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Root causes of crime 

Lester (2020) suggests that adverse childhood experiences play a massive negative impact on the physical and mental growth and development of a child. These experiences range from physical and sexual abuse, substance misuse, domestic violence, and many more. Publications and records provided by the UK parliament (2019) established that just under 50% of the population report at least one adverse childhood experience. While these experiences can be really harmful to a child, not all young people are negatively affected by them. It was found that child abuse is closely linked with aggressive behaviour and demonstrates a negative impact on a child’s future because there are close links with children that are abused, sometimes grow up to be abusers (Ran, 2022). 

Smith (2007) suggest that there are many factors that contribute to criminal activity within young people, however fractured families and poor parenting is the main factor that they draw upon. Indicators of youth criminal activity includes child abuse, family disruption, poor parental supervision, and unstable living conditions are all factors that contribute negatively towards the actions and life choices of a young person.  

The HM Inspectorate of Probation (2023) offer evidence on the quality of family relationships and the impact each relationship has on offending in young people. They propose that lack of parenting such as supervision and healthcare allows children to associate with criminals and take part in criminal activity without their parents’ knowledge. This is a major risk factor within young people because they are still learning rights from wrong, and not being punished or told what is wrong will create a sense of normality and routine in criminal behaviour. Farrington (2011) has a very similar view on the impact parenting styles have on delinquency. He suggests that children who grow up in homes that lack support, parents that are apathetic and live a life characterized by conflict are most likely to be delinquent. However, families that are caring and have boundaries and offer child supervision are families that are less likely to experience delinquency. 

In England and Wales, it is estimated that every year there are up to 310,000 children with a parent in prison. Although the population of children is a lot greater than this, 310,000 is still a significant amount and demonstrates a large impact on the children affected (Barnardo’s, 2023). Hampshire Safeguarding Children Partnership (2022) suggest that children whose parents are in prison or have a history of offending are more likely to engage in criminal activities such as antisocial behaviour. With the statistics of children with parents in prison being quite high in the UK, these findings insinuate that not only do the parents effect their lives, but it also creates a sense of normality for their children to be engaging in criminal activity.

Boys who experience two or more caregivers before the age of ten are more likely to be convicted with a violent crime in comparison to a child who has continuously lived with their parents (HM Inspectorates of Probation, 2023). In England alone, statistics show that 70 in every 10,000 children end up in care, which has significantly risen since 2001 where the statistics showed that the rate was 44 in every 10,000. This increase in children being put in care negatively impacts the amount of violent crime committed by young people (Become Charity, 2023). To support this, it was recorded in 2022 that since March 2021, there was an 18% increase in arrests of young people due to violence against a person (Youth Justice Board, 2023). 

The Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan (2021) strongly believes that youth unemployment and lack of education demonstrates a significant effect on violent crime in the UK. He states that six of the 10 boroughs that are subjected to the largest increases in unemployment and education, are also in the top 10 boroughs for serious youth violence. Supporting Sadiq’s suggestion, the Young Londoners Fund (2019) provide evidence that London boroughs such as Lewisham and Croydon possess high rates in both unemployment and education, and serious youth violence.

While the concern for the root causes of youth crime is mainly focused on family backgrounds, it is suggested that head injuries from a young age can also cause a child to grow up with characteristics and traits of a criminal mindset. Schwartz and Jodis (2019) state that head injuries have previously been linked closely with problematic behavioural problems as well as mental health outcomes. Some outcomes include aggression, cognitive problems, and symptoms of anxiety and depression. Head injuries are strongly linked with aggression and violent offences from a child to a young adult, as well as antisocial behaviour as the cognitive problem doesn’t allow them to fully understand right and wrong, or the feelings of others (Laugalis, Connolly, 2023). This supports the findings provided by Lester (2022) where he suggests that physical abuse affects the mental development of a child. This relation stems from the head injury of a child caused by physical abuse, which then interrupts the mental development of the affected child as an adult. 

Facts and figures of crimes

According to the Youth Endowment Fund (2022), Since 2012 the number of first-time entrants to the youth justice system has been on a decreasing streak, falling by 78% altogether. In more recent years it decreased by 20% in 2021, which within the last eight years was the largest decrease, falling by 28%. Following on to the year after that, 2022 saw a further 10% decrease in first time entrants. While this is a good reflection on young people, it doesn’t take away the fact that people are still offending and reoffending (Youth Justice Board, 2023). 

Child criminal exploitations is often the start of a child engaging in criminal activity and results in a child developing a criminal mind-set that remains with them throughout their life, providing they don’t seek the support that they need. County lines is a major factor in child criminal exploitations, where vulnerable children are recruited by criminals through control and manipulation. The types of crimes that criminals recruit young people for include selling drugs, hiding or carrying weapons, money laundering, working on cannabis farms, and many more. Gangs or recruiters target vulnerable children such as children that have criminal family backgrounds, children that are growing up in poverty, or those who aren’t supervised by their parents (Harding, 2020 s.5 pp.143-145). While county lines are often hidden and unspoken about in communities, making it seem that it isn’t a problem in the UK, 90% of English police forces have reported county lines in their area, and four in five parents have concerns about county lines in their area (The Children’s Society, 2024). This relates back to the root causes of crime imposed by The HM Inspectorate of probation (2023) because they suggest that lack of parental supervision is a root cause of crime. The absence of parental supervision allows children to engage in criminal activity and associate with criminals without their parents’ knowledge. This allows child criminal exploitations to take place such as county lines because the parents are unaware of their children’s whereabouts, friendships or associates, and the types of things that they get up to when they are out of sight.  

In the year ending March 2022, there was an 18% increase in arrests due to violence against a person since the previous year, while there was a 20% decrease of drug offences within young people. However, statistics show that the largest increase in arrests of an offence is sexual offences, which increased by 64%. This indicates that despite the decreases of some offences, there are aspects of youth crime, such as sexual offences, that are still increasing and are in dire need of attention to tackle these offences (Youth Justice Board, 2023, figure 1.3). 

Antisocial behaviour within young people is a recurring problem in the UK. While it is often seen as ‘low-level crime’, it can amount to more serious crimes, causing the public perceptions to deteriorate, and feel unsafe. The impacts it has on the public include negative mental health, lack of social activity, decreased economic productivity, and major financial impacts (Home Office, 2023). After YouGov (2022) carried out a survey, it was found that more than 50% of people in the UK felt that the biggest anti-social behaviour issues in their local areas were caused by “youths/ teenagers/ groups of young people hanging out on the street” in 2022 (Resolve, 2023). Six teenagers aged between 13 and 15 were arrested following an anti-social behaviour incident in Swansea on August 16th, 2023. On the same day, a number of other youths were directed to leave Swansea city centre and were visited at their home address to be issued with anti-social behaviour warnings (Harries, 2023).

Relating back to the Home Offices statement and the survey findings, Swansea’s city centre is filled with shops and restaurants for people to go to and enjoy, however this type of behaviour will divert people to go somewhere else because they feel unsafe or disrupted by the negative presence of unwanted youth crime. This will contribute to lack of social activity and cause businesses lack of custom, resulting in closure of businesses. Examples of antisocial behaviour that affects businesses include, vandalism and graffiti, threatening behaviours towards customers, people in the street or staff members of the businesses, and environmental damage, such as littering and leaving rubbish (National Business Crime Centre, 2024).

Rehabilitation and early intervention

Youth offending teams in the England and Wales play a large part in rehabilitating young people who have previously been delinquent. They work together to plan and deliver interventions to young people aged between ten and seventeen and are under supervision within their community. Their main priority is to prevent young people from offending or further offending by coordinating youth justice services in local areas (Wilson, 2013). 

In 2009, the Bureau intervention was created in Swansea with the hope to tackle youth crime in Wales. Their main aims were to reduce the number of fist time entrants to the Youth Justice System, to provide programmes to battle the root causes of criminal activity, and to treat young people as “Children first, Offenders second”. It is designed to divert young people from having criminal records or formal charges in order to avoid negative impacts on their employment opportunities in the future. With the engagement of parents or carers and offering a place for young people to attend and be heard about things going on in their lives were the main two strategies that the Bureau fixated on (Haines, Pp.5 2013). While this intervention was creased over ten years ago and was used mainly in Swansea, in recent years it has extended to many other parts of Wales, and aspects of the intervention are still used today. Not only does the Bureau seek to divert young people away from the Youth Justice System, but it also aims to divert them into positive and successful outcomes, by offering them support in employment and education (Centre for Justice Innovation, 2018). This intervention will contribute to preventing crimes caused by unemployment and lack of education which was earlier established by Khan (2021) by hopefully decreasing the amount of young people that lack education and are unemployed in the UK. If this intervention is successful, statistics should show a decrease in youth crime. 

“Why should a child of 14 have a criminal record which is going to affect them for the rest of their life, when steps can be taken and things can be done to prevent and put them on the right track, if they've gone off on the wrong track?” (Centre for Justice Innovation, 2018)

The statement above was made by a Bureau Police Officer which supports the intervention because it demonstrates a sense of hope and confidence that the work they are carrying out will create a positive impact on their desire to decrease the number of young people committing crimes and support them in their future life choices. 

While the concept of “Children fist, Offenders second” is heavily supported by organisations, Case (2020) suggests that the term should be abolished and replaced with the term “Children first, Offenders nowhere”. He argues that the concept should promote positivity and faith in the fact that children will never be offenders, rather than emphasising on negative outcomes and criminalising children. 

Similar to the Bureau intervention, early intervention splits into two main aims which are the prevention of crime, and the diversion of an existing offender. The activity to prevent crime focuses on preventing children from engaging in criminal activity by encouraging them to stay in school and ensuring that they possess a safe environment to live in at home. The activity to divert young people mainly focuses on children that have committed an offence, or have been linked with a crime, where services work closely with the children to make sure they are making positive choices and avoiding crime (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2023). 

While some people argue that the Early Intervention is only effective at the early stages of a child’s life. The Early Foundation (2023) argues that despite the age of the child, evidence shows that an effective intervention can significantly improve children’s life choices if carried out at any point during their childhood. Supporting their statement, Zeller (2017) states that after carrying out a survey, 90% of parents reported that the early intervention service improved their children’s behaviour and supported them as a family to develop and learn between the ages of three to seventeen. 

The Child First (2022) intervention focuses on an ABCD approach to enhance the development of a child in a more positive way. The first objective ‘As children’ focuses on prioritising the best interests of a child and recognising their specific needs. The second objective is ‘Building pro-social identities’ which consists of promoting a child’s strengths and capacities in order to develop pro-social skills, leading to better community safety. The third objective being ‘Collaborating with children’ allows them to encourage children to participate in activities, engaging and supporting a wider social inclusion. Finally, the last objective is ‘Diverting children from stigma’ which consists of promoting a childhood removed from the criminal justice system, as well as using pre-emptive prevention techniques such as the rational choice theory which is increasing the amount of effort it takes to carry out the crime and reducing the rewards that the person may obtain from it (Youth Justice Board, 2022). 
https://yjresourcehub.uk/images/YJB/Child_First_Overview_and_Guide_April_2022_YJB.pdf 
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