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“Why Do We Ask Them About Their Gender, If We Then Go on to Do Nothing 

with It?” 

Constructions of Masculinity in Youth Justice in England and Wales 

Eric Baumgartner 

 

Abstract: Boys and young men continue to make up 81 percent of the Youth Justice System 

(YJS) in England and Wales, yet dominant discourses on young people who have been identified 

as having offended largely neglect to examine the potential role of masculinity in offending and 

interventions. This article aims to fill the gap of research in this area by exploring the role 

masculinity may play as understood by practitioners. It concludes that practitioners closely link 

“localized forms of hegemonic masculinity” to offending behavior of boys and young men. 

Keywords: coping mechanisms, localized hegemonic, masculinity, youth offending 

 

Discourses on youth offending remain firmly placed within risk rhetoric, particularly in relation 

to the socioeconomic and familial background of young people, and are largely driven by 

political imperatives (Cunneen et al. 2017). However, Loraine Gelsthorpe and Gilly Sharpe 

(2006) highlight that a key feature of the criminal justice system is to regulate acceptable gender-

role behavior, and Mark Ashford and colleagues (1997) elaborated that criminal justice 

responses to girls include the sanctioning of perceived violations of normative gender role 

expectations. Issues in relation to girls’ “offending behavior and their perceived vulnerability 

continue to receive attention” (Fitzpatrick 2017), while the “construction of juvenile crime 

continues to neglect issues of masculinity” (Dominelli 2002: 156). If responses to youth 

offending aim to be appropriate to the needs of the young (gendered) people involved in youth 



 
 

crime (Fitzpatrick 2017), then considering issues around masculinity (and offending) is vital in 

dealing with male (youth) offending and effectively dealing with (young) men who have been 

identified as having offended.  

Supporting this overdue discussion around masculinity and crime is a raft of academic 

research and literature across the (UK-based) academy (Bowl 1987; Hobbs 1994; Johnstone 

2001; Winlow 2002), which essentially argues that “gender” is socially learned, enforced, and 

indeed policed when illegitimate practices occur (Butler 1990; Wittig 1992). This literature 

argues that gender is not innate, but a social construct (Berger and Luckmann 1991; Burr 2003). 

Masculinity is performed as a result of both culturally and socially conditioned “male 

socialization” and normative gender roles perceived as gender-appropriate in specific 

socioeconomic contexts. Simon Winlow (2002: 41) elaborates that “delinquent lower-class male 

activities . . . are not entirely divorced from wider male culture,” and Richard Collier (1998) 

stresses that dominant debates on masculinity and offending revolve around young men’s 

masculinity and their perceived dangerousness, whereby the bodies of young men are 

criminalized through signifiers of a particular kind of masculinity, white and working-class 

masculinity, building on notions of Raewyn Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Suzanne Hatty (2000) explains that aggression and violence 

come to be socially conditioned ideas, whereby males hold an entitlement to aggression, with a 

clear idea of legitimate forms of aggressive behavior, and concludes that violence and aggression 

shape a particular form of male identity and masculinity, which in turn is deeply embedded in 

many forms of violence. Indeed, this link between masculinity and crime has been established by 

a number of authors (Hobbs 1994; Messerschmidt 2012), who argue that here “doing crime” is 

“doing masculinity.” While outside the context of criminal behavior discussions on 



 
 

masculinity/ies have advanced enormously (De Bois 2015), and some authors have more closely 

considered the role culture plays in understanding masculinities beyond the Western and North 

American sphere (Cabrera 2017; Kulkarni and Jain 2018), boys and young men continue to 

dominate the YJS in England and Wales, yet the potential role of masculinity in offending and 

consequent intervention remains largely neglected. 

The lack of critical engagement with masculinity in the context of offending is 

particularly surprising, as much of the academic literature on masculinity and offending paints a 

rather essentialist (Fuss 1990) picture in relation to male offending, whereby male traits 

predominantly bear negative connotations (Collier 1998). In the YJS, offending behavior 

remains largely understood through the idea of risk (Haines and Case 2009) without explicit 

reference to gender, although the discourse of offending behavior relies on the idea that risk, 

which is presented as measurable through key factors,1 is linked to gender (Youth Justice Board 

2005, 2009). Explanations on risk and offending are central to dealing with and the assessment, 

through ASSET and ASSET Plus2 (Baker et al. 2011), of young people who have offended 

(Garside 2009), and perceptions of risk-taking behavior have been linked to notions of 

masculinity (Winlow 2002). 

This is particularly relevant to the discussions of masculinity and offending in relation to 

the assessment of a young person’s risk of offending and reoffending: while it highlights what 

David Farrington and Kate Painter have identified as “some gender differences” in risk factors 

for males and females (2004: 1), it underlines explicitly that boys are at a much higher risk of 

offending than girls. Implicitly, it connects some key points in the literature on masculinities and 

masculinity and offending. This summary of risk factors for offending clearly emphasize that 

boys are at much higher risk of offending and reoffending, made particularly poignant by stating 



 
 

that being female is a protective factor. Most importantly, given the links made here between the 

literature on masculinity and that of masculinity and offending as highlighted above, it seems 

surprising that very little explicit attention is paid to the role of gender, and in particular 

masculinity, in the wider context of the YJS and in the assessment of risk factors in the form of 

ASSET and ASSET Plus (Baker et al. 2011). 

Building on the links made in the literature between masculinity and offending, the research 

objectives of this study were: 

 

• To investigate, describe, and analyze the way in which Youth Offending Team (YOT) 

practitioners make sense of masculinities of the young men and boys with whom they 

work; 

• To consider, describe, and analyze what, if any, role criminal behavior plays in the way 

YOT practitioners understand the masculinities of the young men and boys with whom 

they work; 

• And to explore, describe, and analyze what, if any, relevance is given to issues of 

masculinities in relation to YOT practitioners’ work with young men and boys in the 

YJS. 

 

Research Methods 

The underpinning assumption in this research was that the ways in which Youth Offending Team 

(YOT) practitioners understand young men’s masculinity can be uncovered by the language 

practitioners use to describe and assess them as a result of their interactions with service users. If 

gender is a social construct (Butler 1990; Wittig 1992) embedded in wider social structures and 



 
 

practices (Bourdieu 2001), then social constructionism is a fitting methodology for this research. 

While the critique of gender definitions and their social construction are set in the context of this 

research as valuable in understanding the number of gender roles available to YOT practitioners’ 

(six male and six female practitioners between the ages of 25 and 60, three of whom self-

identified as belonging to an ethic minority) constructions of masculinities, the aim here is to 

uncover the specific ways in which YOT practitioners made sense of young men3 and their law-

breaking behavior by associating them, or not, with distinct forms of gendered behavior. Hence, 

it is vital to state that the methodology in this study is embedded in the framework of “contextual 

constructionism” (Best 2011: 342); the category “men,” as created by YOT practitioners, was 

adapted, and it was assumed that the YOT practitioners constructed the masculinities of those 

young men as a result of and as a map for their social interaction with them. Within those 

interactions, the performance of individual roles play a key part (Goffman 1990), and so does the 

“capital” the young men bring to this setting. Hence, Erving Goffman’s theory of symbolic 

interactionism and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) idea of “social capital” are used in the analysis of 

the data. This article does not question the validity or undermine the complexity of issues around 

the sex and gender debate. As Keith Pringle (1995) points out, social researchers, sociologists, 

and social workers are not isolated from social processes, and these classifications are 

understood in this research in the context of bodily practice and reactions to practices of people 

in this particular setting (Scourfield 2003), both young men and YOT practitioners, rather than 

isolated one-way processes. It is important to note here that the overall objective of this research 

was to make the construction of young men’s masculinities by YOT practitioners visible in order 

to inform youth justice practice and wider social work practice. It was this application to practice 

that lies at the heart of this research. 



 
 

The design of this research was based on a qualitative multimethod approach, as the use 

of multiple methods adds to the depth of the data (Robson 2002) and assists in overcoming the 

deficiencies of one single social research method (Mouton 2001). This translates into the use of 

documentary analysis (Quinn-Patton 2002) of ASSET documents and case diaries, 

semistructured interviews (Robson 2002) with 12 practitioners4 to aid in the contextualization of 

the data from the documentary analysis, and focus groups5 (at the beginning and the end of this 

research project) in order to both generate hypotheses and verify/explore (Krueger and Casey 

2000) the research findings. 

Critical case sampling (Quinn-Patton 2002) was used to identify the most data-rich cases 

in terms of either the severity of the offense and/or length of time of contact with the YJS and the 

consequent number of ASSET documents and case diary entries, and the YOT manager granted 

consent to access these files. As a result of this sampling strategy, 278 ASSET documents and 

over two thousand diary entries (based on 10 young men) were utilized in this research. A 

purposive sampling strategy (Bryman 2008) was used for practitioners participating in focus 

groups and interviews in order to guarantee representation from all hierarchical levels and roles 

at this particular YOT. This was seen as important, as the different professional backgrounds of 

practitioners and their different roles (and resulting varying forms of contact and contact time 

with young men) would potentially provide a diverse array of in-depth data. Individual 

practitioners were contacted by email and asked to reply only if they were interested and willing 

to participate in this research project. A meeting was then arranged to explain the research 

project and, if they were still willing, to arrange a suitable interview slot and focus group time. 

All participants gave their informed consent and were made fully aware that they could terminate 

the interview at any time if they felt uncomfortable (Quinn-Patton 2002). All data extracted from 



 
 

ASSET documents and case diaries were stored securely on an internal file on the computer 

system at this YOT and not taken off-site before it was anonymized and checked by the 

gatekeeper in order to maintain the confidentiality of sources and individuals (Youth Justice 

Board 2010). It was then stored as a password-protected file on the researcher’s computer and 

taken off-site for in-depth analysis. All interviews and the focus group were recorded digitally on 

two separate Dictaphones and stored similarly as a password-protected file on the researcher’s 

computer and transcribed on-site. Upon completion of the transcription and anonymization of the 

participants (Corti et al. 2000), these files were taken off-site for in-depth analysis. 

Overarching the analysis of the data was a grounded theory approach (Corbin and Strauss 

2008), and the triangulation of qualitative methods allowed the formation of themes across the 

data collected (Charmaz 2003) via storing data in NVivo, which allowed the creation of initial 

thematic categories and subsequent follow-up categories (Bazeley and Richards 2007). Barney 

Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) advocate that a grounded theory approach derives from pure 

data without prior theoretical knowledge, but “whether or not we do so explicitly, it seems that 

we are bound to import certain very basic assumptions into any form of social inquiry” (Smith 

1989: 56), and indeed research inquiries are always filtered through some prior academic 

knowledge (Gilgun 2014). As such, starting categories from a literature review were utilized for 

the initial data analysis: “masculinity,” “young people,” “gender,” and “offending.” These main 

categories were consequently validated through the analysis of the data and resulted in ten 

subcategories for “masculinity,” seven subcategories for “young people,” and five subcategories 

for “gender and offending,” each with numerous further subcategories, which were validated or 

altered as necessary through the data analysis (Charmaz 2003). Indeed, the process of constantly 

comparing categories was central to the data analysis in order to verify or falsify data until 



 
 

saturation, the point at which all data categories are saturated in the sense that further comparison 

could not produce any more data in any of the categories created, and did not result in any more 

categories being created (Glaser and Strauss 1967). 

Key findings were that practitioners clearly identified particular ways in which the young 

men with whom they worked “displayed masculinity,” which in turn were intrinsically linked to 

their offending behavior, particularly through expressing aggression and displaying violent 

behavior. 

 

Key Findings 

Displaying Masculinity and Absence of Vulnerability 

The dominant themes throughout the data revolved around aggression and violence of the young 

men with whom practitioners worked in this YOT. Despite the diverse backgrounds of 

practitioners (in terms of professional training, gender, and ethnicity) and their varying roles in 

their work with young people (in terms of frequency and type of contact), they associated the 

displays of aggression and violence with a distinct male display of the behavior of the young 

people with whom they work. This distinct “male display” (Goffman 2007) was associated with 

low impulse control (De Keseredy and Schwartz 2005), which was frequently associated with 

offending behavior: “Throughout this assessment, I have said that this is an impulse offence and 

a reaction to YP2’s6 own issues of dealing with his friend’s death” (ASSET YP2). Further, “YP6 

is impulsive, easily gives into pressure from others and has a poor control of his temper” 

(ASSET YP6). 

The gendered “occupational discourse” (Scourfield 2003: 31) created by categories 

within the ASSET document forms led the way in which practitioners made sense of young 



 
 

men’s offending behavior. Practitioners aligned the lack of control and overreaction to 

frustration with young men in their work, rather than with young women: 

 

The only feeling they show is, I am stressed, I am angry, I am going to smash them in the 

face! You can tell from the girls, the way they move and their body language . . . they 

will sit and talk for ages with staff and the lads will go “fucking pissed off,” they’ll hit a 

wall or something and then it will be all fixed . . . once they have done that, it seems to be 

all over. Once they’ve hit that door . . . that’s it dealt with. (M13)7 

 

The young men’s “set repertoire of responses” (Smith 2011: 197) were understood as distinctly 

gendered and formed part of the practitioners’ explanation of their coping strategy in conflict 

situations. Here aggression and confrontational behavior was understood as a part of a male 

coping mechanism (Adams and Coltrane 2005; Hatty 2000): 

 

I would say for offenders who are arrested you get a lot more people, a lot more males 

expressing their concerns through anger and violence, and a lot more females expressing 

their concerns through drink and drugs. (F19)8 

 

The majority of boys will put like brick walls around them, and one in particular, that I 

am seeing today, he won’t speak about it. He’s got lots of, he attempted suicide in the 

past, major issues with his mum, he has a really volatile relationship with his mum, but 

no matter how you try he won’t sit down and talk about his feelings and emotions . . . it 



 
 

comes back to the bravado thing. If you talk about feelings and emotions you are showing 

a weakness, and young men don’t like showing a weakness. (M6) 

 

In the majority of cases, this was seen as a reaction to specific conflict situations with young 

men’s mothers or girlfriends. While this understanding of distinct male behavior in response to 

conflict was very evident throughout the data, practitioners did not often relate it more widely to 

issues around masculinity directly, but rather linked it to issues around anger management. This 

gave the impression that such behavior was almost expected and, to an extent, accommodated in 

practice with young men: “YP9 describes behaviour towards his partner that is controlling and 

aggressive, and he admits that he has poor control of his temper and will damage property . . . 

YP9 needs to find ways of dealing with his feelings like hitting a pillow rather than a wall or a 

door rather than causing damage to himself or property” (ASSET YP9). 

The resistance/inability of young men to articulate their emotions was evident throughout 

the data and widely acknowledge by practitioners to be a barrier to working with them, and 

masculinity in and by itself was rarely challenged. However, practitioners did not explicitly see 

concepts of masculinity as directly relevant to their work with young men, but rather understood 

their work to be based on an individual’s needs, which were seen as separate from issues around 

masculinity (Scourfield 2003): 

 

It’s all about individual needs, you know, but I think the approach [to young women and 

young men] is the same. I mean obviously, you are addressing behaviours, you are 

addressing values, you are addressing attitudes, you are not addressing something that’s 

gender-fixed or something like that. So, you don’t go, like oh, I got a girl today, I get 



 
 

assessment tool B out . . . you are considering values and attitudes more than actually sort 

of gender, I think. (M12) 

 

Yet, there was evidence that gendered approaches were employed in dealing with these young 

men: 

 

I approach it differently; most males would approach it differently. I guess, it’s a harder 

approach, I think, a more direct approach . . . there is no way of getting away from that. I 

think my approach is masculine, a masculine approach to problem solving . . . I think you 

would have to be slightly more careful with the girls, just approach things a little more 

delicately, not as direct. (M7) 

 

This meant that wider issues around notions of masculinity and “male displays,” such as 

aggressive and violent behavior, went unchallenged and were often viewed as integral to male 

identity and affirmation of masculinity (Lui and Kaplan 2004), while little consideration was 

given to how to address the potential lack of alternative coping strategies outside of the 

masculinity frame of reference (De Keseredy and Schwartz 2005). Instead, practitioners 

understood alcohol as playing a key role in the display of aggression and violence in young men, 

and this became the key explanation for offending behavior: 

 

It is concerning that YP2 has been drinking so excessively, allowing himself to get 

caught up in what appears to be impulsive and mindless, alcohol-fueled behavior . . . my 

knowledge of YP2 leads me to the view that YP2’s drinking excessively is due to his 



 
 

inability to cope with problems . . . and this offence [assault] appears to have been 

impulsive in nature, triggered by YP2’s argument with his mother and also the 

consumption of alcohol. (ASSET YP2) 

 

Here the practitioner understood the excessive consumption of alcohol and the young man’s 

inability to cope with problems as triggers for the offense, without wider consideration of the 

role of masculinity in both the consumption of alcohol (Featherstone et al. 2007) and associated 

risk-taking behavior (Ruxton 2009). Alcohol became the dominant explanation for the offense, 

and was seen as separated from notions of masculinity: “I have assessed that YP3 has been going 

through an unsettled period of his life at the time . . . and that his way of dealing with stress has 

been the use of alcohol, which impacted on his ability to make an informed decision. I believe 

this offence is impulsive in nature and not pre-planned” (ASSET YP3).  

 The consumption of alcohol, binge drinking in particular, was clearly associated by a 

significant number of practitioners with “being a man.” One practitioner directly articulates this 

by setting the consumption of alcohol in the context of masculinity: “Like boys, you gotta drink, 

you know what I mean. You are not a man unless you drink, whereas I think you do get binge 

drinking with females and stuff like that, you do, and alcohol use with girls coming into the 

system is a problem” (M12). While drinking for girls was associated with their potential 

vulnerability, for boys this was seen as normative (and nonvulnerable) behavior. Indeed, 

reinforcing the display of masculinity was the conspicuous absence of vulnerability in the young 

men’s behavior and personal experiences. The consumption of alcohol was evidently seen as part 

of normative masculine behavior (Winlow 2002), specifically in the context of localized 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) with specific local characteristics 



 
 

(Ward et al. 2017), and the need to be seen as being “tough” in order to avoid victimization: “It’s 

a rough area, you know, very deprived area . . . It’s all about survival on these estates, council 

estates like that, you have to be tough, otherwise if you weren’t tough, you were victimized” 

(M4). 

Notions of vulnerability (NACRO 2011), either due to not displaying the accepted notion 

of localized hegemonic masculinity, or indeed their often extensive, traumatic experiences, of 

young men at this YOT were rarely captured in the data (particularly the ASSET documents). As 

one practitioner explains: 

 

But then what’s true is that the lads are equally as victimized, and victims as the girls, as 

anybody else, but how they interpret that and how other people might interpret that . . . 

can be different. We had lads through here . . . with an extraordinary level of abuse and 

you know terrible, terrible, terrible things, which they have kind of told us about . . . I 

don’t think we necessarily address it as an issue, the ASSET is not lined up for this. 

(M13) 

 

While some importance was given to the format of the ASSET itself and the lack of room in it to 

accommodate issues of vulnerability, there was also an acknowledgment by YOT practitioners 

that the young men are understood as less vulnerable: “I think they are pretty flexible with 

females. You know, they sort of protect them, you know, if they are females with males again is 

sort of oh, you are male, you can handle it. Females, I think, again it’s vulnerability . . . males are 

not seen as vulnerable” (M4). 



 
 

It became evident that the set occupational discourses around offending dominated the 

assessment of young people and the interpretation of their behavior, and emerging was a kind of 

complicity (Connell 2005b) between young men at this YOT and YOT practitioners, in that 

young men did not want to talk about their own experiences of violence and abuse, on the one 

hand, and practitioners implicitly accommodated the lack of articulation of these experiences by 

their own understanding of “men being able to handle it” (M12). In other words, the “staging” 

(Goffman 2007: 83) of this particular kind of masculinity was accommodated by YOT 

practitioners, and they became complicit in accommodating a particular kind of hegemonic 

masculinity (Connell 2005), which was linked to both toughness and associated male autonomy 

(Fineman 2010). Instead, young men were implicitly “straight-jacketed” (Pollack 2006) into a 

specific display of localized hegemonic masculinity within the specific occupational discourse of 

risk and offending and without room to explicitly consider notions of masculinity. 

 

Male Habitus and the Performance of Masculinity 

The displays of aggression and violence were not seen as separate incidents, but understood in 

the context of the young men’s histories and environments and constructed around the young 

men’s wider habitus (Bourdieu 1986), which practitioners clearly linked to their social class in 

their particular cultural and geographic context: 

 

I am a man, we do man things rurr . . . I have seen it when I have been out shopping. I is 

at the shop the other day and there is a young man, cap on, tracksuit, classic from a socio 

economic background that we work with. Saw another one, another lad, exactly the same, 



 
 

didn’t know each other . . . they both started squaring up and checking each other out and 

glancing at each other, a little bit higher, a little bit more proud. (M14) 

 

Hatty (2000) argues that young males at the lower end of the social hierarchy utilize in particular 

their gendered strategies. YOT practitioners understand the young men with whom they work in 

a similar way, and construct their practices around specific displays of masculinity. The young 

men’s practice of masculinity becomes identified as what Bourdieu would term their habitus and 

is associated with the inability to access other forms of cultural and social capital. Their behavior 

became the young person’s “masculine capital” (Bourdieu 2005), and YOT practitioners 

understood the young men to compensate for their inability to access other kinds of cultural and 

economic capital by employing their gendered strategies to achieve their aims (Hatty 2000). 

Masculine capital was further understood by YOT practitioners as not only describing the young 

men’s level of masculinity, but also as simultaneously the source and expression of their 

behavior. The routine practicing of localized, hegemonic masculinity therefore becomes the male 

habitus, which functions as behavioral and social currency (Bourdieu 2005) in young men’s 

interactions with other young men in the geographical location of the YOT,9 and this male 

habitus expressed itself in a specific form of “durable manner of standing, speaking and thereby 

of feeling and thinking” (Bourdieu 2005: 93–94). What has previously been identified as 

displays of masculinity forms an essential part of how YOT practitioners construct the young 

men’s male habitus. Thus, expressions of toughness, or displays of violent and aggressive 

behavior, were no longer understood as separate incidents, but seen as the expression of essential 

male practices. These practices were not situational and in reaction to frustration or utilized as a 

coping strategy, but rather permanent dispositions. Displaying aggression and violence are seen 



 
 

as embedded in the wider social culture and form part of the male habitus within the context of 

localized hegemonic masculinity in which “offending behavior” is normalized and legitimized as 

male behavior when “performing” masculinity. 

Not only was the expression of this localized hegemonic masculinity normalized, but it 

was closely monitored, and illegitimate performances of masculinity were sanctioned. As F18 

explains regarding one young man: “He decided that he didn’t want to dance anymore. He had 

auditioned, and he was a really fantastic dancer but then he was like ‘no, all my mates are going 

to laugh at us,’ and now he is trying to fit in with his peer group . . . and then he just went out 

and punched this other kid” (F18). In other words, illegitimate performances of masculinity 

resulted in sanctions (Harris 1995), and localized hegemonic masculinity was harvested and 

policed (Wittig 1992). Masculinity was to be proven again and again, and never a given (Smiler 

2013). Peers then became the reference group and policed specific practices of masculinity in the 

context of a hierarchy of masculinity: 

 

We have some very effeminate males, who in their peer group have been victimized, and 

therefore developed behaviours because of that, you know. It led them on to be the 

“clown” in that group or to be the “joker” and be the one that always has to do the 

running around and the one that does the stealing for them and takes it back to the main 

group . . . it’s kind of helping them understand that, that might be part of kind of gender 

or not their sexuality but their kind of masculinity or their femininity or whatever it is. 

(F19) 

 



 
 

This reference group then acted to maintain a “working consensus” (Goffman 1990: 97) around 

displays of male habitus such as bravado, kudos, and respect: “Males are quite the bravado in the 

group, they want to be the main person in the group . . . quite a lot of males, especially the ones 

who have been with us before or have been with us for a while. They are trying, you know, to 

humiliate staff and things like that” (F20). 

 Jenny Parkes and Ann Conolly (2013) discuss how the performance of tough masculinity 

acts as a vehicle to popularity for young males among their peers, and David Plummer (2001) 

emphasizes how the enactment of violent and aggressive masculinity functions as an affirmation 

of belonging to the group. YOT practitioners attributed similar importance to this behavior of 

young men, and talking about aggressive and violent behavior in front of their male peers was 

understood as the young men’s attempt to gain kudos and a reputation among his peers. It was 

not only the articulation of such behaviors of young men, but also the anticipated reaction of 

their reference group that was seen as vital in this interaction. This meant that YOT practitioners 

understood that the way a young man gains reputation and kudos among his male peers is 

through articulating and demonstrating idealized violent and aggressive behavior and conforming 

to a particular type of masculinity. 

However, emerging from all data sources was the understanding by the YOT 

practitioners of a clear difference in the young men’s behavior depending on whether they are in 

a group with their peers or on their own with YOT practitioners. YOT practitioners had an 

understanding of the young men’s front and back region behaviors (Goffman 1990), but the 

performance of masculinity to gain kudos and respect from the young persons’ peers dominated 

the way practitioners constructed the young men’s masculinity. Consequently, the performance 

of hegemonic and localized masculinity was treated “as symptomatic of the actor” (Goffman 



 
 

1990: 14). Goffman (1990) highlights how performances contain specific symbols, and the 

young men’s performances of masculinity were predominantly comprehended by YOT 

practitioners as enacting the symbols of being confident and tough in the young men’s wider 

practice of masculinity. Such symbols included the use of aggression and violence in order to 

gain kudos and the respect of peers and were seen as falling into what peers as a reference group 

understand as legitimate performances of masculinity, which in turn were closely linked to their 

offending behavior. 

 

Masculinity and Offending 

When directly asked about the offending behavior of young men, practitioners responded by 

contrasting this to the offending behavior of young women: “Definitely more acquisitive crime 

for the females, whereas the males certainly come through this system from our point of view, 

there’re more offences against a person like assault” (F17). Even when young women had 

engaged with this YOT because they had committed an assault or violent crime, the majority of 

YOT practitioners stressed that these offenses were a lot less serious than assault offenses 

committed by young men, and they were seen as less of a risk: “Of the two females that I’ve 

dealt with there is none of them sort of being risky, they’ve been like shoplifting offences. A few 

got assaults on their records, but when you look at the assaults, it hasn’t been a serious assault, 

just a push or a slap you know” (M4). 

 Practitioners strongly associated violent offending behavior by young women with their 

vulnerability, and violent offenses remained predominantly associated with young men. At the 

same time, the young men’s engagement in aggressive and violent offenses was interpreted by 

YOT practitioners as one of the main reasons for their offending and reoffending and remained 



 
 

central in explanations for the offending behavior of young men. Assault and criminal damage 

were understood to be the dominant offending behaviors young men engaged in, and this was 

explained by YOT practitioners as young men taking more risks in the type of offenses they 

committed than young women. This meant that aggression and violence were simultaneously 

essential to how practitioners constructed the young men’s masculinity and how they explained 

young men’s criminal behavior. Particularly offenses such as assault and criminal damage were 

seen as part of the young men’s masculinity: 

 

I think because, you know, expectations maybe of some young people or they feel that 

there is an expectation, especially linked to males, feel that crime is more acceptable. 

Often when we speak with the young men and try to get them to reflect on how it all 

started, they generally say that it started with grafting, smashing a window with a 

football, kind of just messing about with their friends. (F9) 

 

While this emphasizes how this YOT practitioner saw the way young men understood 

themselves, another practitioner explained how it was also vital to the practitioners’ construction 

of masculinity of the young men: “I think it’s because, you know, that subconscious horror, 

when a girl is sat in front of me, this isn’t what girls do. With males, you know, oh boys will be 

boys, you know social acceptance that boys are, well, rough and tumble; they are a bit more up 

for it” (M7). Thus, gaining kudos and a reputation among peers was fundamental to how YOT 

practitioners constructed the young men’s localized hegemonic masculinity. Christopher Mullins 

stresses how “the streets” themselves are highly gender-segregated and highlights the importance 

of “reputation” (2006: 21–22) in interactions between (young) men on “the streets.” Achieving 



 
 

kudos and a reputation was the most dominant theme in YOT practitioners’ explanation of the 

young men’s offending behavior in groups. 

Connell (2005) explains how masculinities are not only constructed in relation to women, 

but also in relation to men. YOT practitioners’ construction of masculinity relied heavily on the 

interaction between young men, rather than between young men and women. Although the 

performance of masculinity in family relations, for example, in mother-son relations, emerged as 

a theme from the data, interactions between young men were understood to be both the arena 

where masculinity was predominantly displayed and performed, and where criminal activity took 

place. 

In this interaction between young men and their (male) peers, the main features of YOT 

practitioners’ construction of masculinity were the key elements in YOT practitioners’ 

understanding of the young men’s aggressive and violent behavior resulting in criminal offenses. 

Fundamental to how practitioners understood this interaction is the young men’s focus on 

obtaining a reputation among their peers. A key strategy of the young men hoping to achieve this 

reputation was seen to be the role of their male habitus, whereby the idealization of impressions 

(Goffman 1990) of aggression and violence are understood to be essential to how young men 

present themselves. Mullins considers, using the example of street violence among men in the 

United States, the role violence plays in the interaction between males and how “the dialect of 

masculinity and violence” generates “situational role strain in the accomplishment of 

masculinity” (2006: 74), motivated by the desire to achieve a reputation. YOT practitioners 

understood violence between young men as central in their obtaining and sustaining localized 

hegemonic masculinity. Thus, the presence of the “potentiality of violence out of even the 

shallowest social interaction” (Mullins 2006: 74) was understood as the source of criminal 



 
 

behavior, whereby the display of aggression and violence served both to gain a reputation and to 

affirm the young men’s belonging to their peer group. This was expressed by one YOT 

practitioner: 

 

It’s kind of the males get more kudos with their social group when they commit offences, 

it makes them more of a man in their eyes and they become more accepted gender wise, 

[their] standing within their peer group. Then it becomes more of a status than really 

anything to do with making money from crime, because these kids are never going to be 

professional criminals . . . these kids are petty criminals who rarely commit offences . . . 

in isolation . . . more frequently as a group, they are influenced by their peer pressure to 

go and do something . . . to gain kudos, they like to be the main man on the estate. (M7) 

 

In essence, despite the diversity of YOT practitioners’ backgrounds and their different 

roles at this YOT, one particular way in which practitioners constructed masculinity (rather than 

masculinities) emerged. This was situated within the occupational discourse around risk, and 

implicitly masculinity, in the wider YJS as reflected in the way assessment tools such as ASSET 

and ASSET Plus were designed. This construction of masculinity was surprisingly homogeneous 

and did not accommodate much diversity in relation to the young men’s practices, while 

predominantly relying on negative connotations of masculinity. Masculinity was reduced to a set 

of very discrete male practices, whereby clear behavioral traits were associated with the way in 

which young men performed masculinity. Key elements in the practices that have been captured 

by the term “male habitus” were: the display of aggressive and violent behavior, low temper and 

impulse control, the inability to react to and deal with conflict situations other than with 



 
 

aggressive and violent behavior, the consumption of alcohol as both conflict resolution and proof 

of masculinity, and the avoidance of any display of weakness. 

Young men’s masculinity was closely linked to their social class and their (assumed) 

heterosexuality. Possible heterogeneity, deviations from this type of heterosexual masculinity, or 

indeed the interplay of different forms of masculinities were largely absent from the ways in 

which YOT practitioners constructed the masculinity of the young men with whom they worked. 

Indeed, YOT practitioners understood the young men as (consciously) performing masculinity 

along essentialist heterosexual male practices. 

These practices were seen as embedded in the wider local culture of “being a man,” what 

has been termed here “localized hegemonic masculinity.” They involved the attempts of young 

men, resulting from low self-esteem and in order to gain social status, to prove their masculinity 

in front of their peers. They are performed among peers, and monitored and consequently 

validated or condemned by peers in relation to how “manly” they were. Peer reference groups, as 

YOT practitioners identified them, were solely constituted of male individuals and played the 

central role in how masculinity was both learned and enacted. 

The picture was similar around discussions of how young men have obtained their 

masculinity from the social structure of the social housing area in which they lived. Wider 

structural elements were seen as determining the young men’s access to particular forms of 

localized hegemonic masculinity, and geographical location of the young men was 

acknowledged as key in the formation of their masculinity. 

Further, central elements in practitioners’ constructions of masculinity of the young men 

were very closely linked to how they explained the offending behavior of the young men. The 

dominant explanation for the offending behavior of the young men evolved around the young 



 
 

men’s performance of localized hegemonic masculinity, with key elements identified as drinking 

and fighting. Their offending behavior was often seen as (1) the result of conflict situations with 

mothers or girlfriends, the consumption of large quantities of alcohol as a coping mechanism, 

and consequent expression of aggressive and violent behavior due to low impulse and temper 

control, or (2) as a key means to prove masculinity in a show of bravado and an attempt to gain 

kudos, respect, and a reputation as “hard.” 

Its performance was seen as validated in peers as both the performance of localized 

hegemonic masculinity and the subsequent criminal behavior. Consequently, offending behavior 

of young men was explained by YOT practitioners through the young men’s performance of 

masculinity and wanting to gain respect and a reputation as well as their inability to react to 

frustration and conflict situations without engaging in violent and aggressive behavior. 

While YOT practitioners understood individual offending behavior as the result of the 

latter, offending behavior among other young males was closely linked to those peers as a 

reference group. The performance of masculinity using discrete male practices as described 

above thereby served to prove masculinity, and its aggressive and violent connotations resulted 

in offending behavior. The young men’s peer group was further understood to police such 

masculinity and sanction illegitimate practices of masculinity. Within this was no room for 

deviating from the performance of localized hegemonic masculinity, as this would not only be 

sanctioned but also open young men up to being vulnerable and victimized. 

 

Conclusion 

This article set out to fill the current gap in the research around the potential role of masculinity 

in the Youth Justice System in England and Wales. This small-scale study was concentrated in 



 
 

one part of the northeast of England, and the sample of young men was relatively homogenous. 

Further research is needed in terms of exploring the young men’s understanding of their own 

masculinity across a more diverse group of young men, and indeed to explore if the findings of 

this study are replicated across the wider landscape of the YJS. However, its results clearly 

demonstrate how YOT practitioners, implicitly and explicitly, highlight the role of masculinity in 

offending behavior. The ways in which YOT practitioners understand both the young men and 

their work with the young men is intrinsically linked to how practitioners construct their 

identities with heavy reliance on, mainly negative connotations of, masculinity. In turn, the 

young men’s offending behavior is directly explained by practitioners through those negative 

connotations of masculinity10 and what is understood as masculine behavior in the context of 

their wider local culture. This is learned, policed, and validated through their immediate peer 

environment.11 Hence, YOT practitioners’ work intrinsically accommodates such connotations of 

masculinity in the way they build rapport with the young men and their general approach in their 

practice, depending on the young person’s gender. However, practitioners at this YOT struggle 

to actively and appropriately address the needs associated with the young men’s masculinity 

(Dominelli 2002) due the Youth Justice Board’s lack of guidance on gender-specific needs and 

interventions. Since masculinity is understood by practitioners as central to their work, the 

implications of this study are that masculinity and issues related to both generally harmful 

(Ruxton 2009) and offending behavior need to be made visible at every stage of their work with 

young people. Rejecting or ignoring gender dimensions in their work with young people 

obstructs making it a relevant category in assessment and consequent successful intervention 

work with those young men. Masculinity needs to be directly integrated into assessment 

frameworks, both in terms of behavioral dimensions and the experiences of young men of their 



 
 

own masculinity and their offending behavior, for any intervention to meet the needs of young 

men and be meaningful in intervention practices. The results of this research presents a fertile 

starting point for informing a more gendered approach in preventions and interventions in youth 

justice practice (Dominelli 2002). 
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Notes 

1. These include: criminal history, care history, living arrangements, family and personal 

relationships, education, training and employment, neighborhood, lifestyle, substance use, 

physical, emotional and mental health, perception of self and others, thinking and behavior, 

attitudes to offending, and motivation to change in assessment in youth justice. 

2. Both the original ASSET and the evolved ASSET Plus are mandatory assessment tools 

prescribed through the Youth Justice Board’s guidance. This means that every child and young 

person entering or re-entering the YJS is accessed through these standardized tools, irrespective 

of their offense. 

3. These young men were between the ages of 14 and 19 years old, all from a small town in the 

northeast of England, and all identified as “white British.” Nine out of the 10 came into contact 

with YOT services between the ages of 12 and 14 for mainly “minor offences.” The remaining 

young man had his first contact with the YOT at 17. All young men were from low-income 

                                                        



 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
backgrounds, living with mostly one parent, but three of the young men with one parent and a 

stepparent, and had not engaged in any post-19 education. 

4. This group consisted of five men and seven women between the ages of 25 and 57 with three 

of the participants being from an ethnic minority background.  

5. The focus groups consisted of practitioners who had not taken part in interviews. Both focus 

groups consisted of three male and three female practitioners, four of which self-identified as 

being from an ethnic minority background. 

6. YP = young person. 

7. M = male practitioner. 

8. F = female practitioner. 

9. North East England 

10. For example, the display of aggressive and violent behavior, low temper and impulse control, 

the inability to deal with conflict situations other than with aggressive and violent behavior, and 

the avoidance of any display of weakness. 

11. By attempts of the young men to perform their masculinity as localized masculinity and 

prove their masculinity in order to gain status and kudos, socially learned from their fathers and 

validated by peers and families. 


