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Youth Justice in Rural Wales: Bridging the Gap Between Policy and Lived Experience  
Youth justice in Wales operates within a shared statutory framework overseen by the Youth Justice Board (Youth Justice Board, 2025), however it has developed a distinct policy identity characterised by a rights-based, welfare-oriented and prevention focused approach. Central to this is the Welsh Government’s adoption of Child First principles and the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 (Welsh Government, 2024a), which reposition children in conflict with the law as rights bearing individuals whose behaviour is understood in relation to structural and developmental needs rather than individual blame. This approach emphasises early intervention, diversion and the promotion of children’s rights (Welsh Government, 2025).
Recent evidence highlights both progress and persistent inequality within this system. The Youth Justice Statistics 2023–2024: Insights report (Youth Justice Board, 2025) identifies long term reductions in first time entrants and custody rates, yet continuing disproportionalities affecting children from socio-economically deprived backgrounds, mixed race children, and care experienced young people. Similarly, Children on the Margins (Welsh Parliament, 2024) highlights the continued over-representation of vulnerable groups, raising questions about whether youth justice in Wales mitigates or reproduces structural inequalities in practice.
Although Welsh policy increasingly reflects a shift towards diversion, early intervention and relational practice, supported by a Child First and public health-oriented approach, Hollingsworth, (2023) & Thomas, Williamson and Evans, (2024) argue that there remains a gap between policy aspiration and lived reality. Research on criminal exploitation, including county lines activity, demonstrates that young people involved in the justice system are often simultaneously victims of harm, trauma and structural disadvantage, with vulnerability shaped by factors such as poverty, unstable housing and exposure to violence (Vulnerability and Policing Futures Research Centre, 2025). The importance of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and trauma informed responses is increasingly recognised in policy and guidance (Association of Directors of Public Health and The Wave Trust, 2021).
Lived experience provides a critical lens for understanding how youth justice is experienced by young people in practice and can inform future practice and policy to address some of the inconsistencies noted above (Alliance for Youth Justice, 2022). HM Inspectorate of Probation (2021a; 2021b) highlights high levels of trauma, abuse and mental health need among children in the justice system, reinforcing the importance of trauma informed and participatory approaches. However, despite growing policy emphasis on welfare and rights, there remains limited understanding of how these frameworks are experienced by young people themselves, particularly in rural areas.
This review therefore examines the lived experiences of young people from rural backgrounds in Wales who have had contact with the youth justice system. It moves beyond statistical outcomes to explore how institutional practices, structural inequalities and geographic conditions shape identity, agency and perceptions of justice. Drawing on labelling theory (Becker, 1963), trauma informed approaches and the Child First framework, it critically analyses how youth justice interventions shape lived experience. Methodologically, the review adopts an interpretivist epistemology and qualitative approach, using a structured literature review to engage with qualitative research, policy documents and lived experience accounts. This enables a deeper understanding of how youth justice in Wales is experienced in context, particularly within rural communities. This review highlights the gap between progressive policy intent and lived reality, demonstrating how structural inequality, institutional practice and geography shape the experiences of rural young people within the youth justice system in Wales. 
Because of the evidence above this review will explore the lived experiences of young people in the youth justice landscape in rural parts of Wales. It will extend research to publications covering lived experiences for other young people in rural areas within Wales, as well as outside Wales to give a deeper understanding of the Welsh policy contexts. This review will look critically at these lived experience accounts to determine whether Wales’ Child-First policy, and trauma-informed approaches are effective.











Methodology
This review adopts a qualitative, structured critical literature review design situated within a critical realist ontological framework and an interpretivist epistemological stance. Critical realism is appropriate as it recognises youth justice as a system of real institutional structures while acknowledging that their effects are shaped by social, structural and geographical context, particularly in rural Wales (Wilkinson et al., 2021; Irfan et al., 2022). This provides a foundation for examining how systemic factors shape youth justice involvement beyond observable outcomes.
An interpretivist epistemology prioritises meaning making and lived experience, focusing on how young people interpret their contact with youth justice systems (Nickerson, 2024). This is particularly relevant in Wales, where Child First and rights-based approaches shape policy, nonetheless, lived experiences may differ from policy intent. The review is further informed by labelling theory and Foucauldian concepts of power, surveillance and discipline, enabling critical analysis of how institutions shape identity and legitimacy (Becker, 1963; Foucault, 1977; Tenny, Brannan & Brannan, 2022). A thematic critical literature review methodology was used, combining systematic searching methods and search strands, interpretive synthesis to ensure transparency and analytical depth (George, 2023). This approach allows engagement with academic, policy and grey literature while maintaining flexibility to explore lived experience and structural inequality.
Searches were conducted across UWTSD Library and Google Scholar, alongside grey literature from Welsh Government and youth justice agencies. Search terms included “youth justice”, “Wales”, “rurality”, “lived experience”, “stigma”, “identity”, “legitimacy” and “Child First”. Inclusion criteria prioritised qualitative research, lived experience accounts and studies on structural inequality, with Wales-based studies prioritised and broader UK rural studies included where conceptually transferable due to limited Wales specific evidence (Booth et al., 2016). Grey literature was included to reduce epistemic bias and capture policy relevant knowledge does not present in peer research sources.
Search strand themes (Appendix 1.1) were combined for discussion of relevant documents, 
Theme 1: Lived Experience, Institutional Interaction and Meaning-Making
Theme 2: Legitimacy, Fairness and Voice in Youth Justice
Theme 3: Stigma, Labelling and Identity Formation
Theme 4: Inequality, Disproportionality and Outcomes
Ethical considerations focused on avoiding deficit-based interpretations and situating youth justice involvement within wider structural contexts, including poverty, trauma and geographic inequality in Wales. A key limitation is the scarcity of Wales specific rural youth justice research, which limits empirical depth and highlights a significant gap in the evidence base. Overall, this methodology enables a critical examination of how structural inequality, institutional practice and geography shape youth justice experiences in Wales, while maintaining methodological transparency and epistemological coherence.





















Theme 1
Youth justice involvement is best understood as a cumulative process of institutional interaction across policing, education, social care and youth justice services. Rather than a single event, these encounters shape how young people construct identity and social position. Labelling theory (Becker, 1963) explains this by arguing that deviance is produced through institutional reaction and categorisation, where system contact such as arrest or supervision can position young people as “offenders” or “risks”. Foucauldian theory extends this by highlighting how surveillance and classification operate through everyday practices (Foucault, 1977), with risk assessment tools and multi-agency monitoring actively shaping subjectivity. This creates tension with Wales’ Child First and welfare-oriented framework, which emphasises diversion and support, yet the literature suggests continued reliance on risk-based approaches in practice. In rural Wales, reduced anonymity and heightened visibility intensify these dynamics, producing an “amplified labelling” effect. Limited access to services can also increase reliance on statutory intervention, reinforcing cycles of monitoring and classification and embedding young people further within institutional systems of control.
Joseph et al. (2026) present a qualitative exploration of how young people experience crime and safety in a rural English region, challenging assumptions that rurality equates to low risk. The study highlights social isolation, limited services, and heightened visibility in close-knit communities, where anonymity is scarce and deviance more visible. Crime, though less frequent, is experienced as more personal and amplified through gossip and reputational harm. However, the small, localised sample and reliance on self-report limit generalisability, while structural factors such as inequality and policing are underexplored. Although it challenges urban-centric assumptions, it offers limited policy direction. 
Creaney et al. (2025) examine peer mentoring in youth justice, arguing it supports interpersonal development, confidence, and pro-social identities through shared experience, aligning with Child First principles. While presented as transformative, the analysis is largely conceptual, with limited empirical evidence of measurable outcomes such as reduced reoffending. It also underexplores challenges including emotional burden, role ambiguity, and institutional resistance. The concept of “education” remains loosely defined, weakening analytical clarity. Overall, the research highlights participation however lacks critical engagement with structural constraints and empirical depth.
Hodgkinson et al. (2025) explore practitioner perspectives on resilience interventions in Wales, identifying themes of emotional regulation, empathy, and relationships as key to positive change. While emphasising relational practice, the research is limited by a small sample and reliance solely on practitioner views, excluding young people’s perspectives. Outcomes are largely subjective, with limited empirical validation or longitudinal evidence. The concept of resilience is also under-theorised, risking individualisation of structural issues. The research provides useful insight but lacks balance and rigour. Maxwell (2026) offers a qualitative account of child criminal exploitation in Wales, challenging victim, offender binaries by showing how young people occupy “bounded” agency shaped by structural inequalities. The concept of “false hope” illustrates how unmet needs are manipulated. While rich in lived experience, the small, non-representative sample and methodological inconsistencies limit generalisability. The analysis reiterates existing concepts and lacks concrete policy recommendations, reducing practical impact.
Templeton and Hayes (2025) reviews children’s perspectives in secure settings, identifying themes of individual experience, relationships, and structural conditions. While centring children’s voices, the limited and uneven evidence base constrains robustness. The reliance on descriptive synthesis restricts theoretical development, and policy implications remain underdeveloped. Bolin, Henry and Sorbring (2025) examine first justice encounters, showing that respectful treatment enhances legitimacy, while negative interactions reduce trust. However, the small, specific sample and focus on procedural justice limit broader applicability and critical depth.
These sources paint a complex picture of youth justice as a system shaped by tensions between welfare-oriented ideals and risk-driven practice. While policy frameworks such as Child First emphasise support, participation, and diversion, evidence suggests that decision-making remains influenced by classification, surveillance, and risk assessment. As a result, young people’s interactions with institutions contribute to identity formation, positioning them as “risky” or “offending” subjects despite wider structural disadvantage. At the same time, young people are not passive recipients; experiences of policing and intervention vary from legitimacy and support to mistrust and stigma. However, much evidence is based on small-scale qualitative studies and may not fully represent the scale of these inconsistencies.
This evidence is concerning, youth justice in Wales appears fragmented: increasingly aware of inequality yet constrained by institutional logics of control, producing uneven and inconsistent outcomes for young people. Taken together, the literature suggests that the cumulative and relational nature of youth justice involvement cannot be understood without situating individual encounters within wider systems of governance, inequality, and institutional culture. Across the studies reviewed, there is a consistent pattern in which policy aspirations towards welfare, diversion, and participation are moderated by the enduring influence of risk-based frameworks and professional discretion. This produces a system in which young people’s experiences are not only shaped by formal policy but also by the interpretive practices of professionals and the organisational contexts in which decisions are made. In doing so, the literature highlights how apparently progressive approaches can be reinterpreted through existing institutional logics, limiting their transformative potential in practice.
At the same time, the evidence base remains uneven, with a reliance on small-scale qualitative studies and practitioner perspectives that, while rich in detail, provide limited generalisability and often underexplore structural and longitudinal outcomes. This creates gaps in understanding how consistent these patterns are across different regions of Wales and how far they translate into long-term trajectories for young people. There is therefore a need for more robust, mixed-method and longitudinal research that can better capture both lived experience and system-level outcomes over time. Overall, the literature points towards a youth justice system in Wales that is increasingly aware of its own inequalities however continues to reproduce them through fragmented implementation, uneven practice, and structural constraints.






















Theme 2
Perceptions of legitimacy are central to understanding young people’s engagement with youth justice systems. Legitimacy is shaped not only by legal authority but by perceived fairness, communication, and the quality of institutional interactions. Procedural justice theory suggests that young people are more likely to view authority as legitimate when they feel respected, listened to, and given clear explanations for decisions (Moore et al., 2025). In contrast, experiences of dismissal or unclear communication reduce trust and engagement.
Legitimacy is also structurally shaped. Smith and Paddock (2024) argue that perceptions of fairness develop cumulatively through earlier encounters with education and policing, meaning trust may already be affected before youth justice involvement. In Wales, Youth Offending Teams (YOTs) sit between welfare and enforcement, creating tensions that influence whether they are seen as supportive or coercive. Communication practices, policing encounters, and experiences such as stop and search further shape legitimacy, particularly for deprived or rural young people. In summary, legitimacy is unevenly experienced and strongly influenced by structural inequality and institutional practice.
Van Den Brink and Lanskey (2025) develop a framework for understanding how inequality and cumulative disadvantage shape youth justice decision-making. They argue outcomes are produced not by isolated events but by layered structural inequalities poverty, educational exclusion, family instability, and prior system contact that accumulate over time. By linking micro-level decisions with broader conditions, the framework shows how disadvantage is reinforced throughout the system, reframing inequality as cumulative and systemic. However, the contribution is largely theoretical and not empirically tested, limiting practical validity. Its breadth risks overextension, and it offers limited guidance for implementation, leaving it conceptually useful but abstract.
Mathura (2026) examines youth perceptions of policing in Merseyside, highlighting how trust and legitimacy are shaped by direct and indirect experiences, including stop-and-search and community narratives. Findings show mixed views: respectful encounters build trust, while perceived discrimination and unfairness generate mistrust. While the study reinforces the importance of everyday interactions, its single region focuses limits its application generally. Methodological detail is limited, and reliance on perception-based data risks bias. Although it identifies key themes, it offers limited theoretical or policy development, remaining context-specific and analytically constrained.
Morris (2025) explores the use of artificial intelligence in analysing “hope” among justice-involved youth. The research argues AI can enhance qualitative analysis by identifying patterns linked to resilience and future orientation. However, this approach risks oversimplifying complex experiences and lacks transparency regarding tools and validation. The focus on “hope” may also individualise structural issues. As a master’s thesis, its empirical scope is limited. While innovative, it requires greater methodological clarity and critical depth.
Day (2026) examines neurodiverse children in youth justice, identifying a “rights gap” where individuals with autism, ADHD, or learning disabilities face barriers in communication, participation, and support. The study calls for improved identification and training however is largely descriptive, relying on secondary data. Limited engagement with structural constraints weakens its practical application. While highlighting important inequalities, it lacks empirical depth and detailed reform pathways.
Razey and Walsh (2026) review participatory methods in youth justice, arguing they enhance engagement and amplify marginalised voices through approaches such as co-production and creative methods. However, the rapid review design limits depth and transparency, and the analysis underexplores challenges such as tokenism and implementation barriers. While advocating participation, it offers limited practical guidance, resulting in an optimistic but less critical account.
Hollingsworth (2025) develops “kinder justice,” arguing legitimacy in sentencing depends on communication, respect, and age-appropriate explanation. While conceptually valuable, the argument is largely normative, with limited empirical evidence. It focuses on judicial behaviour while underplaying structural constraints, making the framework somewhat idealised despite its insight into procedural fairness.
Rap (2025) examines children’s rights during adolescence, proposing an integrated approach aligning legal frameworks with developmental science. While conceptually sophisticated, it lacks empirical grounding and practical guidance. Tensions between legal principles and developmental models are underexplored, leaving the framework abstract despite its theoretical contribution.
In summary, these sources of information paint a complex picture of youth justice as a system where legitimacy, fairness, and participation are central ideals but inconsistently realised in practice. Young people’s trust in authority is shaped not only by individual encounters but by cumulative experiences across education, welfare, and wider systems. While procedural justice, Child First, and “kinder justice” emphasise respect and voice, these principles are often constrained by risk-based logics, institutional power imbalances, and structural inequalities.
Across the studies, legitimacy appears fragile and context-dependent, strengthened by respectful communication but undermined by surveillance, labelling, and perceived discrimination, particularly for marginalised groups. At the same time, much of the evidence is conceptual or small-scale qualitative, limiting general application. Youth Justice in Wales remains a system in tension, aspiring to fairness yet shaped by structural disadvantage and control-oriented practice.
Across these findings, legitimacy emerges not as a fixed attribute of youth justice systems but as an ongoing, negotiated process shaped through repeated interactions across multiple institutions. What becomes clear is that young people’s perceptions of fairness are formed long before formal youth justice contact and continue to evolve through cumulative experiences of education, policing, welfare, and community surveillance. This reinforces the idea that legitimacy cannot be isolated within single encounters but must be understood as structurally embedded and temporally developed.
The literature also highlights a consistent mismatch between normative frameworks and lived realities. While procedural justice, Child First, and related approaches emphasise participation, transparency, and respect, the evidence suggests that these ideals are frequently constrained by institutional cultures prioritising risk management, efficiency, and control. As a result, legitimacy is unevenly distributed, often depending on geography, social background, and prior system contact, with marginalised groups experiencing weaker and more fragile forms of institutional trust.
However, the evidence base remains fragmented, with a reliance on conceptual arguments and small-scale or context-specific studies that limit generalisability and make it difficult to fully assess how widespread these patterns are across Wales and comparable jurisdictions. There is therefore a need for more robust empirical research that can better capture how legitimacy is built, eroded, and sustained over time within different institutional settings.
It would appear, the literature indicates that legitimacy in youth justice is both central to engagement and deeply fragile in practice, reflecting broader structural inequalities that continue to shape how fairness, voice, and authority are experienced by young people.












Theme 3
Stigma is consistently identified in the literature as a long-term and consequential outcome of youth justice involvement. Rather than being limited to formal system contact, it operates as an ongoing social process shaped by institutional classification, community visibility, and repeated interactions across services. Labelling theory (Becker, 1963) explains this by arguing that deviance is socially constructed through institutional responses, where being labelled as an “offender” or “at risk” can shape both external perceptions and self-identity. This extends into schools, peer networks, and community relationships.
Foucauldian theory further develops this by highlighting how surveillance and classification produce enduring forms of identity governance (Foucault, 1977). Through documentation and categorisation, youth justice systems construct institutional “truths” that position young people within fixed categories such as risk or vulnerability. This creates tension with Child First and trauma-informed policy aims, which seek to reduce stigma, although risk-based practices remain dominant. In rural Wales, stigma is intensified by reduced anonymity and heightened visibility, reinforcing labels and limiting opportunities for identity change and desistance.
Maxwell, Khurana and Cserző (2026) explore how professionals in Wales understand and respond to children who are criminally exploited, focusing on the gap between policy rhetoric and frontline practice. The journal finds that exploited young people are not always recognised as victims and are often processed through offending-focused frameworks, leading to inappropriate interventions and missed safeguarding opportunities. Tensions between welfare and punitive responses are highlighted, with inconsistent identification undermining effective support. The paper suggests improved training, clearer definitions, and stronger inter-agency communication. However, it is limited by its reliance on practitioner perspectives only, excluding young people’s voices, resulting in a partial account. The analysis is largely descriptive, with limited theoretical depth and broad recommendations lacking implementation detail, reducing practical applicability. It would appear; it offers useful insight into practitioner perspectives however remains narrow in scope and analytical depth.
Kyprianides et al. (2025) investigate the long-term consequences of police stops during adolescence in England and Wales. The review suggests that early police contact can reduce trust in law enforcement and increase perceptions of unfairness, with potential escalation in future system contact. Rather than deterring offending, early stops may contribute to institutional alienation, particularly when encounters are perceived as unjust. The findings are framed through procedural justice theory, emphasising the importance of early legitimacy formation. However, reliance on self-reported retrospective data introduces recall bias, and causality remains unclear due to pre-existing differences between groups. The review also underplays broader structural influences such as deprivation. This review provides important evidence on policing impacts but is methodologically constrained.
Rice, Walsh and Kelly (2025) present a rapid review of young women’s pathways into youth justice, identifying trauma, abuse, exploitation, mental health difficulties, and family instability as key drivers. The review argues that involvement is often linked more to vulnerability and safeguarding needs than “offending” behaviour. It emphasises trauma-informed and gender-responsive approaches, alongside diversion from formal justice systems. However, the rapid review method limits transparency and completeness of evidence selection. The synthesis generalises across diverse experiences and provides limited attention to structural inequality or intersectionality. Implementation guidance is also underdeveloped. In conclusion, it offers a useful but broad and descriptive account of gendered pathways into youth justice.
Gray and Smith (2026) propose a “theory of the good” in youth justice grounded in social harm perspectives. They argue that current systems are overly offence-focused and obscure wider harms such as poverty, exclusion, and neglect. The framework shifts emphasis from individual culpability to structural conditions, advocating prevention and welfare-oriented responses. While conceptually strong, the paper is largely theoretical and lacks empirical grounding. The “social harm” concept is broad and risks reduced analytical precision. It also offers limited practical guidance for implementation. In conclusion it provides a strong normative critique however remains abstract and underdeveloped in operational terms.
Allen-Fellows (2025) examines implementation of the Child First framework across Youth Offending Teams in England and Wales. Findings show general support for Child First principles, with inconsistent understanding and application across services. Child First is often reduced to a policy label rather than a transformative model. Practitioners report tension between relational practice and risk-focused systems such as AssetPlus, leading to role strain and confusion. The review highlights structural and organisational barriers rather than practitioner resistance. However, it relies on self-reported data and excludes young people’s perspectives, limiting its evaluative depth. It also underexplores broader political constraints shaping implementation. Overall, it offers useful insight into policy delivery but remains methodologically and critically limited.
Deakin, Fox and Matos (2022) explore how young people experience criminal labels within youth justice systems. The review shows that labels such as “risky” or “offender” shape identity, relationships, and institutional interactions, often resulting in stigma and exclusion from education and employment. Young people respond through resistance, concealment, and selective compliance. The analysis is grounded in labelling theory and risk governance perspectives. However, the small qualitative sample limits generalisability, and structural factors such as poverty and policy context are underdeveloped. The review also offers limited policy solutions. It would appear; it provides a strong account of stigma and identity formation however a weaker structural analysis.
In summary, these sources of information paint a complex picture of youth justice as a system where identity, stigma, and legitimacy are produced through institutional interaction, however in uneven and inequality-shaped ways. Across Wales, young people’s experiences are defined by repeated exposure to policing, education, and welfare systems that classify, monitor, and label them as “risky” or “offending” subjects. Labelling and Foucauldian perspectives explain how these processes become embedded in identity through surveillance, documentation, and visibility, particularly in rural areas where stigma is intensified.
At the same time, there remains a persistent gap between progressive policy frameworks such as Child First, trauma-informed practice, and procedural justice, and the reality of risk-focused, resource-constrained implementation. While some relational and welfare-oriented approaches are evident, they are inconsistent and structurally limited. Evidence is often based on small-scale qualitative studies, limiting generalisability. In conclusion, youth justice emerges as a contradictory system that reproduces stigma and constrains identity change despite growing awareness of inequality
Across these findings, stigma can be understood as a cumulative and relational process rather than a fixed consequence of youth justice contact. It develops through repeated interactions across institutions, where classification, surveillance, and documentation gradually shape how young people are seen by others and how they understand themselves. This means stigma is not only produced at the point of formal intervention but is continually reinforced through education, policing, welfare systems, and community visibility, with particularly intensified effects in rural contexts where anonymity is limited.
The literature also highlights a consistent tension between policy intentions and lived realities. While frameworks such as Child First and trauma-informed practice aim to reduce stigma and support identity change, the persistence of risk-led decision-making and institutional labelling undermines these goals in practice. As a result, stigma becomes embedded within everyday institutional processes, limiting opportunities for desistance and reinforcing exclusionary pathways.
However, the evidence base remains uneven, with a reliance on small-scale qualitative studies and practitioner-focused accounts that provide limited insight into long-term outcomes and wider structural drivers. There is therefore a need for more robust and longitudinal research to better understand how stigma is produced, sustained, and potentially disrupted across different contexts in Wales.
In conclusion the literature suggests that stigma is not an incidental outcome of youth justice involvement but a central mechanism through which inequality is reproduced, shaping identity, opportunity, and future engagement with institutions.


Theme 4
Structural inequality remains a defining feature of youth justice in Wales. Despite reductions in overall youth offending, disproportionality continues across socio-economic disadvantage, care experience, and geographic location (Welsh Parliament, 2024), demonstrating that system involvement is closely tied to wider structural conditions. Deprivation is a key driver of youth justice contact, with cumulative disadvantage including family instability, poor educational outcomes, and limited access to services increasing vulnerability over time (Van Den Brink and Lanskey, 2025). Care-experienced young people are particularly overrepresented, with trauma and disrupted education reinforcing the need for welfare-oriented responses (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021a). Rurality further compounds inequality through geographic isolation and reduced access to preventative services, contributing to earlier escalation into formal justice systems (Welsh Government, 2025). From a Foucauldian perspective, institutional risk assessment and classification processes can embed and reproduce these inequalities (Foucault, 1977). Although policy prioritises prevention and diversion, gaps between intent and implementation persist, with structural inequality continuing to shape and constrain youth justice outcomes.
Van Den Brink and Lanskey (2025) develop a conceptual framework explaining how inequality is produced and reinforced within youth justice decision-making. They argue that disadvantage is cumulative rather than episodic, shaped by interacting factors such as poverty, family instability, educational exclusion, and prior system contact across time. These accumulate through stages of the justice process and intersect with wider systems such as education and child protection. The model maps multiple “spheres of influence,” linking micro-level discretion with macro-level structural conditions. Its main strength is this integrative approach, connecting institutional decision-making with broader inequality. However, it remains theoretical, with no empirical testing, limiting causal claims and practical application. Its complexity also risks reducing clarity and making implementation difficult. It would appear it is a strong conceptual contribution although underdeveloped in empirical validation and policy translation.
Clemmow et al. (2025) conduct a systematic review and meta-analysis on poverty and youth crime, finding poverty is a risk factor however not a direct cause of offending. Across 31 studies, they identify a small but consistent association between poverty (particularly financial hardship and neighbourhood deprivation) and both violent and non-violent crime. However, effects vary by context, and poverty interacts with other structural and individual factors, forming a broader “risk ecology.” The review’s strength lies in its scale and methodological rigour. However, reliance on cross-sectional studies limits causal inference, and inconsistent definitions of poverty reduce comparability. While policy relevant, the findings remain cautious and offer limited guidance for intervention. Overall, it provides robust evidence of association however not mechanism or causation.
Rabaiotti (2025) examines probation policy development in Wales, focusing on the uneven devolution of services and the shift towards localised practice. The paper argues that localisation is intended to improve rehabilitation and community responsiveness, however its implementation is constrained by fragmented governance between Welsh and UK institutions, alongside resource and structural limitations. While it effectively maps policy development and institutional complexity, it is largely descriptive and focuses on systems rather than lived experience. It also assumes localisation is beneficial without fully exploring risks such as regional inequality. In conclusion, it provides useful policy analysis but limited critical or empirical depth.
Irwin-Rogers et al. (2025) review recent developments in violence prevention policy in England and Wales, particularly the rise of the public health approach. They outline key reforms including Violence Reduction Units, the Youth Endowment Fund, and the Serious Violence Duty, all aiming to address structural drivers of violence through early intervention. While the chapter clearly maps policy change, it is largely descriptive and offers limited evaluation of effectiveness. It assumes the value of the public health model without fully addressing implementation inconsistencies or continued reliance on enforcement structures. Overall, it is a useful policy overview however limited as a critical assessment of outcomes.
Creaney and Burns (2025) examine Child First implementation in high-risk multi-agency panels, arguing that participation is significantly reduced in serious harm cases. Decision-making in these contexts is dominated by professionals and public protection priorities, marginalising children’s voices. The review highlights a structural tension between Child First ideals and risk-based safeguarding practices, where “high-risk” categorisation justifies exclusion from participation. However, the analysis is largely conceptual and relies on policy interpretation rather than empirical data from children or practitioners. It also offers limited consideration of how tensions might be resolved in practice. It would appear it provides a strong critique of systemic contradictions however limited empirical grounding and implementation guidance.
The literature presents youth justice in Wales as a system shaped by structural inequality, uneven service provision, and ongoing tensions between policy ambition and practical delivery. Policy developments emphasise prevention, diversion, and public health approaches, yet evidence shows youth justice involvement remains strongly patterned by deprivation, care experience, and geographic inequality, with rurality further restricting access to services and increasing escalation into formal systems. Inequality is understood as cumulative, produced through interacting disadvantages and reinforced at multiple decision points within and beyond youth justice. However, while frameworks such as cumulative disadvantage and social harm theory provide useful explanations, they are often abstract and under-tested empirically. Policy-focused accounts highlight reforms such as Child First and localisation of services however tend to describe systems rather than evaluate outcomes. A consistent theme is the gap between welfare-oriented rhetoric and risk-based practice, resulting in a system that reproduces inequality despite reformist intent.
Structural inequality can be understood as both a driver of youth justice involvement and a condition reproduced through institutional processes. Rather than operating at a single stage, disadvantage accumulates across time and across systems, meaning that education, social care, policing, and youth justice decisions interact to shape increasingly constrained pathways for young people. This reinforces the idea that youth justice outcomes are not simply the result of individual behaviour, but of layered structural conditions that are continuously interpreted and acted upon within institutional frameworks.
The literature also shows a persistent mismatch between policy ambition and practical delivery. While approaches such as Child First, public health models of violence prevention, and localised probation structures emphasise early intervention and reduced formalisation, their implementation is uneven and often constrained by resource limitations, institutional fragmentation, and risk-averse decision-making. As a result, structural inequality is not only addressed inconsistently it can also be reinforced through the very systems designed to mitigate it. However, much of the evidence remains descriptive or conceptual, with limited longitudinal or evaluative research capable of assessing how these inequalities evolve over time or how effective current reforms are in reducing them. These limits understanding of which policy mechanisms are most effective in practice and under what conditions they succeed or fail.
The literature suggests that youth justice in Wales operates within a broader ecology of inequality, where structural disadvantage shapes system contact and system processes, ultimately reproducing the very inequalities policy seeks to reduce.













Discussion
Across the four themes, a single overarching argument emerges: youth justice in Wales and comparable UK contexts is best understood as a system of cumulative institutional production, where young people’s identities, opportunities, and trajectories are shaped through interacting processes of classification, inequality, and governance, rather than isolated events or interventions.
At the centre of this system is how institutions interpret and respond to young people through risk, need, and behaviour. Across policing, education, youth justice, and welfare, repeated assessments construct young people as “risky”, “vulnerable”, or “offending”, often simultaneously. Labelling theory (Becker, 1963) and Foucauldian perspectives (Foucault, 1977) show these categories actively produce identities through surveillance and repetition. Over time, classifications shape both institutional responses and young people’s self-understanding, influencing trajectories of engagement or disengagement.
However, these processes cannot be separated from structural inequality. Deprivation, rural isolation, care experience, neurodiversity, and exploitation operate cumulatively, increasing system contact while limiting access to support. Disadvantage is not merely contextual it is reproduced through decision-making across the system. Frameworks of cumulative disadvantage and social harm demonstrate that outcomes are structurally patterned, emerging through repeated institutional interactions.
Within this structure, legitimacy and stigma act as mediating mechanisms. Procedural justice theory highlights that fairness and respect shape perceptions of authority, yet experiences are uneven. Positive encounters can foster trust, while coercive interactions undermine legitimacy and reinforce exclusion. Stigma extends beyond formal contact into schools and communities, particularly in rural areas, creating cycles were labels shape identity and future responses.
Across all themes, policy frameworks such as Child First and trauma-informed practice attempt to disrupt this cycle. However, evidence shows a persistent gap between ideals and implementation, with systems continuing to prioritise risk management over meaningful change.
Future policy and practice must therefore be understood in relation to this persistent gap between progressive policy aspirations and the realities of implementation. While frameworks such as Child First, trauma-informed practice, and procedural justice represent a shift towards more welfare-oriented and child-centred approaches, the evidence discussed throughout this review suggests that these principles are often diluted in practice through entrenched risk logics, bureaucratic constraints, and uneven institutional cultures. This creates a system in which reform is repeatedly articulated yet inconsistently realised, producing a form of “dual track” youth justice where supportive and punitive logics coexist however are not evenly distributed. As a result, young people’s experiences remain highly dependent on local practice, professional discretion, and pre-existing structural inequalities rather than consistent policy delivery.
This gap also reinforces the cumulative nature of disadvantage identified across the themes, as inconsistent implementation can intensify rather than reduce stigma, particularly for those already overrepresented within the system such as care-experienced, neurodiverse, and socio-economically disadvantaged young people. In this sense, policy ambition alone is insufficient without addressing the organisational and structural conditions that shape frontline decision-making. Greater attention is therefore required to how policies are enacted in practice, including the role of professional discretion, resource limitations, inter-agency coordination, and local variability across Welsh contexts.
Ultimately, closing this gap requires more than incremental reform; it demands sustained attention to the structural drivers of youth justice involvement and the institutional processes through which inequalities are reproduced. Future developments should prioritise not only the articulation of progressive principles, however also the mechanisms through which they are embedded, evaluated, and consistently applied across systems













Conclusion
This literature review demonstrates that youth justice in Wales operates as a structurally complex and internally contradictory system, in which progressive policy ambitions are consistently mediated and often constrained by entrenched risk-based practices and broader social inequalities. Across the four themes, a central argument emerges: youth justice is not simply a site of individual intervention, however a cumulative governance system that produces, reinforces, and manages inequality through institutional interaction, classification, and uneven access to resources.
A key finding is the persistent disjuncture between policy frameworks such as Child First, procedural justice, trauma-informed practice, and “kinder justice”, and their implementation. While these approaches emphasise legitimacy, participation, and relational practice, the literature shows that risk assessment tools, surveillance, and bureaucratic decision-making continue to dominate. Consequently, young people’s experiences are shaped less by empowerment than by categorisation and control, exposing a tension between welfare-oriented rhetoric and enforcement-driven practice.
Across all themes, identity formation and stigma emerge as central mechanisms shaping long-term outcomes. Labelling processes, reinforced by institutional documentation and visibility particularly in rural communities produce enduring identities of deviance or risk. These are continuously reproduced through interactions with education, policing, welfare, and community networks, extending the impact of youth justice beyond formal system contact.
Legitimacy and fairness further complicate this picture. Although procedural justice emphasises respectful treatment and voice, legitimacy is uneven and shaped by prior disadvantage. Early institutional encounters condition later trust, particularly for neurodiverse and care-experienced young people. Overall, youth justice in Wales is characterised by reformist intent however constrained by structural inertia, suggesting meaningful reform requires addressing deeper structural inequalities.
Future policy and practice must therefore move beyond rhetorical commitments to Child First and trauma-informed approaches by addressing the persistent gap between policy ideals and implementation, alongside the institutional processes that continue to reproduce exclusion, stigma, and repeated system contact. While policy frameworks in Wales increasingly emphasise participation, diversion, and relational approaches, the literature demonstrates that these principles are often undermined by risk-led assessment practices, inconsistent resource allocation, and wider structural inequalities. As explored throughout this discussion, young people’s experiences of youth justice are shaped not only by individual interactions but by cumulative processes across education, policing, welfare, and community institutions, where disadvantage can become reinforced over time. The persistence of stigma, surveillance, and unequal treatment suggests that reform cannot be achieved solely through policy language or isolated interventions however, requires systemic change that addresses the social and institutional conditions underpinning youth justice involvement. Greater consistency between policy and practice is therefore essential to improving legitimacy, reducing harmful labelling, and supporting more meaningful engagement with young people. Future research should continue to examine how youth justice policies are implemented in practice, particularly within rural Welsh contexts and among groups disproportionately affected by system contact, including neurodiverse and care-experienced young people. In doing so, further research and policy development may contribute towards a youth justice system that is more equitable, preventative, and genuinely child-centred in practice as well as principle.
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Appendix
1.1
Themes identified and search terms:
· 1 lived experiences  
Focus: how young people feel and interpret the system 
Keyword search: “youth justice experiences”, “young offenders lived experience”, “youth offending perspectives”, “Children conflict law”, “youth justice narratives” .
· 2 Perceptions of fairness and legitimacy.  
Focus: trust, fairness and how the system is percieved 
Keyword search: “procedural youth justice”, “perceptions of fairness youth justice”, “trust in justice system young people”, “legitimacy policing youth” .
· 3 Stigma, Labelling and Identity  
Focus: how involvement affects social status and identity 
Keyword Search: “labelling theory youth crime”, “stigma youth offenders”, “criminal identity young people”, “desistance identity youth”. 
· 4 Disproportionality and inequality 
Focus: structural issues in youth justice 
Keyword Search: “youth justice inequality UK/Wales”, “racial disproportionality youth justice”, “class and youth offending”, “Social exclusion youth crime” 
· 5 Institutional Experiences and Interactions 
Focus: contact with police, courts, youth offending teams. 
Keyword Search: “youth offending team experiences”, “Police interaction young people”, “court experiences youth”, “custody youth perspectives”.
· 6 Rehabilitation, Support and outcomes 
Focus: Whether the system helps or harms 
Keyword Search: “youth justice rehabilitation experiences”, “Desistance youth offending”, “support services young offenders”, “Intervention effectiveness youth justice”. 
· 7 Wales Context/ Policy context 
Focus: important for your Wales specificity 
Keyword Search: “Youth justice board Wales”, “Wales youth justice policy”, “child-first Wales justice”, “Rural Wales youth justice”. 
· 8 Voice and participation 
Focus: very important for your interpretivist approach 
Keyword Search
“Youth voice justice system” 
“co-production youth justice” 
“childrens rights youth justice” 
“participation young offenders” 

	
	
	



