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Introduction

Knife carrying—the act of carrying a blade or sharp instru-
ment in public (U.K. Parliament, 1953, 1988)—is increas-
ingly prevalent in British society. While this review focuses 
on knife carrying, official statistics use various terms. In 
2018, U.K. knife crime reached a 9-year high (Office for 
National Statistics, 2019). By 2006, 6% of 10- to 19-year 
olds identified as gang members, making them three times 
more likely to carry knives than non-gang peers (Sharp et al., 
2006). By 2009, hospitals saw a surge in youth (aged 16 and 
under) admitted for stab wounds (Centre for Social Justice, 
2009). By March 2018, 285 homicides involved knives or 
sharp objects (Office for National Statistics, 2018). While 
improved crime recording explains some of this rise (HM 
Government, 2018), many cases go undetected, suggesting 
knife carrying is more widespread than reported.

Recent data show knife crime in the United Kingdom dis-
proportionately affects young people, with victims and per-
petrators typically aged 12 to 15 (Crime Survey for England 
and Wales; Office for National Statistics, 2015). Knives 
often facilitate other crimes, including robberies (Kershaw 
et al., 2008) and sexual offenses (Woodworth et  al., 2013) 
and are central to gang-related violence. Government reports 
link gang activity to a 36% rise in knife crime (HM 
Government, 2018), which is associated with increased child 

murders (Kirchmaier & Villa Llera, 2018). Understanding 
knife carrying, therefore, requires examining its broader con-
texts, particularly among youth and gangs.

While often associated with males, females also engage in 
knife carrying, although at lower rates. Until recently, female 
delinquency has been overlooked and often neglected. 
However, girls have always been involved in violence and 
delinquency (Schwartz & Steffensmeier, 2012). Browne 
et al.’s (2022) review found that females primarily use knives 
in domestic settings, whereas males use them in community 
settings. In the United States, violent crime arrests for girls 
rose 87% between 1980 and 2005 (Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, 2006). In the United Kingdom, London 
Metropolitan Police recorded a 52% rise in female-perpe-
trated knife offenses from 2013 to 2018, totaling 916 offenses 
in 2018. Given their involvement in knife-related crimes, 
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research must be expanded to include girls and young 
women. This review aims to address the following research 
questions:

1.	 What is the prevalence of knife carrying by women 
and girls?

2.	 What are the situational/contextual factors that facili-
tate knife carrying among women and girls?

3.	 What are the psychological factors associated with 
knife carrying among women and girls?

Brief Note on Terminology

Research specifically examining girls involved in knife carry-
ing is limited, and numerous studies have explored the 
broader context of weapon carrying, which encompasses the 
act of carrying knives as well as various other types of weap-
ons (e.g., firearms, mace, etc.). Given this varied terminology, 
we have opted to use the term knife carrying, as defined 
above. Wherever possible, we use this term throughout for 
consistency, except when reporting specific research that uses 
another term in a way that deviates from this definition.

Methods

Eligibility Criteria

Following Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Liberati et  al., 
2009), the PICO framework (Schardt et  al., 2007) guided 
inclusion criteria. Studies were included if they examined 
women’s and girls’ involvement in knife crime, either 
through all-female samples or mixed-gender samples with 
relevant findings. British Crime Survey data have estab-
lished the ages of victims and perpetrators of violent assault 
to be 12 to 15 years old; however, research on female gang 
membership spans adolescence to adulthood (Choak, 2018; 
J. Miller & Brunson, 2000; Nurge, 2003; Shaw & Skywalker, 
2017; Vigil, 2008). Thus, we used the same age range (ado-
lescence to adulthood) as an inclusion criterion.

To ensure that outcomes reflect differences between those 
who carry knives and those who do not, we included studies 
on delinquent, nondelinquent, at-risk, and general popula-
tions across clinical, community, school, and forensic set-
tings. Relevant studies examined female knife offending, 
motivations for knife carrying, and social/psychological fac-
tors associated with knife carrying. We included quantitative, 
qualitative, and mixed-method studies published in English 
from 2000 onward, as knife crime and knife culture emerged 
in British crime discourse at this time (Williams, 2023). This 
time frame ensures that the findings reflect current psycho-
logical and contextual influences on girls’ knife carrying. 
Studies with varying sample sizes were considered to cap-
ture diverse evidence.

Search Strategy

The following electronic databases were searched in February 
2022: PsycINFO, PsycArticles, Criminal Justice Abstracts, 
Wiley, Web of Science, ProQuest, and Academic Search 
Complete. Search terms fell into two categories: person char-
acteristics (e.g., gender, delinquency, youth) and behavior 
characteristics (e.g., weapon carrying, knife crime, violence). 
The final dataset included 33 studies across various regions 
and methodologies. Figure 1 outlines the search process from 
paper identification to inclusion in the narrative synthesis

Data Extraction

Research papers were screened by title and abstract, then fur-
ther assessed based on study outcomes. Full texts of eligible 
studies were reviewed by the primary author and evaluated 
using Kmet et al.’s (2004) quality criteria (Tables 1 and 2). 
Extracted data included author(s), publication date, study 
location, aims, design/measures, sample details, comparison 
group characteristics (e.g., gang vs. non-gang members), and 
study outcomes (Tables 3–5).

Results

Description of Studies

The review synthesized findings from 33 studies—21 quan-
titative (primarily cross-sectional), 13 qualitative, and 1 
mixed-method study. Samples included both all-female 
(n = 13) and mixed-gender (n = 20) groups from the United 
States (n = 22), United Kingdom (n = 8), and other countries.

Key Findings

What is the Prevalence of Knife carrying by 
Women and Girls?

Most research reviewed for this section focused on weapon 
carrying as a broader term encompassing knife carrying as 
well as various other types of weapons. Following the appro-
priate screening process, a total of nine studies reported a 
prevalence rate of knife carrying by women. What follows is 
a brief overview of evidence, which estimates the prevalence 
of knife carrying among women.

Knife carrying may not always result in a violent offense, 
which means that prevalence trends of the increase in such 
behavior might not be representative. A content analysis of 
U.K. online news portals reported the total number of per-
petrators involved in knife crime from January 2011 to 
December 2021. For this study, the term “knife crime” was 
defined as using a knife in the commission of a crime. Of 
the 879 participants, just 6.4% (n = 56) were females 
(Vinnakota et al., 2022). The percentage of female involve-
ment in knife crime, while relatively low, is noteworthy as 
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Figure 1.  Search process of systematic review adapted from the PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009).
Note. PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses.
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it represents a portion of girls engaging in such criminal 
behavior.

Another U.K. study with 344 participants reported high 
rates of general violent offending (e.g., used a weapon on 
someone, threatened someone with a weapon) among women 
(50%–78.3%) (Thornton et al., 2012). However, it is impor-
tant to note that the study’s sample size was relatively small. 
Watkins and Melde (2018) found that while non-gang girls 
reported weapon use at 4% (wave 1) and 2% (wave 2), gang 
girls reported rates of 25% to 29%. For risky weapon carry-
ing, the prevalence rate for non-gang girls was at 5% (wave 
1) and 3% (wave 2) and 29% (wave 1) and 25% (wave 2) for 
gang girls (Watkins & Melde, 2018). These findings demon-
strate that females are engaging in knife carrying behavior, 
and it is evident that contextual factors, such as gang mem-
bership, have a significant influence.

A French study (n = 12,706) showed that only 0.9% of 
participants indicated that they carried a weapon in the last 
12 months. Of the total sample (n = 12,706), only 0.3% of 
females indicated they had carried a weapon in the last 
12 months compared to 1.6% of males (Bègue et al., 2016). 
Haynie et al. (2007) observed 3.5% of females’ involvement 
in serious violence (e.g., robbery, pulling a knife/gun on 
someone, shooting/stabbing someone) in wave 2.

In Haynie et al.’ s (2007) study, using a weapon/knife to 
get something from someone (e.g., robbery), pulling a knife/
gun on someone, or shooting/stabbing someone was mea-
sured by wave 2 in-home survey. Among a sample of 14,044 

adolescents, 7% reported engaging in one or more of these 
acts (4% involved in one act and 3% involved in more than 
one act) (Haynie et al., 2007). Descriptive statistics revealed 
females to be less involved in serious violent acts when com-
pared to male respondents (Haynie et  al., 2007). Overall, 
only 3.5% of females reported involvement in serious vio-
lence (e.g., robbery, pulling a knife/gun on someone, shoot-
ing/stabbing someone) in wave 2 (Haynie et al., 2007).

A U.K.-based study conducted by Young (2009) inter-
viewed 49 young people at risk of offending or who had 
already offended. Within this sample were 25 young women 
identified by youth offending team managers as having been 
involved in group offending. Of this, two women admitted to 
having engaged in knife carrying (Young, 2009). Additionally, 
knife carrying was identified as being associated with young 
men more (Young, 2009). In another U.K. study, 10% of 
females reported involvement in knife carrying (e.g., carry-
ing a “bladed” weapon) (Barlas & Egan, 2006). Moreover, 
3% of 59 females reported using a weapon to threaten and 
3% reported using a weapon to injure (Barlas & Egan, 2006). 
Like the findings of other studies (Bègue et al., 2016; Haynie 
et  al., 2007; Young, 2009) males were significantly more 
likely to carry weapons than females (Barlas & Egan, 2006).

Other school-based studies (Aspy et al., 2004; Erickson 
et  al., 2006; Kodjo et  al., 2003; Mundt et  al., 2017; Vıgıl, 
2016; Wallace, 2017) further confirmed lower female rates—
with some geographic variations noted (Erickson et  al., 
2006). While Wallace (2017) did not provide an 

Table 1.  Quality Assessment for All Included Quantitative Studies as Adapted from Kmet et al. (2004).

Author 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
Total 
Sum

Total 
possible 

Sum
Summary 
Score (%)

Alleyne and Pritchard (2016) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 22 22 100
Aspy et al. (2004) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 18 22 81.82
Auyong et al. (2018) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 0 1 2 2 2 2 19 22 86.36
Barlas and Egan (2006) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 20 22 90.91
Bègue et al. (2016) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 22 22 100
Cotter and Smokowski (2017) 2 1 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 20 22 90.91
Erickson et al. (2006) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 1 0 0 2 2 15 22 68.18
Haynie et al. (2007) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 20 22 90.91
Kerres and Demaray (2003) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 20 22 90.91
Kodjo et al. (2003) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 1 2 0 2 2 2 19 22 86.36
McVie (2010) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 20 22 86.36
Mundt et al. (2017) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 22 22 100
Peterson et al. (2018) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 20 22 90.91
Peterson et al. (2001) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 18 22 81.82
St. Cyr and Decker (2003) 2 1 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 0 2 0 0 2 1 2 14 22 63.64
Thornton et al. (2012) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 20 22 90.91
Timchenko et al. (2020) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 1 2 2 0 2 2 19 22 86.36
Wallace (2017) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 22 22 100
Walker-Barnes and Mason (2001) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 18 22 81.82
Watkins and Melde (2018) 2 2 1 2 N/A N/A N/A 0 2 1 0 2 2 2 16 22 72.73
Wilcox et al. (2006) 2 2 2 2 N/A N/A N/A 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 20 22 90.91
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exact percentage, the study noted that weapon use was more 
common among males. Mundt et  al. (2017) reported that 
26.2% of girls (11 out of a sample of 10,482, where 54% 
were female) carried a weapon such as a knife, gun, or club, 
with girls overall showing significantly less involvement 
than boys. Erickson et al. (2006) found that knife carrying 
was the most frequently reported form of weapon carrying, 
with about 25% of girls doing so overall; however, this var-
ied by location. In Toronto, 52% of 510 females reported 
knife carrying, and school-based weapon carrying rates 
ranged from 31.6% in Toronto to 12% in Montreal, with 
Philadelphia reporting that 25% of girls always or often car-
ried a weapon, compared to 5.4% in Montreal and 13.3% in 
Amsterdam. Kodjo et al. (2003) further confirmed that males 
were significantly more likely than females to carry weap-
ons, while Aspy et al. (2004) found that female youth were 
more likely to report not carrying any weapon. Overall, prev-
alence rates vary widely, with lower rates under certain con-
ditions (e.g., larger sample sizes) and higher rates under 
other conditions, notably those studies with high-risk and 
offending samples. In sum, we can conclude that the most 
rigorous studies combined indicate prevalence rates of 
female knife carrying ranging from less than 1% to as high as 
52%. Nevertheless, further research is needed to unravel the 
complex interplay between the situational contexts and psy-
chological drivers that underpin knife carrying.

What are the Situational/Contextual Factors 
That Facilitate Knife carrying among Women and 
Girls?

Knife carrying is strongly linked to serious group-related 
offending and often emerges in youths with prior victimiza-
tion, with many citing self-protection as a motive (Young, 
2009). Knife carrying is embedded in a risky lifestyle, 

including violent and nonviolent offending and associating 
with delinquent peer groups. To grasp an understanding of 
the contexts knife carrying occurs, key elements to consider 
include peer group associations, gang involvement, and self-
protection. In the following section, a cumulative total of 25 
studies presents an overview of situational/contextual factors 
that may facilitate knife carrying.

Much of the research available is based on male percep-
tions of females holding/carrying weapons for male gang 
counterparts, with a small amount of work using exclusively 
female samples. Although traditional roles in gangs have cast 
females as subordinate (J. Miller & Brunson, 2000; Kolb & 
Palys, 2016; Shaw & Skywalker, 2017), recent research 
shows increasing female participation in violent crime. For 
example, U.S. longitudinal data observed that females were 
more involved in criminal activities attributable to gang 
membership when compared to males (Watkins & Melde, 
2018), and U.K. studies have found that gang-involved girls 
commit more crime than those not in gangs (Alleyne & 
Pritchard, 2016; Auyong et al., 2018). Qualitative accounts 
suggest that some females may even exhibit violence compa-
rable to or exceeding that of males as a means to prove them-
selves (Choak, 2018).

The above findings suggest that association with delin-
quent peers links to higher levels of delinquency and offend-
ing among those females involved with either male-majority 
or mixed-peer groups (Haynie et  al., 2007; J. Miller & 
Brunson, 2000; Peterson et al., 2001, 2018). Cross-sectional 
design (Peterson et al., 2001, 2018) as well as longitudinal 
work (Haynie et al., 2007) in the United States identified sig-
nificant differences in gender composition within gangs and 
peer groups and delinquency/offending. Findings from 
Peterson et  al. (2001) revealed that girls in all-female and 
majority-female gangs had the lowest rates of delinquency 
(e.g., stealing, carrying weapons, committing robberies, 

Table 2.  Quality Assessment for All Included Qualitative Studies as Adapted from Kmet et al. (2004).

Author 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Total 
Sum

Total 
Possible 

Sum

Summary 
Score 
(%)

Choak (2018) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 20 100
Galbavy (2003) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 0 16 20 80
Kolb and Palys (2016) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 0 16 20 80
Hunt and Joe-Laidler (2001) 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 0 2 0 15 20 75
J. Miller and Brunson (2000) 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 0 2 2 17 20 85
S. Miller et al. (2012) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 20 100
Nurge (2003) 2 1 2 0 2 2 0 0 2 0 11 20 55
Owens et al. (2000) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 18 20 90
Shaw and Skywalker (2017) 2 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 7 20 35
Vigil (2008) 1 2 2 1 0 2 2 0 2 0 12 20 60
Vinnakota et al. (2022) 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 1 17 20 85
Walker-Barnes and Mason (2001) 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 20 20 100
Young (2009) 2 2 2 0 1 2 1 0 2 0 12 20 60
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attacking others, shooting at someone), meanwhile, girls in 
mixed-gender gangs had higher rates of delinquency. While 
this study focused on a young sample (ages 13–15), another 
U.S. study utilizing an older sample maintained similar pat-
terns in terms of the impact of sex structure on males’ and 
females’ experiences within the gang (J. Miller & Brunson, 
2000), suggesting that gender composition influences expe-
riences even in adult female members. Multivariate analysis 
revealed that among females, exposure to opposite-sex 
friends increased their involvement in serious violence 
(Haynie et al., 2007). More recent work conducted within-
sex analyses and found that the level of delinquency among 
females varied depending on the gender composition of their 
gangs. Specifically, females within male-majority gangs 
exhibited the highest levels of delinquency, followed by 
females in sex-balanced gangs, with females in all-female 
gangs exhibiting the lowest levels of delinquency (Peterson 
et  al., 2018). Interestingly, research by Timchenko et  al. 
(2020) found that although gang membership among females 

is associated with violent behavior (e.g., whether participants 
had pulled a knife/gun on someone, whether they had stabbed 
someone, how many times they had used a weapon to attain 
something, and how often they had used a weapon in a fight) 
the effect sizes are small, suggesting that the strength of this 
link remains open to interpretation.

S. Miller et  al.’s (2012) U.S.-based qualitative work 
revealed contradictory findings in which delinquent girls did 
not engage in delinquency with male peers. However, the 
small sample size (n = 8) may limit its generalizability. S. 
Miller et al.’s (2012) qualitative work investigated the spe-
cific context of female delinquency when surrounded by 
male peers, and the findings may reflect those that may be 
unique and atypical to those participants. The qualitative 
approach of S. Miller et al. (2012) identified several situa-
tional factors that were overlooked in quantitative work. 
That is, girls’ relationships—particularly feelings of distrust 
toward same-gender peers, the appeal of non-romantic 
friendships with older males, and the challenges present in 

Table 4.  Summary of Findings.

Key Themes Findings

Prevalence of knife carrying Female knife carrying is less prevalent than male knife carrying, but it is still occurring. Prevalence rates 
are between <1% (Begue et al., 2016) and 52% (Erickson et al., 2006). Research largely focuses on 
weapon carrying broadly, therefore, female knife carrying is overlooked as a distinct behavior.

Situational/contextual factors Knife carrying among females is linked to gang affiliation (Haynie et al., 2007; Miller & Brunson, 2000; 
Peterson et al., 2001, 2018), peer influences (Barlas & Egan, 2006; Cotter & Smokowski, 2017; Mundt 
et al., 2017; Wallace, 2017), and self-protection motives (Begue et al., 2016; Erickson et al., 2006; 
McVie, 2010; Wilcox et al., 2006; Young, 2009). However, self-protection as a direct cause remains 
inconclusive due to cross-sectional design limitations.

Psychological factors Status, respect, and fear (Choak, 2018; Kolb & Palys; 2016; Laidler & Hunt, 2001; Miller & 
Brunson,2000; Walker-Barnes et al., 2001) are key motivators. Females in male-majority or mixed-
gender peer groups often engage in knife carrying to gain social capital (Haynie et al., 2007; Miller & 
Brunson, 2000; Peterson et al., 2001, 2018).

Table 5.  Implications for Practice, Policy and Research.

Implication Type Recommendations

Practice Female-specific prevention and intervention strategies are needed. Given the role of peer groups and gang 
involvement, policies should incorporate community-based intervention programs that engage at-risk girls in 
mentorship, education, and employment opportunities.

Policy Most policies addressing youth violence are male-focused. There is a need for female-specific policies that 
acknowledge the distinct social, psychological, and situational factors contributing to knife carrying among women 
and girls.

Research shows that suspension is linked to weapon carrying among females (Kodjo et al., 2003). Schools should 
implement restorative justice practices and intervention programs rather than punitive measures that may push 
at-risk girls further toward criminal behavior.

Research Future studies should explore non-offending females who carry knives, and more U.K.-based research is needed to 
contextualize findings beyond the U.S. perspective. Additionally, conflicting findings with regard to race suggest 
that it could play a factor in influencing knife carrying among females. Future research should investigate how race 
may shape motivations for knife carrying.

The neighborhood safety concerns found among African American females (Kodjo et al., 2003) suggest that some 
racial/ethnic groups may be more likely to carry weapons in response to perceived environmental threats. Future 
studies should explore how perceptions of safety, policing, and community violence exposure contribute to knife 
carrying behavior.
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romantic relationships—shaped their experiences of delin-
quency by influencing who they spent time with, the envi-
ronments they felt safe in, and the kinds of behaviors they 
engaged in to maintain or protect those relationships. For 
example, some girls described shoplifting or skipping school 
with peers as a way to bond, while others maintained ties 
with older male groups for protection and emotional support, 
even if it meant being exposed to risky settings or behaviors. 
The study also brought attention to the complex balance 
between personal agency and peer influences, something that 
quantitative studies missed. For many of the girls, delinquent 
behavior was not only just about risk, but also offered a sense 
of fun, belonging, or safety. These insights are especially 
valuable for shaping future qualitative work focused on rela-
tional dynamics and developing more nuanced quantitative 
measures that reflect how young women experience and 
explain their behavior. Additionally, participants in quantita-
tive surveys may be susceptible to social desirability bias. 
The findings posit valuable insights that may not be repre-
sentative of the broader trends found in the quantitative  
studies. However, further examination of gang and non-
gang-involved women is necessary to grasp a better under-
standing of whether gang membership is associated with 
weapon carrying.

Findings on peer dynamics are mixed. While Cotter and 
Smokowski (2017) and Wallace (2017) reported that gang 
members using weapons felt more socially connected, other 
studies found that less popular girls—with fewer friends and 
less social support—were more likely to carry weapons, pos-
sibly to offset feelings of isolation or vulnerability (Kerres & 
Demaray, 2003; Mundt et al., 2017).

Findings from Wallace (2017) suggest that gang members 
who used weapons in situations of violence perceived them-
selves as more socially connected and popular. In a separate 
study, association with delinquent peers and peer pressure 
emerged as salient risk factors for female aggression (Cotter 
& Smokowski, 2017). However, Kerres and Demaray (2003) 
and Mundt et al. (2017) found that less popular girls—with 
fewer friends and less social support—were more likely to 
carry weapons. Mundt et al. (2017) corroborated these find-
ings, observing that girls who were less popular were more 
likely to engage in weapon-related crime and weapon carry-
ing as young women. These findings might also suggest that 
girls with fewer friends are at a higher risk of victimization/
fear of victimization, which may in turn lead to carry a 
weapon as a means of self-defense. Equally, it could be that 
girls who are inclined to carry and potentially use weapons 
are not particularly attractive prospects for friendships.

Regarding self-protection, several studies suggest that 
weapon carrying serves as a defensive mechanism (Bègue 
et  al., 2016; Erickson et  al., 2006; McVie, 2010; Young, 
2009). For instance, McVie (2010) noted that knife carriers 
were less likely to use their weapon against someone, indi-
cating a lack of intent to harm. Though Erickson et  al.’s 
(2006) research did not directly examine weapon carry as a 

self-defense method, mace was preferred as a second weapon 
choice, suggesting that self-protection was an important fac-
tor for weapon carrying for participants in this study. This 
was suggestive that self-protection was an important factor 
for weapon carrying. Other research (Barlas & Egan, 2006; 
Wilcox et al., 2006) did not find strong support for self-pro-
tection as the primary motive.

Additional factors—such as substance use, school sus-
pension, perpetration of physical violence, and being African 
American or Latina (Kodjo et  al., 2003)—also influence 
weapon carrying among females. Further ethnicity and gen-
der analyses revealed that neighborhood safety was an 
important factor for African American females (Kodjo et al., 
2003). Contrary to Kodjo et  al.’s (2003) findings, Aspy 
et  al.’s (2004) work revealed African Americans and 
Hispanics were significantly less likely to report carrying a 
weapon. Aspy et al. (2004) did use self-report measures, so it 
is plausible that limitations may have derived from the need 
to provide socially acceptable responses, thereby influencing 
the validity of responses (e.g., underreporting of weapon 
carrying).

In sum, peer group associations emerge as a key theme in 
female knife carrying. Research indicates that females 
involved in male-majority or mixed-peer groups tend to 
engage in higher levels of criminal activity (Haynie et  al., 
2007; J. Miller & Brunson, 2000; Peterson et  al., 2001, 
2018), with peer influences also facilitating weapon carrying 
in school-based contexts (Barlas & Egan, 2006; Cotter & 
Smokowski, 2017; Mundt et al., 2017; Wallace, 2017). Some 
studies suggest that knives are carried for protection, as indi-
cated by the absence of intent to harm (McVie, 2010; Young, 
2009); however, cross-sectional designs (Bègue et al., 2016) 
and a lack of direct examination of weapon carrying as self-
defense (Erickson et al., 2006) limit definitive conclusions. 
Findings on race are mixed: Kodjo et al. (2003) found race as 
a factor in female weapon carrying, while Aspy et al. (2004) 
reported that African American and Latina youths were less 
likely to report carrying weapons. The literature predomi-
nantly focuses on school contexts rather than exclusively on 
female gang youths (Barlas & Egan, 2006; Cotter & 
Smokowski, 2017; Mundt et al., 2017; Wallace, 2017), and 
sampling issues—such as truancy—may omit high-risk ado-
lescents. Moreover, with most studies being U.S.-based, gen-
eralizability to other settings is limited. Ultimately, a deeper 
exploration of the psychological processes underlying female 
knife carrying is essential for understanding its role in vio-
lent behavior.

What are the Psychological Factors Associated 
with Knife carrying among Women and Girls?

A thorough examination of psychological factors related to 
female knife carrying can lead to a deeper understanding of 
the issue and is imperative for female-specific prevention 
and intervention efforts. The following section presents a 
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review of 10 studies examining psychological factors associ-
ated with knife carrying in women and girls.

Research consistently identifies status, respect, reputa-
tion, competition, and forms of indirect aggression (e.g., gos-
sip, backbiting, social exclusion) as key motivators (Choak, 
2018; J. Miller & Brunson, 2000; Kolb & Palys, 2016; 
Laidler & Hunt, 2001; Owens et al., 2000; S. Miller et al., 
2012; Vigil, 2008; Walker-Barnes & Mason, 2001; Young, 
2009). In male-majority or mixed-gender groups, females 
actively seek status and respect—often attaining it through 
material displays and instilling fear (Choak, 2018; Walker-
Barnes & Mason, 2001). J. Miller and Brunson’s (2000) U.S. 
study showed that even though some gang members viewed 
female participation as “inappropriate,” those who con-
formed to male behaviors gained respect and even “honorary 
male” status. Another U.S. study also revealed that fear was 
a common theme across items and participants expressed 
that a way to obtain respect was through fear (Walker-Barnes 
& Mason, 2001). The theme of fear was also present in 
explanations of how being in a gang can make one feel 
important (Walker-Barnes & Mason, 2001).

Hunt and Joe-Laidler (2001) revealed themes of “respect-
ability” and reputation in the analysis for both interactions 
with males and interactions with females. Females in gangs 
worked hard to show they deserved equal status to their 
“homeboys” and put in work to ascend the hierarchical system 
in gangs. One girl, Alma, was considered a “homegirl” because 
she worked hard to prove herself to male counterparts (Kolb & 
Palys, 2016). Among other themes that emerged from Hunt 
and Joe-Laidler’s (2001) study was the notion of “respectabil-
ity” in interactions with other girls, which they expanded on as 
sexual reputation. The girls described “respectability” as syn-
onymous with restraint (e.g., avoiding promiscuity, staying in 
control while partying, and distancing themselves from girls 
seen as “slutty” or “out of control”). These norms were actively 
policed by other girls, often through gossip, exclusion, or con-
frontation. Upholding a respectable image was seen as essen-
tial to gaining and maintaining status, avoiding harassment, 
and being taken seriously within the group. While knife carry-
ing was not explicitly mentioned in the study, violence was 
frequently described as a way to defend one’s honor when that 
reputation was threatened. One girl, for example, reported 
being “almost stabbed” during a fight triggered by perceived 
sexual betrayal. Such accounts suggest that weapon-related 
violence, including knife use, may be linked to efforts to pro-
tect status and femininity in peer conflicts, even if not central 
to the study’s focus. Females also reported a reason for female-
on-female violence as promiscuity or “slutty” behavior 
(Laidler & Hunt, 2001). Interpersonal criticism (self-policing, 
complaining, etc.) was ever present among gang girls and was 
suggestive of the value of the male gaze to female gang mem-
bers in this study (Laidler & Hunt, 2001). Girls who were 
viewed as “slutty” or overly flirtatious—particularly those 
who engaged with multiple male gang members—were seen 
as tainting the reputation of the group. This was not just about 

individual judgment but about the social consequences that 
came with being associated with such behavior. As one partici-
pant explained, her group broke away from their former set 
because “the girls were just real slutty, real hos,” noting that 
their behavior “makes everybody look bad” (Laidler & Hunt, 
2001). In some cases, this reputational damage led to physical 
violence. For example, one respondent reported attacking 
another girl with a bat after walking in on her with her boy-
friend. These reactions highlight how some female partici-
pants enforced group-defined sexual norms through violence, 
positioning themselves as gatekeepers of “respectability” in 
peer settings (Laidler & Hunt, 2001). In this context, violence 
manifested as a means of disciplining behavior that was seen 
as disloyal or inappropriate, reinforcing group norms within a 
male-dominated street culture. Owens et al. (2000) and Vigil 
(2008) further noted that competition over the opposite sex is 
a significant form of inter-female aggression observed in both 
adolescent and adult samples.

S. Miller et  al. (2012) highlighted social aggression, 
including backbiting (speaking negatively about someone in 
their absence), social exclusion, and distrust of same-gender 
peers. In contrast, Young (2009) emphasized the importance 
of female approval, a finding that differs from Laidler and 
Hunt’s (2001) observations of adherence to patriarchal 
norms. Interestingly, Galbavy (2003) found that female 
delinquency appeared independent of peer influences, sug-
gesting variability in these dynamics. However, this study 
may be limited due to the participants being incarcerated. 
Different themes could have emerged in a sample of adoles-
cents who were not incarcerated. In sum, the current research 
points to a range of negative behaviors and indirect aggres-
sion linked to females, with nuanced findings on the role of 
female approval.

Overall, status, respect, and fear emerge as dominant psy-
chological drivers for knife carrying among females (Choak, 
2018; J. Miller & Brunson, 2000; Laidler and Hunt, 2001; 
Walker-Barnes & Mason, 2001). However, most studies 
focus on specific populations, such as gang-involved or 
incarcerated individuals, rely on self-report data, and are pre-
dominantly U.S.-based—limiting the generalizability of 
these findings. Further research comparing female knife car-
rying with broader female offending patterns is needed to 
clarify these distinct motivational factors.

Discussion

This review synthesized findings from 33 studies catego-
rized by prevalence (9 studies), situational/contextual factors 
(25 studies), and psychological motivators (10 studies). 
Although most research treats knife carrying within the 
broader context of weapon carrying (Aspy et  al., 2004; 
Barlas & Egan, 2006; Bègue et  al., 2016; Erickson et  al., 
2006; Haynie et al., 2007; Kodjo et al., 2003; Mundt et al., 
2017; Thornton et  al., 2012; Wallace, 2017; Watkins & 
Melde, 2018), our findings reveal notable variability in 
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female knife carrying rates, influenced by factors such as 
sample size, risk levels, and geographical context. Key situ-
ational factors include involvement in male-dominated or 
mixed-gender peer groups and gangs (Haynie et al., 2007; J. 
Miller & Brunson, 2000; Peterson et al., 2001, 2018)—sug-
gesting that a desire to prove oneself to male counterparts 
and peer influences play central roles. While some studies 
link knife carrying to self-protection (Bègue et  al., 2016; 
Erickson et  al., 2006; McVie, 2010; Wilcox et  al., 2006; 
Young, 2009), the evidence is inconclusive due to cross-sec-
tional designs. Psychologically, the pursuit of status and 
respect (Choak, 2018; J. Miller & Brunson, 2000; Laidler & 
Hunt, 2001; Walker-Barnes & Mason, 2001)—and the use of 
fear as a means to achieve these (Choak, 2018; Walker-
Barnes & Mason, 2001)—emerge as prominent motivators. 
However, these findings mainly reflect offender populations, 
indicating the need for further research among non-offend-
ing samples. These findings may also have implications for 
understanding other forms of violence (e.g., acid attacks, gun 
violence). While differing in tactics, other forms of violence 
may share similar themes (e.g., status-seeking, retaliation, 
gendered expressions of power). Comparative research 
across weapon types could reveal whether similar psycho-
logical and contextual motivators underpin these behaviors, 
further informing broader violence prevention efforts.

Although this review did not adopt a single overarching 
theoretical model, the findings can be interpreted through the 
lens of Social Role Theory, which posits that gendered 
behavior arises from culturally defined social roles (Eagly, 
1987). This is evident in the ways girls in male-dominated 
peer groups may adopt behaviors—such as knife carrying—
that align with dominant masculine norms to gain respect 
and status. Additionally, insights from Relational–Cultural 
Theory (J. B. Miller, 1976) help explain the relational dynam-
ics underpinning knife carrying. Namely, insights from 
Relational–Cultural Theory (J. B. Miller, 1976) emphasize 
the role of relationships (particularly for women and girls) in 
human development. When these relational needs are threat-
ened—through experiences of social exclusion, disconnec-
tion, or peer rejection—individuals may engage in 
maladaptive strategies to regain a sense of control, connec-
tion, or protection. In the context of this review, girls with 
fewer friends or lower social status were more likely to carry 
weapons, potentially as a response to feeling vulnerable or at 
risk of victimization. Knife carrying may thus serve as a 
means of navigating power imbalances, gaining perceived 
social protection, or reestablishing belonging in peer net-
works where dominance and toughness are valued. This 
framework provides a compelling lens for understanding the 
emotional and relational functions of knife carrying beyond 
purely instrumental or fear-based explanations.

These frameworks point to the importance of considering 
both social role expectations and the impact of disruption in 
relationships when trying to understand why some girls 
engage in knife carrying behavior. Rather than viewing this 

behavior solely through a punitive lens, the findings suggest 
that more relationally focused and identity-sensitive 
approaches are needed—ones that consider how girls navi-
gate belonging, power, and connection in their social worlds.

Conclusion and Diversity 
Considerations

A lot of the existing research looks at weapon carrying in 
broad terms, which means female knife carrying often gets 
overlooked as a unique behavior. Factors like race and neigh-
borhood safety play a critical role, yet this behavior remains 
understudied. Addressing this gap requires research that 
explores the social, cultural, and environmental influences on 
female knife carrying. Future studies would benefit from pri-
oritizing longitudinal studies that explore knife carrying tra-
jectories among non-offending females as well as investigate 
the role of trauma exposure, social exclusion, and cultural 
norms in driving such motivations. Furthermore, future 
research should employ detailed ethnic and gender analyses to 
understand the combined effects of gender, ethnicity, and 
social background on the reasons women and girls engage in 
knife carrying. For instance, experiences of systemic racism, 
cultural norms surrounding femininity, community-level vio-
lence, and distrust in law enforcement may differentially influ-
ence the perceived need for self-protection or engagement in 
group-related violence. Additionally, little research has 
explored how knife carrying behaviors manifest among trans-
gender, nonbinary, or gender-nonconforming individuals, rep-
resenting a significant gap in understanding knife carrying 
beyond binary gender norms. Intersectional analyses are criti-
cal to developing nuanced, culturally competent, and gender-
affirming prevention and intervention strategies.

While we previously highlighted the importance of inter-
sectional research, we also recognize the need to align this 
with practical intervention efforts. Most youth violence poli-
cies and programs are still heavily male-focused, which risks 
overlooking the specific social, psychological, and situa-
tional factors influencing knife carrying among girls. 
Female-specific prevention and intervention strategies are 
urgently needed—particularly ones that acknowledge the 
role of peer groups, gang affiliation, and gendered pressures 
around status, protection, and respectability.

Community-based interventions that engage at-risk girls 
through mentorship, education, and employment opportuni-
ties could be especially impactful. Punitive measures like 
suspension may unintentionally push vulnerable girls closer 
to street-involved or criminal behavior. Instead, schools 
should consider implementing restorative justice and trauma-
informed responses that create space for early intervention.

There’s also a need for more research into girls who carry 
knives but do not offend, as well as a greater focus on the 
U.K. context, where much of the existing literature is U.S.-
based. Racial identity may further shape motivations for 
knife carrying, and conflicting findings in this area point to a 
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need for deeper exploration. For instance, Kodjo et al. (2003) 
found that African American girls were more likely to carry 
weapons due to concerns about neighborhood safety, which 
raises questions about how policing practices, community 
violence exposure, and perceived threat contribute to weapon 
carrying among specific racial and ethnic groups.

Most of the studies included in this review were con-
ducted in the United States or United Kingdom, which limits 
the extent to which findings can be generalized to other cul-
tural or geographical contexts. In countries where gender 
norms, weapon laws, gang dynamics, or levels of community 
violence differ, the motivations for knife carrying may look 
very different. For example, in some regions, knife carrying 
may be more closely linked to political unrest, familial 
expectations, or community-based protection roles. Future 
research should explore how these behaviors manifest glob-
ally, paying particular attention to regions currently under-
represented in the literature, such as Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Latin America, and parts of Asia and the Middle East. Doing 
so would help identify both shared and culturally specific 
risk factors and better inform the development of interven-
tions. Ultimately, culturally competent, gender-responsive, 
and context-aware strategies—both in research and in prac-
tice—are essential if we want to develop interventions that 
resonate with the young people most at risk.
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