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Abstract 
American sociological research and prevention policies on youth deviance and juvenile street gangs 
have a very long tradition. Since the mid-1990s, in some European Countries, youngsters’ antisocial be-
haviors in public spaces gained terrain in criminological studies and on the public and political debates. 
In Italy, instead, youth has not been traditionally meant as a ‘security’ problem, but rather as a matter 
of educational and social policies. In recent years, however, also in the Italian context urban violence 
of juvenile street groups has become a recurrent topic in media representation, a source of citizens’ in-
security and an issue to be solved by local security policies. Even though from classical approaches 
street gangs appeared as a complex phenomenon (aggregations involved in criminal acts but, at the 
same time, types of socialization for youth having a migratory background), there is the tendency to de-
scribe street groups according to a unitary and criminalizing ‘gang’ model. The aim of the article is to 
situate the study of youth street groups within the broader topic of juvenile delinquency in Italy. Moving 
from how the youth question evolved in Italian debate and policies, socialization practices as well as 
deviant behaviors of youngster in public spaces are analyzed. The difficulty for young people from the 
marginal strata to access a structured sociality located in certain urban spaces risks resulting in a subor-
dinate social role and, eventually, in violence as a reaction in search of visibility. The ultimate goal of 
the article is to provide a reinterpretation of street groups that is not oversimplified and that pays attention 
to processes of inclusion/exclusion within the social structure, urban space, and the related conflict dy-
namics. 
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Youth deviance, urban security and ‘moral panic’:  
the case of Italy

Introduction  
 

The Italian approach to juvenile delinquency has long 
been considered more lenient than that of other Coun-
tries (Nelken, 2005). The broader tendency toward in-
creasing punitiveness that, according to someone 
(Bailleau and Cartuyvels, 2014), has been related to neo-
liberalism – leading to a pronounced dialectic of respon-
sibility, targeting public discourse toward youth groups 
as a form of ‘transfer of anxiety’ (Nelken, 2005), and to a 
zero-tolerance response – had not influenced the juvenile 
justice system (Pazè, 2013), control agencies and, gene-
rally, the public opinion in the Italian context. The public 
opinion, in particular, seemed to show a ‘benevolent to-
lerance’ toward younger offenders (Scatolera, 2004), at 
least when they do not belong to marginalized social 
strata. At the beginning, Italian urban insecurity policies 
do not focus on juvenile antisocial behaviors (but for 
those linked to alcohol and, to a certain extent, drugs). 
Security measures targeted other disorderly people, na-
mely homeless and Roma people. However, this approach 
has changed in recent times (Selmini and Nobili, 2008): 
media and political debate has focused on youth crime, 
particularly of juvenile street gangs, activating those me-
chanisms described as moral panic (Cohen, 1972). Stu-
dying youth socialization in urban spaces thus becomes 
crucial to provide counter-representations to a mediatized 
– and sometimes overly alarmist – reading of the pheno-
menon.  

The article aims to give account on how, in Italy, the 
juvenile delinquency question changed, not necessarily 
in the reality of the phenomenon but instead in media 
representation, citizens’ perceptions and policies dealing 
with troublesome youth. We will resort to juvenile street 
groups as an example for discussing these changes.  

Firstly, we will present criminological approaches to 
youth deviance and street gangs through a historical ex-
cursus of American and European research on juvenile 
street gangs. Then we will focus on Italian studies on 
youth deviance and street groups. Aware of the need to 
move beyond a ‘single model’ of street gangs (Feixa, 
2020) and to take into consideration the complexity of 
groups, we will discuss Italian official statistics on juvenile 
delinquency, wondering whether the dominant represen-
tation of youth groups as dangerous reflected an increa-
sing number of juvenile offenders. From this 
contextualization, the succeeding paragraph will investi-
gate the role played by the media in the narrative frame 
that describes youth street gangs as the new folk devils 
(Cohen, 1972). The final paragraph will reconstruct Ita-
lian political responses to juvenile delinquency and youth 

urban disorder, focusing on the current tendency to resort 
to punitive measures for controlling public spaces juvenile 
groups use as places of socializations. The need to proble-
matize the media reading of the phenomenon and to re-
formulate social prevention policies, having also a careful 
look at urban spaces as place of visibility for marginal 
youth, appears to be a need that can no longer be postpo-
ned. 

 
 

Criminological approaches to youth deviance and 
street gangs 

 
Juvenile delinquency and youth street groups have been 
recurrent topics in American criminological research and 
security policies. Since the mid-1990s, also in some Euro-
pean Countries antisocial behaviors of young people in pu-
blic spaces gained terrain. In Italy, instead, youth has not 
been traditionally viewed as a ‘security’ problem, but rather 
as a matter of educational and social policies. In recent 
years, however, in the Italian context there has been a shift 
in describing youngsters – above all, juvenile street groups 
– and urban violence as a source of citizens’ insecurity and 
an issue to be dealt with punitive measures. 

Thrasher (1927), in the seminal ethnographic study of 
Chicago, defines juvenile street gangs as composed by 
youngsters, mostly males with a migrant background, li-
ving in the marginal (interstitial) urban areas, resorting to 
conflict – with other groups and institutions – to find re-
cognition within the social context. Groups develop a mar-
ked territorial bond (territoriality) in their residence 
neighborhood. Violence with other gangs is a way of as-
serting and defending a space of identity and existence. 
Later on, Foote Whyte (1943), in his study among street 
groups in Boston, defines such groups street corner societies 
to focus on how second-generation migrants resort to the 
group for finding “solidarity …, protection and identity 
construction through the sharing of a difficult daily life” 
(Feixa, 2020, p. 101). Delinquency is episodic, a symbolic 
solution of adaptation for socially marginalized youth. 

In the second half of the last century, American crimi-
nologists developed an interpretation of street gangs that 
“no longer appears to disregard delinquency and violence” 
(Prina, 2019, p. 44). Malcolm Klein (2001) defines juve-
nile gangs in New York as characterized by criminal beha-
vior and derives from it both the perception of groups as 
dangerous to community safety and the legitimation of 
punitive law enforcement. Crime becomes prevalent, also 
because Klein’s research has been based on data and inter-
views with police forces. 

Another strand of analysis has been developed moving 



along the approach of Thrasher and the Chicago School. 
These studies derive knowledge from qualitative studies, 
observing juvenile street gangs and giving voice to gang 
members. Ethnicity and migratory background are con-
firmed as elements of ‘multiple marginalities’ (Vigil, 2014) 
leading to the building of street groups, but also new fac-
tors emerge: the role of women (Vigil, 2008); the effects 
of globalization and new technologies; migrations of gangs 
together with shared (sub)cultural factors, such as rap 
music (Hagedorn, 2005; Hazen and Rodgers, 2014). Re-
pressive responses have been questioned: Hagedorn 
(1998) warns about the risk of institutionalization, that 
is the result of consolidation of gangs’ illegal activity to 
which the processes of criminalization contribute predo-
minantly. The ‘demonization’ of groups results to be cru-
cial in strengthening internal cohesion and in 
transforming them into a security issue. A debate, in fact, 
emerges also on new definitions. Brotherton (2008) pro-
poses rejecting the term gangs, to speak instead of ‘street 
youth organizations’, in which criminal behavior is not 
dominant and coexists with pro-social activities.   

The two different models of approaching juvenile 
street gangs in the American studies1 influenced crimino-
logical scholars when youth groups started to gain visibi-
lity in European cities since the mid-1990s. In 1997, 
following the model that defines street gangs as characte-
rized by territoriality (rooted in a neighborhood) and cri-
minal behaviors as a distinctive trait, the Eurogang study 
group has been built. According to Eurogang, “street gang 
(or troublesome youth group corresponding to a street 
gang elsewhere) is any durable, street-oriented youth 
group whose identity includes involvement in illegal acti-
vity” (Weerman et al., 2009, p. 20). 

This criminalizing view has been widespread in the 
UK. The debate on youth groups involved in urban riots 
shadowed social disadvantages to focus on violence of 
such groups, citizens’ insecurity and, consequently, on the 
need for punitive policies (Andell, 2022). Even though 
some scholars defined riots as a reaction to the lack of so-
cial opportunities (Young, 2003) or linked to street sub-
cultures using public spaces as an ‘arena’ (Miller, 2020), 
the dominant political and media discourse described 
such events as urban violence by “feral youth”2, following 
the punitive response against juvenile antisocial behaviors 
that, since the ‘90s, has been at the basis of community 
safety policies in the UK (Moore, 2012, p. 98). 

Differently, street groups have been defined as a ‘com-
munity of like-minded people’ in studies on Latinos in 
Spain and Arabs in France. In an attempt to highlight the 
distance from the criminalizing model described above, 
new terms have been coined. Recovering the tradition of 

Latin American pandillas, ‘urban tribe’ is used to identify 
groups, composed by young people living in the suburbs, 
not characterized by territoriality, but that move throu-
ghout the city, prefer socialization places in the city center 
and, in particular, in the areas of youth entertainment 
(Feixa, 2020). Interviews with the Latin Kings and Queens 
members in Barcelona highlighted how “Latino youth 
move through and take possession of Catalan public space 
by creating and representing an identity ... It does not 
mean that these youth are members of youth gangs, nor 
that their attitude or lifestyle is particularly violent or de-
linquent” (Feixa, Porzio, Canelles and Recio, 2007, p. 54). 
They are driven by the search for a space “of resistance” 
in which they could counteract the invisibility - if not di-
scrimination - they experience in daily lives. 

Scholars who analyzed ethnic gangs in France (Man-
silla, 2021; Mohammed and Oualhaci, 2022) focused on 
three intertwined factors: migratory processes and the dy-
namics of migrants’ inclusion of second- and third-gene-
ration immigrants from the Maghreb, the urban 
transformations of suburbs, and the media and political 
construction of street groups in terms of danger to urban 
security. In tracing the history of youth groups, particular 
emphasis has been placed on how media representation 
and local security policies have changed over time. In the 
1960s, the Blousons Noirs were not street gangs perceived 
as a security matter, but their “deviance” was defined on 
a symbolic level as nonconformity. In the following deca-
des, the increasing number of immigrant families and the 
deteriorating housing conditions in the banlieues have led 
to a dominant narrative of street groups as the result of a 
“malaise of the suburbs”, understood in the terms of an 
“ethnic-racial otherness” combined with a “socio-econo-
mic otherness” (Mohammed and Oualhaci, 2022, p. 
320). Juvenile groups lost all character of cultural non-
conformity and became manifestations of French violent 
youngsters with Arab origins. Public and media represen-
tations linked violence to an alleged “non-integrability” 
and help legitimize increasingly punitive urban security 
policies. 

In Italy, traditionally, the youth question has not been 
considered as a ‘security’ issue, or as a problem of violence 
and security in public spaces, but instead as a challenge 
for social and educational policies, aimed at protecting 
young people. Since the ‘90s, however, there seems to be 
a shift from a picture of youngsters as irresponsible people 
to be safeguarded, because they can harm themselves 
(through drug or alcohol abuse), to a picture of violent 
people being a danger for others and for citizens’ security 
(Selmini and Nobili, 2008, p. 353). 

Socio-criminological research on youth have focused 
mainly on alcohol and drugs, and bullying at school (Bal-
dry and Farrington, 1999) and online (Genta, Brighi and 
Guarini, 2013). Since the 1990s, the Italian part of the 
International Self-Reported Delinquency Study (ISRD) 
has opened the analysis to juvenile delinquency in public 
space, such as vandalism, also focusing on foreign minors, 
youth groups and their deviant behavior.  

1 Differences are in focus (criminal activity or life experience), in 
methodology (descriptive and police knowledge-based or ethno-
graphic research) and in intervention proposals (punitive response 
versus social interventions). 

2 In these terms, the then Britain Minister of Justice quoted by Mc-
Dowell (2012, p. 573).
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From the ISRD study results that the migrant back-
ground of minors is related “to greater involvement in il-
legal behavior, although the differences with Italians are 
rather limited, and in any case much smaller than those 
found in official crime reports” (Gatti et al., 1994, p. 54). 
However, from other self-report studies, carried out in the 
Emilia-Romagna region and specifically oriented to test 
the relationship between migrant origins and juvenile de-
linquency, resulted that there was not a strong linkage bet-
ween being a foreign minor and committing deviant 
behavior (Melossi, Crocitti, Massa and Gibertoni, 2011; 
Crocitti, 2011). Unlike the representation of foreign 
youngsters as at more risk to be involved in crime than 
Italian minors, having a migrant background does not re-
sult to be relevant in explaining youth deviance. 

As to juvenile street groups, Italian research has been 
influenced by both the aforementioned approaches to 
street gangs. Moving from the Eurogang definition, the 
ISRD study found that 5.7% of sampled students “have 
to be considered a gang member” (Gatti et al., 2008, p. 
56). Furthermore, being involved in illegal activities was 
higher for youngsters belonging to a group and being a 
member of a ‘street gang’ leads to an even higher involve-
ment in crime (ibidem, p. 57).  

Differently from this delinquency focused approach, 
studies carried out in some Italian cities (Genoa and 
Milan) in the early 2000s, when Southern-American 
gangs started to appear in urban places, brought to light 
a space – called ‘Latin Atlantic’ (Queirolo Palmas, 2010) 
– in which youngsters with an immigrant background 
were able to gain visibility and recognition. Latin Kings 
and Queens, Netas, Mara Salvatrucha 13, Barrio 18 were 
portrayed in political and media debate as protagonists of 
urban disorder and violence. Contrary to this portrayal, 
ethnographic research displayed that these street organi-
zations, by enacting practices of “defensive resocialization” 
(Bugli, 2009) from subordinated lives, provide Latin 
youth with support, identity and protection from exclu-
sion and marginality (Queirolo Palmas, 2009; Grassi, 
2021). Social and “political” characters of Latin street or-
ganizations have been found to prevail over the dominant 
narrative as criminal gangs. 

Contrary to other European countries mentioned be-
fore (e.g. France and the UK), “where the combination 
“youth violence-urban insecurity” has been widely sup-
ported and widespread” (Selmini and Nobili, 2008, p. 
365), Italian urban security issues, at the beginning, have 
focused on other figures of danger, namely immigrants, 
Roma people and homeless.  

In the last decades, however, political and media at-
tention has been devoted toward youth behavior in leisure 
time places (ibidem) and, recently, toward youth street 
groups – indistinctly referred to as gangs – that occupy 
public spaces, conflicting with other users of those same 
spaces (parks, shopping malls, squares). The youth issue 
as a ‘problem’ has gained terrain on the scene of urban se-
curity (and related policies), leading to a change in the in-
stitutional response, that from being focused on social 

interventions seems to be, today, mostly centered on re-
straining and punitive measures. Also in Italy, like in other 
European cities, the link between urban violence and 
youth street groups has become central in local security 
policies and in related punitive responses for dealing with 
juvenile antisocial behaviors.  

However, we believe there is an urgent need to counter 
such a representation of Italian street groups based on a 
“single model” of juvenile gang, often identified with the 
criminalizing one that dominates the American tradition, 
that does not fit the reality of youth socialization. It is im-
portant to consider the diversity and complexity of 
groups, not renouncing to problematize the social factors 
that are at the origin of these groups, the dynamics within 
the group, the interactions with peers and other genera-
tions, and their practices of protest and resistance, inclu-
ding deviant and violent behavior. All these elements are 
to be combined in order to make a distinction between 
group delinquency and gang delinquency (Mastropasqua, 
2013, p. 250)3, and to delinquency not linked to youth 
aggregations as well. Youth street socialization should be 
viewed as a continuum at opposite ends of which are, on 
the one hand, delinquent gangs and, on the other hand, 
recreational aggregations, and in between a “plurality of 
hybrid groups” (Feixa, 2020, p. 102). Moving from this 
perspective, the article aims to analyze juvenile delin-
quency, to describe the multifaceted phenomenon of 
youth street groups in Italy, and to critically discuss the 
recent punitive turn in urban security policies targeting 
youngsters’ antisocial behaviors. 

 
 

A case study from Italy. Official statistics on juvenile 
delinquency 

 
Recently, the Italian public and political debate has focu-
sed on juvenile delinquency. The visible, disorderly and 
sometimes deviant presence of young people in the public 
space is read and discussed through media narratives that, 
by referring to ‘baby gangs’, highlight the urgency of this 
phenomenon, particularly evident after the forced retreat 
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Before discussing the media representation of these dy-
namics and the characteristics of youth groups in urban 
context, as well as the nature of their behaviors, we want 
to describe the broader phenomenon of juvenile delin-
quency moving from official crime statistics (with all the 
limitations they present,  including the high level of un-
recorded crimes, that is those crimes that are not reported 
by victims or discovered by penal agencies). In Italy, there 
are no official statistics recording crime perpetrated by 
gangs, since there is not a specific definition of such 

3 By concept of gangs in process are designated “street groups … com-
posed of young people … in which some members have ties to il-
legal activities without such activities necessarily forming part of 
the group’s identity” (Feixa, 2020, p. 101).

201

Rassegna Italiana di Criminologia |  XVII  |  3 (2023)  |  198-210 
S. Crocitti, A. Bozzetti



groups in Italian penal laws (Prina, 2019). For this reason, 
in the paragraph, we will rely on data on juvenile delin-
quency to have some indirect information on youth 
groups’ illegal activities. 

The most recent available data by the Ministry of the 
Interior (2023), and reported by several media in early 
2023, would emphasize – after years of decline or, at least, 
stability – a steady and worrying growth in crimes com-
mitted by minors. Considering the pre-Covid situation 
(year 2019 - the year with the fewest number of minors 
reported or arrested -, data updated in October) and the 
first year of the slackening of restrictions imposed by the 
pandemic (2022, data updated in October), and focusing 
on crimes characterized by a significant data base, there 
would have been a significant increase in juveniles repor-
ted or arrested for the crimes of culpable injuries 
(+33.8%), blows (+50.0%), and robberies (+75.3%). 

To deeply explore the phenomenon, we need to refer 
to Istat data (2023) which, although updated to 2021, 
allow to show a medium-term historical trend starting 
from 2007. We consider the number of offenders reported 
by the police to the judicial authority, noting that only 
37.5% of crimes are recorded and that in more than 60% 
of cases the offender is unknown (Prina, 2019). 

Based on available data, and with the awareness that 
the years 2020 and 2021 were affected by the pandemic, 
we can see that the incidence of juvenile crime on the total 
number of people reported or arrested does not increase, 
at least until 2021 (see Fig.1). These trends are the same 
in all three age groups that make up our target population: 
up to 13 years old, 14-17 years old, and young adults. Fi-
gure 1 also highlights female offenders: a minority com-
pared to the male component, and not increasing over 
time.  
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Figure 2 shows the number of offenders for crimes 
most attributed to street gang members: no crime among 
those considered denotes a clear upward trend. Blows and 
culpable injuries, as well as thefts and robberies, have in-

creased from the previous year, although the latter have 
not reached pre-pandemic levels. In contrast, other crimes 
show stable trends. 

 



Data closer to what can be considered crimes commit-
ted by a gang are those related to co-offense, which see 
the co-participation of several people in the commission 
of the same crime. These data should not be understood, 
uncritically, as gang-related data since most cases see the 
co-participation of 2 or 3 people, and since neither a ter-
ritoriality of the actions enacted, nor a temporal conti-
nuity, nor, even less, a clear structuring of the group itself 
is necessarily evident. So, it is difficult to speak of ‘youth 
gangs’. However, the reference to the number of offenders 
reported for criminal conspiracy (art. 416 of the Criminal 
Code, excluding art. 416-bis, i.e., mafia criminal organi-
zation) is the closest. The percentage of under-25s repor-
ted by police on the basis of art. 416 is very low: less than 
1 percent of the total number reported for criminal con-
spiracy, amounting to about 800 reports nationwide, in 
line with previous years. 

The reference to a purely quantitative methodology, 
mostly based on ‘official sources’ of penal institutions, to 
measure the numerosity of groups and the elements that 
characterize them risks representing youth society as static 
and predominantly delinquent (Miller, 2020), preventing 
the analysis of the underlying dynamics of group forma-
tion and the valorization of nonconformist but not de-
viant behaviors. For this reason, given the lack of a legal 
definition of youth gang and the absence of data to mo-
nitor it, some exploratory studies (e.g., Savona, Dugato 
and Villa, 2022) have attempted to map it on Italian ter-
ritory on the basis of data collected from “key informants” 
– mostly law enforcement and social services – and 
through the systematic analysis of newspapers articles on 
juvenile gangs. 

In the wake of qualitative studies is the research ‘Youth 

street gangs in Emilia-Romagna between marginality, de-
viance and urban insecurity’ (Selmini and Crocitti, 2022). 
In Emilia-Romagna, a region of more than 4,400,000 in-
habitants located in North-Central Italy, trends in juvenile 
crime are similar to those highlighted by the Istat data pre-
sented earlier. Although less linear than the trend shown 
– as it is based on a smaller number of cases – until 2021 
we cannot speak of an increase in juvenile delinquency at 
the regional level: the number of under-25s reported, al-
though with some fluctuations, remains stable over years. 
The research analyzed youth groups’ behaviors in public 
spaces, with a particular focus on crime and deviance, con-
sidered by the media to be a cause of urban insecurity, 
through the view of privileged witnesses – such as school 
personnel, educators, social workers, representatives of 
local services, police – and the reconstruction of family, 
school, economic and social trajectories of the members 
of so-called street gangs (Selmini and Crocitti, 2022). Mo-
ving from preliminary results of this research, carried out 
between 2021 and 2022, the following paragraphs on 
media representations and juvenile antisocial behavior are 
developed. 

 
 

Media representations between crime and moral panic  
 

Youth violence, especially when perpetrated in groups, 
strongly affects the public perception of safety. The data 
presented before testify to a presence, albeit not alarming 
and not increasing over time, of violent behavior among 
youth. The central question, however, is whether such 
practices can fit into what the literature considers to be 
‘youth gang’ actions. This is not a mere exercise in defini-
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tional style since, as we will discuss in the following para-
graphs, such a narrative framework is likely to have effects 
on institutional responses to juvenile behaviors in public 
spaces.   

In talking about narrative frame, it needs to consider 
the role of the media in the “proliferation” (Feixa, 2020) 
of discourses that see youth street gangs as new folk devils. 
For decades now, it has been pointed out that mass media 
play a role “in defining and shaping social problems: the 
reporting of certain ‘facts’ can be sufficient to generate 
concern, anxiety, indignation or panic” (Cohen, 1972, p. 
16). Through this highly symbolic process, media respond 
to the normative concerns of the public by inserting into 
the narrative frame certain moral directives that can lead 
to building of sudden and urgent social problems (ibi-
dem). News provided by the media inform us about the 
normative contours of a society (Erikson, 1966): they 
make manifest what is right and what is wrong, the boun-
daries not to be crossed, the forms the devil can take. And 
this narrative, initially passed down orally to a limited 
number of people, reaches an increasingly wide audience 
through mass media and, today, through social networks. 

The role played by the media is therefore crucial: the 
framing of the dynamics we are focusing on, which attri-
butes to ‘baby-gangs’ (like juvenile street groups are called 
by Italian media) any conflictual event in public space in 
which young people are involved, contributes to creating 
a social climate of intolerance and fear, even if official 
crime statistics do not justify such alarm. Considering as 
‘baby gang’ actions all events that can be framed in a dif-
ferent way – e.g., disorder, protest or urban violence – 
reinforces the visibility of the phenomenon, giving room 
for emulative behavior and contributing to strengthening 
the sense of belonging and the process of building a 
“gang” identity, even when this gang does not exist, or 
does not yet exist.  

In other words, while much of the knowledge of the 
phenomenon comes from the media, research shows that 
this knowledge is often distorted: if “the media create sub-
cultures in the process of naming them and draw boun-
daries around them in the act of describing them” 
(Thornton, 1995, p. 162), thinking of strictly criminal 
policies in response to these dynamics seems wholly ina-
dequate, tending to “demonize” social groups and giving 
rise to “periodic waves of moral panic” (Feixa, 2020, p. 
20). 

Defining characteristics of the moral panic allows us, 
in the next section, to understand how this is applied to-
ward the youth population. According to Cohen (1972, 
p. 9), moral panic occurs when “a condition, episode, per-
son or group of persons emerges to become defined as a 
threat to societal values and interests”. A social fact, often 
already present, is then transformed into a public policy 
issue upon which feelings of concern and condemnation 
are poured by a public opinion conditioned by media and 

politicians, who assume the role of ‘moral entrepreneurs’ 
by activating conflicts against easily identifiable scapego-
ats. 

Such moral politics, inextricably intertwined with the 
interests of the dominant classes, plays a significant role 
in contemporary society: scholars have mostly interpreted 
them through the lens of the elite-engineered model (Hall, 
Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke and Roberts, 1978), according 
to which moral panic is the conscious result of campaigns 
constructed to divert attention from the real social crises 
inherent in the capitalist system, or through the interest 
group model (Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 1994), according 
to which it is the unintended result of moral crusades un-
dertaken by particular interest groups in an attempt to 
draw public attention to a specific set of actions. 

Contemporary societies seem to be characterized by 
an endemic crisis on the economic-social level, cause of 
increasingly harsh conflicts. Given the difficulties of re-
solving such critical issues but, at the same time, conside-
ring the need to reassure public opinion, moral 
entrepreneurs need to make their voices heard. The refe-
rence to the need to enact expected, disciplined, ‘decorous’ 
behavior within the urban context can be interpreted in 
this way. And which populations are the easiest to disci-
pline and punish? Those that are immediately visible, oc-
cupying public space inappropriately. Also because of the 
absence – already pointed out – of official data that can 
delineate the phenomenon, the narrative provided by the 
media contributes to determining the emergence of fee-
lings of insecurity and fear toward youngsters who choose 
urban place to meet and socialize. 

Once thought to be the unintended outcome of jour-
nalistic practices, moral panic would become a goal of 
daily news reporting (McRobbie and Thornton, 1995): 
once a person – or a group – is identified as a threat to 
social values or interests, it is described in a simple and 
easily understandable way that is useful in creating oppo-
sition that causes a response from authorities and policy-
makers. Such stereotyping has some effects: the 
exaggeration of certain characteristics of individuals or 
groups, useful to the narrative, can lead the folk devils to 
perceive themselves as more deviant (Wilkins, 1964). 
Such labeling would lead them to commit further deviant 
behavior, justifying and confirming the moral characteri-
stics attributed to them, thus giving rise to a vicious cycle 
that is difficult to stop except through the criminal justice 
intervention. 

Another characteristic peculiar to moral panics is their 
volatility. Populations targeted by moral entrepreneurs 
(e.g., migrants, refugees or asylum seekers, and now young 
people), receive attention in the press and are the subject 
of repressive policies for a few times, only to disappear as 
quickly as they appeared (Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 2009). 
The ‘volatility of moralization’ (Hier, 2008) means that 
sensational discourses that articulate moral transgressions 
skyrocket suddenly, tend to be temporally limited, and 
run out rather quickly because public interest wanes or 
because they are replaced by other issues. Since volatile 4 “Pinot” refers to the average police officer working on the streets. 
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moralizing discourses would be localized manifestations 
of cultural representation patterns endemic to both media 
and society (Watney, 1987), episodes of moral panic 
would be ordinary rather than exceptional outcomes. 

A firm point is that moral panic arises from a complex 
chain of social interactions involving claims-makers, 
moral guardians and the media, in order to reproduce 
structures of domination (Hier, 2008). In other words, 
news is not itself a creation of the media; rather, the media 
reflect pre-existing relations of domination (Hall et al., 
1978). The media portrayal of youth gangs draws its main 
information source from institutions: news is taken from 
the police reports, thematic insights are based on the view-
points of politicians and administrators. A narrative desi-
gned to reaffirm the stereotype of youth dangerousness 
only creates a strong interpretive circularity: mass media 
contribute to the ‘hypervisibility’ and ‘spectacularization’ 
of street groups through images narrated by others, that 
risk fostering the stereotype of the public enemy (Quei-
rolo Palmas et al., 2021). In contrast, interpretations pro-
vided by associationism and social volunteering are rarely 
present, and there is almost no space for youngsters’ voi-
ces.  

To get a complete picture of the phenomenon, it is 
therefore necessary to explore the characteristics of youth 
groups, their interaction in the urban space and the dy-
namics of conflict and violence that may emerge within 
it moving from the standpoint of privileged witnesses who 
are in close contact with street groups. These insights can 
help us understand the reasons why, after years of a more 
protective approach toward youth in Italy (Nelken, 2005), 
there has been a moral panic toward it and the resort to 
punitive measures against juvenile antisocial behaviors. 

 
 

Marginal youngsters’ antisocial behaviors in public spa-
ces  

 
Urban space, far from being a neutral arena, is a site of 
claims based on interests and power relations (Valentine, 
1996). The urban environment reflects existing social hie-
rarchies and conflicts concerning the right to the city that 
emerge among the different populations living in it (Bau-
böck, 2003). Scholars of critical urbanism have argued 
that cities have been defined and are still structured 
around an idea of the adult, white, middle-aged, middle-
class citizen (Caroll, Calder-Dawe, Witten and Asiasiga, 
2019). Conversely, ideas of city developed and enacted by 
marginal groups – including the youth population – are 
often ignored, rejected, or actively stigmatized.  

In the struggle for urban space, young people are a hi-
ghly visible social group: public space is for them a place 
where they can express their voice, carry out specific per-
formances, or simply meet and socialize. Through its do-
mestication – understood as a form of appropriation that 
escapes adult control (Lieberg, 1995) – certain parts of 
the city (parks, neighborhoods, but also benches or ter-
minuses of public transports) take on a special significance 

for them, becoming habitual places of intimacy and roo-
tedness (Cresswell, 2009; De Luigi, Piro, Reutlinger and 
Zimmermann, 2020). 

However, youth access to urban space is hindered by 
several barriers. On the one hand, from an economic 
point of view, youth usually have few resources for market 
access: since they cannot own, alter, or rent private pro-
perty, they can only choose, use, and occupy the property 
of others (Childress, 2004). On the other hand, young 
people are often bearers and experimenters of ways of 
using spaces in innovative forms compared to the way the 
spaces were originally conceived, as well as of behaviors 
and relational styles judged inappropriate by adults (Mat-
thews, Taylor, Percy-Smith and Limb, 2000). 

Intergenerational conflict thus seems to be a useful in-
terpretive lens of the presence of youth in public space. In 
particular, adult society aims to exclude youth from it or, 
at least, to control its activities by hiding it or confining 
it into designated spaces that enjoy institutional and sym-
bolic legitimacy, while directing participation toward pre-
defined tracks. When juvenile behaviors do not fall within 
these standards, they risk being labelled as source of moral 
panic. 

The empirical research shows a composite picture of 
juvenile street groups, often far from the media represen-
tation conveyed by the term baby gang. The youth aggre-
gations examined in the research carried out in 
Emilia-Romagna region are characterized by a fluid and 
heterogeneous nature – thus, cannot be defined as gangs, 
lacking those typical traits that, according to scholars (Ha-
gedorn, 1998; Klein, 2001; Thrasher, 1927), distinguish 
these groups, such as territoriality, systematic involvement 
in crime of most members, and a well-defined structure. 

Although the groups examined share a common living 
area, they are extremely mobile within the city and are not 
characterized by a specific territoriality: they move around 
the city in search of spaces ‘to be’ in order to spend leisure 
time in an informal, unstructured way. However, these 
spaces are designed for the enjoyment of a well-selected 
public, composed mainly of adult citizens and consumers. 
For young people from the marginal classes, the limited 
opportunities to use public spaces and the almost obliga-
tory positioning in peripheral (and invisible) areas of cities 
reflect and amplify their subordinate role within society. 
Thus, there emerges a need for visibility, a desire to be in 
the same places of leisure as their peers. There is some-
thing symbolic, for example, about meeting in a shopping 
mall or ‘occupying’ the city center: these are the quintes-
sential places of consumption and opportunity, from 
which many of the young people in these groups feel ex-
cluded but want to be part of (McDonald, 2003). 

Urban centers, in particular, represent the showcases 
of cities, and this is precisely why they are chosen by ju-
venile groups seeking a space of visibility and recognition. 
Additionally, the scarcity of available urban places means 
that these must be shared with other generations, parti-
cularly older ones: interactions between generations can 
become problematic when spaces are used in different 
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ways that are – or are perceived to be – incompatible. 
The socialization practices of groups consist, in most 

cases and most of the time, of relational, recreational, and 
playful activities: whether in a square, a park, downtown 
streets, entertainment areas or shopping malls, young peo-
ple construct and experience their identity within a group 
of peers. A characteristic of informal groups is the use of 
public spaces as “uncontrolled” places, where activities are 
“unstructured” and occur without adult supervision. This 
lack of control is, in itself, likely to be portrayed as a dan-
gerous trait, regardless of the enactment of deviant or cri-
minal behavior: the mere presence of a street group is 
perceived as a cause of insecurity. Highly patrolled cities 
and strict regulations on urban decorum also reflect an 
adult perspective on urban citizenship that stigmatizes 
youth practices – such as gathering in large numbers, pla-
ying music in a park, or even doing nothing in a square – 
as antisocial behavior (Massey, 2007; Walther, Batsleer, 
Loncle and Pohl, 2020). 

Young people who are part of street groups construct 
their identity in constant interaction with the peers and 
other generations, using urban places as an arena to 
emerge from invisibility, satisfy relational and leisure 
needs, and gain a space within cities and society (Miller, 
2020). Street subcultures combine ways of using urban 
spaces that are both an expression and a search for iden-
tity, albeit sometimes with marked traits of nonconfor-
mity and violent rebellion. Young people from the 
peripheral segments of the population, who do not find 
in the urban context a space in which to spend their free 
time, who do not have the opportunity to access the lei-
sure places of their peers, and who do not have a role wi-
thin society except in a marginal position, may react with 
deviant and violent behavior. In this sense, youth group 
violence can be interpreted in relation to the dynamics of 
tension and conflict between different generations and 
between peers in public spaces: to escape the invisibility 
of their life trajectories and exclusion and stigmatization 
by the ‘established group’ (Elias and Scotson, 1965), mar-
ginal youth resort to disorderly, unseemly, disruptive, even 
deviant and criminal behaviors. 

To refer to these groups, in which criminal activity is 
not dominant but coexists with other community activi-
ties, we therefore want to reject, along the lines of Bro-
therton (2008), the concept of ‘street gangs’ to speak, 
rather, of ‘street youth organizations’. The risk, otherwise, 
is that a short-circuit is created between the lack of a role 
for youth in the urban space and, more generally, in so-
ciety, the nonconformist and deviant practices of juvenile 
groups, the representation of such groups as ‘dangerous’, 
and the punitive reaction of control agencies, with the risk 
of reinforcing the protest identity within the group, tran-
sforming it into a ‘heroic subculture’ in opposition to the 
dominant culture (Weinzierl and Muggleton, 2003), and 
causing youth to adhere to such a ‘public stereotype of 
dangerousness’ by developing criminal careers. 

These dynamics are made more complex by the po-
tential that social networks offer in terms of visibility of 

behavior, providing an additional stage for acts of distin-
ction and rebellion. The growing spread of social networks 
has profoundly altered youth sociality and its spaces 
(Boyd, 2007), making groups fluid in composition, occa-
sional in meeting and neither territorial nor settled in their 
choice of gathering places. The identity construction that 
characterizes youth aggregations has found an additional 
stage than urban places. The dynamics of group interac-
tion and socialization are now played out in both real and 
virtual spaces (Schroeder, 2002). The virtual stage is not 
only alternative to physical places but becomes comple-
mentary: actions seem to acquire greater significance as 
they can be ‘showcased’ and disseminated through social 
networks to gain visibility and popularity.  

Moreover, the audience that attends such performance 
is changing and expanding (Hodkinson, 2017; Hogan, 
2010): if until a few years ago virtual content was disse-
minated mostly within an inner circle of people who also 
knew each other offline, today digital platforms allow 
words and images to be spread to an audience composed 
of unknown people. Through social media, style and cul-
tural patterns are spread and can lead to emulation, and 
the same is for deviant forms of rebellion (Lim, 2013; Pat-
ton et al., 2014). 

The Internet, on the one hand, amplifies the visibility 
of actions and allows a need for individual performance 
to be satisfied, while, on the other hand, it risks triggering 
a competition that requires performing increasingly spec-
tacular actions to obtain and maintain that visibility (Stor-
rod and Densley, 2017). Social media, especially for those 
young people who come from marginal trajectories, be-
come a tool to break out of insignificance and cultivate 
expectations of social improvement if the opportunities 
for upward mobility are not provided by the society itself. 

Finally, we cannot overlook the effect that the Covid-
19 pandemic has had on young people. Increasing socioe-
conomic disparities, insecurity, feelings of loneliness and 
anger are some of the key words, highlighted by several 
surveys (Cooper et al., 2021; RER, 2021), that characte-
rized youth conditions during the pandemic period and 
were also risk factors for violent behavior once they regai-
ned access to urban spaces. In particular, anger would be 
linked to situations of distress that, if not experienced 
through closure and social withdrawal, can be projected 
outward, even violently. What institutional responses can 
be put in place to deal with such manifestations? 

 
 

Youth, urban disorder and the institutional response 
 

In Italy, until few decades ago, youth deviance pertained 
exclusively to social policies and preventive measures; also 
the juvenile criminal justice system has been shaped in 
such a way to protect youngsters in their growth process. 

The 1988 law on juvenile criminal trial, Juvenile Penal 
Institutions and the Juvenile Court (established in 1934 
to decide on all proceedings that concern those who have 
not reached the majority age) are based on the principle 
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of the ‘best interest of the child’, leading to limit the ju-
venile’s stay in the criminal system in the shortest possible 
time, in order to avoid the effects of stigmatization, and, 
in some circumstances, setting back punitive needs of the 
State in the face of the child’s priority social recovery. 

It is the socialization paradigm that characterizes the 
State’s response, with the obligation to modulate the penal 
reaction by resorting to the sanction most suitable for edu-
cating children. The restitutive paradigm has also been af-
firmed, recognizing centrality to the reparation of the 
damage caused to the victim or the community, and to 
mediation, through which the juvenile is able to under-
stand the disvalue of his/her behavior (Pazè, 2013). In line 
with these principles, the Italian juvenile justice has made 
extensive use of probation (Pulvirenti, 2012, p. 390). 

Scholars who studied the Italian or foreign nationality 
of juveniles entering the criminal justice system have, ho-
wever, highlighted some aspects. Principles that inspired 
the 1988 reform, based on the “rapid exit of the child 
from the penal circuit” and the “residual nature of deten-
tion” (Mastropasqua and Colla, 2009, p. 11) have not 
been applied, in general, to foreign youth (Campesi, Re 
and Torrente, 2009) and, in particular, to ‘unaccompanied 
foreign minors’ and Roma people (Mastropasqua, 2013, 
p. 249). 

Data on penal institutions “show the existence of dif-
ferentiated forms of control depending on the social 
groups to which minors … belong (Italians, Roma people, 
immigrants)” (Favretto, Scarscelli and Scivoletto, 2010, 
p. 223). In the last years, the total number of minors in 
prison decreased – it was 474 in 2010 and 316 in 2022 – 
whereas the percentage of foreign inmates showed an in-
crease from 34.8% in 2010 to 44.3% in 20224. Therefore, 
the juvenile justice “is characterized by a ‘double criminal 
trial’, one for Italian minors, the other for members of the 
categories considered more socially dangerous (Roma peo-
ple and immigrants), … thus coming to determine a sce-
nario in which it is still possible to use the classic image 
of ‘unequal law’” (ibidem, 2010). 

In the last decades, a punitive turn involved all youth, 
together with the stigmatization and low tolerance toward 
street groups and urban violence described above. Youth 
behavior in public spaces has become an issue to be ad-
dressed not only through social policies but (also and espe-
cially) through security policies. Citizens’ perceptions and 
demands for local government to ensure order in public 
spaces enter the urban security debate and agenda. Physi-
cal and social decay become the main source of concern 
of local communities. 

In 2008, the power of mayors to issue ‘ordinances’ that 
provide an administrative sanction for those who engage 
in behavior that disturbs urban safety was strengthened 

(Crocitti and Selmini, 2017). In the aftermath of the re-
form, the main two areas of intervention have been the 
prohibition of street prostitution and the prohibition of 
alcohol consumption in public spaces (Cittalia and Anci, 
2009). The latter (so-called ordinances antimovida) ban 
antisocial behaviors in leisure places (and provide penalties 
for violations) targeting also youth socialization. 

In 2017, tools for controlling entertainment venues 
become more punitive. Those who engage in antisocial be-
havior resulting from drunkenness and disturbance in lei-
sure time places may receive an order of removal from those 
places (lasting 48 hours), and a concomitant administra-
tive penalty. Repetition of the behavior may result in the 
issuing by the police of a ban from the places for a longer 
period (until two years). Since 2018, violation of such a 
ban is punished as a crime. 

Urban security policies have outlined a ‘punitive ad-
ministrative law’ (Ruga Riva, 2008) functional to repres-
sive and securitarian goals. On the one hand, the new 
measures have contributed to spreading “a culture of pu-
nitiveness”, raising the “threshold of intolerance” and le-
gitimizing “punitive attitudes in public opinion” (Selmini, 
2020, p. 130). On the other hand, municipal punitive law 
has widened the net of criminalization, sanctioning beha-
viors that, although criminally lawful, are perceived as a 
danger for the decorum of cities. 

These changes have affected juvenile behavior in public 
spaces and youth street groups, legitimizing, by virtue of 
the alleged dangerousness of such groups, fueled by alar-
mist media portrayals, preventive police checks at enter-
tainment venues and the use of bans on access to such 
venues. 

Emblematic of the punitive turn is the so-called crime 
of rave parties introduced in 2022 in the Italian penal code 
(article 633 bis). The punished behavior is “to organize or 
promote the arbitrary invasion of other people’s land or 
buildings, public or private, in order to organize a musical 
gathering or other entertainment purpose”. Recalling that 
youth groups use public spaces as a “scene”, a stage to have 
visibility and recognition (Pitti and Tuorto, 2021, p. 62), 
the criminalization of rave parties falls within a security 
‘drift’ of urban control instruments against cultural and 
nonconformist expressions. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

Over the last decades, public and political debate on juve-
nile delinquency has lost the traditional benevolent tole-
rance toward younger offenders. Even youth socialization 
in public spaces has changed, also because different are the 
places of entertainment and different are the modes of 
consumption for leisure time purposes. Unchanged, ho-
wever, are social and economic disadvantages experienced 
by marginal youngsters behaving disorderly in public space 
or belonging to street groups.  

A first finding of our analysis is the fluid nature of con-
temporary juvenile aggregations, most of which cannot be 

4 Data are by Istat and by research reports available on 
https://www.ragazzidentro.it/i-numeri-degli-istituti-penali-per-i-
minorenni/ and https://www.osservatoriodiritti.it/2022/ 02/11/ -
giustizia-minorile/.
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defined as ‘street gangs’, lacking those features typical of 
gangs (organized structure, territoriality, systematic invol-
vement in criminal activities). Street youth groups are cha-
racterized by forms of peer sociality that occur outside 
institutional contexts (family, school) and structured cul-
tural, recreational and sports activities. Such spontaneous 
aggregations in ‘unsupervised’ spaces can sometimes be 
perceived as a danger to urban safety (Massey, 2007) and 
are often framed in the media narrative as ‘baby-gangs’, 
fostering punitive responses against them. However, such 
moral panic and following repressive measures are not ef-
fective. All the research on gangs shows that stigmatization 
and repression risk making the group more cohesive, am-
plifying involvement in delinquent activities and their 
progression to more serious crime, also because they lead 
to an increase of the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ attitude. Therefore, 
the Italian current tendency toward repressive measures 
should be reduced as much as possible, to prevent the pro-
blem from becoming much more serious in the long run, 
and the potential violence of some of these groups from 
spreading. Similar conclusions can be drawn on crimina-
lization through media representations. The media fra-
ming of the problem, which defines ‘baby-gangs’ as almost 
every incident in public space in which more than one 
young person is involved, contributes to creating a social 
climate of insecurity and moral panic toward youth. This 
representation gives space for emulative behavior and, like 
the punitive response, helps reinforce a sense of belonging 
and the process of building a ‘gang’ identity. 

Italian prevention policies concerning youth should 
be reshaped in order to foster social interventions (invol-
ving families, schools, community organizations) and the 
building of physical spaces where also marginal youngsters 
can have visibility. It is true that conflictual dynamics, well 
known in other Countries, started to appear in Italian ci-
ties and to acquire centrality as urban security issues. Ho-
wever, juvenile violence and antisocial behavior have 
something symbolic, for example, in meeting in a shop-
ping mall, or in ‘invading’ the city center: these are the 
places of consumption par excellence from which many 
of the young people we are talking about feel excluded, 
but of which they want to be part. Most of the juvenile 
groups are not neighborhood-based, they move around 
the city looking for places presented to youth as the space 
of inclusion. But leisure spaces are designed for the enjoy-
ment of a single, well-selected audience, made up mainly 
of consumers. Therefore, juvenile deviance and violence 
in public spaces may be interpreted as a reaction to mar-
ginality in search of recognition. To prevent juvenile de-
linquency, thus, an effort to rethink social interventions 
and urban place management strategies to support and 
give space even to a minority group of youngsters – but 
one that requires visibility – should be made. 
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