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TIME FOR CHANGE

ADVOCACY AND EMPOWERMENT FOR SCOTLAND’S HIGH RISK YOUNG WOMEN
Gail Wilson
WE WILL NOT make substantial progress in improving the welfare of
vulnerable and high risk young women in Scotland if we do not broach national
issues. Public Social Partnerships (PSPs) are but changing arms in a fight against
systemic negligence and disadvantage. Scotland needs to be bold enough to set in
motion an overhaul of our socio-economic system, instead of somewhat ducking
under the limited cover of the voluntary umbrella. Nonetheless, the establishment
of the PSPs have provided us with an opportunity and a platform for co-operation
and transformative agenda setting, so, instead of reinventing the wheel, why not
drive forward real change?
Up-2-Us is a charity which is dedicated to helping vulnerable young people
with their safe passage from childhood to young adulthood and beyond. Its Time
for Change (TfC) project provides gender and age informed, relationship based
support to 15-21 year old young women. The remit is: to prevent secure placement
and custody of young women, supporting them in transition from incarceration
to pro-social inclusion in the community, and supporting young women to
successfully engage in a positive and person-centered life plan. Up-2-Us has a
national agenda to advocate for this group of girls, who are in a developmental
and transitional phase, with additional support needs to establish non-offender
identities. The project’s aims complement national priorities of reducing
reoffending and preventing offending by young people.

TfC was developed to provide support to a
population group whose needs are too often
packaged up as those of either ‘youth’ or ‘women’,
neither of which allows for the appreciation of the
complex problems of ‘young women’ themselves
TfC employs three full time and three part time project workers, who attend
prison and travel the distance of 11 local authorities in the West of Scotland.
What makes it distinct as a project is that it runs 24 hours every day of the week.
As a result, it fills a lot of the gaps in service provision of other organisations and
are able to respond to crises in real time. TfC supports each young woman in a
flexible and needs orientated manner: contact can range from a phone call every
couple of weeks to one-on-one contact seven days a week. The project receives
self-referrals, generally from young women in prison, and referrals from social
workers and secure accommodation. Since the launch of the project in 2010, it
has supported 210 young women. In 2013 alone, it supported 69 young women in
custody and 52 in the community, of which 17 overlapped services.
TfC was developed to provide support to a population group whose needs
are too often packaged up as those of either ‘youth’ or ‘women’, neither of
which allows for the appreciation of the complex problems of ‘young women’
themselves. The project provides focused intervention work on offending,
social and health welfare, supports engagement in employment and education
opportunities, and advocates for the service users in court, with housing
associations, probation workers and social services. As a result, TfC acts as a
28

catalyst, motivating service users to
think for themselves, to feel confident,
and to engage in activities to further
themselves. As one young women noted,
“they don’t tell you what to do, they just
help”.
There is still a lack of congruity
between what is known from social
welfare research, and policy, often
simply because of a lack of resources.
However, if they survive the austerity
cuts, the informed recommendations of
the Angiolini Commission on Women
Offenders (2012) could influence decisive
change to how young women are viewed
and treated in the justice system, for
instance, in the transfer of young women,
from remand and short sentence to
supported accommodation. In essence
what this alternative method of justice
could aspire to, is to provide a standard
of living, security and routine, which
many young women have never had.
Is it affordable? The real question is
can we afford not to try? In 2012 there
were 33,000 sixteen to nineteen year olds
not in employment, education or training
(Scottish Government, 2012). The cost of a
year of incarceration in a young offenders
institution is on average £31,926, however
this does not include the costs for
attending court, escorts, capital charges
or incurred costs (SPS, 2013). The average
daily population of young women in
Young Offenders Institutions between
2012 and 2013 was forty-three (SPS,
2013). The average length of sentence for
Time for Change service users in a YOI
was six months, however, at least 30%
(figures are likely to be significantly under
representative) were repeat offenders,
and thus in their re-cycling through the
system, are incurring additional costs in
police and court time. In many cases, our
experience is that the risk posed by the
young women is up-tariffed, resulting
in, at times, an overlooking of their
emotional and mental wellbeing.
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Time for Change has worked with 18 young women long term (over two years).
Our analysis of this work shows that these young women are statistically significantly
more likely to have self-control, to think through their actions before committing to
them, less likely to underachieve educationally, are less negatively viewed by others
in their communities, and are less likely to be victimised in their community, than
those supported for less than a year. These outcomes demonstrate the benefit of
long term, consistent and open-ended, relationship based commitment to young
women. TfC knows that the transitional bridge to safe and content young adulthood
can be weak, and accepts that setbacks can often occur. The project workers strive
to understand the complexities of each young person and support them to build
up resilience, social assertiveness, and self-respect over time. For many, it is the
genuineness and consistency of the relationship between themselves and their
project worker which appears to be the most effective factor in changing how they
think about their lives. Referring to some words of service users; ‘just that she’s there’,
‘I can phone whenever I need her’, ‘it’s someone I can talk to when I don’t want to
talk to anyone else’, ‘I can have a bad day, see my worker and then be happy’.
If we look at the bigger picture, at least 77% of TfC service users have been
looked after away from home and 48% have experienced homelessness. Linked to
this, TfC often fights to keep young women on supervision orders as they get older,
yet the assessment of local authorities often results in premature termination. It is
noted that 57% of the young women Time for Change interacted with had been on
a supervision requirement prior to their imprisonment. From the limited information
we were able to attain, half were terminated at 16 years of age, although the range
spanned from 14 to 18 years. 36% of young women were first processed into prison
the year in which their supervision requirement was terminated. It could be said
that a culture of money is ruling our welfare system, rather than a culture of care.
Ironically, locking up these young women actually appears to be creating a barrier
between them and the factors which correlate to desistance, such as finding a job,
safe accommodation or a stable partner (Barry, 2007).
The cuts to the welfare budget have been denounced by many. O’Grady (TUC
Poll, 2013) put it quite simply, “you should not conduct policy, particularly when it
hits some of the most vulnerable people in society, on the basis of prejudice and
ignorance”. Up-2-Us is a charity, which hopes to challenge the hardened public
view of our service users and pledges to inform and motivate others to listen
to their stories, rather than judge them for their lifestyles. Amid the maintained
demonisation of young women in the social media, the band aid of new mentoring
services, and political posturing about the welfare cuts, it is clear that enough
has been said, and that it is ‘time for change’. Up-2-Us will continue to add to the
growing collection of research promoting strength based approaches to supporting
high risk young women. There is an opportunity to put weight behind the research
coming out of our universities and the third sector, to prevent future generations of
young women becoming trapped in the revolving door of imprisonment, at risk of
institutionalisation. As progress for equality is made at Holyrood, Up-2-Us will be on
the front line, raising the profile of the vulnerable and high risk young women who
face severe and multiple disadvantage.
Barry, M. (2007). The transitional pathways of young female offenders: Towards a non-offending
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Devon: Willan Publishing.
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Gail Wilson is information and policy officer for Up-2-Us, East Kilbride.
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