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Up-2-Us brought together a focus group of four young women (and a dog) who use our holistic Time
for Change service, to discuss how they think the Criminal Justice System should or could improve.
The young women who use this service are often characterised by growing up in care,  they are
vulnerable and at  risk of  locked accommodation. Time for Change is  about strengthening young
women, developing their resilience, and understanding themselves as people, not as care leavers or
offenders. Young people need to be treated as individuals as far as possible, and the systems in place
to protect and parent those in care should do so without etching the label, and associated feelings of
being ‘different’, any deeper. 

This report reflects a group of young women’s opinions of the broad systems, all having been looked
after  away  from  home,  two  having  been  released  from  prison  recently,  and  two  having  been
diverted to community alternatives. Regardless if you are ask about the systems generally or not,
individuals will draw on their own experiences. It was important to us that we spoke to those in the
midst of the system, as too often research tells the story with hindsight, from the perspective of
individuals who have ‘come out the other side’.  

The young women debated, and often settled on agreeing to disagree. We referenced topics such
as; Lack of Understanding, Prevention, Process and Punishments of the system, and Transitions from
it. Below, Up-2-Us details what the young women had to say. 

Predisposing 

The group understood that girls and women who had been in care made up the majority of those in
the  criminal  justice  system  and  in  prison.  They  drew  on  their  own  behaviours  in  care  and
acknowledged the negative influence of peers they lived with, as factors on their  own pathway.
However, the group did not reflect on being looked after as negative overall, they felt that growing
up in a residential care setting provided a sense of safety and family, and that moving on from it was
a difficult transition characterised by mixed feelings of loss, isolation and hope. 

As professionals, we need to understand how this mix of emotions in living away from home and
moving  on,  experience  of  violence  and  harm,  and  emphasis  on  aggression  and  offending  as
normative  behaviours,  predisposes  young  people  to  offend,  and  find  ways  to  prevent  further
generations of care leavers in themself, and care leavers graduating to the criminal justice system

Prevention  

One young woman’s initial response to how to make the system better, was to keep young people
on supervision for longer. The group acknowledged the protection it afforded them, however, they
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also noted at the time they were on a supervision order, they could not wait for it  to end. The
manner in which supervision is handled, often makes young people think it is a punishment, rather
than protection. In order to help young people engage, we should think about the most appropriate
methods of introducing supervision so that the gut reaction is not to escape it. 

Time for Change found that the majority of young women whose supervision ended before turning
18 years old surfaced in the criminal justice system within the year of its termination, this tells us
that supervision is not being used effectively to protect and divert young people as they journey into
adulthood.  The  group  noted  they  struggled  with  the  sudden  change  in  society  and  system
perceptions of them, that it was devastating to go from being a young person in care, to an offender,
in the space of one decision. They admit their behaviours can be difficult and harmful, but they are
not ready for the media abuse, and the societal scorn that falls upon them. Stories in the paper are
never contextualised and they leave young people battling with their self-identity, which is often a
factor  in  further  offending  behaviours.  The  system  needs  to  take  account  the  slower  rates  of
maturation and future planning in young people who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, and
be active in trying to keep young people on supervision until they fully understand the transition and
legal change that comes with moving on from it. 

The group felt that systems and services could do more to protect them from picking up charges.
They felt that staff in Children’s Units could do more to control young people and situations, without
escalating the risk level and phoning the Police. They felt staff would wind them up, and aggravated
situations, which meant their behaviours were more aggressive in return. In this way, they felt that
their attitudes and behaviours were relational to the respect they got from staff. They identified that
if staff understood young people, they should put steps in place to de-escalate situations or moods,
to prevent negative or offending behaviours. They all agreed that less young people would be caught
up in the system if those around them in care and in the community responded proportionately to
them. 

Relationships are important, the group felt that they needed clearer communication from services.
One young woman noted, that as she got older her social worker spent less and less time with her,
but without any explanation as to why. She lives in care and feels let down, and that her social
worker just ‘isn’t interested anymore’.  Poor communication can affect compliance to the criminal
justice  system  too.  Each  young  woman  in  the  group  had  experienced  a  time  when  a  lack  of
communication had put them at risk, whether it be; conditions of bail not explained fully to them,
not knowing the status of a warrant, being unaware of dates for court. Poor communication can be
due to the young person’s own lack of interest, or regular intoxication; a lawyer or social worker
failing to be clear; movements in accommodation or changes in contact details, and can result in
further  criminal  proceedings.  A more responsible  and contextual  system of  corporate  parenting
should be in place, so that statutory agencies ensure young people get to where they need to be and
comply with the systems in place. If they rely on voluntary services to support young people with
compliance, they need to provide all the information, at the appropriate time. 

Punishment

We  discussed  the  impact  of  being  arrested  and  charged,  which  most  commonly  occurs  at  the
weekend  and  results  in  overnights  in  the  cells.  Three  of  the  four  felt  the  cells  restricted  their
lifestyle, however, one considered being released prior to court was an inconvenience and it made
sense to stay in the cells to access the free transport there. It is apparent that individual differences
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and priorities affect responses to the system, and we need to bear this in mind when considering
appropriate methods of punishment and diversion so that the system is effective. The system should
not bend to the individual, but there needs to be some thought as to the best options for each
individual, so they learn from punishment and grow from support. Courts should take advice from
services more consistently to enable this. 

The young women who had been in prison felt that it could be difficult, that respect goes both ways
with the prison staff.  They said it was not unlike being accommodated, but the difference for some
was their relationships. Some of the group identified having family, stable friendships or partners in
the  community,  so  they  looked  forward  to  release  and  meant  they  did  not  want  to  go  back.
However, for those who have less to loose in the community, prison can represent security and
opportunity to form new relationships. Only one young woman felt that prison was a deterrent in
itself, and she refrained from certain behaviours because she was scared of the prospect of going
there. 

When  asked  what  punishment  they  thought  was  proportionate  to  lower  level  crimes,  such  as
shoplifting,  assault  and breaches,  which are  the most  common offences  for  young women,  the
answer was a monetary fine. However, on prompting, most admitted that they had been served
fines before and had not paid them. When asked about Community Payback Orders and Community
Service, the young women did not think they were particularly rehabilitative. They noted they did
not  learn  from it,  that  they  did  not  gain  anything  from it.   Indeed,  because  men and  women
complete community service jointly, one young woman identified that men on the team offer to do
all the work and encouraged her to do none. She even noted that she often smoked Cannabis while
on her community service. 

The group felt that the punishment someone gets was dependent on various factors, and could be
quite biased. They agreed that the severity of punishment was dependent on previous charges or
history of offending, yet some of the young women acknowledged that they were treated more
favorably than others might have been. It  was agreed that Criminal Justice responses should be
relevant to the needs of the young person, the support they have in place and their level of risk;
however they should not differ based on postcode lottery,  the Sheriff’s  temperament or a  girls
ability  to  scrub  up  well.  This  part  of  the  group  discussion  demonstrated  the  need  for  fairness
throughout the system, and also highlighted that there is no perfect solution to punishing young
people. Each young person needs a response which will target the trigger for the offending, one
young woman noted all she needed to stop offending was a supported detox, but she was secured,
and resultantly all she learnt was how to live in a locked room. Punishment needs to be part of a
holistic plan, and this is dependent on getting it right for society, as much as it is for the child. We
cannot change people in a vacuum. 

Transitions

Positive transitions are incredibly important. The group noted that accommodation was the most
important factor to have in place when initially moving on from prison, or care. Two noted that they
had been released from court with curfews, yet had nowhere they felt safe to stay, ‘I was obviously
going to get a breach’.  If we cannot provide young people with safe spaces to live and develop, we
cannot expect them to make safe choices. We need to uphold standards in provision for those who
have been looked after, having a generation of care leavers living in homeless accommodation will
not help us to meet the policy guidelines of GIRFEC, or Prevent or Reduce Offending. Of those in the
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group, one lived in a Children’s Unit, and three were technically homeless – living in hostels and sofa
surfing.

That is not to stay housing does not provide for young people. Some are given tenancies. However,
most are given them without any sense of understanding of the responsibility of having a home.
They are not adequately experienced to prosper with the opportunity. The young women struggle to
budget  without  support,  which means they cannot  afford electricity  or  gas,  and providing  food
packages is a weekly if not daily occurrence for services.  There are opportunities for services to
support young people develop these skills. Unfortunately, young people often give up before they
have the opportunity to access these because they simply cannot cope living by themselves, having
grown  up  in  the  care  environment,  always  surrounded  by  others.  These  are  huge  barriers  to
independent living and result in young people making poor decisions and picking up charges in order
to go back to environments, such as homeless hostels, in which they have constant company and do
not feel alone.  The new Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 will hopefully go some way
to ensuring that young people move on when they are ready and are fully prepared to make the
next step into adulthood. 

Conclusion 

It was clear from our discussions that the young women were not always aware of their rights as
looked after  children.  Putting  in  place education of  rights  and  advocates,  with  appropriate  and
proportionate system responses would support young people to avoid the pitfalls of the system. In
that, we need to ensure that young people are prepared to move on from care, they understand the
impact of moving between child and adult systems, and they are given time and opportunity to
mature and desist naturally from offending through building prosocial relationships and developing
positive self-identity, before they face Criminal Justice interventions. 
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