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Ibish (2026) explains youth offending as unlawful actions committed by people under 18 years of age, research supports this and highlights that young offenders are treated differently from adult offenders (Case and Bateman, 2020). Studies into this area have concluded that it is vital to consider an individual’s age in the context of crime (Crown Prosecution Service, 2026). There are many factors that influence youth criminal behaviour from substance misuse, poverty, broken family relationships, lack of education and so much more (Ullman et al., 2024) and it is crucial to examine the significant influence that race and class have on youth offending trends. It is clear to see the overrepresentation of Black and other ethnic minority groups children and young people in the Youth Justice System (Cunneen, 2020). A report from the His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service and Youth Custody Service (2026) supports this by demonstrating that Black, Asian and minority ethnic children compromised 51% of young people in prison in England and Wales with Black young people constituting 57% of the total of this group. This highlights just how prevalent race is in the Criminal Justice System and therefore is incredibly paramount in assessing factors behind youth offending. Additionally, Onyeneke and Karam (2022) demonstrate in their work how social disadvantages don’t directly cause crime but are significant factors which allows young people to be exposed to criminogenic action, highlighting that there is a strong link between socio-economic class, population density and geographical location and offending behaviour. 
According to data, 76% of UK adults believe that the upward trend of poverty will inevitably lead to an increase in crime (Revolving Doors, 2022). In general, it is possible to see the increase of young people involved in the Criminal Justice System, the Youth Justice Board (2024) support this by stating that in 2022/2023 there was an increase of 9% in children in England and Wales being arrested and the first increase in 10 years of child first time entrants to the Youth Justice System. The UK has a high level of poverty with 18% of children in the UK living in persistent poverty (The Health Foundation, 2025), therefore it is possible that this coincides with the increasing numbers of youth offenders the country is facing. Investigations into the relationship between poverty during childhood and youth offending by Kurpiel and McVie (2025) supports a positive association between these factors with exposure to persistent poverty being the highest among individuals who began offending by age 12.
 The social class division has long been a considered leading factor in youth offending as seen in Hawkins (1996) work where it was stated that the majority of criminological theories presume that an excessive number of youth offenders came from lower-class social backgrounds. This literature furthers the argument with making it clear that socioeconomic deprivation is a significant risk factor in youth offending. Additionally, Gazeley (2012) explains how a significant number of young people who face school exclusion come from risk factors such as lower socio-economic status, this is extremely relevant in the relationship between youth offending and social class as young people that have been excluded from school are likely to engage or turn to criminal behaviour (McCluskey et al., 2019). Arnez and Condry (2021) successfully highlight how school exclusion can contribute to offending behaviour which range from the effect on an individual’s identity, the flight path from misbehaving to more serious levels of deviance like crime, lack of opportunities and the safety net of education and school being taken away. 
Research suggests that there is a strong correlation between deprivation and offending, especially with violent crimes and alcohol-related violent crimes (Lightowlers, Pina- Sánchez and McLaughlin, 2023). Furthermore, socio-economic deprivation such as low income, high levels of unemployment and poor education opportunities may result in individuals turning to offending behaviour to acquire money or material possessions when legitimate opportunities are limited (Morlat and Chassy, 2024). The work of Itskovich (2025) reinforces the idea that there is a positive link between deprivation or economic inequality and crime, he also suggests that locations that face higher levels of economic disparities leads to people experiencing deprivation, thus resulting in the engagement of criminal behaviour. 
Although there is often a link between social deprivation and higher crime rates, it is unsuccessful in explaining why crime occurs all the time and cannot be used to explain the motive behind all crime. There is a range of factors that influence criminal behaviour, Lymperopoulou, Bannister and Krzemieniewska-Nandwani (2022) make this clear and highlight the influence of social and political factors too. They argue that poverty and deprivation alone are not adequate in explaining crime and wider contexts need to be considered.
As previously mentioned, Black young people are significantly overrepresented in the youth and adult criminal justice systems in England and Wales (Robertson and Wainwright, 2020), the authors also explain that literature which voices the experiences of young Black men is immensely limited. The Youth Justice Board for England and Wales (2025) released data that highlights the disparities that Black and Mixed ethnicity young people face in the UK; 21% of Black children and 32% of Asian children were living in persistent poverty in 2022 and Black Caribbean pupils in England experience permanent exclusion from school at a rate three times higher than White British pupils. As discussed above, these factors do not necessarily mean someone will engage in criminal behaviour, but exposure to them means the likelihood of them engaging in such behaviour increases. The HM Inspectorate of Probation (2024) further this by illustrating how certain ethnic minority groups are disproportionately impacted by social exclusion such as poverty, low income and unemployment. This supports the earlier findings in the influence of class, as it is clear to see how these social factors are likely to exacerbate involvement in criminal behaviour. Research by Wainwright and Larkins (2020) shine a light on just how prevalent the matter of Black and minority ethnic groups continue to be in the Youth Justice System and how much reform is still needed to ensure fairness and equality for these individuals. Williams and Clarke (2016) explain in their work how young individuals from ethnic minority background are often framed and stereotyped by society as being violent or criminal which unfortunately has a significant influence on how they are treated by criminal justice personnel, schools and media.
Stop and search powers have long been debated as a result of the disproportionate way that Black and minority ethnic young people are targeted by the police (Flacks, 2020) and the effect of this is incredibly apparent. Studies highlight this, as shown in the high levels of suicidal ideation, mental health challenges and psychological distress because of exposure to procedures like stop and search (Kyprianides et al., 2025). It is vital to consider how factors associated with race has such an impact on youth offending. In his review, Lammy (2017) explains one of the reasons for a lack of trust in the Criminal Justice System is because of the excessive and often unneeded use of stop and search on Black and minority ethnic communities. 
Lammy (2017) also highlights how the unmet needs of Black and minority ethnic young people in the systems can influence their engagement in criminal activity as it creates difficulty in tackling the root causes of crime and offending. These unmet needs can range from learning difficulties, social challenges, poor mental health and so much more. Head (2024) defines institutional racism as “societal patterns and structures that impose oppressive or otherwise negative conditions on identifiable groups on the basis of race or ethnicity”, this has become an extremely prevalent topic in UK policing across the past 6 years. This is possible to see as over 20,000 stop and searches were conducted on young Black men during the Covid-19 lockdown by the Metropolitan Police force, this accumulated to over 1 in 4 young Black males in London during that period (Head et al., 2026). It is often suggested that institutional racism can reinforce damaging stereotypes of young people, especially Black young men as they are often portrayed as threatening, being labelled as a criminal may encourage further criminal or offending behaviour, this can be described as a self-fulfilling prophecy.
The negative effects because of race and class can be considered as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), which can be defined as traumatic or stressful events in early life which have a significant interference on development and wellbeing (Jackson et al., 2022). It was found that among young offenders there was considerably high levels of Adverse Childhood Experiences, ranging from abuse, poverty and neglect (Turner et al., 2021). Investigations into the effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences often demonstrate a positive association between the exposure to ACE’s and youth offending (Astridge et al., 2023). There is further research to support the link between ACEs and offending behaviour, as seen by the fact that young people involved with Youth Justice Systems were more than 12 times as likely to experience at least one ACE compared with young people who are not involved with the system (Malvaso et al., 2022)
To conclude, as seen above, race and class have a significant influence on youth offending in the United Kingdom. There is a huge need for systematic reform in order to protect vulnerable individuals who have experienced discrimination, lack of opportunities and a high number of involvements with Youth Justice Services. Young people, especially Black and minority ethnic groups continue to be disproportionately disadvantaged by influences and factors related to where they live, which people are around them, what the economic state of their area is and their race or ethnicity. 
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