· Needs to include 
· Chapter of knoledge 
· What people are saying 
· Critically evaluate the subject
· Who is saying what
· Gaps in lit
· Refs 5-7 years wide range 
· Collage of policing where necessary 
· Snowballing 
· Link back to research question aims and objectives  
Need to add more uptodate refs or sastistics 

Chapter 2: Literature Review (8012 WORDS )
2.1 Introduction
Youth offending prevention in England and Wales has undergone considerable change over the last decade, with an increasingly explicit emphasis upon prevention, diversion and the treatment of children as children rather than simply as offenders. These developments have become particularly significant following the COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted education, employment, family relationships and access to support services, while also exposing and intensifying existing inequalities. The contemporary policy environment therefore raises an important question concerning whether youth offending prevention has addressed the wider social and educational circumstances associated with offending, rather than concentrating primarily upon individual behaviour. This literature review critically examines that issue through the research question: to what extent have post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies in England and Wales addressed educational disengagement and economic deprivation, and what lessons can be drawn from international approaches?
The review directly supports the research aim of critically evaluating whether post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies have addressed key social and educational factors associated with youth offending, particularly educational disengagement and economic deprivation, while considering how principles from international youth justice models may inform future policy development. Four objectives structure the review. First, it examines changes in youth offending prevention policy and practice following COVID-19, particularly early intervention, diversion and child-centred approaches. Second, it critically evaluates evidence concerning the strengths, limitations and effectiveness of those strategies. Third, it explores the extent to which educational disengagement and economic deprivation have influenced youth offending prevention debates and policy responses. Fourth, it compares England and Wales with selected international youth justice approaches and considers which principles could realistically inform future policy.
This is important because the reduction in children's contact with the youth justice system does not, in itself, demonstrate that the causes or conditions associated with offending have been addressed. The latest Youth Justice Board (YJB) statistics show that just over 8,100 children entered the youth justice system for the first time in 2024, the lowest number in the available time series. Wales recorded approximately 390 first-time entrants, representing a 59 per cent reduction compared with 2014 (Youth Justice Board, 2026). The statistics are therefore strong evidence of a long-term transformation in youth justice system contact, but they cannot by themselves establish whether educational disengagement or economic deprivation has declined as a result of prevention policy.
This distinction is central to the review. The question is not simply whether prevention strategies have been introduced, but whether they have addressed the educational and economic conditions associated with youth offending and whether there is sufficient evidence to conclude that they are effective. Consequently, the review evaluates both policy intentions and empirical evidence, while considering the established position of those producing the evidence.
The literature is drawn from a range of peer-reviewed academic articles, academic books and chapters, government publications, official statistics, legislation and policy documents, Youth Justice Board research, policing evidence, education research and international youth justice literature. This broad approach is necessary because the research question concerns both policy development and effectiveness. Government statistics provide evidence about trends, academic research provides theoretical and empirical critique, policy documents establish what governments intended to achieve, and independent evaluations provide evidence about implementation and outcomes. No single source type can answer the research question adequately.
2.2 Chapter of knowledge: what is currently known?
A significant body of contemporary youth justice literature rejects explanations of offending which focus exclusively upon individual responsibility. Instead, offending is increasingly understood within developmental, social, educational, family and economic contexts. This shift is particularly important to the present research because educational disengagement and economic deprivation are not simply additional variables; they form part of the wider environment in which children's behaviour develops.
Case and Smith (2023), UK academics specialising in youth justice, argue that the Child First approach represents an attempt to challenge adult-centred understandings of children who offend. Their work is significant because Child First has become a central principle of youth justice policy in England and Wales. The authors are not government policymakers responsible for implementing youth justice services; rather, their contribution is primarily academic and theoretical. This gives their work value as an independent critique of conventional risk-led approaches, although their close association with the development of Child First means that their position should be considered alongside empirical evidence examining whether the approach works in practice.
Case, Browning and Hampson (2024) provide particularly important evidence because they move from theory towards implementation. Their peer-reviewed study examined professional perceptions of Child First across community, custody, strategy, inspectorate and research settings. They found that Child First was well embedded within national policy and strategy but remained inconsistently implemented across local areas. This is significant for the second research objective because it demonstrates a policy-practice gap. A strategy can be formally adopted without producing consistent changes in practice.
The distinction between policy and practice is reinforced by Hampson, Creaney and Burns (2024), academics working across law, criminology and youth studies. Their conceptual analysis identifies collaboration as a central principle of Child First but highlights difficulties caused by unequal power relationships between professionals and children. This is particularly important because children subject to youth justice interventions may be required to participate in services rather than freely choosing to do so. The language of collaboration therefore does not automatically mean that power has been equally distributed.
This argument is developed further by Hampson (2026), whose recent work examines the meaning of collaboration between children and adults within youth justice. Her position as a UK academic specialising in law and youth justice provides a critical perspective on the relationship between Child First policy and actual professional practice. The value of this research lies in its attention to the power relationship underlying supposedly collaborative interventions. This is relevant to the research question because an intervention can be child-centred in language while still failing to address the underlying educational or socioeconomic circumstances affecting a child's life.
Marshall (2023) provides another important challenge to an overly positive interpretation of Child First. Her peer-reviewed analysis of child criminal exploitation argues that responses can sometimes continue to involve children in the justice system even when the language of vulnerability and victimisation is used. This demonstrates that child-centred terminology does not automatically produce child-centred practice. Marshall's contribution is particularly valuable because it complicates the dominant policy narrative rather than simply supporting it.
The literature therefore demonstrates broad agreement that children should be understood within their social and developmental context, but there is disagreement about whether policy has successfully translated this principle into practice. This distinction is central to the present research question. The evidence suggests substantial progress in the philosophy of prevention but less certainty regarding its impact upon the circumstances associated with offending.
2.3 The post-pandemic context
The COVID-19 pandemic provides an important context for understanding recent youth offending prevention. During periods of lockdown, children experienced significant disruption to education, peer relationships, youth services and family support. The YJB's statistics for 2020/21 explicitly caution that reductions in youth justice contact were affected by pandemic restrictions, including changes in behaviour, reduced social contact and court disruption (Youth Justice Board, 2022).
This is important because it demonstrates why post-pandemic statistics cannot simply be compared with pre-pandemic figures without considering the exceptional circumstances of 2020 and 2021. The YJB's 2021/22 statistics similarly identified continuing pandemic effects, including court delays and disruption to youth justice processes (Youth Justice Board, 2023).
The pandemic also affected education. Department for Education (DfE) data demonstrate that although school absence has subsequently declined, it remains substantially higher than before COVID-19. In 2024/25, overall absence in England was 6.78 per cent compared with 4.73 per cent in 2018/19, while persistent absence was 18.14 per cent compared with 10.86 per cent before the pandemic (Department for Education, 2026).
These figures are particularly relevant to Objective Three. They demonstrate that educational disengagement remains a significant post-pandemic issue even though attendance has improved. The evidence therefore does not support the conclusion that educational disruption has simply returned to normal. Instead, it indicates a partial recovery alongside continuing structural inequalities.
The post-pandemic period has consequently produced a policy environment in which prevention has increasingly emphasised early intervention and multi-agency support. However, it is important not to assume that because policies were introduced after COVID-19 they necessarily responded effectively to pandemic-related disadvantage. Some interventions were developed from pre-existing youth justice reforms, while others were intensified because of concerns about serious violence, attendance and vulnerability.
This distinction strengthens the argument that the review must evaluate policy in context rather than treating every post-pandemic intervention as a direct response to COVID-19.
2.4 Educational disengagement
Educational disengagement is central to the research question because education can operate as both a protective factor and a mechanism through which disadvantage is reproduced. School attendance provides routine, social relationships, qualifications, access to support and opportunities for employment. Conversely, persistent absence, exclusion and disengagement can reduce access to these protective factors.
Recent DfE evidence demonstrates that educational disengagement remains substantial. Although overall and persistent absence declined in 2024/25, both remained well above pre-pandemic levels (Department for Education, 2026). The situation is particularly concerning in alternative provision, where overall absence reached 42.85 per cent in 2024/25 (Department for Education, 2026).
Alternative provision is particularly relevant to youth offending prevention because it often includes children who have already experienced exclusion or significant difficulties within mainstream education. Ofsted's 2024 thematic review found considerable variation in the quality and strategic planning of alternative provision across local areas (Ofsted, 2024).
The relationship between exclusion and serious violence has received particularly strong recent attention. A 2025 study published in the British Journal of Criminology used target-trial emulation to examine whether permanent exclusion was associated with subsequent serious violence. The researchers found that permanently excluded children were approximately twice as likely to receive a conviction or caution for serious violence within the subsequent 12 months. However, the authors explicitly caution that the findings cannot establish causation because unmeasured confounding remains possible (Cathro et al., 2025).
This is an important example of high-quality critical evidence. Rather than simply stating that exclusion causes offending, the researchers acknowledge the methodological limitations. Children who are excluded may already experience multiple disadvantages, including behavioural difficulties, poverty, ALN or SEND depending on the national context, low attainment and family difficulties. These factors may contribute both to exclusion and offending. Therefore, exclusion may be part of a broader pathway rather than a single causal explanation.
This evidence is supported by Fuller and McNally (2023), whose analysis of linked education and justice data similarly examined the relationship between permanent exclusion and serious violence. Their findings demonstrate the importance of considering the direction of causality rather than assuming a simple relationship.
The relationship between education and offending is also highlighted by the Home Office's Violence Reduction Unit (VRU) evaluation. The 2024 evaluation found that almost all VRUs identified education as either a risk or protective factor, particularly school exclusion and repeated absence. However, it also identified difficulties in fully involving education because of the fragmented nature of schools, particularly academies (Home Office, 2025).
This is significant because it demonstrates a practical limitation of whole-system prevention. Policymakers may recognise education as central, but organisational fragmentation can make it difficult to coordinate intervention.
The evidence therefore suggests that educational disengagement has been increasingly recognised by prevention policy, but the extent to which it has actually been addressed is more limited. Attendance remains above pre-pandemic levels, exclusion remains associated with serious violence risk, and alternative provision continues to experience high absence. Therefore, Objective Three is supported by evidence of substantial policy recognition but only partial evidence of improvement.
2.5 Educational inequality, deprivation and exclusion
Educational disengagement cannot be separated from socioeconomic inequality. The DfE's 2024/25 attendance data demonstrate differences according to pupil characteristics, while wider research repeatedly identifies poverty as a factor associated with educational disadvantage.
The significance of socioeconomic inequality is particularly clear when considering exclusion. Children experiencing poverty, ALN in Wales, SEND in England and other forms of vulnerability are disproportionately represented among those experiencing educational difficulties. Consequently, treating disengagement simply as a matter of individual choice risks ignoring the structural circumstances that influence attendance and behaviour.
The recent target-trial study discussed above is particularly valuable because it demonstrates that researchers are increasingly attempting to use sophisticated causal methods rather than relying solely on correlation. This strengthens the literature base but also highlights the difficulty of establishing causality in youth justice research.
The literature therefore supports an ecological understanding of youth offending. Individual behaviour occurs within family, school, neighbourhood and socioeconomic environments. This perspective is compatible with the public-health model increasingly adopted by VRUs and Welsh violence prevention services.
However, there is an important limitation. Much education research measures attendance, exclusion and attainment, while youth justice research measures first-time entrants, reoffending and custody. There is comparatively less longitudinal research directly connecting post-pandemic educational interventions with youth offending outcomes. This represents one of the clearest gaps in the literature.
2.6 Economic deprivation and youth offending
Economic deprivation represents the second major structural issue in the research question. The literature does not suggest that poverty directly causes offending in a simple deterministic manner. Rather, poverty can contribute to a combination of pressures including housing insecurity, family stress, reduced access to opportunities, educational disadvantage and exposure to unsafe environments.
This distinction is important because the language of “risk factors” can sometimes individualise structural disadvantage. If poverty is simply recorded as a characteristic of a child assessed as high risk, the policy response may focus on changing the child rather than addressing the environment.
Goldson (2020), a UK academic specialising in youth justice, provides an important critical perspective by situating youth justice within wider political and economic structures. His work demonstrates that youth justice policy does not operate independently from wider social policy. This provides a useful theoretical basis for the present research because it suggests that prevention cannot be evaluated solely through criminal justice outcomes.
Welsh evidence is particularly important. Welsh Government statistics show continuing levels of child poverty, while the Welsh Prevention Framework explicitly identifies poverty, inequality, education, family circumstances and wider social conditions as relevant to youth offending prevention (Welsh Government, 2025).
The significance of Wales is that youth justice operates within a partially devolved constitutional structure. Criminal justice remains reserved to the UK Government, while education, health and many children's services are devolved. Consequently, Wales provides a distinctive environment in which youth justice prevention depends upon cooperation between devolved Welsh services and non-devolved criminal justice agencies.
The Welsh Government's Prevention Framework was created specifically to bring together services involved in preventing youth offending into a joined-up vision. It places Child First principles within Welsh Government services and identifies the Wales Violence Prevention Unit as part of the wider public-health approach to violence prevention (Welsh Government, 2025).
This is highly relevant to the research aim because Wales arguably provides a stronger example of policy integration than a model focused exclusively upon youth justice. However, the Framework is a policy document rather than a longitudinal impact evaluation. It demonstrates what Welsh Government intends to achieve but cannot by itself prove that poverty or offending has been reduced.
The distinction between policy intention and effectiveness is therefore essential. Wales has recognised economic deprivation as part of prevention, but the evidence does not yet demonstrate that youth justice prevention has substantially reduced the underlying economic conditions associated with offending.
2.7 Prevention, diversion and early intervention
One of the clearest changes in post-pandemic youth justice has been the increasing use of prevention and diversion. YJB statistics show sustained reductions in first-time entrants. In 2024, there were just over 8,100 first-time entrants, a four per cent reduction from the previous year and the lowest level in the time series (Youth Justice Board, 2026).
The YJB interprets the decline in first-time entrants and youth cautions as evidence suggesting increased use of diversion. However, the YJB is also the organisation responsible for monitoring and overseeing the youth justice system. Its statistics are authoritative for administrative trends, but its interpretation should be triangulated with independent academic and inspection evidence.
The YJB's prevention and diversion project found that more than half of an average Youth Justice Service caseload consisted of children receiving preventative or diversionary support. However, the project also identified confusion about definitions, inconsistent practice and significant gaps in data (Youth Justice Board, 2023).
This is highly significant because it demonstrates that prevention is not necessarily a standardised national intervention. Different Youth Justice Services can interpret and deliver prevention differently. Therefore, the national policy commitment does not necessarily translate into equal provision for children.
The Youth Justice Board's out-of-court resolution guidance explicitly states that diversion should reduce children's exposure to the formal justice system, partly because criminal justice contact can produce stigma and negative labelling (Youth Justice Board, 2024).
However, diversion also presents a potential risk of net-widening. If children who would previously have received no intervention are instead referred to formal youth justice services, diversion may increase rather than reduce system contact. Banwell-Moore (2022), a UK academic researching restorative justice, demonstrates a related implementation problem. Her study of seven Youth Offending Teams found substantial variation in restorative justice practice and limited victim participation.
The Criminal Justice Joint Inspectorates' recent inspection further demonstrates that diversion requires consistent decision-making and appropriate assessment of children's circumstances. The inspection identified the Prevention and Diversion Assessment Tool, introduced nationally in 2024, as an important development, but also identified continuing concerns about disproportionality.
This is important for the research question because a successful prevention system should not merely reduce the number of children entering court. It should also provide appropriate support, reduce reoffending and address unmet educational and socioeconomic needs.
2.8 Turnaround and the post-pandemic prevention model
Turnaround represents one of the most significant post-pandemic prevention initiatives. The programme began delivery in December 2022 and provides funding to Youth Justice Services across England and Wales to intervene earlier with children at risk of entering the formal youth justice system (Ministry of Justice, 2026).
The programme is important because it reflects a shift from reacting to offending towards preventing escalation. It is therefore directly aligned with Objective One.
The 2026 independent process and implementation evaluation is particularly valuable because it was undertaken independently rather than being merely a government description of the programme. It examined implementation across England and Wales and considered how Youth Justice Services delivered support to children outside their statutory caseload (Ministry of Justice, 2026).
However, the evaluation's methodological limitations are equally important. It is primarily a process and implementation evaluation. Evidence that a programme has been delivered successfully does not establish that it caused reductions in offending. The evaluation therefore supports the conclusion that Turnaround has been implemented as an important prevention mechanism, but it does not provide sufficient evidence to claim that it has definitively reduced offending or economic deprivation.
This distinction is precisely the type of evaluation required by Objective Two. The question is not “does Turnaround exist?” but “what evidence demonstrates that Turnaround works, for whom, and through what mechanism?”
The answer remains developing. Turnaround can identify children experiencing educational, family and social difficulties and connect them with support. However, it cannot independently remove structural poverty. Its effectiveness is therefore partly dependent upon the availability and quality of wider education, health, family, employment and community services.
This demonstrates a broader point within the literature: youth justice prevention can act as a gateway to support, but it cannot substitute for broader social policy.
2.9 Child First and the problem of implementation
Child First represents perhaps the most significant philosophical change in contemporary youth justice policy. It aims to ensure that children are understood as children, that strengths and positive identities are developed, that children are actively involved and that unnecessary stigma is avoided.
The approach has considerable theoretical strength because it challenges risk-led and deficit-based models. Case and Smith (2023) argue that Child First can move youth justice away from the historical division between welfare and punishment. Their position is particularly relevant because England and Wales have historically moved between welfare-based and punitive approaches depending upon political context.
However, the implementation evidence is more cautious. Case, Browning and Hampson (2024) found a significant gap between policy and consistent practice. This means that the strongest evidence supporting Child First may currently concern its philosophical and strategic value rather than its demonstrated long-term impact upon offending.
The YJB's 2025 independent research into applying Child First similarly examined how the framework is implemented across Youth Justice Services. The research was commissioned by the YJB and undertaken by Crest Advisory, making it important to recognise both its value and its institutional context. It provides practice-based evidence but was commissioned by the body responsible for youth justice oversight (Youth Justice Board, 2025).
This does not invalidate the research. Instead, it demonstrates why source analysis matters. A commissioned evaluation can provide access to national practice that independent academics may struggle to obtain, but its findings should be compared with external academic research.
Hampson et al. (2024) and Hampson (2026) provide that critical comparison by examining power and collaboration. Their work suggests that Child First implementation cannot simply be measured through whether practitioners use child-centred terminology. The quality of the relationship between professionals and children matters.
Consequently, Child First can be judged as a strong policy framework but an incompletely evaluated intervention. This distinction should be retained throughout the dissertation.
2.10 Policing, serious violence and prevention
Policing remains central to youth offending prevention because police officers frequently represent the first formal agency to encounter children displaying concerning behaviour. The development of diversion and prevention therefore changes the police role from one focused primarily on enforcement towards one involving assessment, safeguarding and referral.
The Serious Violence Duty represents an important legislative development. Introduced through the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022, it requires specified authorities, including police, local authorities, youth offending teams and health bodies, to work together to prevent and reduce serious violence (Home Office, 2026).
The legislative context is important. The Duty emerged from political concern about serious violence and knife crime and represented a government attempt to institutionalise multi-agency prevention. The Home Office therefore has an obvious policy interest in demonstrating that the legislation has improved partnership working.
The 2026 evaluation provides a more nuanced picture. The evaluation found that the Duty had generally been well implemented and that its legislative status encouraged partner engagement. However, it also found that it was too early to determine its impact upon serious violence and that funding sustainability was a significant concern (Home Office, 2026).
This is highly relevant to the dissertation because it demonstrates exactly why effectiveness should not be assumed. The Duty created the structures necessary for multi-agency prevention, but the evaluation cannot yet establish that the legislation caused reductions in violence.
The evaluation also identified weaknesses in education and health engagement and variation in the quality of local Strategic Needs Assessments. This supports the argument that a whole-system model is promising but dependent upon meaningful participation across agencies.
The Violence Reduction Unit model provides another example. VRUs were established in 2019 and expanded subsequently, using a public-health approach to violence prevention. The 2024 evaluation found that almost all VRUs recognised education as a risk or protective factor and identified exclusion and repeated absence as important concerns (Home Office, 2025).
The VRU evidence is particularly valuable because it links education directly to serious violence prevention. However, the evaluation also found variation in implementation and difficulty fully integrating education partners.
Therefore, policing and public-health approaches have increasingly recognised the social causes of violence, but implementation remains uneven. This supports Objective One while also reinforcing Objective Two's focus on effectiveness.
2.11 Education-based violence prevention
Education-based prevention has become increasingly prominent through initiatives such as SAFE Taskforces and Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforces. SAFE Taskforces aim to provide early support, improve engagement with education and reduce vulnerability to serious violence, while Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforces bring together professionals including education, health, youth justice and family support workers.
The policy rationale is strong. If education provides protective relationships and opportunities, then improving attendance, engagement and attainment may reduce vulnerability to violence. However, the causal chain is complex.
The DfE's latest attendance data demonstrate why this remains an urgent issue. Overall absence improved in 2024/25 but remained significantly above pre-pandemic levels, while alternative provision experienced exceptionally high absence (Department for Education, 2026).
The VRU evaluation provides further evidence that education is increasingly considered part of violence prevention. However, the evaluation also highlights that education systems can be fragmented and difficult to integrate into local violence reduction partnerships (Home Office, 2025).
This suggests that prevention policy has correctly identified education as important, but implementation requires structural cooperation. Youth justice cannot improve attendance without schools, families and education services being able to address the reasons for absence.
Therefore, the extent to which post-pandemic strategies have addressed educational disengagement can be judged as moderate rather than complete. Education has moved from the margins of youth violence policy towards the centre, but attendance and exclusion outcomes demonstrate that the underlying problem remains substantial.
2.12 Wales as a distinct case
England and Wales should not be treated as identical throughout this review. Although youth justice legislation is largely a matter for the UK Government, Wales has devolved responsibility for education, health and children's services. This makes Wales particularly relevant to a research question concerned with the interaction between youth justice and social conditions.
The Welsh Government's Prevention Framework, published in June 2025, explicitly aims to bring together services involved in preventing youth offending into a single joined-up vision. It identifies Child First practice, trauma-informed approaches, violence prevention and the wider Welsh context as central components (Welsh Government, 2025).
The Framework is particularly relevant because it recognises that children who encounter youth justice often have wider needs. Its emphasis upon education, health, family circumstances and poverty therefore aligns closely with the present research aim.
The Wales Violence Prevention Unit provides another distinctive element. It applies a public-health approach to violence prevention, involving policing, Public Health Wales, Welsh Government and voluntary-sector partners. This model reflects an understanding that violence has multiple causes requiring prevention at different levels (Welsh Government, 2025).
However, the Welsh model should not be idealised. The Framework is evidence-informed policy, but it is not itself proof of effectiveness. Wales continues to experience substantial socioeconomic inequality, and educational disengagement remains a concern.
The Wales Without Violence framework also illustrates this issue. An evaluability assessment conducted by DECIPHer at Cardiff University examined whether the framework was sufficiently developed to support future impact evaluation. This is significant because it demonstrates that evaluation capacity is still being developed rather than there already being definitive evidence of long-term impact (Wales Without Violence, 2024).
This is a useful finding for the dissertation. Wales may have developed a particularly comprehensive policy architecture, but the evidence base has not yet caught up with the ambition of the framework.
2.13 Welsh diversion and policing
Wales has also developed specific guidance concerning diversion and out-of-court resolutions. Welsh Government guidance identifies inconsistencies in terminology and practice between areas and seeks to establish greater consistency in the use of community resolutions and restorative approaches (Welsh Government, 2026).
This is important because it demonstrates that even where there is national agreement about diversion, local practice can vary.
The guidance also recognises that children in residential care may experience increased police contact for behaviour that might be treated differently in other circumstances. The All Wales Protocol seeks to reduce the criminalisation of care-experienced children by encouraging alternative responses.
This is directly relevant to the research question because it illustrates how social circumstances can increase exposure to the justice system. If a child's living environment increases the likelihood of police involvement, then prevention requires more than changing the child's behaviour.
The Welsh approach therefore provides a useful example of how education, care, policing and youth justice can be connected. However, it again demonstrates the importance of implementation and outcome evaluation.
2.14 International comparison: Scotland
Scotland provides an especially relevant international comparator because it is part of the UK but operates within a different legal and institutional framework. Its Whole System Approach (WSA) emphasises early intervention, diversion, multi-agency support and keeping children away from formal criminal justice wherever possible (Scottish Government, 2026).
The WSA is underpinned by Getting it Right for Every Child and seeks to provide support at the earliest signs of difficulty rather than waiting until problems become crises. This provides a useful lesson for England and Wales because it demonstrates what can happen when youth justice is integrated with broader children's services.
Scotland's 2024–26 youth justice priorities continue to support the WSA and emphasise children's rights, prevention and diversion (Scottish Government, 2024).
The Children (Care and Justice) (Scotland) Act 2024 also strengthens Scotland's child-centred approach by supporting the move away from Young Offenders' Institutions for under-18s and towards smaller, more trauma-informed settings.
The Scottish model nevertheless cannot simply be transferred to England and Wales. Scotland has different legal structures, including the Children's Hearings System. The lesson is therefore not that England should reproduce Scottish institutions but that early intervention, multi-agency support and keeping children away from formal criminal justice are principles that can potentially be adapted.
This provides a realistic answer to Objective Four. International comparison should identify transferable principles rather than assume that institutional models can be copied without considering constitutional and cultural differences.
2.15 International comparison: New Zealand
New Zealand provides a contrasting example through Family Group Conferences (FGCs). The model places children, families and other relevant participants within decision-making processes rather than relying exclusively upon professional decisions.
The model is attractive because it aligns with principles of participation, restoration and family involvement. However, recent evidence demonstrates that restorative practice should not automatically be regarded as successful simply because it is participatory.
Oranga Tamariki research into victims' experiences of youth justice FGCs found that victim participation was limited in many cases (Oranga Tamariki, 2023). This demonstrates that the existence of a restorative mechanism does not guarantee meaningful participation.
The Independent Children's Monitor has also identified mixed outcomes among children who have experienced FGCs, demonstrating that repeated involvement in restorative processes does not necessarily translate into consistent desistance.
This is particularly valuable for the present dissertation because it provides a counterbalance to overly positive interpretations of international models. England and Wales can learn from the principle of family participation without assuming that FGCs automatically reduce offending.
The most transferable lesson is therefore the involvement of children, families and communities in decision-making. This is compatible with Child First principles and could strengthen prevention where participation is meaningful rather than procedural.
2.16 Restorative justice and victim participation
Restorative justice is relevant to both domestic and international prevention because it seeks to address harm rather than relying exclusively upon punishment. Banwell-Moore (2022) found significant variation in restorative justice delivery across Youth Offending Teams in England and Wales, including differences in victim involvement.
This is important because it demonstrates another policy-practice gap. Restorative justice may be embedded within policy while remaining inconsistent in local implementation.
Zaman (2024), an academic at the University of Greenwich researching restorative justice in education and criminology, argues that restorative justice has developed across multiple sectors but that a gap remains between theory and practice. This supports the wider argument that policy concepts cannot be judged by their stated principles alone.
The evidence therefore supports restorative approaches as potentially valuable but not universally effective. Their success depends upon quality, consistency, victim participation and the suitability of the intervention for the child and offence.
2.17 Disproportionality and the limits of diversion
Another issue that must be considered when evaluating prevention is whether its benefits are equally available to all children. The reduction in overall youth justice contact has not eliminated disproportionality.
The latest youth justice statistics show that although the number of children entering the system has fallen substantially, ethnic disproportionality remains. In 2024, the number of first-time entrants among Black children increased by eight per cent while the number among White children decreased by eight per cent (Youth Justice Board, 2026).
The Criminal Justice Joint Inspectorates similarly identified continuing racial disproportionality within youth justice diversion. This demonstrates that diversion does not necessarily operate equally for all children (Criminal Justice Joint Inspectorates, 2026).
This is important because a policy cannot be considered fully effective if it reduces overall system contact while inequalities in access to diversion remain.
The Nuffield-funded research by Pitts, Bateman, Brodie, Day and Osidipe provides further evidence that racial disparity in diversion requires continued investigation. Their work is particularly valuable because it brings together academic researchers and policy engagement with organisations including the YJB, National Police Chiefs' Council, College of Policing and HM Inspectorate of Probation (Nuffield Foundation, 2025).
The relevance to this dissertation is that educational and economic disadvantage do not operate independently of ethnicity, care experience, disability or other forms of inequality. Prevention must therefore be evaluated according to both overall outcomes and distributional outcomes.
2.18 Neurodivergence, vulnerability and educational disengagement
The relationship between education and youth justice is also affected by additional learning needs (ALN) in Wales, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) in England, and neurodivergence more broadly. Research by Hughes and colleagues (2022) examined the experiences of neurodivergent children within education and youth justice in England. Through interviews with 19 children, the study found experiences of labelling, isolation and institutional failure across education and youth justice systems.
The value of this study lies in its use of children's own experiences. Unlike administrative statistics, qualitative interviews can demonstrate how children experience institutional processes. However, the sample is small and cannot establish population-level prevalence.
This illustrates why triangulation is important. Official statistics demonstrate scale; academic quantitative studies can identify relationships; qualitative research can explain lived experiences.
The evidence also strengthens the argument that educational disengagement cannot be reduced to attendance. A child may physically attend school but still be disengaged because of unmet ALN or SEND needs, depending on the education system in which they are receiving support, alongside bullying, exclusionary practices or weak relationships with staff.
Therefore, effective prevention should consider the quality of educational engagement rather than simply attendance figures.
2.19 Critical evaluation: what does the literature actually demonstrate?
The literature demonstrates considerable agreement that youth offending is influenced by multiple interacting factors. Academic research, government policy, policing evidence and international models increasingly recognise education, family circumstances, poverty, vulnerability and social relationships as relevant.
However, the evidence is considerably less conclusive regarding what actually works.
The first area of agreement concerns diversion. YJB statistics demonstrate declining first-time entrants, and government guidance promotes diversion as a means of reducing stigma and preventing escalation. Academic literature also generally supports proportionate responses. However, concerns remain about net-widening and unequal access to diversion.
The second area concerns Child First. Academic and policy literature strongly supports the principle of treating children as children. Yet Case, Browning and Hampson (2024) demonstrate that implementation remains inconsistent. Therefore, the evidence supports Child First as a guiding philosophy more strongly than it supports a conclusion that Child First has independently reduced offending.
The third area concerns education. Government and VRU evidence increasingly identifies attendance and exclusion as important risk or protective factors. The 2025 target-trial study provides particularly strong evidence of an association between permanent exclusion and later serious violence. However, the researchers explicitly avoid claiming causality. This means prevention should target the wider conditions associated with exclusion rather than simply assuming that removing exclusion will automatically eliminate violence.
The fourth area concerns deprivation. The literature strongly supports an association between disadvantage and poorer developmental and educational outcomes. However, youth justice programmes have limited capacity to alter structural poverty. Therefore, youth justice prevention can address consequences of deprivation more readily than its underlying causes.
This leads to an important distinction between proximal and structural prevention. Proximal prevention includes diversion, mentoring, family work and behavioural support. Structural prevention includes poverty reduction, housing, educational equality and employment opportunities. Post-pandemic youth justice policy has become stronger in proximal prevention but remains dependent upon wider public policy for structural prevention.
2.20 Who is saying what? Critical source analysis
The evidence used in this review comes from different professional and institutional positions, and this affects its value.
Academic researchers such as Case, Hampson, Smithson, Marshall and Banwell-Moore generally provide critical distance from government policy and use theoretical or empirical research methods. Their strength lies in critique, methodological transparency and peer review. Their limitations can include small samples, theoretical commitments or difficulty establishing long-term causal effects.
Government departments such as the Ministry of Justice, Home Office and Department for Education provide authoritative administrative data and policy information. Their strength is access to national datasets and detailed information about programme implementation. Their limitation is that they are also responsible for policy development or delivery, meaning that their reports should be interpreted in their institutional context.
The Youth Justice Board occupies a different position. It is an arm's-length body with statutory responsibilities for youth justice oversight and produces accredited official statistics. Its data are therefore highly authoritative for trends, but its interpretation of improvement should be triangulated with independent academic and inspection evidence.
Welsh Government sources are particularly important because they represent the devolved policy context. Their purpose is not simply to describe youth justice but to coordinate Welsh services and support implementation. This makes them valuable for understanding policy intention and the Welsh institutional environment, but they cannot alone establish long-term effectiveness.
Policing evidence provides operational knowledge about serious violence, diversion and partnership working. However, policing organisations necessarily focus upon public safety, recorded incidents and operational outcomes. Their evidence therefore needs to be considered alongside education, health, social care and children's perspectives.
International government sources provide evidence of alternative policy models but are subject to similar institutional limitations. Scotland's government, for example, has an interest in demonstrating progress within the Whole System Approach. New Zealand's children's services organisations similarly have institutional responsibilities for the operation of Family Group Conferences.
Consequently, the review does not treat all references as equivalent. A government policy document demonstrates what policymakers intend; an official statistic demonstrates a trend; an academic article provides research-based interpretation; an independent evaluation assesses implementation or outcomes; and children's qualitative accounts provide lived experience. The strength of the review lies in comparing these forms of evidence.
2.21 Gaps in the literature
Several important gaps emerge.
First, there is insufficient longitudinal evidence demonstrating whether post-pandemic prevention interventions produce sustained reductions in offending. Many evaluations measure implementation or short-term outcomes rather than long-term desistance.
Second, there is a lack of research connecting educational outcomes and youth justice outcomes within the same longitudinal studies. Attendance, exclusion and attainment are frequently studied within education research, while offending and reoffending are studied within criminal justice research. More research is required to understand how interventions affecting education influence offending over time.
Third, there remains insufficient independent evidence concerning economic deprivation as an intervention target. Poverty is frequently identified as a risk factor but is rarely measured as an outcome of youth justice prevention.
Fourth, the Welsh evidence base remains comparatively limited. Wales has developed an increasingly distinctive prevention framework, but independent longitudinal evaluations connecting Welsh prevention strategies with educational and offending outcomes remain limited.
Fifth, there is an implementation gap. Child First, diversion and whole-system prevention are embedded within policy, but evidence demonstrates variation between local areas.
Sixth, there is a gap concerning children's voices. Professional and administrative evidence continues to dominate official evaluations, although qualitative research demonstrates the value of understanding children's experiences directly.
Finally, there is a gap in evidence about transferability of international models. Scotland and New Zealand provide useful principles, but more research is required to establish which elements could be transferred effectively to England and Wales given different legal, constitutional and organisational structures.
These gaps justify the dissertation because it examines the relationship between prevention policy, educational disengagement and economic deprivation rather than treating youth offending reduction as sufficient evidence of success.
2.22 Search strategy and snowballing
A broad literature search was undertaken using university library databases, Google Scholar and academic journal databases. Search terms included combinations of youth offending, youth justice, prevention, diversion, Child First, educational disengagement, school exclusion, attendance, alternative provision, poverty, economic deprivation, serious violence, COVID-19, England, Wales, Scotland, New Zealand, restorative justice and whole-system approach.
The search deliberately included different types of evidence because the research question requires examination of policy, practice and effectiveness. Peer-reviewed academic journal articles were used to establish theoretical and empirical debates. Academic books and chapters were used where they provided important conceptual context. Government statistics were used to establish current trends in offending, attendance and exclusion. Legislation and statutory guidance were used to establish the legal basis of prevention initiatives. Youth Justice Board, Ministry of Justice, Home Office, Welsh Government and policing documents were used to examine contemporary policy and implementation. International government and research evidence was used to compare alternative approaches.
Snowballing was also used. Once key academic and policy sources had been identified, their reference lists were examined to identify additional literature. This backward snowballing process identified earlier research that continued to influence contemporary debates. Forward snowballing was then used where available to identify newer publications citing important studies. This process was particularly useful for identifying research concerning Child First, diversion, exclusion, restorative justice and international youth justice.
The search primarily prioritised literature published between 2019 and 2026, with particular emphasis on evidence published from 2020 onwards because of the post-pandemic focus. Older literature was retained only where it provided an important theoretical or historical foundation that remained relevant to contemporary youth justice.
This approach also reduced the risk of relying repeatedly upon the same government or academic source. The final evidence base therefore includes different authors, institutions, research designs and perspectives rather than repeatedly using a small number of sources.
2.23 Overall synthesis
The literature demonstrates that youth offending prevention in England and Wales has undergone a substantial philosophical and practical shift. Prevention, diversion, early intervention and Child First approaches are now more central to policy than punitive responses. The reduction in first-time entrants provides strong evidence that children's formal contact with the youth justice system has declined.
However, this should not be interpreted as conclusive evidence that prevention has addressed the underlying causes of offending.
The evidence concerning educational disengagement is mixed. Attendance has improved since the immediate post-pandemic period but remains significantly above pre-pandemic levels. Alternative provision continues to experience very high absence. Research also identifies a strong association between exclusion and subsequent serious violence, although causality remains contested. Therefore, educational disengagement has been recognised more successfully than it has been resolved.
Economic deprivation presents an even greater challenge. Poverty is widely recognised as part of the wider context of offending and educational inequality, but youth justice interventions have limited ability to alter structural economic conditions. Programmes such as Turnaround can identify needs and connect children with support, but they cannot independently resolve poverty, housing insecurity or labour-market inequality.
Wales provides an important example because its Prevention Framework explicitly links youth justice with education, health, children's services, poverty and violence prevention. This demonstrates a strong policy commitment to whole-system prevention. Nevertheless, the Welsh evidence base still requires stronger independent longitudinal evaluation.
Policing has also changed. The Serious Violence Duty and Violence Reduction Units have institutionalised multi-agency approaches and increasingly recognise education and socioeconomic circumstances as relevant to violence prevention. However, recent evaluations demonstrate that it remains too early to establish the causal impact of these initiatives on serious violence.
International evidence provides useful lessons. Scotland demonstrates the potential of a whole-system approach that intervenes early and integrates youth justice with children's services. New Zealand demonstrates the value and limitations of family-centred restorative decision-making. Neither model should simply be copied, but both provide principles that can inform future English and Welsh policy.
2.24 Conclusion: answer to the research question
The research question asks: to what extent have post-pandemic youth offending prevention strategies in England and Wales addressed educational disengagement and economic deprivation, and what lessons can be drawn from international approaches?
The evidence supports a significant but incomplete answer.
Post-pandemic youth offending prevention has successfully moved towards early intervention, diversion and child-centred practice. First-time entrants have fallen to historically low levels, diversion has increased and Child First has become embedded within national youth justice policy. These developments demonstrate substantial progress against Objective One.
However, the evidence is considerably stronger for changes in youth justice processes and system contact than for changes in the underlying social conditions associated with offending. This distinction is central to Objective Two. The existence of Turnaround, SAFE Taskforces, the Serious Violence Duty, VRUs and Child First demonstrates policy activity, but the evidence does not yet establish that these interventions have independently caused long-term reductions in offending.
Educational disengagement has been increasingly recognised as a prevention issue. Attendance strategies, education-based violence prevention and VRU interventions demonstrate that education is now treated as a central protective factor. Nevertheless, attendance remains above pre-pandemic levels and exclusion continues to be associated with serious violence. Therefore, Objective Three can be answered by concluding that educational disengagement has been addressed within policy but only partially resolved in practice.
Economic deprivation has received significant recognition but has been addressed less directly. Poverty is acknowledged within Welsh prevention policy and wider public-health approaches, but youth justice programmes cannot independently remove structural economic disadvantage. Consequently, economic deprivation has been incorporated into the explanation of youth offending more effectively than it has been transformed through youth justice intervention.
Wales provides a particularly valuable lesson because its Prevention Framework demonstrates how youth justice can be connected to education, health, family services and wider violence prevention. However, the Welsh model also illustrates the importance of implementation and evaluation. A comprehensive framework should not be assumed to be effective without evidence of outcomes.
The international comparison addresses Objective Four. Scotland demonstrates the potential of early intervention and whole-system children's services, while New Zealand demonstrates the potential and limitations of family-centred restorative decision-making. The most realistic lesson for England and Wales is therefore not to copy international models but to adapt their underlying principles: early intervention, proportionate diversion, meaningful participation, multi-agency cooperation, family involvement and a stronger connection between youth justice and wider children's services.
Overall, the literature indicates that England and Wales have made substantial progress in changing how youth offending is understood and responded to, but less progress can currently be demonstrated in changing the educational and socioeconomic conditions associated with offending. The greatest strength of post-pandemic policy is its movement away from late-stage punitive intervention towards earlier and more child-centred prevention. Its greatest weakness is that structural disadvantage remains largely outside the direct capacity of youth justice programmes.
The central implication for future policy is therefore that youth offending prevention should not be treated solely as a youth justice responsibility. Education, poverty reduction, health, housing, employment, family support, youth work and policing all contribute to the conditions in which children either become vulnerable to offending or are supported away from it. Prevention is therefore most likely to be effective when youth justice operates as one part of a wider whole-system approach.
The final judgement is consequently that post-pandemic prevention strategies in England and Wales have addressed educational disengagement and economic deprivation to a meaningful but incomplete extent. They have become increasingly responsive to these issues at the level of policy and practice, but the evidence is not yet sufficiently strong to conclude that they have substantially reduced the underlying inequalities themselves. International approaches reinforce the importance of early, integrated and child-centred intervention. Future policy should therefore move beyond measuring success through reductions in first-time entrants alone and develop stronger measures of educational engagement, socioeconomic outcomes, wellbeing and long-term desistance.
This conclusion directly supports the research aim and all four objectives. It demonstrates that the post-pandemic system is more preventative and child-centred; critically evaluates the limits of evidence concerning effectiveness; establishes the continuing importance of educational disengagement and economic deprivation; and identifies realistic principles from international approaches. Most importantly, it provides a clear answer to the research question rather than assuming that falling youth justice numbers automatically mean that prevention has succeeded.
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