


Can the impact of early intervention can help to curve offending? Discuss. 


Early intervention is defined by the UK Government as “a public policy approach to identify and support children and their families at an early stage, to prevent problems developing later in life, such as poor physical and mental health, low educational attainment, crime and anti-social behaviour” (Powell et al, 2021). The College of Policing recognises the importance of early intervention in preventing future offending, showcasing a number of examples of early intervention which have been shown to reduce the likelihood of offending, which include ‘Police in Classrooms’, mentoring and ‘drug courts’ (College of Policing, 2022). Due to the link between vulnerability and offending, with it being recognised that vulnerability is a key challenge facing policing and the criminal justice system (Bartkowiak-Theron, 2017), it could be put forward that early interventions in the context of vulnerability could help to reduce offending. In order to critically analyse this argument, the different forms of early intervention, as well as the forms of vulnerability which cause the need for such intervention must be analysed, with consideration for alternative arrangements that are currently in place.

Drug abuse, a significant driver of vulnerability, is a factor in many cases of offending. In the year ending March 2023, 2.3% of people indicated that they frequently used drugs, with younger people being more likely to be users than older people (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Arguably, the fact that a larger proportion of drug users are from younger age groups represents a significant opportunity for early intervention. Offences relating to drugs range from possession to production and supplying (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022) and as a result a range of different interventions are required depending on the case. One such form of intervention is ‘drug courts’; these divert drug offenders away from the standard criminal justice system and instead operate on a system of “supervision, reward and punishment” (College of Policing, 2015). This intervention seeks to deter offenders from further offending through a programme in which participants are rewarded if they refrain from further offending but are diverted back to the traditional legal system for punishment if they continue to offend (College of Policing, 2015). According to the College of Policing, the evidence shows that this intervention yields “significant reductions” in reoffending (College of Policing, 2015). A similar intervention such as this one is the ‘divert’ programme trialled by West Midlands Police. This programme diverted drug users away from the criminal justice system and into treatment and education with the aim of reducing reoffending (College of Policing, 2024). Two years following the implementation of this policy, there were 71% less charges and 80% less cautions for drug possession in the area (College of Policing, 2024). An example of non-policing-based interventions are ‘psychosocial’ interventions which can include a wide range of treatments such as CBT; these treatments have been shown to have better outcomes compared to cases of no such treatment (Jhanjee, 2014). Therefore, it could be argued that interventions such as these could be utilized to reducing reoffending rates. Arguably however, the earliest intervention possible is the use of the education system to deter individuals from committing drug related offences. It has been shown that even basic skills such as literacy and numeracy as well as social skills can have positive long-term effects (Public Health England, 2015). The College of Policing recognises the benefits of the use of the education system as a means to early intervention, citing the use of the ‘Police in classrooms’ scheme, which educated pupils on police procedure concerning drug related offences as well as giving them an opportunity to voice concerns (College of Policing, 2022). However, with it also being shown that “scare tactics” being shown to be ineffective (Public Health England, 2015), the forms of early intervention at schools must be carefully considered in order to be effective at reducing the likelihood of offending. 
Mental Health issues, which are another key factor in offending, can also be challenged through the use of early intervention. While the majority of those with mental health issues do not exhibit violent behaviour, a link between mental illness and criminality has been established with studies showing that prison populations suffer from disproportionately high levels of mental illness (Rueve et al, 2008). Therefore, it could be argued that early interventions in cases of mental illness would prevent these individuals from offending and falling into the criminal justice system. Under the Mental Health Act 1983, the police are required to work in conjunction with the National Health Service in order to divert those with mental health issues who are considered to be a danger to either themselves, the public or both to be diverted into treatment, with a duty of care placed upon these agencies (Mental Health Act 1983). This provides a significant opportunity to prevent those suffering from mental illness from committing an offence by means of early intervention. However, a report into the use of this law has found failings in its implementation, leading to those being detained under it being let down (Wessely, 2018). Therefore, it could be argued that reform to the existing provisions in place is necessary for an effective early intervention in order to reduce offending. It has been observed that half of cases of mental illness begin at the age of 14, with it being recognised that interventions at this young age can prevent the development of more serious and long-term issues (Colizzi et al, 2020). This again demonstrates the potential for early intervention in preventing the likelihood of offending. However, it also important to consider that while a link between criminality and mental illness has been established, this does not necessarily equate to causation (Mind, 2018).  It is also important to recognise the link between mental illness and victimhood, with those suffering with severe mental illness being more likely to be the victim of an offence (Office for National Statistics, 2022). Therefore, interventions designed to reduce the likelihood of becoming a victim as well as an offender must also be considered in the context of reducing the rate of offending.  

Early Intervention can also be utilized in order to prevent terror offences from taking place. Intervention can be used to prevent individuals from becoming radicalised as well as detecting instances of radicalisation and prevent the radicalisation from developing to the point that the individual commits an offence. The National Terrorism Threat level is currently “substantial” meaning that “an attack is likely” (UK Government, 2024). Therefore, interventions to prevent radicalisation are important in the context of preventing offending and public safety. The UK government’s strategy for tackling radicalisation is known as “prevent”; this doctrine recognises that “radicalisation is usually a process not an event” and that those who are vulnerable are more likely to be radicalised and therefore it is possible to intervene and prevent these people from developing extremist views (Home Office, 2011). In the year ending 31st March 2023 there were 6,817 referrals to Prevent (Home Office, 2023). Of this figure, 19% were referred for exhibiting extreme right-wing views whereas 11% were referred for extremist Islamism (Home Office, 2023). Due to the difference in these extreme ideologies and the different drivers for these views, it can be argued that different forms of interventions are required depending on the ideology exhibited. The causes of Islamic extremism are well understood, with it being recognised that views about the treatment of Muslims in the Middle East by western powers as well as the existence of extreme brands of the Islamic religion have contributed the existence of Islamic fundamentalism (Palmer and Palmer, 2008). However, the drivers of right-wing extremism are arguably more complex. Whereas radical Islamism is based upon religion and conflict, right-wing extremism is derived from extremist political views about society such as “the rejection of democratic order and values” and racism with the key principle of right-wing extremism being “exclusionary nationalism” (European Commission, 2021). Due to these differences, it could be argued that the degree to which early intervention can be used to prevent terror offences is dependent on the drivers of the extreme views and the individual’s resistance to alter their religious or political beliefs. Additionally, Home Office statistics show that the 15 to 20 year old age group made up the largest proportion of those referred to the ‘prevent’ scheme, also with 39% of total referrals being made by the education sector (Home Office, 2023). This potentially indicates that extreme views may develop similar to mental health issues, in that they develop and present themselves in the teenage years. Additionally, the detection of these young people being radicalised and being diverted into intervention schemes potentially indicates that the current provisions in place are effective in preventing these individuals from carrying out offences in line with their extremist views. 

The importance and potential effectiveness of early intervention in preventing offending can be shown by the failings of the prison system in the UK to adequately rehabilitate offenders. The Prison Reform Trust argues that prisons in the UK are not only unsafe, unfair and underfunded but also fundamentally ineffective in rehabilitating offenders (Prison Reform Trust, 2022). The trust points out that upon release, offenders are faced with a lack of employment opportunity and inadequate financial support (Prison Reform Trust, 2022). With an established link between economic vulnerability and crime (Courson and Nettle, 2021), it can be argued that the lack of support offered to those leaving the criminal justice system is a key cause of reoffending, demonstrating how the prison system in the UK may in fact cause further offending rather than rehabilitate offenders. Reoffending statistics corroborate this argument, with it being shown that 32% of adult offenders issued with a court order reoffend and 23.5% of juvenile offenders issued with reprimands, warnings, or youth cautions reoffend, while 37.4% of adult offenders who serve a custodial sentence reoffend and 62.2% of juvenile offenders who serve a custodial sentence reoffend (Ministry of Justice, 2024). Based on these figures, it could be argued that inherent flaws within the prison system cause individuals to reoffend, with it being possible to suggest that early intervention would have been more effective than prison in preventing further offending. Additionally, the disproportionate rates of reoffending amongst juvenile offenders displays the degree to which the prison system is ineffective in rehabilitating young offenders, with it being argued that young offenders are “children first, offenders second” and thus diversion away from the criminal justice system is more effective in reducing further offending and more proportionate (Haines and Case, 2015). Daw, who advocates for the abolition of the prison system, shares a similar view, stating that “children are never criminals”, recognising that in the case of many young offenders it is circumstances that involve vulnerability that drive young people to commit crimes and therefore the prison system is not the correct place for these young offenders (Daw, 2021). These arguments lay out the case for interventions that divert offenders away from the criminal justice system and into systems that are focused on the vulnerabilities that led to the initial offending and rehabilitation and welfare to prevent reoffending.

[bookmark: _Hlk165478251][bookmark: _Int_AH12Mvy9]Such an intervention is currently used in the UK. The ‘DIVERT’ intervention is used by the Metropolitan Police, aimed at 18 to 25 year olds detained in police custody with the objective of preventing these offenders from reoffending (College of Policing, 2021). DIVERT places these offenders into “education, training or employment” with them entering police custody being used as a “teachable moment” (College of Policing, 2021). Given the evidence that education and basic skills can prevent drug offending as previously identified, it can also be argued that similar methods could be used to prevent general offending. The interventions carried out as part of DIVERT are tailored based on the needs of the offender, with those in need of accommodation being offered so and those needing skills to find employment being diverted into the education system (College of Policing, 2021). Given the link between economic vulnerability and reoffending (Courson and Nettle, 2021) and the lack of employment opportunities and financial support for those leaving the prison system as identified by the Prison Reform Trust (Prison Reform Trust, 2022), it is clear to see that such interventions to prevent young offenders from becoming economically vulnerable would reduce the likelihood of reoffending. However, the College of Policing states that evidence to support the effectiveness of DIVERT is “limited” but did also find that while DIVERT participants were arrested at higher rates prior to intervention due to the fact that they had committed more serious offences, after intervention they were arrested at the same rates as non-participants of DIVERT and that in the Brixton area those who participated in DIVERT were rearrested at a lower rates, with it being suggested that this was because DIVERT had been operating for the longest period of time in the Brixton area with staff being more experienced and more interventions on offer to offenders (College of Policing, 2021). This shows, as suggested by the College of Policing, that the effectiveness of DIVERT may be dependent on the skill of staff and the types of intervention available (College of Policing, 2021); this could also be argued for all forms of early intervention. Early interventions aimed at children who suffer from vulnerabilities as discussed by Daw (Daw, 2021) are also carried out; the Think Family Early Intervention conducted by Sommerset and Avon Police is aimed at children in families who have history of offending, cases of domestic violence and non-policing welfare concerns such as poor school attendance (College of Policing, 2021). It is recognised by the College of Policing in their National Vulnerability Action Plan that family-related vulnerability is a factor in criminality and early intervention is important to prevent these issues from developing further (College of Policing, 2023). The Think Family Early Intervention aims to break the cycle of intergenerational offending by tackling issues such as drug abuse and anti-social behaviour within problematic families (College of Policing, 2021). While in principle these interventions should reduce the rate of offending, the College of Policing found mixed results; It was found that while there were reductions in general offending and domestic violence, there was no reduction in cases of anti-social behaviour (College of Policing, 2021). This suggests that early intervention may be more effective in preventing some types of offending more than others. The College of Policing also found that PCSOs felt undertrained and therefore unable to effectively carry out the intervention (College of Policing, 2021). This again displays, similar as to what was seen with the success of THRIVE in Brixton, that the effectiveness of early intervention in reducing offending is dependent on the skill of staff. A similar form of early intervention is Family Safety Plans. These are used to address cases of child neglect for the purpose of safeguarding children and prevent them from offending in the long-term (College of Policing, 2021). Due to the established link between adverse childhood experiences and long-term offending (Reavis et al, 2013), such an intervention carried out effectively would yield positive results in reducing offending. The Family Safety Plans educate parents about the consequences of child neglect and provide evidence of neglect should parents fail to meet the standards that are required of them (College of Policing, 2021), ensuring the parents remain accountable while allowing them a chance to rectify past mistakes. This is important as research shows that a strong parent-child relationship “significantly increases the child’s tendency to be ‘prosocial’, and act with kindness and empathy towards others” (University of Cambridge, 2023). While this is not directly related to criminality, it can be inferred that this makes the child less likely to offend in the future. Indeed, the plans have yielded some positive results with those engaged with Family Safety Plans being 5% less likely to be suspected of a criminal act or anti-social behaviour (College of Policing, 2021). One criminal act often associated with vulnerable children is their use in ‘county lines’. County lines involve the exploitation of vulnerable individuals, particularly children, for the purpose of transporting illegal drugs across the nation (Home Office, 2023). Therefore, early interventions aimed at addressing such vulnerabilities would arguably makes these individuals less likely to be exploited and offend. Furthermore, interventions aimed at rehabilitating low-level criminals also disrupt networks of high-level offending; Home Office statistics show that since the County Lines Programme was launched in 2019, 8,011 offenders have been diverted into safeguarding, resulting in the closure of 5,165 county lines (Home Office, 2023). This showcases the effectiveness of early intervention in preventing a wide range of types of offending, given that a large section of drug networks are reliant on the exploitation of vulnerable offenders.

The concept of vulnerable people being exploited for the purpose of criminality can also be linked to the association of vulnerability with victimization. Official statistics show that “Children living in households with an adult who reported going through mental ill-health or domestic abuse were more likely to have been a victim of crime” (Office for National Statistics, 2020). A notable example of those with vulnerabilities being exploited by criminals is ‘cuckooing’, whereby those involved in the drug trade usurp the homes of vulnerable people, often being drug users (McLean et al, 2020). Therefore, early interventions aimed at tackling vulnerability are not just effective for reducing criminality, but also victimization. This displays the effectiveness of early intervention in reducing offending as part of a two-pronged approach, with early intervention being used to not only reduce the likelihood of an individual committing an offence but also less likely to be victimized, with intervention being utilized as a form of ‘target hardening’.   

In conclusion, analysis of the drivers of offending and critical analysis of current interventions in place has found the early intervention is in fact effective in reducing offending. The evidence shows that intervention can be used to prevent a variety of offences by means of reducing criminality and victimization. It has also been found however that the effectiveness of such interventions is dependent on the skill of staff and long-term implementation of intervention programmes. The evidence also suggests that early intervention is effective in reducing the impact of failings that exist within existing systems, such as those seen in the prison system. Given the impact of the failings of the prison system, interventions which divert offenders are particularly effective in rehabilitating offenders and reducing their likelihood of reoffending. Early intervention is at its most effective when it is focused on vulnerability, directly challenging the drivers that cause an individual to commit an offence or becoming a victim of one. 
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