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Research Question: 
To what extent have post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies in England and Wales addressed educational disengagement and economic deprivation, and what lessons can be drawn from international approaches?
  _______________________________________________________________________
Research Aim:  
To critically evaluate the extent to which post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies in England and Wales address key social and educational factors associated with youth offending, particularly educational disengagement and economic deprivation, while examining how principles from international youth justice models may inform future prevention policy development.
 ________________________________________________________________________
Research Objectives: 
• To examine changes in youth offending prevention policy and practice in England and Wales following the COVID-19 pandemic, with particular attention to early intervention, diversion, and child-centred approaches.
• To critically evaluate evidence regarding the strengths, limitations, and effectiveness of post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies.
• To explore how educational disengagement and economic deprivation have influenced youth offending prevention debates and policy responses following the pandemic.
• To compare youth offending prevention approaches in England and Wales with selected international youth justice models and identify principles that may inform future policy development.
 ______________________________________________________________
Literature Review: 
Youth offending prevention remains a contested area within criminology and youth justice policy, reflecting ongoing tensions between welfare-based approaches focused on support and rehabilitation and justice-oriented approaches emphasising accountability and control (Muncie, 2015). Contemporary research recognises that offending behaviour develops through complex interactions between individual development, social relationships, education, and wider structural inequalities. However, debate remains regarding whether prevention strategies should primarily focus on identifying individual risks or addressing the broader social conditions that contribute to vulnerability.
Developmental and life-course criminology has significantly influenced youth offending prevention by highlighting the importance of childhood experiences and environmental factors. Farrington (2003) argues that family difficulties, educational disadvantages, and social exclusion can contribute to pathways into offending. This perspective provides valuable support for early intervention approaches by demonstrating how risks may accumulate over time. However, risk-focused models have been criticised for potentially defining children through vulnerability and encouraging deterministic assumptions about future offending. Case and Haines (2015) argue that Positive Youth Justice provides an alternative approach by prioritising participation, resilience, and support rather than viewing young people primarily through risk. This perspective is particularly relevant following COVID-19, as disruption to education and support networks may represent temporary vulnerability rather than fixed offending pathways.
Social Learning Theory provides further insight into youth offending by emphasising the influence of observation, reinforcement, and social environments on behaviour (Bandura, 1977). This supports prevention strategies based on mentoring, family intervention, and community engagement. However, the theory provides a more limited explanation of wider structural influences, including poverty, inequality, and unequal access to opportunities. Goldson and Muncie (2015) argue that youth offending must also be understood within broader political, economic, and social contexts, suggesting that effective prevention requires both individual support and interventions addressing structural disadvantage.
[bookmark: _Int_YAqTahJ5]Educational disadvantage and economic deprivation remain central concerns within youth justice research. Bateman (2017) highlights that children involved in the youth justice system are disproportionately affected by poverty, inequality, and limited opportunities. However, deprivation should not be understood as a direct cause of offending, as its influence is shaped by factors including educational experiences, family circumstances, social support, and access to opportunities. McAra and McVie (2010) demonstrate that educational experiences, particularly exclusion from mainstream education, can influence pathways into criminal justice involvement. These findings are particularly significant following COVID-19, as school closures, disrupted learning, and reduced access to support services intensified existing inequalities.
Evidence from the Children’s Commissioner for England (2021) and the Department for Education (2024) demonstrates the continuing impact of pandemic-related disruption on attendance, wellbeing, and educational engagement. However, while these sources highlight the challenges created by COVID-19, there remains limited evaluation of whether post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies have effectively addressed these longer-term consequences, particularly for children experiencing educational disengagement and wider social disadvantage. This creates an important research gap regarding whether policy responses have sufficiently prioritised inclusion, support, and prevention rather than focusing primarily on managing individual risk. Furthermore, although early intervention and diversion strategies have become central features of contemporary youth justice policy, questions remain regarding whether these approaches adequately address the structural conditions that contribute to vulnerability, including poverty, inequality, and reduced access to educational opportunities. Examining this relationship is therefore important for understanding whether post-pandemic prevention strategies provide meaningful support for children at risk of involvement in the youth justice system.
Youth justice policy in England and Wales has increasingly emphasised early intervention, diversion, and child-centred approaches. The Youth Justice Board (2024) promotes approaches that address children’s individual needs while reducing unnecessary criminalisation. However, Haines and Case (2023) argue that meaningful youth justice reform requires movement beyond risk management towards approaches based on children’s rights, participation, and social inclusion. This raises important questions regarding whether post-pandemic strategies have successfully translated these principles into practice and whether current approaches adequately address the wider social factors associated with youth offending.
International youth justice models provide opportunities to examine alternative approaches to prevention and identify potential lessons for policy development. Restorative justice approaches emphasise accountability, repairing harm, and reintegration rather than punishment alone (Johnstone and Van Ness, 2013). Welfare-oriented approaches in Nordic countries demonstrate the potential benefits of integrating youth justice with wider social support systems (Cavadino and Dignan, 2021), while New Zealand’s Family Group Conference model highlights the importance of participation from young people, families, and communities (Maxwell and Morris, 2006). However, Hazel (2008) cautions that youth justice systems develop within different political, legal, and cultural contexts, meaning international approaches cannot simply be transferred without considering their suitability within England and Wales.
Overall, existing literature demonstrates that youth offending prevention is shaped by complex interactions between individual development, education, inequality, and social support. While research provides significant understanding of youth offending pathways and principles of effective prevention, limited attention has been given to whether post-pandemic strategies have effectively translated these principles into practice, particularly in addressing educational disengagement and economic deprivation. This dissertation therefore seeks to critically evaluate post-pandemic youth offending prevention approaches in England and Wales while considering whether international youth justice principles can provide relevant lessons for future policy development.

_______________________________________________________________________________
Methodology: 
This dissertation will adopt a qualitative research design using documentary analysis to critically examine post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies in England and Wales. A qualitative approach is appropriate because the research aims to explore how prevention strategies address wider social, educational, and economic factors associated with youth offending, rather than measure the statistical impact of individual interventions (Bryman, 2016). This approach allows for critical examination of policy responses, underlying assumptions, and the extent to which current strategies address the complexities associated with youth offending.
The research will critically analyse selected secondary sources including peer-reviewed academic literature, government publications, policy documents, Youth Justice Board reports, Department for Education evidence, Children’s Commissioner reports, and selected international youth justice material. Sources will be identified through a structured search strategy and selected using purposive sampling based on their relevance to the research objectives. Inclusion criteria will focus on evidence relating to youth offending prevention, early intervention, diversion, educational disengagement, economic deprivation, restorative approaches, and child-centred youth justice following COVID-19. Documentary analysis is appropriate for examining existing written material and identifying themes, meanings, and policy developments within qualitative research (Bowen, 2009).
The selected documents will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes, debates, and patterns within youth justice policy and research. Key themes will include educational inequality, economic deprivation, prevention approaches, risk-based versus welfare-based models, and the role of social support in reducing vulnerability to offending. Thematic analysis provides a flexible method for identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative data, allowing comparison across different policy and academic sources (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
The international comparison will examine selected youth justice models, including New Zealand’s Family Group Conference approach and welfare-oriented approaches in Nordic countries. These models will be analysed to identify transferable principles relating to participation, restorative practice, social support, and reducing unnecessary criminalisation. However, international approaches cannot be directly transferred without considering differences in political, cultural, legal, and social contexts. Therefore, the comparison will focus on identifying broader principles that may inform future youth justice policy development in England and Wales.
Ethical considerations have been addressed through completion of the relevant university ethics approval process. As this research uses publicly available secondary sources, it will not involve direct participation from children, young people, or practitioners. Ethical attention will still be given to the responsible representation of young people involved in the youth justice system and to avoiding deficit-based interpretations of vulnerability.
The study acknowledges limitations associated with documentary research, including reliance on available evidence and the inability to establish direct causal relationships between prevention strategies and changes in youth offending rates. However, this methodology is appropriate for critically evaluating policy responses, identifying strengths and limitations, and considering how international perspectives may contribute to future youth justice policy development.


_________________________________________________________________
	Proposed timeline: 



	Timeframe
	Task to be completed

	July 
	[bookmark: _Int_UakSeEIB]Finalise research proposal, complete ethical approval requirements, confirm research objectives, and develop a structured search strategy for academic, policy, government, and international youth justice sources.

	August
	Conduct literature searches and collect relevant academic literature, policy documents, government reports, and international youth justice material. Establish inclusion criteria and identify key themes for analysis.

	September
	Complete and refine the Literature Review and Methodology chapters, ensuring clear alignment between the research question, objectives, and research design.

	Late September – Early October
	Conduct documentary analysis and thematic analysis of selected sources. Identify key themes relating to post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies, educational disengagement, economic deprivation, and international approaches.

	October
	Draft Findings and Discussion chapters, critically evaluating prevention strategies in England and Wales and considering the relevance of international youth justice models.

	Early – Mid November
	Complete Conclusion and Recommendations chapters, linking findings back to the research question and considering implications for youth justice policy and practice.

	Mid – Late November
	Incorporate supervisor feedback, revise chapters, strengthen critical analysis, complete the abstract, and finalise the dissertation structure.

	1–9 December
	Complete final proofreading, Harvard referencing checks, formatting, appendices, plagiarism checks, and submission preparation.

	10 December
	Submit the final dissertation.



__________________________________________________________________
Anticipated Outcomes: 
 This research aims to provide a critical evaluation of post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies in England and Wales, focusing on the extent to which current approaches address educational disengagement and economic deprivation. Through analysis of academic literature, policy documents, and international youth justice models, the study will identify strengths, limitations, and gaps within existing prevention approaches.
The findings are expected to enhance understanding of how educational inequality, economic disadvantage, and access to support services influence youth offending prevention policy and practice. By comparing approaches in England and Wales with selected international models, the research aims to identify principles relating to early intervention, diversion, restorative practice, participation, and social inclusion that may inform future policy development.
Although a dissertation cannot directly influence policy decisions, the research may provide useful insights for policymakers, practitioners, education professionals, and organisations supporting vulnerable children and young people. It aims to contribute to youth justice debates by highlighting the importance of approaches that address wider social circumstances rather than focusing solely on individual risk.
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