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Girls united

A Swedish organisation
established by
teenagers could
provide a useful model
for young Irish girls
keen to equip
themselves against
the pitfalls of

modern Life

ODERN LIFE is

tough for teenage

girls. Early and in-

appropriate sexu-

alisation com-
bined with a culture of binge
drinking can lead to some fairly
risky behaviour and potentially
result in very unpleasant out-
comes. Pubescent girls are un-
der intense pressure to conform
to various idealised and un-
healthy body stereotypes foisted
upon them by society and often
accepted passively and adhered
to ungquestioningly.

Nowonder mothers, older sis-
ters and concerned females whao
have reached the relative safety
of our 20s, 30s and beyond wor-
ry as they watch these vulnera-
ble young women with their
post-coital hairstyles, Day-Glo
tans and ilHitting air of insouck
ance hanging around pubs and
nightclubs often very much the
worse for wear.

For worrled parents, the
temptation is to impose curfews
aimed at curbing the more exces-
sive manifestations of carefree
vouth. The reality is that knee-
jerk draconianism never works.
Ever since Rapunzel let down
her hair, teenage girls have been
climbing out of upstairs win-
dows and shinning down drain-
pipes to join inwith the fun.

The most effective way of en-
suring the safety and wellbeing
of our teens must surely depend
on them taking responsibility
for their own behaviour without
feeling smothered by the fear of
what might go wrong. We need
to encourage them to take
charge of their own wellbeing
while still allowing them to as-
sert their independence. After
all, everyone deserves the oppor-
tunity to enjoy the judicious he-
donism of their teens before tak-
ing on the weighty responsibili-ptember 21, 2010 - Page 45



ties of adulthood.

A Swedish organisation estab-
lished by teenagers could pro-
vide a useful model for young
Irish girls keen to equip them-
selves against the pitfalls of mod-
ern life. This practical and pro-
active scheme, called United
Sisters, was developed by two
Swedish teenagers in 1996 with
the express aim of shoring up
self-esteem by exploding myths
relating to body image and early
sexualisation.

To date the United Sisters ini-
tiative has helped hundreds of
Swedish females aged 12-20
cope with the pressures of mod-
ern life. The girls who partici-
pate come from a wide variety of
backgrounds and all of the
projects have been developed in
response to the suggestions and
requirements of the participants
themselves.

Weekly get-togethers facili-
tate frank discussions that en-
compass issues relevant to this
age group including sex, drugs,
role models, violence and preju-
dice. The intention is to allow
the girls to explore these highly
charged topics in a safe, support-
ive and informed environment.
Voluntary adult coaches with rel-
evant expertise are on hand for
the occasions when thelr inter-
vention is deemed appropriate.

Perhaps the most radical and
effective aspect of the pro-
gramme are the voluntary night
patrols involving girls aged
16-20 who walk the streets of
Gothenburg and Stockholm
helping young people who are
too drunk to take care of them-
selves, embroiled in a hostile or
confrontational situation or sim-
ply upset and in need of some-
one to talk to. Each volunteer un-
dertakes an intensive three-
month training programme
aimed at developing self-protec-
tion techniques, first aid, ethics,
legal studies, drug knowledge
and conflict resolution.

This proactive and empower-
ing scheme is working well in
Sweden and there are no obvi
ous barriers to the potential roll-
out of something similar in oth-
er countries including our own.

Mare information can be found at
unitedsisters.se

ELEANOR
FITZSIMONS
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SISTER ACT: WHAT DO IRISH GIRLS
THINK OF A UNITED FRONT?

A group of Irish girls, all
aged 16, were asked what
they thought of United Sisters
and if they would welcome
such an initiative here.

“Iwould think it would work
really well Girls over here have
problems with whao they are and
the way they look and | think
that [United Sisters] would
open their eyes maore to the
world. It shows us that we are
equal, and it will teach us and
show us that this is the way we
need to be. It will make us mare
aware of our lives and how we
should be treated in this world.”
— Sabrina

“Ithink it is a brilliant idea and it
isvery important thing to have
something like this scherme and
I'would be very happy ifwe
could have it in Dublin.”

- Marcia

“I'think that the United Sisters
programime would wark very
well in Dublin. I feel that it
would be a great resource for
rmany young girls and would
really help them. However, the
night patrol could be
dangerous.”

- Rachel

“Ithink it's a very interesting
idea, and one that would help a
lot of young girls in Dublin, |
would be concerned about the
safety of girls on night patrel,
but other than that | think it
sounds really good. | feel

the girl groups would be a
great support, and | would

definitely consider joining."
- Jenny

“United Sisters seemns like a
great idea. | think it would really
improve the Dublin area to have
a scheme Like this in place.”

— Ailish

“I'think Dublin would really
benefit frorm an organisation
Like the United Sisters, as it
deals with everyday issues that
we deal with in Dublin such as
drinking and drug abuse. It also
gives young girls the chance to
get involved in something
positive."

- Helena

“There is no other organisation
out there for young women in
need of support. There istoo
much emphasis on Looks in
rmodern day society, which is
catastrophic for young women's
development. Intelligence and
what's going oninside is more
important. This realisation
wiould be hugely beneficial for
young wamen in Dublin. | think
United Sisters isa perfect way
to teach fulfilment ina young
woman's Life in Dublin.”

— Lauren

“Ithink United Sistersis a great
idea that would help the girls of
Dublinto be more secure and
confident with who they are as
individuals. | think the scheme
wiould be of great benefit to
young warmen, but | personally
wiould not feel safe doing night
patrols in Dublin”

— Siobhan
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Ever since Rapunzel let
down her hair, teenage girls
have been climbing out of
upstairs windows and
shinning down drainpipes
to join in with the fun.
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