: 
Steffensmeier and Allan 1996). The argument put 
forward is that gender shapes involvement in criminal 
behaviour and Steffensmeier and Allan (1996) that, 
normative gender concepts inhibit girls’ involvement. On 
this basis assumptions are made about the accepted-ness 
of what it is to ‘do gender’; assumptions that appear not 
to take account of social class, age and maturity or other 
intersectional factors. 

Within an international context women are in general 
arrested for less serious offences than men. In the US the 
rise in the number of women arrested was related to 
increases in the percentage of female arrests for property 
crime, simple assault and substance use, under age 
drinking and a ‘…narrowing gender gap for assault 
crimes’ (Schwartz and Steffensmeier 2008, 48) and the 
pattern related to assault was reflected elsewhere in the 
world (Author 2016 and 2009). The most recent figures 
in the UK show an overall downward trend however, 
although the pattern is complex, with arrests by males 



   
   

      
    

     
    

   
     

     
   

 
      

     
        

   
        

    

 
 

   
      

    
    

 
 

     
   

    
    

  
 

     
      

     
    

  
       

aged over 10 years falling by half, and those for females 
by 60% between 2008-2013 (MOJ 2014:10); but in terms 
of prosecutions, the fall for females has been just 9%, 
whereas for men it has been 20% (MOJ 2014:42). This 
overall fall is mirrored across many developed countries 
and increasingly the substantial increases and decreases 
in numbers of young people are attributed to  
administrative changes which are seen to have driven up 
arrests and widened the net and with subsequent changes 
leading to much greater levels of diversion out of the 
system (Author et al 2016, 2014). 

Poverty is also  a consistent factor in the lives of most 
young people in juvenile justice systems across the 
world; at its broadest, poverty does not offer a cultural or 
gendered explanatory factor and longitudinal research in 
the UK has shown that ‘…socio-economic … factors are 
more important for females,’ (Farrington and Painter 
2004, 4) who become involved in offending. 

Additionally, much work has focussed on heightened 
levels of victimisation amongst girls and women in the 
justice system; but again we also know that young people 
(both boys and girls) within juvenile justice systems 
across the world have experienced heightened levels of 
victimisation (Author et al 2016). 

Therefore although there are attempts to account for 
gender differences in delinquency, there is an acceptance 
that the persistent differences in offending behaviour by 
men and women are not well explained by current theory 
and gender based interpretations can become 
incorporated into research (Althoff 2013). For example, 
girls’ offences of assault are most frequently on someone 
they know. They arise because someone fancies the same 
person as them, has replaced them in their beloved’s or 
friends affections, or an adult seeks to constrain their 
behaviour, lay down rules or threatens them. Or they may 
assault someone who insults them or calls them a name 



     
    

       
       

    
     

    
     

     
     

 
   

    
    

  
   
  

   
   

    
      

  

 

        
 

  
  
   

   
     

 
 

(Ness 2010, Jones 2010, Author et al 2009). Conflicts for 
boys often arise from similar provocations and the 
interactional nature of the conflict is the same. However 
for boys those crimes are often termed ‘status’ offences – 
i.e. proving your status and power; they are rarely 
described as ‘relational’ as they are for girls. And yet 
girls’ stories about their relationships with others 
frequently reflect on their status within a group or 
community and can be a key factor for them in their 
social interactions (see also, Althoff 2013 and Jones 
2010). 

This paper is therefore concerned with understanding the 
complexity and process of being a girl who gets into 
trouble; with understanding the types of interactions that 
occur and lead to conflict. When girls talk about being a 
girl getting into trouble, they talk at length about being 
out and about, not obeying rules, drinking, using drugs, 
being with friends and socialising. There are gendered 
rules, which they discuss, but these differ from routinely 
normative ones. Girls’ who get into trouble, see ‘trouble’ 
as a discourse of liberty and resistance; ‘trouble’ comes 
because of their emancipation from restraint, from 
restriction, from poverty and from rules. 

Exploring a Gendered Theory 
In order to close the theoretical gap that left the persistent 
differences in offending behaviour by men and women 
unaccounted for, Steffensmeier and Allan (1996) 
proposed a  ‘gendered theory’. They considered that the 
differences between the lives of women and men shaped 
their different patterns of offending. And their theory 
cited five areas they considered critical to inhibiting 
female crime (1996): 

1. gender norms, 
2. moral development, 
3. social control, 
4. physical strength and aggression 



 
       

      
    

      
 

        
   
    

   
      

       

 
       

   
    

  
     
     
     

    
  
   
     

    
   
   

    
     

    
 

  
   

  

    
    

5. sexuality. 

These five elements are therefore used to explore the in-
depth narrative accounts of the girls in this paper. Presser 
and Sandberg (2015,1) argue that narrative accounts are 
central to human’s lives and telling one’s story is a way 
of making visible everyday experience. Listening to 
girls’ accounts of how they get into trouble in their 
everyday lives is therefore critical to building an 
understanding of the hidden mechanisms of personal and 
institutional interaction (Fleetwood 2015; Miller et al 
2015; hooks xxxx) and helps to make visible the ‘small’ 
interactions so that we can consider if this happens in a 
way that is essentially gendered. 

The seventeen girls whose stories are featured here were 
aged 18 and 13 years when they took part in the in-depth 
narrative interviews. I met them in  institutional settings 
with which they were familiar, on juvenile justice 
premises and within a girls’ prison. All came from 
England; one was Black, one Asian (Pakistani heritage) 
and the rest white. All had completed a gender 
responsive programme as part of their sentence. The 
programmes varied and most had been developed to be 
flexible. The girls had received a variety of sentences 
ranging from community based orders to custody. Two 
had no previous convictions but had committed the most 
serious offences, rape of a child under 13 and causing an 
affray; in conversation both talked about how they had 
been ‘in trouble’ at school on previous occasions. The 
other girls had a number of previous convictions some 
with as many as 10 and their convictions all included 
assault and violence. In conversation they described a 
range of previous offending and getting into trouble; 
most had either frequently truanted from school or been 
excluded. They also recognised how their lives were 
circumscribed by poverty, so that: 
‘…the only thing you can do round here is paid 
activities…but most people can’t afford to do paid 



 

     
      

 
 

    
    

    
    

     
   

     
     

 
      

 
     

     

 
     

      
     

 

 
       

 
    

 
      

activities…’. 

Findings 
The five elements of Steffenmeiser and Allan’s (1996) 
proposed theory are tested in this section against the in-
depth narrative accounts of the seventeen girls: 

1. Social Control 
Most of the girls had been involved with the justice 
system for a while and had received a number of 
different sentences, but largely did not know which 
orders they had been on. The differences in the sanctions 
that seemed important to professionals were largely 
irrelevant to them. However they were aware of the 
potential impact that having been on a range of orders 
might have, in terms of how they might be perceived: 
this was summed up as 

‘I sound like a right dosser don’t I? I been on all of them 
me…’ 

In addition, whilst not recalling the individual details of 
orders, girls recognised the different ways in which the 
justice system sought to control them: 

‘…oh it were shit being on a tag and that…I like to go 
out at 7pm…you can’t go out on a tag at 7pm and I like 
to go out and party with me mates and that...so it were 
just shit…’ 

They therefore bucked against those attempts: 

‘It makes you feel jealous…’ (…what of other people 
going out?) ‘yeah…you can only breach it 3 x…’. 

But asked, did it change your behaviour being on a tag? 
The answer was: 

‘’Not when I was younger… No coz you don’t give a fuck 



    
       
      

 
 

 
  

       
      

 

 
      

     

 

 
    

 
   

     
 

 
 

    

 

what anyone thinks do you when you’re younger? An 
order aint gonna slap you back into shape is it?’ (No, 
why is that?) ‘Same stuff …your not really bothered…you 
gonna do it anyway’ 

Another described how social control could be resisted: 

‘When I was younger when (worker) came…I used to go 
out the back door…he would knock on the front and I 
would go out the back door.’ (Didn’t he learn and go 
round the back first?) ‘…once…no good…I were 
stoned…’ 

Social control was therefore to be resisted and doing so 
could be fun. Resistance was also a way of asserting 
oneself: 

‘’…I wasn’t quiet in school…’ 

And all of the girls had experienced difficulties in 
school; this included the purely silly and mischevious: 

‘…I used to be naughty (laughs) I used to like …there 
were phones and `I used to pick up the phones and ask 
the student carer where they are… 
And: 
‘… fighting…or just stupid stuff like that…’ 

For others it was an assertion of individualism and self in 
a context that did not welcome it: 

(So talking a bit about education, are you currently going 
to school?) I’m supposed to be, I don’t go though 
because I’m sick of all the teachers giving me hassle. 
(Why do they give you hassle?) Because once I went in 
and my head of year started having a go at me 
straightaway and I said to him ‘I’m not arguing with you’ 
and then he started having a go at me so I walked off and 
I got excluded for a week. And then I went back in a week 



  

 
 

       
    

 

 

 
  

     

   
       

 
    

 

 
       

      

     

       
     

 
   

after and it was red hot so I had a skirt on obviously and 
it had a big belt on it, but if I took the belt off the skirt 
would come down and I got excluded again. (For not 
wearing the uniform or…) For just wearing a big belt. 
The skirt were alright it were just the belt. (Why did the 
head of year give you hassle?) He don’t like me. 

Being arrested and held in a police cell was a form of 
social control girls particularly did not like. In 
conversation two of them reflected on being held in a 
police cell: 

‘..no…not been into prison…been locked up’… 
’…its horrible aint it….’… 
‘…Yeah…tag…I breached it and got arrested on a Friday 
night…’… 
‘…Its horrible…aint it…me and me mates breached it…it 
weren’t even my fault….’… 
‘…Breached it…got locked up…worse thing I’m 16 now 
but I were only 14 and they kept me in all fucking 
weekend….’ 

But in their narratives they sought to demonstrate how 
cognitively they resisted attempts to contain and degrade 
them: 

‘….If they would just let you out for a cig I wouldn’t even 
be arsed…and (if they would) give me a nice quilt not a 
horrible blanket…’ 
‘…I know have you seen the state of them…this blue 
thing…’… 
‘…And a nice pillow…I’d go asleep…’… 
‘…You get these silly little blankets…this little blue mat, 
a little bench and yellow walls…if they were comfy and 
would give you a cig I wouldn’t give 2 shits…’ 

They also demonstrated the gendered forms of resistance 
they used when confined in a police cell: 



 
        

    
 

 
       

   
     

     

 
      

    

 

   

 
         

         
    

       
      

    
        

 
 

 
   

         
         

     

 
     

“.. I used to take me hair grips out and in the corner bit 
scrape my name in…(did you like doing that?) …’well 
there weren’t nowt else to do were there?’ 

‘…I got locked up for assault and I took the wires out of 
me bra and in the morning I got released and then I got 
called back up and they said I were up for graffiti and 
criminal damage in the cell…and I got to court and the 
judge said are you being serious and chucked it out…’ 

In general therefore social control was to be resisted and 
subverted and being a girl did not mean you could not do 
this. 

Gender Norms 
Girls’ descriptions of how they interacted with other girls 
were clearly related to status: 

‘…it got me angry coz she were showing off in front of 
lads…that’s what got me really angry (is it ok for girls to 
fight?)…’um…not really…we shouldn’t be fighting… 
but…like if someone is gonna have you on your toes… 
like if a lass is…you gotta stand up for yourself don’t 
you? Like if there’s a load a people and a load a lads 
you’re not gonna make yourself look like a cunt are 
you?’ 

‘Trouble’ was strongly associated with fun, freedom, 
things to do and good times: 

‘…I used to have some right good laughs…when you 
look back at it...I do miss it…but I’m glad that I’m not 
like that any more, but I really do miss it…you’ld be out 
active every day...I wouldn’t even go home at night 
like…’ 

The elements incorporated in ‘trouble’ that are associated 
with fighting, drinking, freedom, activity and resistance 



     
      

 
 

 
   

 
   

 

 
     

 
       

    
      

    
   

to control are not those associated with gender norms for 
girls. And it is these behaviours that lead them directly 
into conflict with adults and institutions of social control: 

It were like a non-uniform day and we weren’t in our 
normal lessons and I weren’t well and I passed out at 
break and then this teacher kept going on at me... I were 
kicking off at people and I didn’t know what I were 
doing, when I’m poorly I’ll kick off at anyone, not 
bothered who it is. And she came right in my face and I 
felt like ‘uh’, so I smacked her and ran and then I was on 
the phone in the corridor and this teacher just grabbed 
me and I said ‘what are you doing?’ and he goes ‘give 
me your phone’ and I said ‘don’t be silly I’m not giving 
you my phone’ and he says ‘yeah you are’ and I says ‘no 
I’m not’ and he says ‘well I’ll take it from you’ and he 
goes to take it, and he sort of pulled me and I tried to get 
out of it and I went [makes hitting sound] and walked off. 
And then another teacher who was stood near him, and 
then I threatened five because they threatened me. 
(Threatened you how?) They threatened to exclude 
(name) when I slapped them! 

For another girl conflict would arise when her mother 
would try to keep her at home or get her to come home: 

‘…me mum used to ring police, “She’s missing”, 
police’d be round …’ 

Nor is it easy to avoid getting into trouble: 

‘no…no’ (emphatic)…if someone says ‘are you coming 
on a sesh’…no…’ 

In interview all of the girls talked a lot about when they 
were younger and so it should be remembered the oldest 
was 18 (that day) and the youngest 13. All of the girls 
said they had not been in trouble for some time and all 
were at least halfway through their sentence. Reflecting 



    
   

   

 
      

    
      

 
   

 
    

  
        

 
    

   
   

   
  

  
     

   
     

     
   

 
         
     

     
   

      
 

 
      

back on the ways they used to behave, girls used 
explanations similar to those given by boys; there 
appeared to be no obvious gendered norm in their 
accounts: 

‘…like I’ve changed a lot…when I met her she says I was 
a challenge…but I’ve changed a lot…I won’t lie to you… 
I’ve been kicked out of school…it was just being big in 
front of your friends really…’ 

‘…yeah…its just that your…’hanging round with wrong 
crowd…?’ 

‘…wrong crowd and that…’ (… but you were choosing 
to hang around with the wrong crowd were you?) ‘…well 
they’re your mates…most of the time I got in trouble I 
were pissed…or I wanted some money’ 

‘Getting older’ and ‘settling down’ were cited as key 
factors in their changing behaviour. Elements were 
similar to descriptions given by boys; thus ‘settling 
down’ and desisting from crime appeared linked to 
forming relationships and living with a partner in your 
own home (HM Inspectorate of Probation 2016). The 
motivations therefore appeared part of a maturation 
process and not strongly linked to gendered norms. 
However, in the detail of the girls’ conversations it 
became clearer that there were interactional and 
institutional meshing aspects that were strongly gendered 
and this was particularly related to pregnancy. Although 
just one of the girls was pregnant at the time of interview, 
girls talked about the impact on girls of having babies 
and the responsibilities of girls who were pregnant or 
mothers. They told stories of other girls having babies 
and it was often given as a reason for those girls no 
longer being out, getting into trouble, or being involved 
in crime: 

‘…about a year…(is it because you can’t be bothered to 



    
   

 

 
      
      

     
       

     

 
    

       
     

    
     

      
    

 

 
        

 

 
   
   

 
     

     
   

     

 
   

get into trouble?) ‘No, I’ve settled down now…got me 
own house and everything and that…I got a baby on the 
way…now I have to walk away from it…’ 

Talking about another girl: 

She’s ‘….sorted self out now…she’s got a baby…’(do 
people always sort themselves out when they have a 
baby?) ‘I don’t know…once you get pregnant it changes 
your life don’ it. It revolves around the baby…from what 
I’m guessing…you’ve got to turn your life around…its 
not about you any more’… 

Pregnancy appeared therefore to be a gendered effect that 
promoted desistance from crime. The idea was that girls 
would have to ‘sort their life out…’if they were pregnant. 
Here the meshing, interactional elements between 
institutions, gender and the individual girl were keenly 
felt because the impact of social control in enforcing 
gendered norms was extreme; if you did not do what 
society expected, then: 

‘…the social services ‘ll take kids off you…’ 

This was not an area therefore where girls saw an avenue 
for resistance, nor did they seem to question that 
gendered norm. 

In this process of growing up and no longer getting into 
trouble heterosexuality was assumed and older boys or 
men were preferred almost without exception: 

‘…I prefer older boys… silly little boys…they’re 
annoying…at least my boyfriend brings money in… 
(laughs)…yeah if I were with a 16 year old, a 16 year 
old…yeah its like its me little brother…away…they’re 
not manly enough….’ 

Older boys and men gave access to money and your own 



      
 

 
    

 
    

    
      

 
      

     
      

       
    

     
   

         
       

      
       

        

 
   

 
     

     
   

 

     
    

 
       

      

home and this offered access to a normative gendered 
existence that was attractive to the girls: 

‘…me boyfriend works…we’ve got our own place…I 
‘aint been in trouble for 2 years now…’ 

Desistance was strongly linked with ‘growing up’ and 
learning from past mistakes and more strongly linked to 
gender norms. Girls talked about this process of change 
and how it included learning elements of self-control: 

‘…so for girls...it depends what kind of a person you 
are…and what kind of mentality you’ve got and whether 
you hate professionals and think of them like police…coz 
a lot of people hate professionals...but if you think on it 
like a mature level and you just go along with what 
you’ve gotta do…otherwise your not going to get 
anywhere…I used to be like that though…difficult...its 
like if at work if your boss is winding you up or said 
something to you, you don’t like… if we was all to just go 
and tell our bosses to get lost or whatever…you wouldn’t 
have a job…so you have to think of it like that… so its 
not really worth it for one little thing or one person… 
nothing lasts for ever…’ 

This notion is directly linked by the speaker with 
girlhood and gender, which was surprising given that 
desistance via learning self-control is more commonly 
portrayed as relevant to boys. Self-control, in normative 
gender conceptions, is presupposed to be something that 
girls have strongly internalised from an early age. 

Moral development 
The girls had clear conceptions of the role of family and 
their role in their development – moral and otherwise. 
Asked, why did you get into trouble? 

‘…me?...I were a cock arse…’ (what does that mean?) 
‘…a tit…well my dads been in and out of prison all his 



    
       
         

 
 

     
    

 
   

    
         
   

    
    

   
     

  
    

 
 

       
           

       

 
   

 
     

      
      
    
     

 
 

     

 

life and that and I’ve looked up to my dad and followed 
the road my dad’s been in ‘cause he got sent down as 
well and like my older brother ‘cause he got sent down 
as well…’ 

‘…its not like you want to get locked up…laughing ‘…my 
brothers just got 16 years…’ (why?) ‘..for robbery…and 
I don’t know…’ 

The models cited were men and boys. Behaviour to be 
emulated might well have been demonstrated by a man, 
but this did not make the girl speaking seem like a man; 
she was also influenced by the behaviour of her father 
and brothers and their concepts and codes. Thus the use 
of violence which was strongly linked with the need to 
stand up for oneself was  a concept reinforced by the 
family regardless of gender. This was a moral concept 
focussed on the importance of learning self-protection. It 
was not related to normative gender conceptions. Men 
would show girls how to look after themselves: 

‘...me dad dragged me up by the hair to lasses house and 
told me to kick the fuck out of the three of them or he 
would kick the fuck out of me… I’m fucking hav’ing 
‘em…’ 

Another young woman told a similar story learnt the hard 
way and reinforced by family, this time by her sister: 

‘…you have to be that way…I remember when a girl, 2 
girls, come up and like they were showing off in front of 
lads and dragged me on the floor and I went and got me 
sister and me sister stood there…and I don’t know what 
come over me and I had a fight there…and I felt good in 
myself…really good…she didn’t say owt after…’ 

But at the end of the day your family, whether close to 
them or not, would step in to back you up: 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 
 

I’ve got a big brother. (Do you spend any time with 
him?)No, …but he’s there for me if someone starts on me 
he’ll batter them. (Right but you don’t spend much time 
socialising with him?) No. 

The girls descriptions are closely aligned to 
criminological theories describing status as a key part of 
male violence and this longer quote quite clearly 
illustrates the issues perceived to be at stake: 

It’s like other weekend when I was drunk, there was this 
lass started me, she’d been saying she was gonna for 
ages, and she started and was like ‘why are you scared?’ 
and I was like ‘I’m not scared of you, just because you’re 
fat, you don’t scare me’ and she tried to batter me and I 
was like ‘I’m not going to fight you’ and she was like 
‘why?’ and I walked away and was like I’m not losing 
my… and I’m not getting locked up for her. I sat down 
and started talking to my friends and she tried to push 
me over the fence! I’m stronger than her, I had a grip on 
the fence and she weren’t getting nowhere and she let go, 
and I got up and started skipping backwards and she 
started, so I was like ‘go on then, go on then but I’m not 
going to fight you’ then I thought, what am I doing I’m 
going to have to get myself out or I’ll end up fighting her, 
I tried running and I fell and got cuts on me, I got back 
up and I fell again. Apparently she kicked me but I didn’t 
feel it so that was alright. The next day someone came up 
to me and was ‘have you been stabbed?’ and I was ‘eh?’ 
and she said ‘[name] said that she stabbed you’ and I 
was like ‘no I fell’. So I rang that girl and said ‘why have 
you been saying you stabbed me?’ ‘oh I didn’t stab you, I 
was gonna’. (So you’re not frightened of her?) I’m just 
waiting, hopefully it’ll be tonight. I’m prepared. (How 
are you prepared?) I’ve got my back up. (Oh have you?) 
Well I’ve got a little screwdriver. I wont need it anyway, 
it’s just there. But when she started on me I could have 
just easily pulled it out of my pocket and into her, but I 
didn’t think of it. But tonight, if I see her, I always look 



 
 

 
     

   

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

        
    
     

     
     

 
      

   
  

  
     

    

out when I go past my bus stop and then go back down 
and I’ll check and see if she’s there. Last night I didn’t do 
it, I got off the bus stop and she were there, she was quite 
shocked and I thought … I’m not starting on her. I’m not 
bothered if she stabs me, it’s just the fact that she’s ... 
Like my step dad said if she starts with us, it’s her step 
dad that’s going to get battered and my mum’s going to 
go for her mum and then if I end up in hospital, I’ve got 
friends who can [?] they’re right protective of me. Where 
my family come from in …, its right rough, all I have to 
do is ring my nana and then her mate … will come to the 
house and say ‘what’s this, what’s going on?’ and then 
I’ll tell him and then there’ll be at least 30 come down 
for one person as well. 

The speaker was actually using this story to describe how 
change and desistance were strongly associated with 
learning self-control. She began the tale with: 

I’ve committed one offence since I’ve been on my 
Referral order and that …(And how long have you been 
on your referral order?) Since September. (And before 
that, how often were you committing offences?) Well, I 
was in the back of a cop car every day. (So were you 
committing offences every day). Yeah? (Why has it 
suddenly changed?) I don’t know, I’ve seen sense now. 

The sense she had seen meant that she had not yet 
responded to provocation and assaulted the girl in the 
scenario described above, but as we saw, she was no 
longer ruling it out and was prepared to carry a weapon 
just in case and to alert family and friends to the tensions. 

Moral development in this area was not therefore 
strongly gendered by the girls’ and they rarely 
differentiated between gender when they talked about the 
way young people they knew behaved, especially with 
regard to the use of violence. Self-control, for a girl or a 
boy, could only be exercised up to a point; social norms 



     
   

 
  

 
     

   
     

    

 
    

    
      

     

 

 

 

 

 
     

clearly strongly advanced the idea of a need to protect 
oneself from violence and to call on family if you could 
not do it alone (see also Althoff 2013). 

Young people’s behaviour was also seen to be motivated 
by a search for fun and freedom: 

‘…its like the younger generation now...their next 
generation doing it…I’m grown up now and I see all the 
little kids doing it…right little bastards doing it…you see 
all kids running over fences and being chased by 
police… laughing…’ 

This search was undertaken by girls and boys and could 
lead you into trouble, but this was not necessarily a 
moral failure. This short tale illustrates how much fun 
was to be had from resisting wider social norms and 
authority: 

Last thing I did? Nicked a policeman’s phone without 
realising! (How did you do that?) I don’t know, I were 
out with my mates and there’s the policeman who goes 
around [area] and he’s not a real policeman he’s one of 
those muppet ones. He was outside [place] and we were 
shouting, arguing with him, we were only having a laugh, 
I went round and nicked his hat, next thing I had his 
phone in my pocket. We were walking up this road, we 
went through this garden and jumped over a fence, went 
behind the church and it started ringing and [name] was 
like ‘turn your phone off!’ and I was like ‘it’s not mine!’ 
(Did you take it?) Yeah. The police came and sat me in 
the back of the cop car and were like ‘did you take PC 
something or other’s hat?’ and I was like ‘yeah I did 
why?’ then he was like ‘did you take his phone?’ so I 
went ‘no, why?’ and they were like ‘oh his phone’s gone 
missing’ and I was like ‘I don’t know nothing about it’. 
(So what happened?) Nowt, I didn’t get caught for it. 

Change was associated with taking a different view and 



    
       

 
      

    
      

 
 

     
     

  
      

     
      
     

    
    

 
 

 

      
     

     
    

    

 
    

 
      

     
    

   

thus with a changing form of moral development. Giving 
an example of how she might have got into trouble when 
she was younger about 12 or 13, she suggested: 

‘…if you’re walking down street and probably one of my 
mate’s ‘d probably punch someone and I’d just join in… 
(But now?)…Wouldn’t do it now…I’d feel sorry for ‘em 
me…’ 

Change was therefore about asserting self-control and 
becoming more knowledgeable about the effects of 
breaking wider social norms and failing to demonstrate 
the moral development society at large might expect. 
Therefore in talking about how she was being ‘wound 
up’ by another girl with whom she shared a room and 
how she would like to strangle or smother her, this girl 
described how she had recently learnt to control such 
feelings, not because she necessarily thought they were 
morally wrong, but because she would regret it: 

I would suffocate her but I know I’d get done for murder 

Aggression and Physical Strength 
As can be seen aggression is common in the stories that 
girls told and the ways they communicated their feelings 
and experiences; it is also a feature noted by juvenile 
justice practitioners about girls convicted of violent 
offences (Author et al 2009). Talking about supervision 
one of the girls said: 

‘…I didn’t listen to YOS…I didn’t walk away and think 
alright then…’ 
And: 
‘…I used to go away and think ok… fuck off…’ 

Talking about school one girl described the sort of every 
day confrontations which many of the girls had got into 
at school. These confrontations often arose from 
reasonably simple attempts by an adult in authority to 



 
         

     

 
     

 
     

 

 
    

 
   

 

 

 
    

      
   

control their behaviour: 

‘…I don’t think this is the right place for me to come 
here…so I don’t come here…coz the people who come 
here are quite naughty and I’m not naughty…’ 

The speaker had been convicted for rape and was seen as 
the instigator of the offence. 

Aggression also played out in relationships and it was 
not necessarily viewed negatively: 

‘…I do love arguing with my boyfriend…I always win…’ 

‘…I used to get a buzz off it.’ (arguing with her 
boyfriend) 

Friendships and socialising were also key places were 
aggression played out between girls: 

And she brought up something really personal, if I could 
say it now, she brought it up about my rape. That 
actually brought a tear to my eye. I wiped the tear away, 
I went downstairs and I says ‘right, I want to talk this 
through. What’s so wrong with you? You slept with my 
boyfriend, I didn’t sleep with your boyfriend’ and she’s 
there proper giving me some crap, but then one of my 
mates, not the one who hit her with me, this other one 
pushed me into her. I tried to apologise for that, but she 
wouldn’t have it and she pushed me back. So I pushed 
her out of my personal space, she pushed me again. She’s 
come up, punched me, so I’ve blocked it off and I’ve 
head butted her and that’s when my mate’s come into it 
and we’re setting about her face and whatever, and we 
fractured all the side of her jaw, we fractured her jaw. 

Relational and status elements are clearly contained in 
the above narrative, where there is both a need to 
demonstrate ones own ability to protect oneself and one’s 



    
  

 
      

    
     

      

 
     

      
      

      
       

    
     

 
    

 
   
     

      
    

 
      

     

   

 
   
      

    
      

      
     

relationships from those who threaten them and 
especially in front of others. Furthermore, those around 
you may both back you up, but also egg you on or simply 
join in. The relative absence of the importance to the 
girls of physical strength may account for why girls’ 
violence was in general less serious. Inflicting real harm 
was rarely the objective in girls’ fights; the key objective 
was to be seen to stand up for oneself: 

This girl, she’d been bullying my mate and my mate’s not 
one of those people who can fight, she’s small, quiet and 
I found out about it. Loads of people had seen her and I 
don’t like people lying to me so I just smacked her and 
the police caught me and they said ‘how many times have 
you hit her’ and I said only once, which I’d just whacked 
her face and realised she was pathetic and so I’d walked 
off. 

When physical strength was discussed it was strongly 
gendered and compared with that of men. Physical 
strength was an acknowledged disadvantage if you were 
going to fight a man, or engage in violence with a man. It 
did not mean you would not do it, but it did include an 
acknowledgement that you would usually come off 
worse: 

‘…and obviously I’d rather get beaten off a load of little 
slags than…like get a beating off me dad…you know 
what I mean?’ 
And: 
‘…You cant win violence no…you can’t win fights…my 
boyfriends about 10 foot bigger than me…’ 

Physical strength was therefore strongly gendered, but its 
relevance to girls in terms of the potential impact on their 
behaviour was that they assumed if they fought boys or 
men they were unlikely to win. For these girls this did 
not mean that they would let  themselves be bullied or 
pushed around by boys and men; they would fight if they 



   
      

 
      

   
    

    

 
 

 
   

   
    

   
 

    
    

     
       

    
    

    
  

     
      

     
   

  
 

     
   

    

 
   

   

had to, they simply assumed they would come off worse 
in the end, but the key point would have been made: they 
were willing to stand up for themselves. 

Successful girls in their social groups were those who 
could use aggression when they needed to, who got a 
buzz out of aggression and who could fight. Following 
on from an earlier discussion where the girl indicates 
carrying a weapon, she is asked: 

(Would you stab someone do you think?) If she stabbed 
me I would. 

Successful girls demonstrated their willingness to use 
aggression if necessary to other girls if they got into 
conflict with them and would do so in front of boys, 
friends and family; doing so was again about 
demonstrating an ability to could stand up for oneself 
and it was a behaviour that was socially legitimated. 
Aggression was therefore deliberately utilised for a 
social end and to do so was not a gendered behaviour; 
girls and boys fought for those same social reasons. 
Aggression was used by the girls to demonstrate they 
were an independent person, not someone dominated by 
institutions or agents of social control, boyfriends or 
other members of their community or other girls; 
physical strength was therefore irrelevant to this aim. 
The use of aggression for and by girls was not therefore 
the same as normative gender conceptions. The girls 
used aggression as a way of demonstrating independence 
and an ability to stand up for themselves; this was 
acceptable and wholly in keeping with their girl-hood. 
The girls were quite certain their gender norm in this 
aspect was shared with family and others within their 
communities and they had examples to illustrate how 
those had been taught to them. 

Physical strength on the other hand was highly gendered 
in relation to aggression and it belonged to men. The fact 



        
  

    
   

    
      

 
      

       
    

    
   

      
     

  

 
  

    
     

     
      

     

 
      

      
     

 

   
  

  
 

   
       

  

that you did not possess it in the same quantity as a boy 
or man did not however stop you from standing up for 
yourself if required. Thus whilst the acceptance of where 
physical strength lay was more in keeping with gender 
norms, the importance of its possession and the way it 
might limit or affect one’s behaviour differed from those 
norms. 

This differentiation in the role that the use of aggression 
played and its’ relevance in girls lives and as an aspect of 
girlhood is critical. The role of physical strength and its 
relative lack of importance has not been properly 
understood. Physical strength is unimportant because 
inflicting serious harm is not the purpose of using 
aggression in most of the girls’ encounters; ensuring 
people understand you can stand up for yourself is what 
is being communicated. 

Girls therefore portrayed aggression, or controlling 
aggression, as important to learning to move on from 
‘trouble’ and as a generic and un-gendered experience. It 
is a process of being able to stand up for oneself, but not 
get into conflict. This was illustrated by one girl who 
wanted to get a job and had learnt she would have to 
disclose her offences: 

‘…that’s one thing that did annoy me …when they told 
me that’s stuff you have to explain like why you’re 
working with the Yot…obviously I didn’t kick off…but it 
wound me up…’ 

Sexuality 
Sexuality was rarely referred to as an inhibitor of 
behaviour and the girls talked with an assumed 
heterosexuality within their narratives. Boys and men, 
pregnancy and sexual offending frequently cropped up, 
but their own sexuality was not usually linked by the 
girls to getting into trouble; at most it was tangentially 
linked to getting out of it, for example through ‘settling 



 
    

      
  

 
      

 
 

     
     

    
  

 

 
     

 
 

    
    

    
    

 
        

   
      

 
   
 

      
    

    
   

 

down’. 

Sexual offending was reviled and strongly associated 
with men and girls were very concerned that it was not 
treated seriously enough by the courts. One young 
woman referred to herself as having been abused in the 
past by a worker, which she said meant she did not like 
to work with male workers: 

‘…I don’t like working with boys (the speaker is referring 
to male workers in the Yot)…I don’t like getting a lift…I 
don’t feel comfortable with boys…No I’d feel like…no… 
no way…I’ve been sexually assaulted when I were 
younger by a worker me…so nah…not a chance…’ 

And: 

…’I don’t mind but I don’t feel comfortable sitting 
there…I prefer girls...’ (female workers). 

The girls felt they had reason to distrust men, including 
those in the justice system; one had been raped and three 
abused. Another recounted a story where she had been 
made to feel uncomfortable and exposed, whilst also 
powerless: 

‘…I was put in a cell where there were no toilet for some 
strange reason…you have to go into this thing and 
there’s this half a thing where they can see you …and 
your like, yeah, no mate, you can go…’ 

About their own sexuality in their own private lives in 
spheres over which they considered they had control, 
there were however few inhibitors noted. The boundaries 
the girls placed around sexual behaviour were broad. 
Nonetheless, in talking about a girl two of them knew, 
they differentiated themselves from her sexual behaviour 
and reinforced norms they shared: 



     
        

     

      
 

 
       

       
        

       
     

   
    

    
    

     
  

   

 
  

    
    

  
     

    
        

    
    
     

       
   

‘Do you know (name)?’ 
‘Yeah, do you hang around wi’ her?’ 
‘No, no…Dirty, proper dirty bag’. 
‘Can’t stand her…I can’t stand her’. 
‘She slept with a copper for 50p’. 
‘ I went to a party yeah and she slept with about four 
guys - in the space of an hour…I was like ‘oh get me out 
of this house…everyone was like…bad.’ ‘Yeah…she’s 
proper dirty….’ 
‘Bad…’ ‘…She’s moved to …. or something coz she’s go 
too much beef around here or somethin’...’ 

Of some note is that a police officer would be ‘sleeping 
with’ a young girl; this however was not the significant 
fact that the girls were reflecting on, that it was for just 
50p was  the significant fact. This was what showed the 
girl did not have enough self-respect. The conversation 
also highlights moreover how girls viewed males  
working within the justice system as sometimes 
predatory and they had real life examples of where 
power had been abused to draw upon; these examples 
simply reinforced that males in the system were to be 
treated with caution. Their own sexuality in the areas 
over which they had control was unproblematic and not 
associated with ‘trouble’. 

Institutional Meshing and Individually Doing 
Gender: Concluding Thoughts 
This discussion of the girls’ narratives against 
Steffensmeier and Allan’s (1996) proposed theory is not 
intended to prove or disprove, but to explore its 
explanatory value. In the girls’ accounts they suggest that 
getting into trouble arises because of conflict. The 
conflicts frequently arise because the girls want to act in 
ways they see as self-determining and thus giving them 
freedom and this leads them to clash with school, social 
workers and the justice system. Much of this conflict 
arises because the institutions of social control have very 
different expectations of gender-enacted norms, from 



       
       

     
  

       
     

     
      

      
   

     
   

     
   

   
     

     
    

      
      

   
    

 
      

  
    

 
    

    
    

      
     

 
     

   
      

    

those held by the girls and the way they ‘do’ being a girl. 
That conflict is, as the evidence shows us, gendered and 
classed. This conflict offers a potential explanatory 
account for why an increasing number of girls have 
entered juvenile justice systems as the result of more 
expansive definitions of what constitutes violence and 
assault being adopted. Thus, if lower levels of violence 
have become unacceptable more people are drawn into 
that net. For girls who sometimes use low level violence 
and aggression, and whose community thinks this 
behaviour is appropriate, it is both nonsensical and 
threatening to the very core of their sense of self to be 
told not to behave this way. The resultant meshing is 
therefore complex and contradictory. The girls’ apparent 
rejection of gender expected norms around the use of 
aggression leads them into direct conflict with 
institutions who judge them to be abnormaly aggressive 
and who judge this aggression to be problematic (Author 
et al 2009). This conflict is generated because those 
institutional norms conflict with the girls situated, 
culturally gendered norms. In the way they enact gender 
as a girl who stands up for herself they are supported by 
family, peers and other community members. Their way 
of doing gender is one that emphasises the importance of 
self respect, self protection and the ability to stand up for 
oneself; this is realised through the use of aggression as 
and when necessary. 

The five elements proposed by Steffensmeier and Allan 
(1996) as inhibiting girls’ involvement in offending did 
not therefore concur with girls’ accounts. Within their 
narratives four of the five elements recurred, but their 
explanatory power was related to how they got into 
conflict; not how they stayed out of trouble. 

Thus those elements which Steffensmeier and Allan 
(1996) proposed as key gender-enacted norms that divert 
females from ‘trouble’, are precisely what got the girls 
into trouble. This is I suggest critical. The key elements 



  
    

    
 

     
    
    

      
  

       
     

   
      

      
     

 
    

   
  

     
     

    
     

   
    

  
  

    
     

     
      

 
 

   
   

  
 

are: social control, and aggression, with gender norms 
and moral development playing a role. As deterrents 
therefore the elements of Steffensmeier and Allan’s 
(1996) proposed theory may offer some explanatory 
value for girls who stay out of the system, but cannot 
account for girls found within it. Girls were arrested 
because they were aggressive, because they resisted 
social control and were at large and being naughty in 
groups with other young people. The behaviour they 
recounted did not fit with the normative conceptions of 
doing gender as a girl. Two of the five elements - aspects 
of social control and aggression - are widely discussed 
within the girls’ narratives. I propose that it is these 
elements that are particularly critical to girls who get into 
conflict with the law and institutions. Thus the very way 
some girls do gender causes them trouble. 

(Social control therefore becomes contested in relation to 
gender and the use of violence and aggression. The 
interactional meshing between institutional and 
individual forms can be seen in the ways in which social 
control is exerted towards girls who get into trouble. 
Around the use of aggression, girls who got into trouble 
experienced very different forms of social control and 
gender norm messages within their families and 
communities, from those they experienced in school and 
in the justice system. Consequently, in ‘standing up for 
themselves’ and their values, they rejected those that 
emanated from the institutions of social control. The 
conflict arising from the differential value and gender 
norms, led the girls who enacted a particular form of 
doing gender as a girl to be ‘kicked’ out of school, 
arrested, locked up, charged, supervised, tagged and 
breached. ) – cut para? 

Equally moral development did not appear to be 
conceptualised by the girls as gendered. Young people, 
boys and girls, could and would behave irrepressibly, 
having fun, breaking boundaries, ‘running over fences, 



    
    

     
     

   
     

 
   

     
    

     
   

    
   

    
  

  
   

 
      

  
    

    
 

 
 

    
    

 
    

   
   

   
  

     
      

    
   

being chased by the police…and laughing’. These things 
might get you into trouble, just as fighting in school, but 
you were not more or less likely to do these things 
because you were a boy or girl – you did them because 
you were young and having fun. Moral development was 
part of a maturation process. Again this was not in and of 
itself gendered. 

The preference given to older boys and men for 
relationships were because they could give the girls 
access to things they sought at a  point of desistance  – 
older males meant a stable, independent home and a 
mutual inter-dependence. Principally their stories of 
desistance are about growing up and growing out of 
trouble and in this they are remarkably similar to those 
given by men and boys. They are stories about exercising 
self-control, settling down, gaining a partner and a home, 
gaining work, partying less and staying in more; the 
pathway is not therefore gendered in and of itself. 

The findings therefore suggest that a binary definition of 
gendered delinquency is too narrow and restricting to 
encompass the real world experience of girls. Girls’ 
narratives suggest a continuum in which delinquency has 
many non-gendered features – fun, transgression, 
freedom and making space for oneself in the world. 

There are however gendered aspects of which girls are 
acutely aware and this involves the transition to woman 
and, in particular, mother. Pregnancy was given as a 
principal motivator for girls to stop getting into trouble. 
The impact of potential or impending parenthood 
appeared the most gendered aspect related to getting into, 
or desisting from, trouble. This was both real, for one 
respondent, and imagined for the others. Gender norms 
were strongly reinforced in the concept that one would 
have to demonstrate the capacity to be a good mother and 
that this would mean not getting into trouble or going out 
and drinking or taking drugs or having fun with friends 



   
 

   
  

   
  

      
   

   
   

   
  

     
   

     
    

    
    

   
       

   
   

   
    
    

    
   

   
    

     
  

     
    

    
      
     

 
       

(Heimer and de Coster 2016) with institutional social 
control keenly felt in this critical area. 
Thus school was often boring and restricting and 
attempts at fun or simply behaving appropriately by 
defending oneself led to ‘being kicked out’. But this was 
an outcome, not a reason to change. Being arrested and 
held in police cells was regarded as unpleasant. But again 
an unfortunate outcome, with occasional benefits if one 
could sleep off a come down or hangover, but again it 
was not an immediate reason to change. Finally, 
supervision and electronic tagging were restricting, 
irritating and frequently boring, and whilst there were 
good staff in the justice system who were acknowledged 
as sometimes helpful, they were frequently resisted. 
None of these things therefore were regarded by girls 
within their narratives as critical to ceasing to behave as 
was appropriate to them. However, social services, who 
might take their future children away if they did not 
demonstrate they could stay out of trouble, was a 
realistic, potential threat of social control that was deeply 
gendered. This impacted principally as girls saw 
themselves changing and growing and therefore as they 
imagined themselves and other girls they knew becoming 
women. It suggested that within their communities it was 
also not appropriate for a girl or woman who had a baby 
to be in trouble. This meshing of the institutional and 
individual, alongside the community, can therefore be 
seen to have a particular and gendered effect with regard 
to messages about desistance and parenthood and 
changing from a girl to a woman/mother. This was a 
clearly articulated response to external, institutional 
forms of social control and presented as one understood 
by all girls who got into trouble. This understanding was 
expected to lead girls who were pregnant to change; it 
may be a key element in desistance amongst girls and 
women and may indicate why it is so difficult for 
mothers who do not follow this pattern. 

It is not clear how those gendered messages had so 



 
    

  
     

  
    

    
      

 
   

   
 

  
  

     
       

    
    
   

      
      
      

       
   

   
     
     

      

 
     

    
    

  
   

   
   

     
    

forcefully shaped their expectations of their own and 
other girls’ future behaviour. The girls had been many 
opportunities to absorb gendered narratives through  a 
whole range of institutional social control measures, 
from teachers, police, magistrates and judges, youth 
offending team workers and social workers. The girls 
told many stories about how they had subverted and 
resisted them and what fun that had been. All of the girls 
had shown aggression in the commission of their 
offences and talked about aggression within other aspects 
of their lives and often demonstrated it in the way they 
expressed themselves within interview. Aggression and 
its use, either verbally or physically, could be used to 
demonstrate one would defend and stand up for oneself 
(Althoff 2013:405) and sometimes were just for ‘the 
buzz’. Social control as it was experienced as a childless 
girl, was not gendered in the narratives of girls. Nor was 
the use of aggression. Equally, moral development was 
not gendered. Growing up and gaining a moral sense 
where one might not jump into a fight or join in attacking 
someone else just for the fun or because one’s friends 
did, was  not linked to gender, but to a sense of moral 
development; that one knew one should not behave that 
way and now had strategies which one could use, these 
might simply include ‘walking away’. Institutional 
gendered forms of social control were therefore deeply 
resisted by girls who did not consider themselves less of 
a girl because they could fight, get into trouble and have 
fun. 

The institutional and the individual therefore mesh in a 
way in girlhood, which causes trouble for some girls, just 
as they are seen to cause trouble. Their apparent failure 
to comply with institutionally acceptable forms of gender 
appropriate behaviour leads them into conflict. If 
thresholds have been lowered for certain forms of 
behaviour, such as low level, inter-personal violence, 
then girls and women who commit low level violence 
and are apprehended, may well punished for it in a way 



      
    

     
       

         
    

     
    
       
    

   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
   

 

that brings them into criminal justice systems in greater 
numbers because the behaviour is counter to normative 
gender concepts. Girls’ resistance of this narrative further 
compounds the offence in the eyes of the justice system 
(Author et al 2009). This is one of the ‘silent actions that 
form the core of gendering practices’ (Czarniawska 
2013). The change in the behaviour of social control 
agencies by bringing more girls into the system, may 
therefore have created a conflict that has had a distinct, 
gendered and classed effect for girls who do gender 
differently from institutionally and culturally preferred 
gender norms. 
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