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Foreword

Fergus McNeill

When T was first invited to write this foreword, T hesitated. As I explained
to the editors, I no longer consider myself well informed about youth justice
even in my home country of Scotland, let alone elsewhere in these islands.
About 15 years ago, I realised I couldn’t keep pace with developments in
youth justice and in (adult) criminal justice simultaneously, particularly while
trying to become more international in my outlook. Since I felt much more
confident in my knowledge about (adult) probation, prisons and parole, that
is where I decided to place my focus.

That said, there was a second and more important reason why I hesitated.
[ felt uneasy about the conjunction that forms the book’s title: Desistance and
Children. Does it make sense to talk about those two things together, or is
desistance properly thought of as an adult affair? Would it not make more
sense to talk about the development and wellbeing of children and to see
any involvements with offending and desistance as very much secondary
to those issues? What might be the risks of talking about and focusing on
children’s desistance?

Of course, once I started reading the manuscript, I realised both that
‘desistance’ had become a hot topic in youth justice in England and Wales
and that the editors and contributors to this volume wanted to explore
precisely these kinds of questions. The responses provided in this collection
are as fascinating as they are diverse; and it has been intriguing for me, as
someone who has written a lot about desistance and how we might best
support it, to see how critical debates about desistance and youth justice
have matured in the years since I stopped paying close attention.

But before reviewing those contemporary debates, it is worth recalling the
policy and practice contexts in which desistance research and theory emerged
at the start of this century. At that time, critical voices were bemoaning
both an increasing punitiveness and a creeping ‘correctionalism’ in youth
and adult justice systems (Goldson, 2001, 2002). The ‘correctionalism’ was
associated both with the popularisation of ‘what works?’ research findings
and with increasingly prescriptive and managerialised modes of practice.

Against that backdrop, desistance scholars added their voices to the
call for a more expansive and considered conception of ‘evidence-based’
policy and practice, one that looked beyond evaluation evidence and
engaged seriously with the emerging evidence about — and theories of —
how and why people moved away from offending — especially persistent
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offending. Like several contributors to this volume, some desistance
scholars also criticised research and practice that centred too narrowly
on risk and that misconceived and misconstrued risk as an attribute
of individuals.

Desistance researchers argued that it was crucial not just to understand
‘what works?” but also to understand the processes of personal and human
development involved in or associated with desistance. Notably, and perhaps
in contrast to the preponderance of studies about desistance today, some of
the first desistance studies that I read were, in fact, studies of children’s and
young people’s experiences. Writing this foreword offers me a welcome
opportunity to acknowledge that it was Janet Jamieson (then at the University
of Stirling) who first introduced me to the term and who encouraged me
to speak with Stephen Farrall. As well as Jamieson and colleagues’ (1999)
study of young people and desistance in Scotland, they both directed me
to Graham and Bowling’s (1995) influential study of young people and
offending in England and Wales.

In most of what I read about desistance in those early days, whether
focused on children, young people or adults, I found scholars repeatedly
stressing the importance of attending to the socio-structural contexts
within which these processes occurred. Looking back on my own (quite
limited and early career) work on desistance and youth justice (McNeill
and Batchelor, 2002; Batchelor and McNeill, 2005; McNeill, 2006; Barry
and McNeill, 2009), I used the evidence I had found to insist that social
‘contexts and relationships matter’ (McNeill, 2006, p 125 [in the chapter
title]) at least as much as the more psychological and intra-personal aspects
of human development. The stress on relationships drew attention both
to the significance of social relations in desistance and to the central
importance of professional relationships in trying to support the process.
Obviously, the twin stresses on contexts and relationships were very much
intended and articulated as a corrective to the reductive conceptions of
individual responsibility — and of individual change — associated then
with ‘what works?’, with programmes, with risk technologies and with
managerialised practices.

‘What I underestimated, of course, was the capacity of systems to absorb
seemingly new and challenging concepts and ideas and to use them to re-
package and re-legitimate existing practices. It is through these processes
of absorption that, for example, ‘supporting desistance” has sometimes been
falsely reduced to a synonym of ‘preventing offending’. Similar sleight of
hand (or thought) also seems to allow some to hear the message ‘contexts
and relationships matter’ not as a challenge first to change social contexts
by pursuing social justice and second to invest in the relationships that
matter to children and which provide developmental opportunities, but
merely as a reason to train children to manage their pre-existing contexts
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and relationships differently. Both for policy makers unwilling to address
structural injustices, and for practitioners who felt powerless to do anything
about them, reverting to a focus on individual change and with it individual
responsibilisation had (and has) an obvious attraction.

Of course, there were and are themes within desistance scholarship
that have been more or less vulnerable to co-optation of this sort. The
example that always irks me is Maruna’s (2001) outstanding work which,
in many ways, led the development of our appreciation of the importance
of identity in desistance. Of course, for a while his work was quite hotly
contested within the desistance field: some questioned the relevance and/
or necessity of identity change to desistance, preferring to lay the stress on
‘structural turning points’ (Laub and Sampson, 2003). The debate cooled,
I think, when it became widely recognised that the importance of identity
probably depended on the degree to which labelling had done its worst in
terms of affecting people’s sense of themselves and their life prospects (as
the Edinburgh Study also made abundantly clear: see McAra and McVie,
2005). That said, it should perhaps have been obvious from the outset that
since Maruna’s account reflected an interactionist perspective, it was less
about identity as it was experienced in the head of the persister or desister
(as it were) and more about how the social dynamics of identity affected both
personal narratives and social relations.

But again, these subtleties were, to some extent, lost in the translation from
theory to practice. If policy makers weren’t minded to address the harms of
criminalisation, and if youth justice practitioners couldn’t influence policing
practices and/or community reactions to young people, then it is hardly a
surprise that their focus narrowed to trying to address how young people
see themselves and narrate their lives.

To be sure, researchers who seek to influence policy and practice have a
responsibility to try to anticipate how their work is read and used and to
attend to what it might legitimate and what it might marginalise. With this
in mind, my own view is that the most potent critique of desistance research
in this book is neither the mistaken claim that it neglects the social, nor that
it focuses too much on identity (especially in the case of the still-forming
identities of children). Rather, it is the argument that we should never have
accepted the centring of ‘offending’ that desistance — even as a concept —
continues to permit, least of all when discussing the development, treatment
and support of children.

But perhaps that critique relies on the luxury of distance or the wisdom
of hindsight. Looking back at it now, I can see in some of my own writing
a pragmatic acceptance that youth justice policy makers (at least in the era
of New Labour, anti-social behaviour orders [ASBOs| and parenting orders)
were never going to be persuaded to displace offending from the centre of
their agenda. Better then, I reasoned, to at least draw them away from narrow
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correctionalism and towards an awareness of the developmental processes
involved in desistance, whether that meant the ‘natural’ desistance of the vast
majority of children and young people (since some degree of offending is
normative [see Chapter 1]) or the ‘assisted’ desistance of those whose behaviour
was more persistent and problematic and who had (most likely) already been
criminalised. If policy makers back then couldn’t be persuaded to do the right
things (avoiding criminalisation, supporting development, advocating for
opportunities, for example) for the right reasons, like prioritising children’s
rights and taking ‘Child First’ approaches, then at least we could try to give
them some instrumental reasons for doing some of the right things.

Reading this volume, it is heartening to see that the contributors are
rightly determined to push us all further — towards doing the right things
for the right reasons. In assembling these arguments, and articulating their
basis in both evidence and principle, I think that this collection offers us
a very rich repository of experience, research, ideas and proposals. I only
hope that we can persuade those involved in children’s services and youth
justice at all levels to draw on the well provided here. If they do, they’ll
find refreshment I'm sure, and perhaps we’ll all find hope that our policies,
systems and practices might themselves grow up a bit in terms of how we
respond to children at risk of criminalisation.
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Desistance and children:
setting the scene

Alexandra Wigzell, Claire Paterson-Young and Tim Bateman

Rationale for the book

Since the late 1990s,‘desistance’ — understanding how people move away
from offending — has become a significant research focus and ‘increasingly
ubiquitous’ in central policy (Maruna and Mann, 2019). Since 2014,
with the introduction by the Youth Justice Board of a new assessment
framework, desistance thinking has been progressively transplanted to
youth justice in England and Wales from the adult justice system. Given
that the desistance evidence base is primarily rooted in the experiences
of adults who have a history of criminal behaviour, one might have
expected this development to have been accompanied by some debate.
Yet, discussion or examination of the relevance of desistance thinking
to children in the justice system remains scarce, comprising a significant
and important gap in scholarship.

While there is a limited, albeit developing, international knowledge
base about the desistance pathways of children, these studies have typically
focused only on children defined as ‘serious’ or ‘persistent’ ‘oftenders’. With
desistance thinking increasingly applied across the spectrum of youth justice
sanctions in England and Wales, it has become necessary to understand, and
question, the relevance of desistance thinking with a much broader group
of children. This is particularly pressing in light of the growing proportion
of out-of-court disposals within youth justice caseloads, which comprise
nearly half of supervision cases in some areas. And even among children on
court-ordered community sentences, nearly 80 per cent now either have no
or a minimal history of recorded oftfending (Youth Justice Board/Mo], 2023).
How might desistance theories apply given that most children’s offending
‘careers’ are limited to adolescence (Moffitt, 1993) and, thus, desistance is
largely normative?

Our starting point is that children’s distinct needs, by virtue of their young
age and ongoing development, together with their typically normative
offending, raise important questions about the relevance and meaning of
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desistance thinking to their pathways away from crime. In light of this, our
core guiding questions are:

e What helps children to move away from offending, and in what ways, if
at all, does this vary by ethnicity, class and gender?

* To what extent is the concept and theorisation of desistance helpful
when applied to children or does it, alternatively problematise rather than
normalise children’s behaviour?

* How is desistance thinking currently understood and implemented in
youth justice policy and practice?

* What are the implications of the answers to these questions for youth
justice theory, research, policy and practice?

The collection has been initiated by the National Association for Youth
Justice (NAY]), the only individual charity which campaigns exclusively for
the rights of, and justice for, children in trouble with the law. The NAY]
believes that children who come to the attention of criminal justice agencies
should be viewed individually according to their stage of development and
treated as a child first and foremost (National Association for Youth Justice,
2019). The editors of this collection are all members of the NAY]’s Board of
Trustees. Given that the charity is based in England and Wales, we have not
attempted to give the book an international focus. However, it is likely that
many of the chapters will be of international interest given that the role of
desistance theory within youth justice is not restricted to a single jurisdiction.

Given the focus of the NAY]J’s work, our philosophical position that
children should be treated as distinct from adults, and the relative dearth
of literature specific to desistance and children, the book deliberately,
and unapologetically, restricts itself to discussion of individuals in conflict
with the law who are under 18. In line with the ethos of the NAY]J, and
international standards of children’s rights, we refer throughout to these
individuals as children, and the terms ‘youth’, juvenile’and ‘young offender’
are deliberately eschewed.

Aims of the collection

The volume aims to bring together a broad range of voices from research
and practice to reflect critically on the relevance and application of desistance
thinking with children. It has been a deliberate editorial decision to include
a diversity of perspectives in this regard to reflect the fact that debate and
evidence generation is at an early stage. As a consequence, contributors
encompass both those who argue that desistance does not and should not
apply to children, and those who contend that it does but critique its
implementation and development insofar as children are concerned.
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The collection is the first to explore the relevance and application of
desistance theories with children. It explores the topic from multiple vantage
points and through a range of highly pertinent themes. Youth justice in
England and Wales lies at a pivotal stage as it attempts to employ desistance
thinking in policy and practice with children. This publication aims to
address the significant gap in scholarship as to how desistance should be
conceptualised and is being experienced in youth justice. It seeks to advance
the theorisation of desistance with children, to inform emergent desistance
policy and provide a much-needed resource for youth justice practitioners.

The remainder of this opening chapter provides an overview of the existing
evidence base on children and desistance through a review of the literature
before describing the policy context within which desistance thinking has
become central to youth justice in England and Wales. The chapter concludes
by detailing the book’s structure and the nature of the various contributions.

What is desistance?

‘Desistance’ has become so integral to the criminal justice lexicon during
the current century that it may appear to require no introduction. But partly
for that reason, and because the relevance of the concept for children is
underexplored, references to desistance are frequently imprecise and act as
shorthand for a number of explanatory models with variable implications
for practice. ‘Desistance’ typically refers to the process by which people
abstain from crime, in particular those who have an established pattern of
criminal behaviour. It is widely understood as a journey rather than an event,
characterised by wrong turns and false starts. For this reason, it is not easily
defined or measured. For example, is it desistance if someone stops offending
for a year, or shifts from serious offending to committing infrequent low-level
crime? And from what point should desistance be measured? Furthermore,
as Maruna (2001) has pointed out, the permanent cessation of offending can
only be conclusively known posthumously (for a comprehensive discussion
of such debates, see Maruna, 2001; Weaver, 2016). These are just some of
the sticky questions and issues that arise in this field.

Maruna and Farrall (2004) contend that there are distinct phases to the
desistance journey: primary, defined as a lull in offending; and secondary,
understood as the assumption of a non-offender identity or role. This suggests
a somewhat sequential process of change. More recently, McNeill (2014)
has added the concept of tertiary desistance, which refers to recognition
of one’s change by others and accordingly integration into society. Nugent
and Schinkel (2016) conceptualise these stages differently as ‘act’, ‘identity’
and ‘relational” desistance. In line with this updating, Johnson and Maruna
(2020, p 117) have noted that primary and secondary desistance ‘likely
develop together’ rather than one preceding the other. Other studies have
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suggested that identity transformation is not necessary for cessation (Laub
and Sampson, 2003, p 279; Godwin, 2022).

However, with some notable exceptions (for instance, Nugent and
Schinkel, 2016), these widely used conceptualisations are largely based on
research with adults. While it seems likely that there are similarities in the
processes of change for children, there will inevitably be important differences
too. These are explored in the course of this chapter.

Desistance and children: the evidence base
The genesis and development of desistance theories

The roots of desistance thinking can be traced back to American studies
beginning in the 1940s, which sought to gather evidence on the causes
of offending. These typically involved collecting data on large samples of
children and continuing to do so over their life course (for instance, Gluecks
and Gluecks’ [1974] study of 1,000 boys). It was not until the 1980s, when
some of these studies had been running for 30 years, that it was recognised
that many of the study participants had significantly reduced or stopped
their offending, and that considerable data had been amassed that could shed
light on that phenomenon (Shapland et al, 2016, p 2). Thereafter, desistance
research has become a growing area of interest, and understanding of the
processes involved has developed significantly.

Early conceptualisations of desistance understood it as a natural activity
correlated with ageing (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990) and associated
physiological and psychological development (see, for example, Glueck and
Glueck, 1974). This derived from evidence that offending typically begins
during the teenage years, peaks between the late teens and early 20s and then
rapidly decreases, a process known as the ‘age—crime curve’ (Graham and
Bowling, 1995; McAra and McVie, 2017). Other explanations highlighted the
role of agency, viewing crime and its cessation as the consequence of rational
choices by those who broke the law (Cornish and Clarke, 1985). Later research
focused instead on the relevance of social context to pathways away from
offending. Such studies highlighted the importance of employment and family
formation and consequent shifts in wider societal expectations associated
with changing roles (Sampson and Laub, 1992; Laub and Sampson, 2003).

From the late 1990s, drawing on earlier social interaction theory, research
began highlighting the importance of identity or cognitive change to
desistance, emphasising the behavioural implications of how individuals see
themselves (Maruna, 1997, 2001). A range of views have been advanced
about the nature of identity change and the process by which it comes
about. Maruna’s (2001, p 87) research with adult ex-prisoners emphasises
‘more self-reconstruction than amputation’ of one’s offending past: desisters
exhibited ‘redemption scripts’, seeing themselves as essentially good persons,
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empowered to realise their true self, usually ‘with the help of some outside
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force, someone who “believed in”” them. Desisters were also optimistic of
their ability to control their destiny. Paternoster and Bushway (2009) propose
that desistance requires that one’s old identity is ‘cast off’. By their account,
desistance is motivated by ‘a crystallisation of discontent’ with offending, a
desire to avoid a ‘feared self”, and an envisioned positive self (2009, p 1133).
Grounded in adult women’s narratives of desistance, Giordano et al’s research
(2002; see also Giordano, 2016) sees desistance as growing out of a cycle
of cognitive changes — which interact with the individual’s social context.
These include a shift towards openness to change; exposure to ‘hooks for
change’, which have subjective meaning for the individual; the creation of
a conventional ‘replacement self’; and a changed (unfavourable) perspective
of offending (Giordano et al, 2002, p 1001).

Latterly, research has also drawn attention to the situational and spatial
aspects of desistance, noting that stopping offending involves people spending
time in different places from those in which they engaged in crime. The
environmental fabric, in turn, both reflects and shapes how individuals view
themselves and who they want to be (Farrall et al, 2014). While the specific
emphasis on these issues has shifted over time desistance is now typically
understood as interactional, such that cessation of offending in adults flows
from a combination of maturation, cognitive and identity change, agency,
relationships and social bonds.

Despite this evolution, there are aspects of desistance that remain
underdeveloped. Most research in the field has been conducted with high-
frequency offending White adult men, often post-custody, or with participants
for whom an intentional resolve to change may be particularly pertinent (such
as with those who have significant addiction; see, for example, Giordano,
2016). The period from the turn of the century has rightly seen growing
attention, from a low baseline, to the desistance experiences of women and
minoritised communities (Graham and McNeill, 2020). Desistance research
with children is also underdeveloped. Interestingly, where children are the focus
(see, for instance, Graham and Bowling, 1995; Mclvor et al, 2004; Mulvey
and Schubert, 2016; Droppelmann, 2017; McAra and McVie, 2022), there
often appears to be less awareness, and citation, of the research, even within
youth justice circles; findings from adult-focused research remain centre stage.

Such tendencies are perhaps understandable: lawbreaking and desistance
is normative for adolescents, the vast majority of whom commit relatively
minor offences and grow out of crime rapidly and without intervention
(Rutherford, 1992). The study of children’s desistance has therefore been seen
as of questionable theoretical and policy relevance (Laub and Sampson, 2003;
Kazemian, 2007). Farrall and Shapland’s (2022) analysis of longitudinal data
on 89 adult desisters of different ages, for instance, contended that ‘there was
almost no difference’ in explanations for desistance by age or related factors
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such as length of criminal career, implying that there may be little value in
exploring whether desistance is different for under 18s. Some scholars reject
the application of the concept of desistance to children altogether (Case and
Haines, 2020), arguing that ‘desistance’ is premised on a shift from an adult
‘offender’ identity and a long-term offending career and is thus irrelevant
to children who are still, by nature, developing.

Conversely, as youth justice policy in England and Wales, and other
jurisdictions (for example, Chile; Aldunate, 2022), increasingly embraces
desistance thinking, it might be argued that understanding the relevance to
children assumes added importance. As the NAY] (2019, p 1) argues:

Children are distinct from adults in important ways. Their cognitive and
emotional functioning is less well developed, and they lack the fund
of experience available to adults. ... Because children are continuing
to develop, there is greater potential for criminal justice interventions
to impair future prospects and adversely affect their identity.

Research on desistance and children

It should be acknowledged that some desistance research has focused on
children or included under 18-year-olds within the sample, including
several medium- to large-scale studies in England and Wales (Graham and
Bowling, 1995), Scotland (Mclvor et al, 2004; McAra and McVie, 2022),
the United States (Mulvey and Schubert, 2016) and Chile (Droppelmann,
2017). A growing body of smaller-scale research has also provided rich
insights into children’s perceptions, and experiences, of desistance (Haigh,
2009; Murray, 2009; Panuccio et al, 2012; Bugnon, 2015; Nugent, 2015;
Nugent and Schinkel, 2016; Johns et al, 2017; McMahon and Jump, 2018).
Valuable evidence comes too from studies with young adult participants,
including those undertaken by Barry (2006, 2010, 2017, 2019), Sharpe
(2015), Nugent (2015) and Bottoms and Shapland (2016).

But the valuable insights this evidence provides have limitations which
must be acknowledged if we are to improve understanding of children’s
pathways away from crime — and the relevance of desistance thinking to
them. Much of the research relates to the Western world, particularly the UK
and the United States, but studies which have been conducted in emerging
economies (for example Bugnon, 2015; Droppelmann, 2017) suggest that
children’s desistance may be context dependent. Bugnon (2015), for instance,
in a small-scale study of desistance among ‘poverty stricken’ children living
in the favelas of Brazil, notes that criminality is frequently a professional
activity woven into the fabric of their lives from an early age, motivated
by material gain, in which they are deeply enmeshed and participate often
on a daily basis. The context for children’s desistance, and the implications
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which flow from it, is accordingly not universal but determined by factors
such as socio-economic environment, cultural expectations, state provision
for children and responses to crime.

The state of justice involvement is also significant (Wigzell and Bateman,
2024 forthcoming), an important consideration given that most research
has focused on cohorts leaving custody or deemed ‘serious or persistent
offenders’. Such children are not representative of the youth justice
population in England and Wales (Bateman and Wigzell, 2019). In the
year ending March 2023, for instance, 54 per cent of children receiving a
caution or conviction had no previous formal sanctions recorded against
them (Youth Justice Board/Ministry of Justice, 2023).

Some of the qualitative studies involve small samples. This is not a
criticism of such research, which often provides rich and detailed insights,
but acknowledgement that this may limit the transferability of the
findings to youth justice-involved children more generally. Participants are
predominantly male, reflecting higher representation of boys in the youth
justice system, with rare focus on the experiences of female children (for
exceptions, see Mclvor et al, 2004; Sharpe, 2012, 2015; Bateman et al,
2013). And there has been no consideration of ethnicity and desistance
among children. Furthermore, most studies of desistance among children
involve only retrospective accounts of their journeys away from offending
and rarely involve follow-up as to whether desistance was sustained (with
several exceptions: Mulvey and Schubert, 2016; Droppelmann, 2017; McAra
and McVie, 2022).

Potential differences between adults and children and areas of uncertainty

Maturation

As noted earlier in the chapter, early desistance accounts focused on age- or
maturation-based explanations for the cessation of offending. However, this
vein of thought came under fire for describing the relationship between
age and crime, rather than explaining the mechanisms by which age and
maturation shape desistance (Maruna, 1997). As Sampson and Laub (1992,
p 81) have argued, ‘such theories fail to unpack the meaning of age’. In
particular, the Gluecks’ maturational reform theory was heavily criticised at
the time for being tautological or circular insofar as it rests on the argument
that maturation results in desistance and desistance is evidence of maturity
(Bottoms and Shapland, 2016).

Research on the role of maturation in desistance has subsequently
been long neglected. However, there has been renewed interest in the
explanatory value of the concept with growing evidence demonstrating its
significance. A consistent finding of empirical research with children and
young adults is that they very often describe their shift towards desistance
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in terms of maturation (Graham and Bowling, 1995; Mclvor et al, 2004;
Beyond Youth Custody, 2017; McMahon and Jump, 2018), suggesting
that children’s understandings of desistance are associated with what they
believe maturity to be. Mulvey and Schubert’s (2016, p 135) longitudinal
US study of 1,354 serious adolescent ‘offenders’ in two metropolitan areas
in the United States provides evidence that such perceptions may have an
objective foundation, since children who desisted from antisocial activity
during adolescence showed significantly greater psycho-social maturity
than those who did not, leading the authors to conclude that ‘maturity
(especially self-regulation) is an important developmental feature that
accompanies the cessation of serious crime’. Farrall and Shapland (2022)
have argued that ‘social maturation’, which they see as associated with
mental and physiological functioning, may be a key variable. The transition
from adolescence to adulthood status is for most children — at least in the
Western world — associated with the most profound shifts in social context
that they will experience in their lives. Empirically, therefore, it may be
difficult to tease out differences between personal maturation and changes
associated with social context.

Studies with young adults have provided valuable further insights into the
dimensions of maturation. Bottoms and Shapland’s (2016) Sheffield-based
study with 113 young adult ‘would-be desisters’ found that maturation
was a prominent feature in the narratives of participants, characterised by
increased responsibility and improved self-control. However, they argue
that it should be conceptualised as ‘active maturation’ to reflect that it is
‘not simply an internal psychological matter [but] ... continually shaped,
prompted and/or inhibited by relationships with significant others’ (2016,
p 108). Coyle’s research with 20 young adults (2019) observed that active
maturation was critical to desistance journeys, but that desistance also
involved a process of ‘retrospective self-infantilisation’as a narrative tool that
highlighted later maturity. This aligns with Maruna’s suggestion that avoiding
identification of bad behaviour with character traits or personality defaults
is an important mechanism for maintaining a self-view of ‘bad behaviours,
but not bad selves’ (2001, p 136) that guards against the internalisation of a
criminal identity. Maturation is thus both an internal psychological and a
relational process, with these two strands closely interlinked. This accords
with evidence that children’s experiences of relationships critically shape
their emotional development and identity (Sroufe, 2005; Holmes and Slade,
2018; Brierley, 2021).

Socio-structural maturation

A long-standing focus of desistance research has been the role of the
conventional social bonds associated with the transition to, and realisation



Desistance and children

of, adulthood. This includes movement away from ‘delinquent’ peers, family
formation and employment (Sampson and Laub, 2003), or what might be
termed ‘socio-structural maturation’ (Bateman, 2020). The evidence base
paints a mixed picture. While some traditional socio-structural factors have
been identified as important to desistance among this age group, these may
apply differently to young men and women. The literature also suggests,
perhaps unsurprisingly, that different types of socio-structural changes are
likely to be associated with children’s (and young adults’) desistance, as
distinct from older adults.

Graham and Bowling’s (1995) research is the largest, and perhaps best-
known, empirical study on desistance and children in England and Wales.
It involved a survey of 1,721 randomly sampled 14-25-year-olds (and
an additional ‘booster’ sample of 808 young people from minoritised
communities) and life history interviews with 21 ‘desisters’ aged 16-27
years (ten males and 11 females). The survey found that social factors
reflective of the transition to adulthood — such as leaving school and home
and having children — were strongly associated with desistance for young
women but not for young men. Conversely, factors that were associated
with young men’s desistance were continuing to live at home into early
adulthood, doing well at school and avoiding contact with offending peers,
heavy drinking and illegal drug use. While this might suggest that desistance
is more straightforward for young women, Sharpe’s (2015) work with 19
young mothers aged 20-27 years has highlighted gendered barriers to
desistance. She centres on the enduring stigma and intensified surveillance
the young women experienced as not only former ‘offenders’ but also young
mothers (Sharpe, 2015).

Notably, Graham and Bowling (1995) did not identify gaining
employment — another characteristic of the transition to adulthood — as a
significant influence on desistance for either young women or men. As the
authors observe, these findings likely reflect the increasing remoteness —
most clearly for young men — of meaningful opportunities to achieve adult
status at the end of childhood, particularly starting work. This issue has
likely only become more pronounced in the interim period. At the same
time, interviews with 21 desisters suggested that where children and young
adults do move away from offending, they often attribute this to meaningful
activity, such as employment and voluntary work, that provides a ‘sense
of direction’. McMahon and Jump’s (2018) study with 21 persisting and
desisting children with histories of ‘persistent and serious’ offending, aged
13—17, echoes this finding. They reported that positive structural changes,
such as education, employment and training (EET) and reparation of
family relationships, play a dominant role in children’s desistance (see also
Paterson-Young et al, 2019, 2022). The authors also suggest that access
to opportunities for positive socio-structural change may be especially
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important for adolescent desistance given that age and status may render
teenagers less capable of exercising agency.

Both studies draw attention to the significance for children’s desistance of
repaired or positive relationships with parents and other family members,
a finding shared by other research (Bottoms and Shapland, 2016). While
supportive family relationships are widely recognised as a key mediator
of desistance among adults, they may be especially central for adolescents
transitioning to adulthood who are unlikely to be living independently.
Conversely, the absence of such relationships might be thought relevant
to explaining the over-representation of care-experienced children within
custody (Day et al, 2020).

In this regard, it should be recognised that the adverse effects of
de-industrialisation, and wider socio-structural inequalities, preclude
opportunities to transition to adulthood (for example finding work) for some
children, particularly those from deprived and minority ethnic backgrounds
(Nugent and McNeill, 2016). Several scholars have argued that addressing
such inequalities and structural barriers is fundamental to supporting
desistance. Of particular note is Barry’s (2016) empirical research with a
sample of 60 justice-experienced young adults in Scotland. She argues that
children offend due to a lack of ‘recognition’ consequent to emotional and
physical neglect, abuse and societal marginalisation, including age-based
and material inequalities. Barry (2016) further contends that enduring
societal ‘misrecognition’ — that is, labelling and stigmatisation as ‘offenders’
(for example by potential employers) — is a key barrier to desistance as it
compounds disempowerment, exclusion and marginalisation. The solution,
accordingly, lies in ‘transformative remedies’ (Barry, 2016 p 103) that address
structural barriers, marginalisation and misrepresentation.

Questions remain about how this can be achieved. Gray (2019) observes
that despite the benefits of the ‘Child First’ approach evident in some youth
justice services, practice continues to be hampered by a focus on individuals
and families rather than alleviating socio-economic disadvantage. One
potential solution lies in focusing on meeting children’s entitlements — a
concept used by the Welsh government to denote children’s access to ten
universal resources, including: education, training and employment, sport,
health and housing, and consultation about decisions affecting them — to
promote equality of opportunity and outcome (Williams and Daniel,
2021), but Gray (2019) questions whether youth justice services can work
in more socially just ways when they are subject to offender management-
oriented inspection and oversight frameworks. Perhaps the key message here
is that desistance is not only a personal endeavour but a process wherein
responsibility is shared with social agencies and society. Desistance does not
just involve children making a conscious effort to change but requires that
‘the society into which they wish to integrate also makes a conscious effort

10
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to welcome them. Desistance is a two-way process and must be recognised
as such’” (Barry, 2019, p 8).

Relationships

A consistent thread is the crucial importance of positive professional
relationships in supporting children’s hope and selt-belief in their ability to
desist from offending (Haigh, 2009; Panuccio et al, 2012; Bateman et al, 2013;
Gray, 2013; Bugnon, 2015; Nugent, 2015; Beyond Youth Custody, 2017;
Johns et al, 2017). In their paper on 12 ‘prolifically’ oftending adolescents in
Wales, Johns et al (2017, p 18) found that a trusting supervisory relationship
was perceived by children as the central factor in their movement away
from crime, although intimate relationships and having a family were the
‘biggest motivator’. Interview-based research with justice-involved children
and young adults in the UK has found that having a worker who is felt to
genuinely ‘care’ is a key determinant of engagement (Phoenix and Kelly,
2013) and desistance (Bateman et al, 2013; Nugent, 2015). A key theme of
these latter studies is the critical role of such relationships in facilitating a
sense of agency and optimism — through consistent and persistent emotional
and practical support and a belief'in the person’s capacity to change — which
in turn increases the likelihood of desistance. Fitzpatrick et al’s (2015, p
179) UK-based study of personal goal aspirations among 14 boys under
youth justice supervision found that prior experiences of powerlessness and
victimisation resulted in significant uncertainty about the future, highlighting
the ‘crucial’ importance of professionals in fostering agency and hope.
The relevance of professional relationships to desistance features in
findings across jurisdictions. For example, Barry’s (2017, 2019) comparative
research with 85 children and adults aged 16—37 years in Scotland and Japan
established the centrality to desistance of a respectful relationship with
their supervisor for both groups. However, Japanese participants tended to
emphasise social relational reasons for desistance, such as leading ‘normal’
lives and wanting to be accepted in social networks of family and friends,
whereas Scottish participants focused on personal relations, including new
partners and the responsibilities of parenthood (2017, p 11). Such findings
accord with those of probation research studies, which have shown that the
supervisory relationship is perceived by supervisees as the ‘pivotal factor’
in determining whether or not probation helps them to desist (Leibrich
1994; Rex, 1999; Healy, 2012). In this context, children’s age-based
vulnerability and marginalisation — notwithstanding the significance of their
agency — combined with their formative stage of development, may mean
that professional relationships are especially important for desistance in this
age group. This may be particularly true for disadvantaged children who
have fewer sources of relational support on which to draw (Day et al, 2020).

1
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Protessional relationships will not however deliver desistance in isolation.
Although practitioners can motivate, and support, efforts to desist, children
determine whether or not they give up offending. Moreover, social networks
play just as an important, or greater, role (Farrall, 2002; McNeill, 2006;
McNeill, 2009). Professional relationships do not moreover act ‘as a substitute
for addressing structural inequalities in society’ (Burnett and McNeill, 2005,
p 234) but instead underpin helping criminal justice intervention (McNeill
et al, 2005).

Identity

There is a broad spectrum of views about the place and importance of identity
shifts in desistance for under 18s (Haigh, 2009; Murray, 2009; Bugnon,
2015; Nugent, 2015; Beyond Youth Custody, 2017; Droppelmann, 2017;
Johns et al, 2017; McMahon and Jump, 2018). Some studies have placed
significant emphasis on the importance of identity shifts in the desistance
process. As a case in point, McMahon and Jump (2018, p 9) reported that
desisters ‘explicitly discussed shedding “offending identities” and developing
new, prosocial non-criminal identities’. Further, desisters had more hopetul
narratives and underlined the role of agency in change, although, the authors
note, the constraints of their life stage may render children less able to exercise
it. The sample of desisters was however small (six children), and by focusing
on children with significant offending backgrounds, and categorising them
as either desisters or persisters, the study may have missed those who fall in-
between (Maruna, 2001); those who desist without professional supervision,
as frequently occurs (McNeill and Graham, 2020); or those with limited
criminal justice involvement (Farrall and Shapland, 2022). Children with
ambiguous or fragile identities, or who do not have entrenched offending
identities (and thus move away from crime without support), are overlooked
and little understood.

Another English study, involving interviews with around 100 young
custody-leavers aged between 14 and 25, found that some described a
‘very clear’ shift to a ‘new sense of self’. Yet, many were ‘resistant’ to the
idea of ‘shifts in identity’, and others focused on the positive impact of
significant relationships (Beyond Youth Custody, 2017, pp 18-23). However,
participants often described the importance of maturation, discontent with
criminal justice involvement and ‘imagined future selves’ (Paternoster and
Bushway, 2009) in the desistance process, indicating that cognitive change
played some part (Beyond Youth Custody, 2017, pp 18-23). Similarly, Haigh’s
(2009, p 308) Australian study of desistance among 25 young people (aged
14-24 years) found that ‘subtle shifts in their interpretation’ of their lives
underlay all participants’ attempts to desist such that external challenges to
‘doing crime’ and opportunities to change became ‘relevant’.
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In contrast, other research has suggested a more complex picture of
the role of identity shifts in children’s desistance pathways. Most recent is
Droppelmann’s (2017) short longitudinal study in Chile, which involved
surveying a sample of 334 late adolescent ‘offenders’aged 16—20 years at the
beginning and end of a one-year period (waves 1 and 2) and interviews with
a sub-sample of 35 young people at wave 2. A key finding of the research
was that the participants did not adhere to the binary categories of persister
or desister; instead, many ‘oscillated’ between crime and conformity. Forty
per cent of those who were desisters in wave 1 were offending again at wave
2, while 31 per cent of those offending at wave 1 were desisting at wave
2. She further noted that desisters were often ambivalent about giving up
crime, while persisters often demonstrated conformist values and aspirations
(although slightly less so than desisters): ‘[F]or several desisters crime can
always remain (or at least for extended periods of time) a possible alternative
and for some persisters crime can co-exist with internal dispositions towards
conformity’ (Droppelmann, 2017). This was reflected in issues of identity: 50
per cent of persisters did not see themselves as ‘delinquents’, and 74 per cent
did not see themselves as ‘offenders’ in the long term. Rather, they tended
to construct a self that aligned with their future aspirational self, even if it
was out of kilter with their current behaviour to ‘maintain a current self
that made sense for inconsistent forms of being at the present, in order to
align themselves with their future conformist aspirations’.

Droppelmann’s (2017) findings highlight the complex relationship
between identity and behaviour, indicating that children can simultaneously
be significantly involved in offending and not see themselves as ‘offenders’
or regard this as only a partial aspect of their identity. There are notable
commonalities here with the findings of Bottoms and Shapland’s (2011)
study with 113 repeat offending young adult males in Sheffield. The
majority did not perceive themselves as an offender, but importantly many
acknowledged this was how they were regarded by others, for which they
often felt shame and regret. The authors nonetheless observed that young
men’s efforts to live in line with conformist values entailed agency and
cognitive transformation, indicating that desistance may not presuppose an
offender identity, but cognitive change — and no longer being regarded by
others as an offender — remains of particular relevance.

Cathy Murray’s (2009) research with adolescents in Scotland offers some
valuable insights and reflections on the practical implications in this regard.
She sought to understand how both ‘resisters’ and ‘desisters’ maintained
their avoidance of offending. Her research involved secondary analysis of
interviews with 112 young people (62 resisters and 50 desisters) and primary
research comprising peer-led focus groups with 52 resisters (aged 1418,
involving 28 girls and 24 boys). Of particular relevance to the discussion
here, she identified three types of desister: the ‘reformed’ (who tell ‘desistance

13



Desistance and Children

tales’ to explain their move away from offending), ‘quasi-resisters’ (who reject
an offender identity) and ‘desisters on the margins’ (who are ambivalent
about desisting and have paused rather than ceased) (Murray, 2009). Murray
contends that for the latter two desister types, identity transformation does
not apply. There are arguably also questions about the first group of reformer
desisters because their offending may have been too short-lived or low level
for an ‘offending identity’ to have been formed. However, identity remains
a relevant consideration when working with such children: she interprets
the quasi-resisters’ denial or minimisation of their offending as a form of
‘identity work’ that enables them to retain an identity as a ‘non offender’.
She argues that interventions aimed at making children take responsibility
for their offending are potentially counter-productive and advises that
interventions may be best focused on their futures rather than getting them
to acknowledge past crimes.

There are further links with the findings of Bugnon’s (2015) life history
interviews with 12 desisting young people aged 16—20 in two Brazilian
cities. She identifies three different desistance pathways among the sample,
which are related to their experience of offending and the system. These
are the ‘survivors’, who have little social and human capital but whose
desistance grows out of a strong emotional bond with their probation officer;
the ‘exemplary youths’, so labelled by the system because they maximise
the rehabilitative opportunities offered to them, in reflection of their pre-
existing social and human capital, and desist through transferring their skills
to conventional activities; and those who experience the system as labelling
and desist despite its negative influences. Notably, identity transformation
is only evident in the desistance narratives of the ‘survivors’, whose ‘special
relations’ with their probation officer result in powerful identification with
the system’s values. However, identity work is likely to be relevant to the
desistance pathways of the third group too, who somehow manage to sidestep
the labels which others seek to attribute. Nevertheless, Bugnon contends
that desistance in the ‘survivor’ form is likely to be ‘much more infrequent
and risky than desistance by skill transfer’, noting that the future of young
people in this ‘group’ remained ‘extremely uncertain’ because of the very
limited resources available to them outside of the system.

Taken together, the research suggests that identity change may play a
differing role in children’s desistance pathways. It is worth noting that this
finding is not limited to children and young adults but has been reported
in some longitudinal studies with adult probationers (Farrall et al, 2014)
including women (Godwin, 2022). Farrall and Shapland (2022, p 534) found
that although explanations for desistance appeared to be age-invariant,
individuals with limited criminal careers were an exception to this since
they were much more likely to explain their offending as a ‘one-off’ or a
‘phase’ and ‘did not see themselves as having a continuing identity as an
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offender’. Godwin (2022) has subsequently questioned whether the centrality
of identity change in desistance has perhaps been overstated by the focus on
high-frequency adult male desisters. Such findings suggest the importance
of undertaking desistance research with diverse samples, in terms of age,
gender, ethnicity, as well as by criminal justice involvement and offending
profile. They also raise questions about the benefits of a practice focus on
‘identity’ and might indicate instead the value of nurturing the child’s healthy
long-term development (of which identity is just one part) and offering
them the opportunities and support to realise it rather than trying to affect
a shift (Wigzell and Bateman, 2024 forthcoming).

Resilience and desistance

The notion of desistance, as applied to children, is sometimes criticised on
the basis of its negative ambition in the form of the cessation of offending.
This focus tends to reinforce perceptions that the principal objective of youth
justice intervention should be the reduction of recidivism — as is indeed
implied by the statutory aim for the youth justice system, introduced by
the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, of preventing offending rather than the
long-term wellbeing and healthy development of children in conflict with
the law (Bateman, 2020). Yet a genuinely Child First perspective (Case and
Hazel, 2023), as currently espoused by the Youth Justice Board (Y]B) and
embedded in the latest iteration of national standards (Ministry of Justice/
Youth Justice Board, 2019), would entail a prioritisation of such wider
outcomes. (The adoption of a Child First vision receives more attention later
in this chapter.) In this context, a number of commentators have pointed to
the merits of resilience as an alternative, or an adjunct, to that of desistance
(see, for instance, Fitzpatrick, 2011; Robinson, 2016).

Fitzpatrick (2011, p 221) argues that while the two concepts have tended
to develop separately, ‘within different disciplinary contexts’, there is
considerable overlap, and there are some similarities in the strategies which
they imply for working with children in conflict with the law. Resilience
research has developed as part of academic debates in social work circles,
and childcare in particular, and is now firmly embedded in practitioner
narratives in those fields as an evidence base that attempts to understand
why some children raised in adverse circumstances appear to have much
better outcomes than others. A feature which the resilience literature shares
with desistance is that there is considerable debate about how it should be
defined, with one author terming it ‘a slippery concept’ (Houston, 2010, p
358). Early researchers tended to associate resilience with a set of qualities
residing in the individual child that enabled them to counter risk (Gilligan,
2001). More recently, however, the focus has shifted to understanding
resilience as a process ‘encompassing positive adaptation within the context
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of significant adversity’ (Luthar et al, 2000, p 544). Although the contours of
the resilience process are delineated differently according to understandings
of what constitutes positive adaptation in various contexts (Robinson, 2016),
the potential parallels with, and the relevance for, the process of desistance
are readily apparent.

Both resilience and desistance mark a shift away from a concentration
on risk and, in this sense, both are future oriented (Fitzpatrick, 2011).
Conversely, there is a sense in which resilience is conceptually related to
risk, since it is defined in terms of better outcomes than might be expected
given the levels of adversity which children have experienced (Rutter,
2012), whereas the relationship between offending and vulnerability, while
commonly present, is empirical; it is not part of what desistance means.
Children’s agency, and perceptions of self, central to discussions of desistance,
are increasingly recognised as features of resilience, as understanding of the
latter has evolved from a focus on children’s inherent qualities as protective
factors to acknowledging the dynamic nature of pathways to healthy
development (Patterson and Kelleher, 2005). Trusting relationships have also
been identified as contributing to desistance and resilience (Taylor, 2006).
The notion of tertiary desistance equally has a counterpart in resilience
theory, which, in some elaborations, places considerable emphasis on social
context and the ability or willingness of wider society to provide resources
that facilitate positive longer-term outcomes for children surviving adversity
(Ungar et al, 2008, cited in Fitzpatrick, 2011).

These similarities should however not be thought to imply that the concepts
are interchangeable. Desistance is measured in terms of behavioural change
since it logically implies a reduction in offending; resilience on the other
hand is manifested through children doing better than might be anticipated,
whether or not their behaviour changes (Fitzpatrick, 2011). Nonetheless,
the commonalities might be sufficient to suggest that both resilience and
desistance rely on the identification of similar mechanisms to achieving the
respective desired ends. In the context of discussion of the application of
desistance theory to children, and misgivings in some quarters about the
continued focus on children’s offending which this involves, resilience might
accordingly be thought to widen the aims of legitimate youth justice practice
to promote children’s healthy development, which might reduce criminal
behaviour as a by-product of that endeavour.

The youth justice turn to desistance

As noted earlier in this chapter, much of the evidence base for desistance
derives from research with adults, but this has not precluded an increased
orientation on desistance principles to inform youth justice practice from at
least 2014 onwards (Wigzell, 2021). This shift represented a radical departure
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from reliance on what is frequently referred to as the ‘risk’ paradigm, a set
of theoretical assumptions whose precepts had dominated youth justice
discourse in England and Wales from the mid-1990s onwards. The paradigm
sought to identify the risk factors that underpinned the child’s offending and
‘implement prevention methods designed to counteract them’ (Farrington,
2007, p 606). Its centrality to youth justice practice was assured by the YJB
through, among other mechanisms, the roll out of a mandatory assessment
framework from April 2000, in the form of ASSET, which purported to
operationalise risk theory (Baker, 2005); a series of Key Elements of Effective
Practice (KEEP), standardised performance measures designed, it has been
suggested, to ‘circumvent the threat of the excessive discretion’ associated
with more welfare-inclined practice (Haines and Case, 2015, p 132); and the
‘Scaled Approach’, introduced in 2009, which prescribed that the nature and
intensity of intervention should be linked to the assessed risk of reoffending
(Bateman, 2011).

Although protective factors were theoretically part of the risk equation,
their role was clearly subsidiary. The KEEP for ‘Assessment, planning
interventions and supervision’, for instance, mentioned ‘risk’ 66 times but
contained just nine references to protective factors (see Hampson, 2023,
p 204). ASSET required practitioners to ascribe a numeric score to an
array of 12 dynamic risk factors to generate an overall measure of risk of
reoffending; protective factors were confined to a single ‘evidence’ box and
attracted no quantitative value (Youth Justice Board, nd). Protective factors
similarly played no part in determining the intensity of intervention under
the Scaled Approach, the guidance for which contained no mention of such
factors (Youth Justice Board, 2010).

To ensure consistent implementation, the YJB developed a range of
dedicated training programmes including a Youth Justice Professional
Certificate in Effective Practice and a Youth Justice Foundation Degree.
These were designed to embed risk thinking into the youth justice workforce
in a manner which, it has been argued, amounted to ‘a hard schooling in
risk’ for practitioners (Hampson, 2023, p 304).

Over time, the risk paradigm was subjected to a sustained, and largely
cogent, academic critique for a variety of shortcomings, which also served to
highlight some of the advantages of the desistance literature by comparison.
Conceptualising risk as a quantifiable factor reduces ‘complex and multi-
faceted’ aspects of children’s lives to a single statistic that fails to acknowledge
children’s individual experiences of, negotiations with and resistance to
their environment (Case, 2023, p 59). It thereby treats children as ‘crash
test dummies’ whose fate is largely determined by the risks they embody
rather than as active individuals with a capacity to make choices, albeit
that their options may be constrained by their socio-economic position.
In reality, ‘the active human agent may be a crucial determinant of any
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risk factor ... outcome’ (Case and Haines, 2009, p 20). Moreover, the
reductionist conceptualisation of children’s realities entails that assessments
of risk are frequently poor predictors of further offending (Armstrong, 2004;
Bateman, 2011).

Risk-led interventions prioritise professional assessments over children’s
understanding of their own circumstances and the meanings they attach to
them. As a consequence, the content of supervision is imposed on children
with little consideration of their wishes or aspirations and without regard to
how interventions will be subjectively received. In so doing, they undermine
the potential for establishing meaningful engagement between children and
professionals, despite long-standing evidence that relationships are pivotal to
successful outcomes of youth justice intervention (Trotter, 2020). A focus
on risk, moreover, directs practitioners’ attention to correcting supposed,
historical or current pathologies in the child rather than to the provision of
future-oriented support and promoting strengths (Haines and Case, 2015).
At the same time, because the risk paradigm targets the posited deficiencies
of individual children rather than understanding their lawbreaking as a
normalised response to the environment within which they grow up (Johns
etal, 2017), it inevitably reinforces negative perceptions of children in trouble
(Case, 2023) and locates ‘the responsibility (blame) ... with the young
person and their inability to resist risk factors, rather than examining broader
issues such as ... social class, poverty, unemployment, social deprivation,
neighbourhood disorganisation, ethnicity’ (Haines and Case, 2015, p 103).
In the process, it side-lines aspects of tertiary desistance highlighted earlier
in the chapter and excuses authorities who have neglected to provide
the necessary commitment, and resources, to tackle social inequality;
‘responsibilisation’ of children accordingly absolves agencies who have failed
to provide requisite levels of support to those most at risk of criminal justice
involvement (Bateman, 2020).

Criticism from academia was given additional impetus by practitioner
concerns that ASSET was unwieldy and formulaic, and in 2010 the Y]JB
announced a review of the assessment framework with the endorsement
of the newly elected Coalition government. According to a recent insider
account, by a previous Chief Executive of the Y]B, the latter favoured a
‘much less prescriptive approach to assessment’, while senior figures at the
YJB, increasingly influenced by desistance theory, were persuaded of the
merits of strengths-based responses to children in conflict with the law (Drew,
2023, p 155). AssetPlus, which was rolled out on a phased basis to replace
ASSET from 2014, aimed to incorporate desistance thinking into youth
justice assessments. The YJB’s rationale for the change made reference to
the importance of identifying children’s strengths and involving children and
their families in the assessment process, although identification of risk was
retained as an element that could not be ‘completely ignored’, albeit that
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it should ‘be balanced alongside consideration of a young person’s needs,
goals and strengths’ (Baker, 2014, p 5).

In 2016, HM Inspectorate of Probation (HMIP, 2016), which hitherto
had been wedded to the risk paradigm, undertook a thematic inspection
of desistance practice within youth offending teams (YOTs), a clear
organisational acknowledgement of the adoption of desistance thinking
among youth justice policy makers. The inspection explored the extent to
which youth justice services were effective across eight different domains
identified by the Inspectorate as being important in supporting children’s
desistance (HMIP, 2016):

* effective relationships and evidence of genuine collaborative working;

* engagement with wider social contexts, including family, peers and
educational settings;

* management of ‘diversity needs’;

o effectiveness in addressing structural barriers;

* creation of opportunities for change and community integration;

* motivating children;

* addressing children’s sense of identity and self-worth; and

* constructive use of restorative approaches.

The recognition of the importance of desistance to youth justice practice
has subsequently been incorporated into the framework for youth justice
inspections, although the influence of risk thinking has not, from this
perspective at least, been excised. Indeed, in the latest inspection standards,
effective from July 2021, references to risk continue to outnumber those to
desistance (HMIP, 2021). Perhaps more significantly, within the rules and
guidance documentation to assist inspectors to make judgements in relation
to those standards, risk is mentioned more than three times as frequently as
desistance, suggesting continued ambivalence on the part of the Inspectorate
as to the extent to which the latter has supplanted the former rather than
being appended to it (HMIP, 2022).

Child First and desistance

More recently, the youth justice policy landscape has shifted dramatically
through the adoption by the YJB of ‘Child First’, ‘a guiding principle and
strategy for understanding children who offend and for shaping youth justice
responses to this offending’ (Case and Hazel, 2023, p 1). The principle that
children in conflict with the law should be viewed as children first and
offenders second had appeared in the All Wales Youth Oftending Strategy
as early as 2004 (Case and Hazel, 2023), but it did not extend to England
until a government-commissioned review of youth justice by Charlie Taylor,
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published in 2016. This called for ‘a shift in the way society, including
central and local government, thinks about youth justice so that we see the
child first and the offender second’ (Taylor, 2016, p 3). The government’s
response acknowledged the need for reform to ‘punish crime’ but failed to
endorse the review’s philosophical position (Ministry of Justice, 2016, p 3).
However, Taylor was appointed as chair of the YJB the following year, and
while he was in that role, the Board committed itself to a ‘Child First’ model,
first articulated in its Strategic Plan, published in 2018 (Youth Justice Board,
2018), a far cry from its original objectives which included the aspiration
that children who offend should be ‘identified and dealt with without
delay, with punishment proportionate to the seriousness and frequency of
offending’ (Youth Justice Board, 2002, p 30).

To support the new framework, revised national standards were published
in 2019 (Ministry of Justice/Youth Justice Board, 2019), followed by updated
case management guidance in 2022. The former document set out four
tenets of the Child First vision, subsequently expanded, as follows:

1. Prioritise the best interests of children recognising their particular
needs, capacities, rights and potential. All work is child-focused,
developmentally informed, acknowledges structural barriers and
meets responsibilities towards children.

2. Promote children’s individual strengths and capacities to develop
their pro-social identity for sustainable desistance, leading to safer
communities and fewer victims. All work is constructive and future-
focused, built on supportive relationships that empower children to
fulfil their potential and make positive contributions to society.

3. Encourage children’s active participation, engagement and wider
social inclusion. All work is a meaningful collaboration with children
and their carers.

4. Promote a childhood removed from the justice system, using pre-
emptive prevention, diversion and minimal intervention. All work
minimises criminogenic stigma from contact with the system.

(Youth Justice Board, 2021, pp 10-11)

There is explicit reference to desistance, and elements of desistance thinking
are evident through the emphasis on strengths-based and future-focused
intervention, supportive relationships and the promotion of pro-social
identity, empowerment, engagement and participation. But it might equally
be contended that Child First goes beyond desistance in important respects
by prioritising the best interests of children, requiring that the work is
child-focused, meets responsibilities towards children and enables them
to fulfil their potential. Most commentators appear to assume that Child
First implies, and is to some extent coterminous with, desistance (see, for
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instance, the contributors to Case and Hazel’s (2023) recent collection on
Child First). However, Stephen Case and Kevin Haines (2020, p 12), two of
the most influential proponents of the Child First model, eschew the notion
of desistance, contending that the concept cannot be applied to children
and that Child First does not rely on it, since children are ‘still growing,
physically, mentally, emotionally for the first time so they cannot desist, they
can only “become”. Gray and Smith (2019) argue, in a slightly different
vein, that desistance falls short of'a genuinely Child First approach because,
like the risk factor paradigm before it, it tends to prescribe individualised
responses, such as promoting shifts in identity, to what are predominantly
structural problems and imputes responsibility to children that is inconsistent
with their age and social position. Wigzell (2021, p 14), on the other hand,
suggests that a ‘Child First desistance’ may be possible.

Faltering desistance practice

Given that desistance within youth justice settings is in its infancy, relatively
little is known about the extent to which it has been embedded in practice
or the manner of its implementation. For the same reason, one would
anticipate that some early teething problems would be encountered given
the radical nature of the shift from one paradigm to another. The roll out
of desistance will inevitably be in tension with, and have to overcome,
what Williams (1997, p 121) calls ‘residual’ culture: assumptions, working
practices and traditions associated with the risk paradigm that have become
deeply embedded over time. The emerging evidence base suggests there
is still some way to go before youth justice practice could be described as
fully informed by desistance theory, let alone consistent with a Child First
ethos (Wigzell, 2021).

HMIP’s (2016) thematic review of desistance concluded that while there
were pockets of effective youth justice desistance practice, the findings
overall were disappointing. There was some evidence that children were
being supported to address structural obstacles to desistance and there was a
recognition, on the part of professionals and children alike, of the importance
of trusting relationships to the desistance process. But children also reported
that interventions frequently did not meet their needs and were critical of
tormal offending behaviour programmes, which, in general, they found
unhelpful. Relationships with case managers were not always of the desired
quality, and children complained of frequent changes of supervisor. Although
self-assessment tools were completed in the majority of cases, evidence that
these accurately reflected children’s views was lacking, and children were
not routinely involved in supervision planning.

While practitioners were for the most part aware of the concept of
desistance, many had received little training on the topic and manifested a
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limited understanding of the theoretical underpinnings and implications for
practice. Indeed, many case managers appeared to equate desistance practice
with oftfence-focused work, suggesting that cultural hangovers from the risk
paradigm were influential in determining the nature of intervention. This
was, in some instances, reinforced through pressure from management to
deliver such programmes, frequently at the expense of developing high-
quality relationships (HMIP, 2016).

Hampson’s research with youth justice practitioners in Wales confirms
the general tenor of these findings. Her analysis of assessments, following
the introduction of the revised AssetPlus framework, suggested that while

plenty of positives and strengths were mentioned in passing ... (198
identified by the researcher across all cases, constituting a mean average
of over 14 each), these were not adequately reflected in ‘factors for
desistance’ (mean average of under 3 per case, but with a median of 2
and a mode of 1; range 0-7). (Hampson, 2018, p 27)

Where positives were recorded, they were frequently tempered by obstacles
to desistance. Almost twice as many negative factors were identified as
strengths; moreover, they were frequently repeated in different sections of
the assessment. As a consequence, positives were lost, and assessments were
overwhelmingly deficit-focused. The ‘Foundations for change’ section,
which invites comment on the opportunities within the community
to support the child towards desistance, was frequently left empty or
simply listed local agencies with no analysis of what support could be
provided or how it would promote desistance. Feedback from practitioners
acknowledged the difficulties of working in accord with desistance given
that youth justice practice was deeply imbued with risk thinking. Ironically,
given the criticism emerging from HMIP’s thematic inspection, Hampson
(2018, p 30) notes that subsequent inspections ‘appeared to virtually ignore
desistance as a pertinent methodology to be encouraged in YOTs’. Only
two of 20 which had been published in the intervening period made any
reference to desistance at all; an ongoing focus on risk reduction and
the delivery of offence-focused work continued to dominate inspectors’
judgements of effectiveness. Hampson suggests that such difficulties are
exacerbated by the inspection framework and AssetPlus highlighting
different aspects of desistance practice: the latter emphasises personal
goals but does not invite reflection on trusting supervisory relationships;
conversely, the Inspectorate stressed the importance of relationships but did
not consider the significance of personal goals. In later writing, Hampson
(2023) notes the continued centrality of risk thinking to the inspection
process, which attempts to balance risk- and strengths-based modes of
delivery. The ‘blended approach’, she argues, in fact leads to incongruity,
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undermining attempts to introduce a Child First ethos into service delivery
given the importance attached to securing positive inspection ratings
(Hampson, 2023, p 310).

Day’s (2023) research also highlights a tension between HMIP’s focus on
risk and the YJB’ Child First vision, a tension which continues to be reflected
in front-line practice. Her analysis of practitioner perspectives confirms the
ongoing influence of a risk adverse culture and the perceived benefits of
offending behaviour work, even though this tended to be framed as ‘negative
stuft’ that could be done early in the intervention to ‘get it out of the way’
(Day, 2023, p 66). While practitioners were aware that the introduction of
AssetPlus was intended to stimulate a paradigm shift towards the adoption
of a desistance approach, there was a consensus that changing paperwork
was, in isolation, insufficient to address long-standing working practices and
assumptions that tended to see, and assess, children in conflict with the law
through a risk lens.

A recent analysis of local youth justice plans reveals a range of ‘complex
and sometimes contradictory’ responses to the increased localised discretion
available to youth justice services and the competing demands of different
models of delivery. The authors discern evidence of a more child welfare-
oriented focus than allowed by New Labour’s ‘tough on crime’ philosophy
but acknowledge that the language of “risk” is still alive and well in plans
organised around principles of “targeting” interventions, based on assessments
of the future likelihood of offending by identified young people’ (Smith
and Gray, 2019, p 566). While the analysis does not purport to ascertain
the extent to which desistance principles infuse youth justice provision, the
authors note that cessation of offending is a priority even for services that
align themselves with a Child First ethos. The extent to which this priority
involves adherence to the lessons derived from the desistance literature
is unclear.

Where next for desistance and children? Concluding thoughts

A number of related themes emerge from this discussion. Desistance thinking
has become increasingly important in narratives around how youth crime
should be understood and how appropriate mechanisms for responding to
it should be framed. Indeed, the centrality of the concept of desistance to
youth justice, at least in England and Wales, is widely accepted, and, with
few exceptions, the adoption of desistance as a functional replacement to
the risk paradigm has gone largely unchallenged. At the same time, given
that desistance theory encompasses a range of different — albeit overlapping —
perspectives, each generating divergent implications for policy and practice,
this paradigm shift, while it has often been described, has attracted remarkably
little critical analysis.
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It is of course early days. It may be too soon to assess the longer-term
impact of the introduction of AssetPlus and the associated endorsement of
youth justice practice formulated around desistance principles. A number
of things are however clear. The finer nuances of applying desistance
thinking to children have not been fully debated or thought through. The
consequent lack of clarity is manifested in a lack of consistency in messaging
emanating from the YJB and HMIP. Policy is accordingly not necessarily
aligned to expectations of inspection, leading to a lack of coherence at best
and confusion at worst. The relationship between desistance and Child First
has yet to be fully articulated, leading in many quarters to an assumption
that the two are interchangeable. Knowledge of desistance thinking among
youth justice practitioners is uneven, and youth justice practice has yet to
abandon all the trappings of risk-focused assumptions. Yet there has been
limited consideration of whether, and in what ways, these two radically
different approaches might be reconciled.

In our view, these conclusions highlight the relevance of the current book
and the importance of stimulating increased understanding among the youth
justice community of the complexities of introducing desistance models
to working with children. We do not pretend that the collection provides
answers to all of the questions posed in this introductory chapter, but we
hope that it will help to begin the process of identifying where critical
engagement is required to elicit those answers by exposing, and delineating
the nature of, the (potentially) contested terrain.

Structure of the book

This edited collection is divided into three distinct but overlapping parts,
with Part [ containing chapters that consider and critique the relevance of
desistance to children from a theoretical and conceptual perspective; Part 11
containing chapters that examine the socio-structural dimensions of
desistance; and Part III containing chapters on the application of desistance
thinking with children.

Part I: Theoretical and conceptual perspectives on desistance and children

Part I contains chapters that consider and critique the relevance of desistance
to children from a theoretical and conceptual perspective. The opening
chapterin Part I, Chapter 2, offers a critical analysis of the interplay between
Child First and desistance by examining the potential and utility of the
developing pro-social identity for positive child outcomes tenet as a ‘theory
of change’ for Child First more generally and for its pursuit of desistance
outcomes specifically. It examines the concepts of identity ‘shift’ and identity
‘development’ within Child First and whether tractional notions of desistance
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are applicable for children. Chapter 3 argues understanding child and youth
temporalities allows for the development of appropriate responses to children
in conflict with the law. Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s social ecological
chronosystem and Moten’s notion of fugitivity, this chapter explores desistance
from the perspective that desistance is experience beyond and outside of
the child’s experience. It concludes that desistance frameworks have the
potential to problematise children, which can limit growth and becoming.
Chapter 4 offers a critique of desistance thinking in accordance with theory
and practice with children in the criminal justice system. This critique is
levelled at desistance as a theory and to the application of desistance thinking
in practice with children subject to the criminal justice system. It covers
individualism in desistance thinking, the role of social and environmental
factors, retrospection in desistance thinking, absence of evidence and, more
broadly, whether desistance theory is actually a theory.

Part II: The socio-structural dimensions of desistance

Part II contains chapters that directly and/or indirectly examine the socio-
structural dimensions of desistance. The opening chapter in Part IT explores
the stigmatisation of working-class young women with a criminalised past.
It argues that welfare retrenchment and conditionality, criminal records
disclosure requirements and degrading cultural stereotypes create a harsh
climate for girls and young women. This creates challenges for girls and
young women who experience extra-legal judgement across state, welfare and
health institutions, which, in turn, impedes opportunities and engagement
with social and educational support. The chapter concludes by discussing
the policy implications of this harsh climate, with recommendations for
improving support. Further examining the experiences of girls and young
women in the criminal justice system, Chapter 6 explores the roles of
desistance in supporting care-experienced girls, including an exploration of
the reasons care-experienced girls may be at risk of involvement in criminal
activity and professionals’ views on the obstacles facing care-experienced
girls. It considers the impact of wider social responses to girls’ experience,
including the role of discrimination, stigmatisation and experiences of harm
and victimisation in influencing behaviour. It concludes that supporting
children in care with desistance is the responsibility of all relevant agencies.

Chapter 7 examines the experiences of Black and mixed-heritage boys
in the community and criminal justice system. It explores the issues
facing Black and mixed-heritage boys, including an exploration of the
alternative types of provisions available for Black and mixed-heritage
boys who are excluded from school. This leads to recommendations for
developing strategies and approaches to investment in social, educational
and psycho-social capital to provide attainable and sustainable support.
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Chapter 8 examines the spiritual dimension of the whole person and
recognises the innate power and potential of faith in the process of giving
up crime. It acknowledges the role of the maturation process in helping
children transition to adulthood, drawing on interactionist and situational
theories. It also makes some recommendations to both policy makers and
practitioners about ways to manage the unique challenges of considering
faith with children and young people compared to adults, how to better
engage with faith issues as a legitimate and positive desistance factor, the
need to effectively link with faith communities as sources of support and
the need for greater faith literacy and training to overcome potential biases,
misperceptions and misunderstandings.

Part Ill: The application of desistance thinking to children

Part III contains chapters that directly and/or indirectly focus on the
application of desistance thinking with children. The opening chapter in
Part I1I, Chapter 9, examines desistance in terms of the conceptualisation,
barriers and enablers. It examines the role of the Y]JB desistance model in
creating clarity, or confusion, for the YOTs delivering services. It draws
on the analysis of feedback from YOT practitioners following the delivery
of specific training to inform recommendations for how the youth justice
sector could adapt to conceptualise and operationalise desistance in youth
justice. Chapter 10 offers further insight into relationship-based practice,
with emphasis on the application of arts-based interventions with children
in the youth justice system. It utilises a new theoretical model to explain
how arts-based participatory projects can help children develop skills that
promote agency. The development and application of desistance thinking and
practice with children is not simply reliant on the development of adequate
interventions but requires an understanding of the relationship dynamics
between children and professionals in the youth justice system.

Chapter 11 examines the application of participatory approaches in
youth justice, with emphasis on empirical evidence. It builds on limited
research and theory on peer-led practices in youth justice including how
and why peer-led practices can empower children and accumulate social
bonds. Chapter 12 offers a reflection on relationship-based working
with children in conflict with the law. It draws on empirical research
and professional experience to examine the meaning of desistance in
youth justice, with a focus on the relationships between children and
adult professionals. Through the application of a reflective lens, this
chapter concludes by considering how theories of trauma, dependency
and professional approaches translate into practice. Chapter 13 offers a
reflection on desistance from a youth justice worker. It considers the role
of court orders on children’s self-perception and the perception of youth
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justice practitioners as ‘agents of social control’. It examines the youth
justice practitioners’ role in helping children navigate their identities, with
emphasis on building relationships, reframing identities and promoting
desistance. Building relationships and relationship-based working has a
pivotal role in supporting children in conflict with the law, an area explored
in the preceding chapter.

Finally, Chapter 14 explores the notion that adolescent desistance can
be supported through psychological strategies to strengthen morality and
associated emotions, including empathy, guilt and shame. It draws on a
detailed literature review of moral emotions interventions and provides an
in-depth description of one such intervention — The Compass Project, a
novel morality-strengthening programme — which was piloted and subject to
a Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT) with a sample of 11-17-year-olds in
Cambridge. While analyses of the RCT data could not be undertaken at the
time of writing, the chapter argues that such programmes offer clear potential
to support morality and emotional development, and in turn desistance.
Related to this, it offers the opinion that labelling children and pathologising
their offending behaviour is not beneficial in achieving desistance.
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‘Child First' and desistance

Neal Hazel and Stephen Case

Introduction: there's ‘desistance' and there's ‘desistance’

Neoliberalist jurisdictions globally have fixated on directly addressing
offending children’s behaviour and bringing about ‘desistance’ from that
offending. In England and Wales, for instance, the principal aim of the youth
justice system (Y]S) is ‘preventing offending’. Introduced in the Crime and
Disorder Act 1998 (Section 37), it is the statutory duty for all people and
agencies working within the system to have regard to preventing offending.
Having this aim for a Y]JS is, of course, a specific political choice and not
inevitable. Nor is it universal around the world. For instance, an established
principal aim in other jurisdictions is for the system to act in whatever is the
best interests of the child (Hazel, 2008), reflecting a primary principle in the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Article 3). That
aim 1s similar to the ‘consideration’ also present in England and Wales that
courts ‘shall have regard to the welfare of the child” (Children and Young
Persons Act 1933, Section 44).

Nevertheless, the focus of the system’s principal aim of preventing
offending is clearly on crime reduction. There is no sense that there is any
political will or intention to change this in the foreseeable future. While
we may argue its shortcomings, this is the context within which policy and
practice bodies in the system, and academics and other commentators outside
of it, must try to drive improvement. For children who have not been in
the criminal justice system, ‘preventing offending’ means ensuring policies
and practice support children to not start offending. For those children who
have already offended, it means ensuring policies and practice that stop
the offending behaviour and any recidivism. The latter is ‘desistance’ in its
broadest criminological sense.

In the 21st century, the dominant approach to pursuing desistance from
offending by children has been the neo-correctionalist targeting of the ‘risk
factors’allegedly predictive of youth offending. However, this dominant ‘risk
management’ approach is fundamentally flawed, lacks a theory of change and
has negative consequences, including stigma in defining and treating the child
as ‘risky’. The criminogenic effect of stigma has long been recognised since
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early ‘labelling theory’in youth delinquency research (Becker, 1963), but we
also recognise it running contrary to more recent messages from adult-focused
‘desistance theory’ (see Chapter 1) around the need to allow progress from
an ‘offender’ status. Accordingly, a broad consensus has developed among
contemporary youth justice academics around the need for non-stigmatising
youth justice that sees children as ‘children first and offenders second’ (Haines
and Drakeford, 1998). Key messages from contemporary research advocate
for youth justice that fundamentally emphasises the importance of promoting
positive child outcomes, for example the Positive Youth Justice (PY]) model
(Haines and Case, 2015). However, we recognise in this chapter that this
evidence-based model has similarly lacked a ‘theory of change’ in linking
positive outcomes with the broad sense of desistance, which has limited
its policy and practice traction. We argue that an appropriate theory of
change can be recognised in research on the resettlement of children from
custody, translated into the Constructive Working (CW) practice framework
(Hazel et al, 2020), which recognises the central importance of facilitating
children’s ‘pro-social identity’. Although derived from empirical research
with younger people, this theory of change again reflects a central aspect of
adult ‘desistance’ theory, that sustainable desistance requires an individual to
‘shift’ to a pro-social identity. To be appropriate across the Y]JS, however, it
is necessary to recognise that the development of a pro-social identity does
not need to assume the existence of an embedded pro-offending identity
from which to shift.

The problems of pursuing desistance through risk management

The statutory duty of having ‘regard to’ desistance has, in effect, been
interpreted as practitioners being able and expected to change children’s
behaviour directly. At the very least, youth justice agencies are expected
to impact on children’s attitudes and circumstances that are considered
to determine their offending behaviour. As such, policy makers’ and
practitioners’ attention has been on factors that are specifically understood
to directly lower the ‘risk’ of reoffending as a vehicle for pursuing the
primary aim of preventing negative outcomes (offending and reoffending,
for example), as evidenced by desistance. This dominant risk management
approach is fundamentally flawed, as is the research and its interpretation
that has determined the ‘factors’ on which interventions have been based.

Risk management and its underpinning evidence base derived from
the ‘Risk Factor Prevention Paradigm’ (RFPP) foster individualised and
responsibilising explanations of offending by framing risk factors as personal
‘deficits’ (Haws, weaknesses) in psycho-social domains of children’s lives
(psychological, family, education, peer group, neighbourhood) that children
somehow fail or refuse to resist or negotiate (Case and Haines, 2009). The
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RFPP rests on an evidence-based central preventative premise to ‘identify
the risk factors for offending and implement prevention methods designed
to counteract them’ (Farrington, 2007, p 606). The evidence base has proven
very attractive to youth justice stakeholders, who have readily and uncritically
accepted the deterministic and decontextualised explanations of reductionism
when seeking to prevent offending directly (Case, 2021). Explaining children’s
criminality on the basis of risk and the alleged deterministic, criminogenic
influence of risk factors also treats children as objects whose fate is largely
determined by the risks they embody, rather than regarding them as active
individuals with a capacity to make choices, albeit that their options may
be constrained by their socio-economic position (Case and Haines, 2009,
p 20). Interventions in the United States have been criticised precisely
because they ignore personal agency and individuals’ interpretation of the
immediate context (see Barton, 2006). To compound matters, the research
and ‘evidence-based’ risk assessment tools erroneously reconstruct macro-level
influences such as socio-economic deprivation and social marginalisation as
individualised risk factors (see Harcourt, 2007; Tonry, 2019).

In England and Wales particularly, a neo-correctionalist punitiveness
mobilised by risk-based crime-prevention (risk management) priorities has
come to dominate policy and practice, mirroring the new penology in adult
criminal justice (Feeley and Simon, 1992). It seeks to correct the perceived
deficits of children who offend and to punish non-compliance and non-
engagement with ameliorative, controlling interventions focused primarily
on managing the risk of offending (see Hazel, 2008; Dunkel, 2014; Smith
and Gray, 2019). Following the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, the newly
created Youth Justice Board (YJB) commissioned academics to produce a
series of Key Elements of Effective Practice (KEEP) based on systematic
reviews that were inherently reductionist due to their elevation of quasi-
experimental methodologies (Randomised Controlled Trials, for example)
as a gold standard, which privileged studies that focused directly on RFPP
studies of ‘what works’ to address offending and bring desistance directly.
This predominance of quasi-experimental, risk-based studies focusing on
desistance outcomes (themselves privileged by the ‘what works’ evaluation
framework — Case et al, 2022) directly rendered ‘certain research questions ...
“unaskable” because they cannot be addressed using experimental methods’
(Prior and Mason, 2010, p 219), typically omitting theory of change
questions of ‘how’ interventions may work, ‘with whom’ they work best and
‘why’ they may work with some children in some situations but not others.

The KEEP documents underpinned the use of ‘Asset’ as a standardised
assessment framework for use across the YJS. Asset generated an evidence
base through practice that was overwhelmingly populated by the ‘risk
factors associated with offending behaviour’ (Y]JB, 2003, p 27) that had been
widely replicated in artefactual RFPP and which were all situated within or
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interpreted as psycho-social risk categories/domains (living arrangements,
family and personal relationships, education/training/employment,
neighbourhood, lifestyle, substance use, physical health, emotional/mental
health, perception of self and others, thinking and behaviour, attitudes to
offending, motivation to change). Associated planning, judgements and
decisions were framed almost entirely and inevitably by risk evidence and
associated explanations. Practitioners were instructed to assess exposure to
risk factors as a binary measure (yes/no) and to quantify their perceptions of
the extent to which exposure to risks aggregated across each domain were
associated with ‘the likelihood of further offending’: from 0 (no association)
to 4 (very strong, clear, direct association). These were then added together
to produce an overall one- or two-digit score for how ‘risky’ the child is
for future offending. Quantitative judgements were supplemented with
qualitative, narrative explanations in a small, summative ‘evidence box’ at
the end of each section (Case and Haines, 2009).

Asset therefore embodied a staged process of reductionism when trying to
bring about desistance directly that has rendered risk a decontextualised and
dehumanised artefact and hindered the possibility of understanding children’s
individual lived realities and how these might be influenced (O’Mahony,
2009; Phoenix, 2009; Cox, 2020). Application of RFPP peaked in November
2009 with the inception of the ‘Scaled Approach’assessment and intervention
framework, which dictated that formal youth justice intervention must
be proportionate to the child’s assessed risk of offending (Y]JB, 2010; see
Sutherland, 2009), formally extending processes of risk-based reductionism
and invalidity into the sphere of intervention but justified by an under-
theorised, partial and inconsistent evidence base for the ‘effectiveness’ of risk
assessment and risk-based interventions (Case et al, 2022).

The fatal explanatory flaw with risk management for
desistance: no theory of change

Risk management approaches deliberately eschew articulating a theory of
change, even though this could provide an overarching understanding of the
process within which individual strands of activity might cohere to achieve
desistance (Hazel et al, 2017). The absence of an explicit ‘theory of change’
within the risk paradigm is a limitation that its proponents have nevertheless
attempted to construct as a benefit: ‘[R]isk factors and interventions are
based on empirical research rather than theories. The paradigm avoids
difficult theoretical questions about which risk factors have causal effects’
(Farrington, 2000, p 7). However, without a cogent theory of change, it is
difficult to see how critical, reflective practice can be employed in order to
rationalise, evaluate, improve and even replace contemporary (risk-based)
youth justice interventions to benefit children. Research examining custody
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and re-entry, for example, has found that the decontextualised nature of the
risk-focused practice messages has hindered practice (Hazel and Bateman,
2021). Any possible theory of change that could be discerned from the risk
paradigm evidence base would inevitably reflect the reductionist nature of
the model, constructing children who offend as laden with deficits (risk
factors) that they cannot negotiate without the support of adult practitioners
and enforced intervention.

Moreover, in focusing interventions directly on the offending behaviour and
desistance from it, risk-based youth justice brings ‘negative’, punitive features.
These include the (inadvertent) labelling and stigmatisation of children, excessive
intervention, ‘net-widening’, doing justice ‘to’, not with children, and over-
emphasising the prevention of negative outcomes (exposure to risk factors,
reoffending, for example) (Case and Haines, 2009). This negative consequence
of RFPP research and practice is now recognised by the Y]JB: ‘Since the YJB was
created, our understanding of how to prevent offending, has moved beyond a
focus on managing the risk posed by children who offend. We now understand
the criminogenic effects of children’s involvement in the justice system and
the damage that this can cause’ (Y]B, 2019, p 7). Such a concern is founded in
long-established recognition of the criminogenic effects of ‘labelling’ through
children’s participation in the criminal justice system, where the deeper the
contact (controlling for other factors) the more likely is further serious offending
(see, for example, Huizinga et al, 2003; Petrosino et al, 2010; McAra and McVie,
2015; Smith, 2017). However, it would be amiss not to recognise that these
arguments also relate to concepts and evidence in ‘desistance theory’ in the
adult-based literature, which recognises the need to move on from criminogenic
labels (Maruna, 2001). This is a more specific criminological understanding of
what prevents offending in adults, which, among other principles, emphasises
the need for those who offend to be allowed and facilitated to move beyond
that status (see, for example, Maruna and Roy, 2007). In order to facilitate that,
we contend that youth justice needs a paradigm shift and a new conceptual
framework to understand its role in relation to the broad criminological
understanding of desistance (preventing reoffending), informed by a cogent
theory of change. In particular, this would need to counter the persistent
weaknesses identified above in RFPP, by reconceptualising youth justice and
desistance in a way that allows a strengths-based approach that is relevant to the
child and integrated with the rest of their support towards positive outcomes,
such as desistance and reduced recidivism.

Positive Youth Justice: a consensus of contemporary research
understanding

Building on the academic understanding that these aims are best achieved
when the system sees and treats children as ‘children first and offenders second’
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(Haines and Drakeford, 1998), this chapter’s second author has summarised
the principles that have emerged in this consensus in a model termed Positive
Youth Justice (PY]) (Haines and Case, 2015; Case, 2023; also Butts, 2014).
Through this model, all youth justice practice should be child-friendly, child-
appropriate and focused on the whole child, examining the full complexity
of their lives, experiences, perspectives, needs, wishes and multi-faceted,
context-specific interactions. Its adoption reasserts the position of the whole
child, rather than an offending risk factor, as the primary focus of concern
and intervention. The primary aim of PY] is to promote positive behaviours
and outcomes rather than prioritising the prevention or risk management of
negative outcomes (which occur as by-products of poor child outcomes —
Haines and Case, 2015). It is an engaging and positive child-friendly approach
that radically re-orientates traditional offence/offender-focused and deficit-
facing youth justice by emphasising that all provision should prioritise
the central principle of ‘children first, offenders second’. PY] conceives
of offending as only one element of the child’s broader social status (see
Drakeford, 2010) rather than as their defining master status. Positive Youth
Justice practice should ensure that work with children at all stages of the YJS
is developmentally appropriate and acknowledges their inherent ‘child’ status
and capacity rather than ‘adulterising’ children (treating them like they were
adults) in relation to their offending behaviour and desistance.

Fundamentally, we argue that this model points to the need for the
Y]JS to focus primarily on achieving positive child outcomes. The aim of
‘desistance’ is best considered as a secondary outcome, which reduces the
negative consequences of it being a direct focus. Professionals working
within juvenile justice systems should prioritise the promotion of positive
behaviours /outcomes: focusing prospectively on facilitating positive behaviours
(engagement in pro-social activities, for example) and positive outcomes
(such as educational attainment, employment) rather than primarily focusing
retrospectively on the prevention of negative behaviours (such as offending)
and outcomes (exposure to risk, for example) (Haines and Case, 2015; see
also Case and Haines, 2018).

Youth justice should prioritise the facilitation of children’s meaningful
engagement (belief in, commitment to) across youth justice processes and
decision-making that affects them rather than doing justice ‘to’ them in
‘adult-centric’ and non-inclusive ways. Crucially, youth justice practice
should be perceived as legitimate (Tyler, 2011, 2007), enabling children
in the YJS to feel that their treatment by official agencies is ‘legitimate’
in the sense of fair, moral and just (rather than unfair, unjust, punitive),
which can increase the likelihood of their engagement and of intervention
success, as well as children building positive relationships with the police
and youth justice agencies. Finally, juvenile justice systems must focus more
on responsibilising adult professionals, holding them primarily responsible for
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enabling children who offend to achieve their full potential and to gain
access to support services, guidance and opportunities, rather than holding
the relatively powerless and immature child primarily responsible (after
Haines and Case, 2015).

Accordingly, a Child First conceptual framework that draws on the
Positive Youth Justice model would prioritise the following overarching
principles in relation to desistance in the broad criminological sense of
preventing offending:

e Positive primary foci: practitioners should be diverted from the deficit-
focused primary concern with desistance towards a positive, child-
appropriate approach in which children are rewarded for their
achievements, encouraged to maximise their strengths and provided with
structural support that helps achieve positive child outcomes. Desistance
is the secondary outcome but not the direct focus.

o Children as part of the solution: practitioners and policy makers should
work in partnership with children to hold their interests, needs, rights
and views as paramount throughout the youth justice process. The child
Is in a unique position to inform and engage with solutions that are
relevant to their own strengths, aspirations and outcomes, which will
then inform desistance.

o Child-focused adults: adult professionals must view themselves as working
for the children rather than as representatives of other (often adult-focused)
interest groups (for example the YJS, community, victims). The starting
point for planning and delivery is the individual aims, motivations and
lived context of the child (Brazier et al, 2010). The broader concerns with
a crime-reductionist framework will be met in consequence of positive
child outcomes.

Children’s rights: the priority for adult youth justice professionals must be
to facilitate the expression of the child’s views on issues that affect them
(see UNCRC Article 12), enable equitable participation in decision-
making regarding their crime-free futures (Taylor, 2016) and promote
access to universal entitlements as set out in progressive policy statements
and international conventions.

» Engagement-based relationship building: youth justice should emphasise
positive and trusting relationships through which constructive interactions
can be facilitated, rather than formal interventions per se. Positive
relationships have been recognised as key in managing behaviour (Elwick
et al, 2013) and role modelling (Knight, 2014) and are also vital for
fostering engagement (Taylor, 2016). Engagement is conceptualised here
not just as participation but as feeling a commitment based on the child’s
perceived relevance of that participation to their lives and positive futures
(Bateman and Hazel, 2013).
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Constructive Working: ‘developing pro-social identity’ as the
theory of change for youth justice

Akin to the RFPP that it challenges, however, PY] has also lacked an
explicit ‘theory of change’ to understand how working with children
in line with its constituent principles can facilitate its primary goal of
promoting positive outcomes and its secondary goal of preventing offending
(evidenced by desistance, for example). The rationale has been that youth
justice specialist organisations or professionals are not needed to support
development as children (Haines and Case, 2015). However, the consequent
lack of a narrative, that is, a theory of change, to explain how interventions
targeting positive child outcomes lead to desistance inevitably restricts the
defensible decision-making of agents operating within a system with a crime-
reductionist aim. Similarly, without such a theory of change, it is difficult for
policy makers and governance agencies to justify progressive policy reform
within the deficit-focused crime-reductionist political discourse, which has
limited its policy and practice traction.

Therefore, we contend that the relationship between Positive Youth
Justice, positive child outcomes and desistance is best understood through a
theory of change developed from research on the resettlement (also known
as re-entry) of children and young adults after periods in custody (Hazel
et al, 2017; Hazel and Bateman, 2021). The ‘Beyond Youth Custody’
(BYC) research programme concluded that successful re-entry of children
after custody can be understood as a personal journey involving a shift in
identity (Hazel et al, 2017). Where the resettlement process is successful,
it involved children being enabled to change the way they see themselves
and their place in the world from one that is pro-offending to one that is
pro-social. This theme dominated narratives, although it was sometimes
uncomfortable for some children who were specifically involved with
resettlement projects (BYC, 2017) to reconcile their own comments about
a change from ‘the old me’ with a sense of continuous agency. As such,
resettlement should not be seen as a single transition point from custody
to community, nor even as following a sentence path, but as a desistance
journey from an identity conducive to offending to one that promotes a
crime-free life and social inclusion:

‘T’d always had intelligence and vocabulary to talk to people in a
different way and portray myself in a different way, but before, I was
“street” and using slang. But it doesn’t get me far in life. ... If you
conduct yourself in a good way ... and portray myself in a good way,
people will warm to me more. ... Everybody I know says I seem like a
man now — I can’t go round talking like a child in a hoody. (23-year-old
ex-offender, now construction worker; cited in Hazel et al, 2017, p 8)
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As the journey in the quotation suggests, this understanding of identity is
social and interactional (Jenkins, 2008), seeing the more positive narrative
as fostered and reinforced through involvement in constructive activities
and interactions and in the adoption of roles that promote it (Bateman and
Hazel, 2013). This is a social interactionist view of identity (Jenkins, 2008),
understanding that a sense of self and place in the world is co-constructed
through relations with sociocultural contexts and others (Cote, 2006; Roeser
etal, 2000). It becomes apparent that such facilitation is not primarily about
intervening to address identified risks — or facilitate desistance — in a linear
fashion but consists of providing support to the child to become agents of
their own development towards positive outcomes and desistance.

This research has been translated into a practice model called
Constructive Working (CW) (see, for example, YJB, 2018; Hazel et al,
2020). Fundamentally, the theory of change recognised in the research
was that children and young adults who successfully resettled and desisted
experienced a ‘shift’ to a more pro-social identity. Consequently, support
should be reconceptualised not as addressing decontextualised risk factors
solely as a means of reducing negative outcomes but as facilitating the child’s
pro-social identity development to encourage the promotion of positive
outcomes (Hazel and Bateman, 2021). Within the proposed model, such
constructive activities can be reframed as offering opportunities for children
to enjoy positive interactions with others, develop skills for the future and
provide them with confidence and an opportunity to take up roles that
can help develop a pro-social identity. The model argues that youth justice
practitioners are responsible for presenting children with the fresh ‘AIR’ of
activities, interactions and roles that are the building blocks for exploring
and developing pro-social identity for children in trouble (Hazel et al,
2020). It is, in other words, not a question of trying to manage the risk — or
ensure desistance from offending — directly but of providing future-oriented
structural support that can assist the child to achieve a pro-social identity.
Within the crime-reductionist discourse, this leads to both prevention of],
and desistance from, offending within the sense of the system’s statutory
principal aim.

Although a child’s identity is deeply personal, and so requires their
engagement, this does not mean that the development of a pro-social
identity is the responsibility of the child. Nor does it mean that the solutions
to facilitating identity development towards desistance are not structurally
based. However, it does mean that forms of structural support (such as
education and training) are not just ‘ends in themselves’ (HMIP, 2015, p
22). The maximum benefits from constructive activities are, however, only
likely to be derived where they are clearly designed in the context of, and
contribute to, the child’s identified route in developing a pro-social identity.
The evidence points to two distinct but reciprocal forms that are fundamental
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to enhancing the prospects that children will make the necessary shift: (1)
personal support to guide their identity shift, and (2) structural support to
enable it (Hazel et al, 2017).

The BYC/CW model highlighted five principles for support (the 5Cs)
that were found by reinterpreting messages from existing research in light
of contemporary understanding of the importance of identity development
(Hazel et al, 2017; Hazel and Bateman, 2021):

1. Constructive: provision centred on a pro-social identity must necessarily
be future-focused, strengths-based, empowering and motivating.
Interventions that replay the negativity of past behaviour can be
counterproductive (Bateman and Hazel, 2014).

2. Co-created: identity development is a personal journey taken by the child
themselves, dependent on their agency, so their being and feeling engaged
is a prerequisite of effective work (Bateman and Hazel, 2013; Bateman
et al, 2013; Wright et al, 2015).

3. Customised: each child’s identity, and route for developing pro-social
identity, is unique, so the package of support — personal and structural —
will need to be unique. In developing tailored interventions, particular
attention should be paid to issues of diversity which are fundamentally
relevant to identity and the framing of future aspirations. Children from
particularly disadvantaged groups or those facing discrimination, girls and
those from minority ethnic backgrounds may face additional obstacles in
exercising agency, which, in turn, may require higher levels of support
that takes explicit account of those barriers (Bateman and Hazel, 2014;
Wright et al, 2015).

4. Consistent: the focus on developing a pro-social identity needs to be
maintained throughout contact with the system and beyond (Hazel
et al, 2012). Stable relationships and positive, consistent messages
from practitioners should facilitate, rather than undermine, the child’s
identity development.

5. Co-ordinated: brokering support from a range of different agencies (Hazel
et al, 2012) is needed to enable the child’s route to pro-social identity.
A coordinated response can build a network of trusted supporters,
both formal and informal (Hazel et al, 2016), to ensure that the child is
supported through any period of relapse, discrimination or labelling that
challenges their identity development (Wright et al, 2015).

While grounded and developed empirically from research with children
and young adults, it is recognised that this theory of change both mirrors
and elaborates key conclusions within the adult-based ‘desistance theory’
literature. Criminologically, this is a more specific understanding of
‘desistance’, or what brings it about (discussed in more detail in this book’s
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opening chapter). In particular, a shift to pro-social identity in adult oftenders
is considered within the literature to be central to sustained or ‘secondary
desistance’ (see Maruna and Farrall, 2004).

We argue that fundamentally, CW’s emphasis on pro-social identity
development is also the converse of the dangers recognised in criminogenic
stigma, which reflects our understanding of labelling theory, established
largely with children and young adults (see, for example, Becker, 1963) and
still very evident in youth justice research today (see, for example, Deakin
et al, 2020; Day et al, 2023). In addition, the BYC study is certainly not
isolated in pointing to the importance of children’s changing identities
in relation to their behaviour and status. It can be positioned within an
established and growing literature that places the guiding and enabling of
the child’s development of their sense of self within youth justice and wider
practice contexts, generally ‘upstream’ from custody. For example, empirical
studies have pointed to the importance of allowing children in the Y]JS to
‘reconceptualise’ themselves and to ‘re-imagine their own capabilities’ (Drake
et al, 2014, p 33). Others have highlighted the importance of a sense of
‘self~-development’ and ‘self-hope’ in the construction of a positive future
identity (see, for example, Wainwright and Nee, 2013). Others have noted
the importance of children’s changing narratives about their situation in the
world to their desistance from crime (Haigh, 2009). Other empirical research
with children more explicitly uses adult-derived desistance theory discourse
to point to the need for children to find a ‘hook for change’ to increase
the chances of ‘identity change’ and ‘confidence’ in desistance (Mcmahon
and Jump, 2018). Accordingly, the BYC research and CW model articulate
a vital theory of change for how PY]J can influence children’s behaviour
and development, simultaneously addressing the restricted evidence base
regarding the nature of the relationship between positive outcomes for
children and desistance (Hazel and Bateman, 2021).

However, it should be noted that in order to ensure that this ‘theory of
change’is understandable and applicable beyond the context of resettlement
to all youth justice, it is necessary to recognise a development in our
interpretation of its central conceptual messaging. Although the central
importance of pro-social identity for desistance clearly remains, we should
be careful not to imply that children have an embedded ‘pro-offending
identity’ from which to ‘shift’ (Hazel and Williams, 2023). We instead
advocate for an emphasis on pro-social identity development. This emphasis is
also a clear distinction from a dominance of ‘redemption’ within the adult-
based ‘desistance theory’ literature (although it is sometimes noted that there
may not always be evidence of ‘an established criminal identity’ in adults
[McNeill and Weaver, 2010, p 3]). We acknowledge children’s relative lack
of development and maturity compared to adults — physically, cognitively,
emotionally and in terms of social status and power. Likewise, children’s
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identities are evolving, and adolescence has long been conceptualised as a
key period of flux or development for identity — starting to ‘find oneself” as
an adult (since Erickson, 1968). We also recognise that children upstream
in the Y]JS are less likely to have their identity tarnished by pro-offending
stigma. Also, having transitory elements of an identity that are conducive
to offending may not be uncommon or ‘abnormal’ for children (fighting
as a schoolchild, for example). Furthermore, a child may have a pro-social
identity generally but offend in response to its disruption (temporary or
longer term) from an interruption to their status, roles or constructive
relationships (for example, from being taken into care) (Hazel et al, 2020;
Day et al, 2023). For these reasons, we advocate for the role of agencies
in building positive child outcomes to be understood as encouraging and
enabling the positive development of resilient pro-social identity, irrespective of
the child’s starting point.

Child First: an evidence-informed principle with accompanying
theory of change

The central features of the PYJ model and CW have been amalgamated into
‘Child First’— a four-tenet framework that acts as a decision making guide
for evidence-based youth justice policy and practice. An operationalised
version of this framework was first presented in a YJB information paper
(YJB, 2018), in a development led by this chapter’s first author, with an
accompanying evidence report later developed by the second author (Case
and Browning, 2021). Child First as the guiding principle for and animator
of youth justice practice in England was first officially articulated in the
‘Standards for children in the justice system’ document (Mo]/Y]B, 2019),
which provided a ‘framework for youth justice practice’ and the ‘minimum
expectations for all agencies’ to ensure that positive outcomes for children
align with the new Child First principle (Y]B, 2019, p 4). These revised
‘national standards’ for practitioners were, therefore, ‘indicative of a clear
distinction between the philosophy now espoused by the YJB [Child
First] and that which informed the previous iteration of the standards [risk
management|’ (Bateman, 2020, p 4).

Revised somewhat in the YJB’ 2021 Strategic Plan, the operationalised
Child First read as four interrelated ‘tenets’ (YJB, 2021, pp 10-11):

1. Prioritise the best interests of children, recognising their particular needs,
capacities, rights and potential. All work 1s child-focused, developmentally
informed, acknowledges structural barriers and meets responsibilities
towards children.

2. Promote children’s individual strengths and capacities to develop their
pro-social identity for sustainable desistance, leading to sater communities
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and fewer victims. All work is constructive and future-focused, built on
supportive relationships that empower children to fulfil their potential
and make positive contributions to society.

3. Encourage children’s active participation, engagement and wider social
inclusion. All work is a meaningful collaboration with children and
their carers.

4. Promote a childhood removed from the justice system, using pre-emptive
prevention, diversion and minimal intervention. All work minimises
criminogenic stigma from contact with the system.

It is in the second tenet that the theory of change for youth justice is most
clearly stated. It presents the development of pro-social identity as the conduit
by which working with children in the system in a strengths-based way will
result in ‘sustainable desistance’. Reflecting the interactionist definition
developed in the BYC research, ‘identity’ has been defined in the policy
and practice literature as ‘how a child sees themselves and their place in the
world’ (Y]B, 2022: Definitions). Pro-social identity specifically is defined as:

Children see themselves as someone who will benefit other people
or society as a whole and are less likely to get involved in negative or
criminal activity. ... If a child has a pro-social identity then they feel
empowered to make the right choices in their behaviour and with
wider life decisions, including relationships. (Y]JB, 2022: Definitions)

No longer is it expected that practitioners will work in a decontextualised
way, addressing a ‘risk factor’ that is assumed will result in desistance,
regardless of individual circumstances or relevance. Indeed, no work should
be undertaken like that — ‘all work is constructive ... and positive’, with that
wording deliberately chosen here and in related documents to reference PY]J
and the CW models (Hazel and Williamson, 2023). Relatedly, it is notable
that this tenet, which focuses on what work should be done with children,
omits any mention of sending them to any formal ‘addressing offending’
programmes, like ‘knife crime awareness’ courses (see, for example, MOPAC,
2021). In fact, by not including it in ‘all work’, this was intended as a signal
to the sector that ideas of ‘what works” had changed, and sending children to
programmes underlining their offences was no longer seen as good practice
(Hazel and Williamson, 2023).

Perhaps more importantly, the presence of this conduit of developing pro-
social identity as the theory of change means that it is not expected that those
working in the system should be focused on achieving a child’s desistance
directly. Unlike the RFPP, or indeed much of the adult ‘desistance theory’
literature, preventing offending does not need to be the primary goal — that
will be a consequence of the goal of having helped the child to develop
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their pro-social identity. This shift in primary goal, and to see prevention
of offending as the consequential or longer-term goal, is made even more
explicit in the Y]B’s “Vision’ statement for how it sees a ‘Child First’ YJS: ‘A
youth justice system that sees children as children, treats them fairly and helps
them to build on their strengths so they can make a constructive contribution
to society. This will prevent offending, and create safer communities with
fewer victims’ (YJB, 2021). In this vision, the primary and secondary goals
are delimitated even more, into separate sentences. In a Child First Y]JS,
the sector is responsible for achieving the ‘constructive’ process of building
positive child outcomes through treating them fairly and appropriate to their
age, and by engaging them in positive ‘activities, interactions and roles’ (the
fresh AIR) in society. Here, it is presented as not being within the gift (or
perhaps role) of the Y]JS to directly prevent offending. However, desistance
‘will” happen as a separate secondary consequence of working on the whole
child and achieving positive child outcomes, in turn ensuring the safer
communities and fewer victims that are the concern of a crime-reductionist
political discourse.

Again, we understand the criticism from progressive academics that a
Child First framework should see children’s positive outcomes as a goal in
itself, rather than leading to desistance and less offending (see Wigzell, 2021).
However, the current context for Child First to be implemented is within
a YJS that has an overall statutory aim of ‘preventing offending’ (Crime
and Disorder Act 1998) under the overall governance of a justice ministry.
To omit the positive effect of this way of working on reducing offending
would clearly have been to turn a strength of Child First into a weakness and
render it irrelevant to ministerial and civil service constituencies and their
concerns. Nevertheless, both the second tenet and the mission statement,
in quite a revolutionary move within the justice system, present the child’s
positive inclusion in society as the fulfilment of their potential as children
as the primary goal.

Conclusion: promoting children first within a crime reduction
discourse

In this chapter, we have argued that the neoliberal focus on crime reduction
has meant that youth justice systems, in seeing ‘desistance’ in its broadest
criminological sense as their primary goal, have tried to address children’s
offending behaviour too directly and literally. This has promoted a
reductionist, negative-facing and flawed ‘evidence-based’ approach that has
been partial (biased and incomplete) in its privileging of RFPP evidence,
understandings of how interventions work (lacking theory of change), its
chosen, static outcome measures (preventing negative outcomes) and its
limited operationalisation of desistance. This has fostered youth justice
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interventions that are decontextualised, without a ‘theory of change’ to
understand how they might work, and dangerous in their stigmatising
deficit-focus, always treating children as risky potential offenders.

Partly in response to recognition of these flaws, a broad consensus in
contemporary research in youth justice has emerged that emphasises the
importance of promoting positive child outcomes, collated into a model of
Positive Youth Justice. However, we recognise that lacking a coherent and
explicit theory of change explaining how the promotion of positive child
outcomes prevents offending has limited its traction in policy and practice
within a crime-reductionist political discourse. An appropriate theory of
change was drawn from the BY C/Constructive Working framework, which
developed a set of practice principles that highlighted the central importance
of facilitating children’s ‘pro-social identity’ for effective resettlement after
custody (and found to be useful more broadly in youth justice). Although
developed from empirical research with children, and positioned here within
a growing body of research highlighting the importance of how children
see themselves to their outcomes within and beyond youth justice, it is
recognised that this theory of change mirrors the concept of ‘secondary
desistance’, through shifting from a criminal identity to a pro-social one,
that has emerged in the adult ‘desistance theory’ literature. To be appropriate
across the Y]JS, however, it is necessary not to assume that the child has an
established criminal or pro-offending identity from which to shift but instead
to emphasise the role for all agencies in ‘developing’ each child’s pro-social
identity. Crucially, the approach advocated here is more expansionist and
holistic than the RFPP/risk-based desistance approach that it challenges —
drawing on a broader (child-friendly) evidence base, an explicit (theory
of change) understanding about how interventions may work, dynamic,
process-led positive outcome measures and, thus, a more child-centric and
appropriate operationalisation of desistance in a youth justice context.

The thrust of our arguments is illustrated by the amalgamation of two
evidenced-based models to form the four-tenet principle of Child First,
which has been adopted as the guiding principle for the YJS in England and
Wales. In Child First, prevention of offending is recognised as a secondary
consequence of developing pro-social identity; this allows practitioners to
move away from the stigmatising deficit-focus of treating desistance from
crime as a primary goal that they could directly achieve. This reframing
enables policy and practice to focus on the whole child and on achieving
positive child outcomes while also being compatible with the aims of a
crime-reductionist discourse (but without the criminogenic stigma).

Indeed, the Child First guiding principle has already shown that it has
benefitted from the theory of change to gain acceptance in policy and
practice in England and Wales, and specifically in navigating the concerns
of stakeholders with clear crime-reductionist mandates and priorities. For
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example, the Youth Custody Service has Child First underpinning its new
policies (such as early and late release), and has adopted the development of
children’s pro-social identity as its theory of change (Hazel and Case, 2023).
Similarly, the current HM Chief Inspector of Probation, while having some
concerns about the fourth tenet around diversion, has publicly supported
Child First, “believing that there should be a focus on developing each child’s
strengths and pro-social identity” (HMIP, 2022, p 5). Notably, more recently,
HM Inspectorate of Probation praised as ‘Outstanding’ a youth offending
team that has introduced an operating model that explicitly focuses on
identity development, which ‘ensures a Child First approach to desistance
and positive outcomes for children’ (HMIP, 2023, p 7). This is a reassuring
message and model for practitioners who have been concerned about how
to navigate perceived tensions between Child First and inspection criteria'
that have been felt to be based on the narrow RFPP rather than the broader
evidence base incorporated into the principle’s four tenets (Day, 2022).

In conclusion, while arguing that the integration of a theory of change
for desistance has allowed traction for progressive, evidence-informed,
youth justice practice within the present political discourse, we further
contend that it also provides a guiding principle that will inevitably raise
challenging questions about assumptions within that discourse (Hazel and
Case, 2023). Ultimately, this may lead policy makers to question whether
a ‘Justice’ system with a principal aim of preventing children’s (re)offending
is the most conducive environment to achieve that desistance.

Note

' In referencing inspection criteria, however, we are conscious that it is imperative that

Child First’s move from a deficit-based model to one that is focused on positive child
outcomes requires an accompanying change in performance indicators by which the
system can measure success (Case and Browning, 2021). Crucially, given its place as a
theory of change, there is no current child-focused measure of pro-social identity in
practice use (although a new scale has recently been found to be reliable in tests [Hazel
and Birkbeck, forthcoming]).

References
Barton, W.H. (2006) ‘Incorporating the strengths perspective into intensive
juvenile aftercare’, Western Criminology Review, 7(2): 48—61.

Bateman, T. (2020) ‘“The state of youth justice 2020°, London: NAY]J.
Bateman, T. and Hazel, N. (2013) ‘Engaging young people in
resettlement: research report’, London: Beyond Youth Custody/Nacro.
Bateman, T. and Hazel, N. (2014) ‘The resettlement of girls and young
women: evidence from research’, London: Beyond Youth Custody/Nacro.
Bateman, T., Hazel, N. and Wright, S. (2013) ‘Resettlement of young
people leaving custody: lessons from the literature’, London: Beyond

Youth Custody/Nacro.

52



‘Child First' and desistance

Becker, H. (1963) Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, New York:
Free Press.

Beyond Youth Custody (2017) ‘Lessons from youth in focus: research report’,
London: Beyond Youth Custody.

Brazier, L., Hurry, J. and Wilson, A. (2010) ‘Post-16 education and training
provision for young people involved in crime’, London: Institute of Education.

Butts, J. (2014) ‘Strengthening youth justice practices with developmental
knowledge and principles’, Baltimore: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Case, S.P. (2021) ‘Challenging the reductionism of “evidence-based” youth
justice’, Sustainability, 13(4): 1735 (online first).

Case, S.P. (2023) ‘Challenging the risk paradigm: children first, positive youth
justice’, in S.P. Case and N. Hazel (eds) Child First: Developing a New Youth
Justice System, London: Palgrave Macmillan, pp 51-82.

Case, S. and Browning, A. (2021) ‘Child First justice: the research evidence-
base’, Loughborough University, Available from: https://repository.lboro.
ac.uk/articles/report/Child_First_Justice_the_research_evidence-base_F
ull_report_/14152040

Case, S.P. and Haines, K.R. (2009) Understanding Youth Offending: Risk Factor
Research, Policy and Practice, Cullompton: Willan Publishing.

Case, S.P. and Haines, K.R. (2018) ‘Transatlantic “positive youth
justice”: coherent movement or disparate critique? Crime Prevention and

Community Safety, 20(3): 208-22.

Case, S.P, Sutton, C., Monaghan, M., Greenhalgh, J. and Wright, J.
(2022) ‘Contextualising evaluations of interventions to prevent youth
offending: “what works” and EMMIE’, Safer Communities, 21(4): 272—89.

Cote, J.E. (2006) ‘Identity studies: how close are we to developing a social
science of identity? An appraisal of the field’, Identity, 6: 3-25.

Cox, A. (2020) ‘The new economy and youth justice’, Youth Justice,
21(1): 107-126.

Day, A.-M. (2022) ““It’s a hard balance to find”: the perspectives of youth
justice practitioners in England on the place of “risk” in an emerging
“Child First” world’, Youth Justice, 23(1): 58—=75, Available from: https://
doi.org/10.1177%2F14732254221075205

Day, A.-M., Clark, A. and Hazel, N. (2023) ‘Hearing from justice-involved,
care experienced children: what are their experiences of residential care
environments and regimes?’, Journal of Children’s Services, 18(1): 47-60,
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1108/JCS-02-2022-0011

Deakin, J., Fox, C. and Matos, R. (2020) ‘Labelled as “risky” in an era
of control: how young people experience and respond to the stigma of
criminalized identities’, European Journal of Criminology, 19(4): 653—73.

Drake, D.H., Ferguson, R. and Briggs, D.B. (2014) ‘Hearing new voices: re-
viewing youth justice policy through practitioners’ relationships with young
people’, Youth Justice, 14(1): 22-39.

53


https://repository.lboro.ac.uk/articles/report/Child_First_Justice_the_research_evidence-base_Full_report_/14152040
https://repository.lboro.ac.uk/articles/report/Child_First_Justice_the_research_evidence-base_Full_report_/14152040
https://repository.lboro.ac.uk/articles/report/Child_First_Justice_the_research_evidence-base_Full_report_/14152040
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F14732254221075205
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F14732254221075205
https://doi.org/10.1108/JCS-02-2022-0011

Desistance and Children

Drakeford, M. (2010) ‘Devolution and youth justice in Wales’, Criminology
& Criminal Justice, 10(2): 137-54.

Dunkel, E (2014) ‘Juvenile justice systems in Europe: reform developments
between justice, welfare and “new punitiveness™”, Kriminologiljos Studijos,
1(1): 31-76.

Elwick, A., Davis, M., Crehan, L. and Clay, B. (2013) ‘Improving outcomes
for young oftenders: an international perspective’, CfBT Education Trust.

Erikson, E.H. (1968) Identity, Youth and Crisis, New York: W.W. Norton.

Farrington, D.P. (2000) ‘Explaining and preventing crime: the globalization
of knowledge’, Criminology, 38(1): 1-24.

Farrington, D.P. (2007) ‘Childhood risk factors and risk-focused prevention’,
in M. Maguire, R. Morgan and R. Rainer (eds) The Oxford Handbook of
Criminology, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp 602—40.

Feeley, M. and Simon, J. (1992) ‘“The new penology: notes on the emerging
strategy of corrections and its implications’, Criminology, 30(4): 449-74.
Haigh, Y. (2009) ‘Desistance from crime: reflections on the transitional
experiences of young people with a history of reoftending’, Journal of Youth

Studies, 12(3): 307-22.

Haines, K. and Case, S. (2015) Positive Youth Justice: Children First, Offenders
Second, Bristol: Policy Press.

Haines, K. and Case, S. (2018) “The future of youth justice’, Youth Justice,
18(2): 131-48.

Haines, K. and Drakeford, M. (1998) Young People and Youth Justice,
London: Bloomsbury.

Harcourt, B. (2007) Against Prediction, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Hazel, N. (2008) ‘Cross-national comparison of youth justice’, London: Youth
Justice Board.

Hazel, N. and Bateman, T. (2021) ‘Supporting children’s resettlement
(“reentry”) after custody: beyond the risk paradigm’, Youth Justice,
21(1): 71-89.

Hazel, N. and Birkbeck, C. (forthcoming) ‘A pro-social identity scale for
children’, University of Salford.

Hazel, N. and Case, S. (2023) ‘Postscript: progress and challenges for
progressing progressive Child First youth justice’, in S.P. Case and N. Hazel
(eds) Child First: Developing a New Youth Justice System, London: Palgrave
Macmillan, pp 367-85.

Hazel, N. and Williams, P. (2023) ‘Developing Child First as the guiding
principle for youth justice’, in S.P. Case and N. Hazel (eds) Child
First: Developing a New Youth Justice System, London: Palgrave Macmillan,
pp 169-201.

Hazel, N., Wright, S., Liddle, M., Renshaw, J. and Gray, P. (2012) ‘Evaluation
of the North West R esettlement Consortium: final report’, London: Youth
Justice Board.

54



‘Child First' and desistance

Hazel, N., Wright, S., Lockwood, K., McAteer, L., Francis, V.
and Goodfellow, P. (2016) ‘The role of the family in resettlement’,
London: Beyond Youth Custody/Nacro.

Hazel, N., Goodfellow, P, Liddle, M., Bateman, T. and Pitts, J. (2017)
“Now all I care about is my future”: supporting the shift; framework for
the resettlement of young people leaving custody’, London: Nacro.

Hazel, N., Drummond, C., Welsh, M. and Joseph, K. (2020) ‘Using an identity
lens: constructive working with children in the criminal justice system’,
London: Nacro.

HMIP (2015) ‘Joint thematic inspection of resettlement services to
children by Youth Offending Teams and partner agencies’, London: HM
Inspectorate of Probation.

HMIP (2022) 2021 annual report: inspections of youth offending services’,
HM Inspectorate of Probation.

HMIP (2023) ‘An inspection of youth offending services in Swindon’, HM
Inspectorate of Probation.

Huizinga, D., Schumann, K., Ehret, B. and Elliot, A. (2003) ‘The eftects of
juvenile justice processing on subsequent delinquent and criminal behavior: a
cross-national study’, Washington, DC: Final Report to the National Institute
of Justice.

Jenkins, R. (2008) Social Identity (3rd edn), Abingdon: Routledge.

Knight, V. (2014) ‘Framing education and learning in youth justice in
England and Wales: some outcomes for young offender interventions’,
British Journal of Community Justice, 12(1): 49.

Maruna, S. (2001) Making Good: How Ex-convicts Reform and Rebuild Their
Lives, Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Maruna, S. and Farrall, S. (2004) ‘Desistance from crime: a theoretical
reformulation’, Kolner Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie,
43: 171-94.

Maruna, S. and Roy, K. (2007) ‘Amputation or reconstruction? Notes on the
concept of “knifing oft” and desistance from crime’, Journal of Contemporary
Criminal Justice, 23(1): 104-24.

McAra, L. and McVie, S. (2015) ‘“The case for diversion and minimum
necessary intervention’, in B. Goldson and J. Muncie (eds) Youth Crime
and Justice, London: Sage, pp 119-35.

McMahon, G. and Jump, D. (2018) ‘Starting to stop: young offenders’
desistance from crime’, Youth Justice, 18(1): 3—17.

McNeill, E and Weaver, B. (2010) ‘Changing lives? Desistance research and
offender management’, SCCJR Project Report 03/2010.

Mo]/Y]B (2019) ‘Standards for children in the youth justice system 2019,
London: Ministry of Justice.

MOPAC (2021) ‘Brave space knife crime toolkit’, London Mayor’s Office.

55



Desistance and Children

O’Mabhony, P. (2009) ‘The Risk Factors Prevention Paradigm and the causes
of youth crime: a deceptively useful analysis?’, Youth Justice, 9(2): 99-114.

Petrosino, A., Turpin-Petrosino, C. and Guckenburg, S. (2010) ‘Formal
system processing of juveniles: effects on delinquency’, Campbell Systematic
Reviews, 1: 3—8

Prior, D. and Mason, P. (2010) ‘A different kind of evidence: looking for
“what works” in engaging young offenders’, Youth Justice, 10(3): 211-26.

Roeser, R.W., Peck, S.C. and Nasir, N.S. (2006) ‘Self and identity processes
in school motivation, learning and achievement’, in PA. Alexander and
PH. Winne (eds) Handbook of Educational Psychology, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Smith, R. (2017) Diversion in Youth Justice: What Can We Learn from Historical
and Contemporary Practices?, London: Routledge.

Smith, R. and Gray, P. (2019) ‘The changing shape of youth justice: models
of practice’, Criminology and Criminal Justice, 19(5): 554-71.

Sutherland, A. (2009) ‘The “Scaled Approach” in youth justice: fools rush
in’, Youth Justice, 9(1): 44—60.

Taylor, C. (2016) ‘Great expectations: towards better learning outcomes for
young people and young adults in custody’, London: Prisoners’ Education Trust.

Tonry, M. (2019) ‘Predictions of dangerousness in sentencing: déja vu all
over again’, Crime and Justice, 48: 439-82.

Tyler, T. (ed) (2007) Legitimacy and Criminal Justice: International Perspectives,
New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Tyler, T. (2011) Why People Cooperate: The Role of Social Motivation, Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Wainwight, L. and Nee, C. (2013) ‘The Good Lives Model: new directions
for preventative practice with children?’, Psychology, Crime & Law,
20(2): 166-82.

Wigzell, A. (2021) ‘Explaining desistance: looking forward, not backwards’,
London: NAY].

Wright, S., Francis, V., McAteer, L. and Goodfellow, P. (2015) ‘Ethnicity,
faith and culture in resettlement: a practitioner’s guide’, London: Beyond
Youth Custody/Nacro.

YJB (Youth Justice Board) (2003) ‘Key Elements for Effective Practice/
KEEPS’, London: Youth Justice Board.

YJB (2010) “Youth justice: the Scaled Approach: a framework for assessment
and interventions’, London: Youth Justice Board.

YJB (2018) ‘How to make resettlement constructive’, London: Youth Justice Board.

YJB (2019) ‘Youth Justice Board for England and Wales strategic plan
2019-2022’, London: Youth Justice Board.

YJB (2021) “Youth Justice Board for England and Wales strategic plan
2021-2024’, London: Youth Justice Board.

YJB (2022) ‘Case management guidance’, London: Youth Justice Board,
Available from: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/case-management-guidance

56


https://www.gov.uk/guidance/case-management-guidance

Child time, adult time, fugitivity
and desistance

Diana Johns

Introduction

Criminologies of youth and childhood are remarkably adult-focused. There
is a mountain of research evidence about young people’s offending, and the
reasons for it, yet criminology is largely bereft of child-focused perspectives.
Where is the child’s voice? Where are the viewpoints of children? Perhaps this
lacuna is unsurprising given the focus of criminology on crime, which
is an adult construct, and the way its social constructedness is frequently
forgotten, ignored or belied by an emphasis on statistical data that tend to
generate their own ‘objective’ reality. When we gather statistics about who
is arrested, who appears before courts, who is imprisoned, for instance,
we can easily slide into assumptions about these data having a self-evident
existence. But these data do not exist in isolation. Rather, they are very often
manifestations of policing practices and everyday decision-making that are
inevitably infused with colonial histories, power relations and prejudices.
Take the concept of over-representation, for example, which makes us think
that it is the ‘over-represented’ themselves who are the problem rather than
the deeply racialised systems and processes through which Black and Brown
children are policed and criminalised. The way racialised children’s lives can
be both ‘masked’ and ‘marked’ by youth justice risk assessments (Cunneen,
2020) suggests that over-criminalisation is a more accurate term. Such blind
spots in criminology explain, in part, how adult concepts and scales come
to dominate responses to children who ‘offend’. Desistance is one such
concept: an adult notion increasingly applied uncritically, undifferentiated
and unmodified, to non-adults.

In this chapter, I examine this problem through the lens of time. My
rationale is that children and adults experience time differently. In The
Revolution of Everyday Life, Vaneigem (2001 [1968], p 97) hints at this when
he writes: “The child’s days escape adult time; their time is swollen by
subjectivity, passion, dreams haunted by reality. Outside, the educators look
on, waiting, watch in hand, till the child joins and fits the cycle of the hours.
It’s they who have time. In describing how the child’s days escape adult time,
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Vaneigem introduces threads and imagery that can help us think about the
differences between child time and adult time, and how these temporalities
coexist, coincide, coalesce, diverge and collide. Youth and childhood are
transitional stages of human development, inherently fleeting, marked by
suppleness, malleability and growth. When we impose adult concepts on
children’s lives and experiences, however, we act as if this is not the case.
Rarely factored in is the child’s perspective. Least of all, children’s experience
of time. In this chapter, therefore, using Bronfenbrenner’ social ecological
chronosystem as a starting point, and the notion of fugitivity, I explore different
conceptions of time — and how it is experienced by children — to show
how desistance is always oriented beyond the child, outside the child’s time.
[ argue that a deeper understanding and acknowledgement of child and
youth temporalities is important for shaping —indeed limiting — youth justice
intervention in children’s lives. As McAra and McVie (2007) insist, after all,
the key to reducing children’s harmful behaviours is a minimal intervention,
maximum diversion approach.

Desistance is a temporal concept, yet its temporality is largely taken
for granted. Indeed, despite change over time being inherent to the idea of
offending cessation, the conceptualisation of time is underdeveloped in
desistance theory, youth justice scholarship and criminology more broadly.
Desistance theory brings together theories of narrative and identity, social
bonds and maturation and the life course (Maruna, 2001). Arguably, in the
context of childhood, the most influential of these is the developmental
life-course perspective. Developmental life-course criminology (see, for
example, Farrington et al, 2019) conceives adolescent development in bio-
psycho-social terms, focusing on cognitive, behavioural and environmental
risk factors for so-called ‘delinquency’. Developmental discourse thus tends
to cast ‘abnormal’ child or adolescent behaviour in terms of pathology, risk
and deficit. The problem, as others in this volume have made clear, is that
children’s ongoing neurodevelopment and normal adolescent rebellion,
boundary-testing and risk-taking become risk factors (or areas of criminogenic
need) to be addressed in youth justice intervention rather than reasons to
rethink that intervention entirely. The harmful impacts of institutional
involvement are scarcely considered, despite evidence that youth justice
contact is associated with ‘inhibited desistance from offending’ (McAra and
McVie, 2007, p 319), and relationships with adults are shown to be critical
in shaping children’s outcomes, both positive and negative (Smith, 2006;
Gopnik, 2022).

Desistance as a framework for working with children (as with adults)
similarly risks casting them as the problem, by focusing on children’s
‘offending’ behaviour as the starting point rather than the relationships and
contexts within which children’s experiences are embedded. Of course,
desistance-based practice can be entirely contextual and relationship-oriented.
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However, when desistance thinking falls into this risk-thinking trap — failing
to problematise the processes through which children are criminalised and
instead problematising children in ways that can limit their flourishing,
growth and becoming — [ would argue, it needs rethinking.

From this perspective, the desistance problem is not one of bringing
children’s ‘bad’ behaviour to an end. The problem rests with adults: as the
architects, engineers and agents of the so-called justice system, it is beholden
upon adults to uphold the principles the system is supposed to enshrine —
that s, to do no harm and act justly. Criminalising children causes harm and
rarely leads to just outcomes.' A desistance framework thus not only applies
an adult concept with little relevance to young people’s lives (as Barry [2010]
suggests) but risks reproducing and thus perpetuating that harm. Before
delving into the temporal complexities of children’s lives, I briefly consider
the rights of the child to be treated as a child.

Child rights

International human rights agreements’ have sought to recognise and
enshrine children’s rights to childhood. The widely ratified United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), for instance, opens
with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights’ assertion that ‘childhood
is entitled to special care and assistance’ (UNCRC preamble, p 3). In this
spirit, the UNCRC emphasises listening to children, granting every child
‘the right to express [their] views freely in all matters affecting [them], the
views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and
maturity of the child’ (Article 12). Children are promised, specifically, ‘the
opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings
affecting [them]’ (Article 12). The UNCRC (Article 37) further guarantees
that, in signatory states:

a. No child shall be subjected to ... cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment
or punishment ...

b. ... detention or imprisonment of a child shall be in conformity with the
law and shall be used only as a measure of last resort and for the shortest
appropriate period of time;

c. Every child deprived of liberty shall be treated with humanity and respect
for the inherent dignity of the human person, and in a manner which takes
into account the needs of persons of his or her age. (UNCRC, Article 37,
emphasis added)

Laudable ideals and cherished values, undeniably. However, rights talk has

limitations in that, first, it is ‘thin’ (Blattberg, 2009, p 45). Secondly, it tends
to normalise a binary view of humans (adult/child, oftenders/non-oftenders)
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that can reduce complexity in unhelpful ways. The notion of ‘offences
committed by persons below eighteen years of age’ (Article 37[a]), for
instance, rests on the assumption that children can commit offences, as a
natural ‘fact’, and ignores the fact that ‘offences’ are a construct, a product
of social norms and legal definition. The ‘child as offender’ is abstracted,
stripped of meaning, decontextualised through the process of abstraction.’ As
Blattberg (2009, p 45) notes, ‘the root of “abstraction” denotes a “drawing
away from” ... [whereas] the root of its opposite, “contextual,” means
“woven together”’. The danger is that in accepting a thin, one-dimensional
rendering of the rights-bearing child ‘offender’, we focus on separateness
rather than interrelatedness; we distance ourselves from real-life children and
our obligations to attend to the thick, messy context of their lives. We may
even responsibilise individual children for their actions, instead of taking
collective responsibility for their circumstances. Abstraction, therefore, is
dangerous — ‘it detracts from a value’s ability to motivate people to uphold
it. This happens because ... the move from thick to thin language makes
things less of a concern to us’ (Blattberg, 2009, p 46); we care less.

Similarly, the child/adult binary blinds us to its conceptual instability: if
childhood means being-not-yet-adult, and adulthood is being-no-longer-
child, then the categories blur into each other, they are not fixed. Growing
up is a process: fuzzy, complex, characterised by in-betweenness, emergence
and transformation. Adolescent development exceeds adult rates of change
yet is constrained within adult-imposed and adult-structured timeframes,
implying the coexistence of multiple temporalities.

Temporal ecologies

Understanding how young people become involved in ‘offending’, how
they negotiate criminalising processes and how they can be best supported
towards positive change requires deep acknowledgement of and engagement
with such complexities. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological framework (1995;
Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998, 2006) affords a view of complexity, of
how children’s lives proceed simultaneously ‘in the moment’ (Haines et al,
2021) and across time. It provides a window into interrelatedness, multiplicity
and contingency in ways that loosen and complicate binary constructs such
as child/offender, good/bad. And though a social ecological framework is
familiar to many, it is often misused (Tudge et al, 2009) or used in limited
ways that tend to reinforce rather than dislodge simplistic conceptions. This
is a problem when it limits our view of children’s lives in terms of their
possibilities and potential for growth, learning and change.
Bronfenbrenner sees human development as unfolding within five nested
ecologies: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and the
chronosystem. In many ways, given youth and childhood are transitional
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stages that are time-bound and temporary, the chronosystem is most relevant —
chronos representing the early Greek personification of time — yet it is the
least considered in practice, perhaps because some systems — those that are
more easily identifiable — provide a practical map for relational work with
children and families. For example, the microsystem describes the individual
child in their immediate context; the meso- and exosystems refer to ever-
expanding circles of relationship between kin networks, friendship, school,
work and neighbourhood settings.* And the macrosystem, which describes
larger sociocultural, economic, political and structural conditions and
circumstances, can be useful for locating sites of advocacy and intervention
at a policy level. The chronosystem, however, is less tangible, more abstract
and therefore harder to know what to do with in practice. For this reason —
or perhaps because Bronfenbrenner (1979) initially described four nested
systems and added the chronosystem later (1986a, 1986b) — Bronfenbrenner’s
approach is often narrowly conceived as a two-dimensional schema used to
model social relationships in a way that simplifies complexity (Tudge et al,
2009). Often the chronosystem, and the critical element of fime, is left out.

Time is central to Bronfenbrenner’s understanding of human development.
As his (1995) Process—Person—Context—Time model suggests, time
is an intrinsic and ‘defining property of the bioecological paradigm’
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006, p 820). The model centres the
importance of progressively more complex reciprocal social interactions,
or proximal processes, which occur over time. And time is implied in his
definition of development as ‘continuity and change in the biopsychological
characteristics of human beings, both as individuals and as groups. The
phenomenon extends over the life course, across successive generations, and
through historical time, both past and future’ (Bronfenbrenner and Morris,
2006, p 793).

The chronosystem thus accounts for time at different scales. The
chronosystem of children’s lives encompasses wide-ranging and overlapping
timescales: moment-to-moment feelings, everyday experiences, rhythms
and routines; periods of hecticness and stability; annual events, seasonal
rituals, life-course markers, milestones and turning-points; human eras,
historical periods and cultural movements (such as #BlackLivesMatter).
A chronosystemic perspective thus highlights how everyday experiences
sit inside and are shaped by larger timescales and temporalities, and how
‘historical events can alter the course of human development, in either
direction, not only for individuals, but for large segments of the population’
(Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p 643). Stern et al (2022), for example, have adapted
Bronfenbrenner’ bioecological model to focus on Black youth development
and attachment processes in context. By showing the interrelatedness of
‘systemic racism in its multiple forms (including environmental and medical
racism), colorism, and historical trauma’ (Stern et al, 2022, p 403), they
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illustrate how histories seep into families and communities, filter through
generations, shaping children’s lives in invisible yet material ways. In settler
colonies, like Australia, this ecological context includes the ongoing impacts
of colonisation.

Taking a chronosystemic perspective can thus help deepen our understanding
of child and youth temporalities and how they sit inside, alongside and outside
adult time; how children experience both ‘the “ordinary magic” of cultural
strengths, joy, and family resilience’ (Stern et al, 2022, p 393) and the invisible
currents of historical pain or shame. A deep embodied understanding of
these complexities requires thick context rather than thin accounts drained
of life by abstraction. One way to thicken and complexify the abstract gaze is
through storytelling, as story awakens imagination. This matters because, in
the first instance, supporting criminalised children to transcend a criminalised
identity® requires imagining them differently. Imagination offers ‘both the
possibility of history and of a tomorrow’ (Andrews, 2014, p 3), and through
narrative imagination we become time travellers: listening in the present
yet propelled into the ‘not yet’ of possible futures (Andrews, 2014, pp 2-5).
Time travel is a useful metaphor for engaging with children, who tend to live
and act ‘in the moment’ (Haines et al, 2021), as it invites us to engage with
the scale and nonlinearity of child time. The quote at the beginning of this
chapter — The child’s days escape adult time; their time is swollen by subjectivity,
passion, dreams haunted by reality — gives a glimpse into this temporality.
How moments penetrate each other, projecting the past into the future,
where nostalgia, yearning and remembering are intertwined and time is
fragmented, punctuated by sensation and memory. Adult time is imposed
over and encircles child time: ‘Outside, the educators look on, waiting,
watch in hand, till the child joins and fits the cycle of the hours. It’s they
who have time’ (Vaneigem, 2001 [1968], p 97). These words are brought
into sharp relief by a personal story about a bright 13-year-old I know. One
day, he is called to the school principal’s office with his mother (who shared
the story with me), following repeated incidents of behaviour contravening
school policy. The principal wants to convey the seriousness of the situation:

School Principal: I’ve been here a long time ...
13-year-old: I've been here my whole life!

In this brief exchange, temporal worlds collide. For the child, ‘my whole life’
consists of his living memory; for the adult, this lifetime is merely a fragment
of their own. It raises the question: What is the meaning of a concept such as
‘desistance’ for a child whose ‘whole life’ fits into a fragment of an adult’s career?
Desistance projects a past into a future beyond the scale of a child’ life. It
assumes an ability to look back and forward, from an adult perspective, through
a different temporality, beyond the horizon of the child’s experience. This is

62



Child time, adult time, fugitivity and desistance

an example of how adult concepts are frequently applied to children without
thinking critically about that concept from a child’s perspective. Our ‘whole
life’ comprises the range of our experiences, everything we’ve ever done and
everything that has happened to us. From a child’s perspective, if desistance
means a process of cessation over a timeframe that exceeds the extent of their
‘whole life’, what meaning can that possibly hold for them? Some argue,
as Maruna et al (2015) point out, that tertiary or long-term desistance can
only be measured at the end of life, in death. Desistance in the context of
childhood, therefore, becomes empty, irrelevant, meaningless; bereft of life
before it’s even been conceived. My point here, to reiterate, is that desistance
is an adult concept. My argument is that adults working within a desistance
framework need to think critically about the history, the genealogy, the lines of
descent of such concepts and to be aware of the assumptions built into them.

Time, for instance, is taken for granted. Yet how might we think differently
if we think in terms of a teenager’s temporality, where the gaps between
things are as important as the events themselves? The paradox of ‘the gap’
(Johns et al, 2018) 1s highlighted by ‘Elis’ (not his real name), a young adult
reflecting on his years of ‘prolific offending’ as a teenager, about what
adults need to do to help young people move away from offending: “That’s
what they need to do, they need to give you a gap, to see if you’re gonna
do crime, or otherwise how are they gonna know if it’s working or not?”
For him, these gaps were critical: every opportunity to ‘slip up’ became an
opportunity for progress and potential ‘success’. Elis talked about this in
terms of ‘pushing the gaps’:

‘The first time I went to jail I went for four months, but there was like a
gap of say eleven months, then I went back to jail for like eight months,
then there’'d be another gap for like a year, so every time I was making
progress, even though I was going back to jail, and I was getting longer
sentences ... the gaps was pushing.’ (‘Elis’ in Johns et al, 2018, p 99)

To avoid the trap of seeing children as miniature adults, we need to be
attuned to children’s temporalities, to allow memory of what it means to
be a child to surface. Rather than focusing on not offending, or desistance,
perhaps concentrating on ‘pushing’ or stretching the gaps in between is more
meaningful to a child. This involves turning towards the child, and their
experiences, rather than orienting the child towards adult time. I explore
these ideas in the following section.

Fugitivity

Paradoxically, while childhood and youth are short-lived — all too brief
in retrospect — they are frequently experienced in the moment as a sense of
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immortality, invincibility, ongoing-ness. The notion of fugitivity captures this
paradox, illuminating not only the ephemerality of youth and childhood
but also the impetuosity and spontaneity that teenagers typically embody,
recalling how the child’s days escape adult time. Tracing the poetics and rhythms
of fugitivity, Macharia (2013) muses:

Fugitivity is time-distorting, multiplying and erasing, making legion
and invisible: the time of growing and harvesting, the time of gathering
and watching, the time of rescue and hibernation. ... Breaking
temporal bounds with out-of-season memories and stories, the precise
way to collect wild herbs. And the smell of ready ... the feeling of jump.

Macharia’s lyrical language and opaque imagery is useful for thinking
about fugitivity as hard to pin down — as a concept and a way of being young
(including its sensory aspects — ‘the smell of ready ... the feeling of jump’) —
how it might feel, for instance, to be a child: “To sneak in and around, about
and away, to crevice and burrow: to jump under fences (the world-making
of fugitivity: this-then-that-this)’ (Macharia, 2013).

Giroux (1996, pp 10-11) describes youth cultures as fugitive cultures, ‘not
because they are inherently oppositional ... but because they often do not
conform to the imperatives of adults and mainstream culture’. Adult and
mainstream cultural imperatives tend to emphasise conformity and compliance
with norms that reflect histories and traditions about what is right and proper,
whereas fugitivity means ‘breaking from propriety, on the run from ownership’
in Moten’s terms (2018, p 130), as he elaborates: ‘Fugitivity ... is a desire for
and a spirit of escape and transgression of the proper and the proposed. It’s
a desire for the outside, for a playing or being outside, an outlaw edge ... it
moves outside ... adherence to the law and to propriety’ (Moten, 2018, p 131).

Youth itself is the escapee, perpetually policed, chased, on the run. This
can mean being trapped in adult categories, ‘ontologically incarcerated’
(Akomolafe, 2021; Du Cann and Akomolafe, 2021), by Moten’s ‘the proper
and the proposed’. One way of fleeing this captivity is by producing ‘fugitive
knowledge ... forms that often exist either outside of the mainstream
curriculum or are seen as unworthy of serious attention’ (Giroux, 1996, pp
19-20). Thus, the fugitivity of youth, as Virno (2004, p 70) observes, is not
passive but active, creative, adaptive, unruly: ‘Nothing is less passive than the
act of fleeing, of exiting. ... [And] exit consists of unrestrained invention
which alters the rules of the game and throws the adversary completely
off balance ... exit hinges on a latent kind of wealth, on an exuberance
of possibilities.

This knowledge, these stories, this ‘exuberance of possibilities’ is what
we (adults) must pay attention to — listen to — in our efforts to understand
young people’s experiences of and perspectives on the world. Rather than
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being criminalised or punished, children need time to gather, in ‘the bent
school or marginal church ... to be in the name of being othenwise’ (Moten,
2018, p 160, emphasis added). Children and young people need time to
grow and learn in places of safety, time for what Akomolafe (Du Cann &
Akomolafe, 2021) calls “making sanctuary”, which means “gathering those
who have been disarticulated by cracks in the environment to work with
those cracks, rather than patching them up and returning to normal” (p 7).

Making sanctuary, working with cracks, takes time. It’s adults who
have time.

Escaping adult time

We might think of child time as kairological time, as opposed to the
chronological time of adults and institutions and machines that reflect the
prevailing linear way of understanding time. From the Greek, chronos is
quantitative time — ‘time as measure, the quantity of duration, the length
of periodicity, the age of an object or artifact and the rate of acceleration of
bodies’ — whereas kairos may be understood as qualitative time — the ‘right
time’ — the times of moments, tides, seasons, callings, events, the time to
act (Smith, 1986, p 4). These different conceptualisations reflect differences
within Western traditions (for example see Canales, 2016), and between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of being (for example see [parraguirre,
2015), which are important for showing how time is not singular or linear
but multiple and operating at different scales simultaneously. Vaneigem (2001
[1968], p 100), for instance, distinguishes different experiences of time.
Subjective time is ‘the space-time of moments, of creativity, pleasure and
orgasm ... subjective life concentrated in the space of a point. ... It is lived
experience without dead time’. On the other hand, objective time is

time that flows away, in linear time, the time of things ... negative
time ... dead time ... the time of the role, the time within life itself
which encourages it to lose its character and renounce authentically
lived space, to hold back and prefer appearances and the spectacular
function. (1968, p 100)

By way of a story to illustrate these different space—time experiences, in her
book Bad Boys, Ann Ferguson (2020) reflects on her ‘exhausting journey
through space and time’ with a 12-year-old boy, Horace, on the afternoon
she ‘crossed over, if ever so briefly’ (p 27) into his temporality. Horace had
a reputation as ‘a boy who was difficult and out of control’ (p 14) — ‘volatile’
and ‘insubordinate’ — ‘he tested, resisted, and defied the authority of certain
adults’ (p 15). She describes a field trip with Horace when he ‘dragged me
by the hand into his world one Saturday afternoon at the movies’:
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I was never aware of the exact moment when I stopped being an adult.
But somewhere between My Girl and Hook, I began to have a good time.
... That was when the whole experience began to be transformed from
the planned linear motion from beginning to end to a kaleidoscopic
back-and-forth of sights, sounds, and tastes. (Ferguson, 2020, pp 26-7)

Through spending time with Horace, Ferguson learnt ‘to see kids not as
humans-in-the-making but as resourceful social actors who took an active
role in shaping their daily experiences ... within structures of power’ (2020,
p 15). This story opens a window into the child’s world, time-travelling and
tugitivity, and how the child’s days escape adult time.

Multiple, complex temporalities

For the Yolngu of north-east Arnhem Land, Australia, as for other Indigenous
peoples, time is spiral, nonlinear, affective and plural. Past/present/future are
not static, singular states that exist in a linear sense; rather they are circular,
multiple, collective. From this perspective, a person ‘does not simply exist
as a lone individual, acting in a single time’ (Bawaka Country et al, 2020, p
297). Time is multiple, abundant, swollen, full of possibility:

Human perception cannot even start to comprehend many of the
complex temporalities at work here. ... This is the seasonal time of
clouds gathering. It is also the time of hydrological cycles, of water
moving through aquifers for thousands of years, of transpiration and
growth. And short spirals, of the flash of lightning, claps of thunder,
of traveling sound and light. There is neither a single weather, nor a
single time, nor an inherent difference between time and matter and
embodied experience. (Bawaka Country et al, 2020, p 300)

From this perspective, we might consider ‘the past, present and future
as nested and folded together, encircling linear goal-centred dissected
“clock” time through rhythmic, cyclical, spiral sensing’ (Paradies, 2020, p
2). Moreton (2006) similarly differentiates Indigenous understandings of
time — ‘in this moment, the ever-present now’ (p 318) — from Western time,
characterised by deferral — ‘temporality that is future bound rather than in this
moment, the ever-present now’ (p 318) — ‘the present is suspended, and the
temporal deferment displaces the moment’ (p 200). This fits with emerging
understandings in Western science, distinguishing ‘time’s arrow and time’s
cycle’ (Gould, 1987), for instance, or things from events:

The difference between things and events is that things persist over
time; events have a limited duration. A stone is a prototypical ‘thing’: we
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can ask ourselves where it will be tomorrow. Conversely, a kiss is an
‘event’. It makes no sense to ask where the kiss will be tomorrow. The
world is made up of networks of kisses, not stones. (Rovelli, 2018, p 98,
emphasis added)

Thinking about the multiple temporalities of childhood, we might distinguish
moments, events and experiences that each have their own timeframe and
duration, unbounded and inestimable. Moments of discovery, for example, unfold
over a series of moments threaded together by curiosity and wonder: seeing, for
example, a silver coin reflected in a puddle of water as an object to be picked
up, grasped in the fingers; discovering in that moment both the possibility
and impossibility of holding the moon in the palm of your hand. Play likewise
has its own duration, rhythm and now-ness that does not fit within linear
time (think of Ferguson’s day with Horace at the movies). Kisses of joy — the
moments we live for and live by — are equally effervescent and fleeting. Other
aspects of childhood have different tempos: how long it takes to build trust, for
instance; the fluctuating, undulating, unpredictable rate of physical growth and
development; the time it takes for traumatic events or experiences to percolate,
settle or surface. These processes can work at geological scales.

Killing time

Why does any of this matter? What are the implications of thinking with the
temporalities and fugitivity of youth and childhood? First, it is agreed that
childhood is a special state of being, different from adulthood: ‘[C]hildhood
is entitled to special care and assistance’ (UNCRC preamble). But as adults
we steal time — we kill children’s time — ‘siphoning off’ life in ways that are
unjustifiable from a rights perspective,” which values children’s voices and
experiences and their inherent dignity. Secondly, childhood is limited, short-
lived. By taking time from a child — starving them of embodied, emotional,
psychological, cultural, spiritual life — we are killing time and thereby killing
the future. Time is used to regulate, order, control, punish, contain children’s
lives and behaviour every day: ‘time out’ — whether a chair in the corner
of a room, an after-school detention or a custodial sentence — is time-theft
used for punishment and control. Time is stolen from children whenever
we impose adult time.

Youth justice intervention is always based on adult time, institutional time.
Some consequences are benign; others may be irreparable, even fatal. Consider
the period a child may spend remanded to custody: one day in a child’s life
is significant; weeks or months cause deep psychological and physical harm
(Gooch, 2016). There may be serious and multiple harms, such as secure
schools causing spirit murder (Love, 2016), a form of racial violence that steals
and kills the spirits and humanity of people of colour (Williams, 1987).
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Education scholar Bettina Love defines spirit murdering as the ‘denial of
inclusion, protection, safety, nurturance, and acceptance’ (2016, p 2); it is ‘a
slow death, a death of the spirit, a death that is built on racism intended to
reduce, humiliate and destroy people of colour’ (Love, 2019, np). In Australia,
for example, where children can be criminalised at the age of ten, where
hundreds of children are incarcerated on an average day, mostly unsentenced,
where more than half of all imprisoned young people are Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander (despite First Nations children comprising only 5.8 per cent
of Australian ten- to 17-year-olds) (AIHW, 2022, p 20), justice intervention
harms children. From a human perspective, this is unsustainable.

Justice demands care and caring. We, adults, have time to care. We must
spend time, listening. ... If we listen, we will understand that children live
and act in the moment and that ‘the long-term consequences of their behaviour
(i.e. anything subsequent to the act itself) are strangers to children’ (Haines
et al, 2020, p 2). What happens in the distant future is unfamiliar territory,
an unknown land to children, when they have no prior experience within
which to frame their current experiences. How can a person foresee or
make sense of what they are yet to experience? And if they cannot make
sense of it — cannot imagine its weight, depth or length — if it is beyond
the scale of their life, what’s the point of it? This notion of scale becomes
critical when we are thinking about children and how they are different from
adults. As Rodriguez® (1997, p 19) writes: “When lawmakers say a child
is “unredeemable” at age 16 or 13 or even 10, they are setting in concrete
the mental and emotional state of a person that is, in reality, always in flux’
They are imposing an adult temporal scale over a child’s days — by nature
short, ephemeral, yet experienced as long, slow, never-ending.

Child time is fugitive. It flees, but only through the lens of adulthood.
Only when we look back, down, through our past experiences, including
those lodged in memory and those lost in forgotten time. Child time is slow-
moving (think of summers that last forever, school hours that drag). Adult
time, in contrast, speeds up. It thickens, becomes denser, full of memory
and experience. Like stew, it reduces the longer it simmers. We sense we are
running out of time as death nears.

Conclusion

Fugitive time, swollen time, stolen time: ‘The child’s days escape adult time;
their time is swollen by subjectivity, passion. Adults intervene in children’s lives
every day in ways that isolate, humiliate, exclude, responsibilise, criminalise
and punish. Youth justice intervention, instance by instance, by imposing adult
time over the child’s days, steals time from children’s lives. By criminalising
children, we siphon off life, we starve childhood of embodied, emotional,
psychological, cultural and spiritual life. By stealing time, we smother hope,
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stifle subjectivity, dowse passions, and snuff out dreams ... ‘dreams haunted
by reality’. We build realities that box in, puncture, corrode and confine
time swollen with possibility and potential. We bring death to the future.
Thinking in this way pushes us to reckon with our ideas and practices of so-
called justice; to consider that children’s rights to childhood are not rescinded
when they make mistakes; to admit that, as adults, we relinquish the right to
claim we are acting ‘justly’ when stealing time from a child; to acknowledge
that stealing a child’s time is stealing life. We must desist. Desistance means
the cessation of offending, the act of not acting, doing no harm.

Desistance is a negation, a non-action (recalling McAra and McVie’s
[2007] insistence on minimal intervention, maximum diversion, which
implies less offending-focused work and more time spent in positive, life-
giving activities with children). From this perspective, we might think of
doing less in terms of how we apply adult concepts, timeframes, definitions
and categories to children’s lives. We might do more in terms of spending
time with children, inhabiting children’s worlds, according to children’s
timeframes. Taking Ferguson’s (2020) lead, we might cross over into
children’s temporalities and thereby learn ‘to see kids not as humans-in-
the-making but as resourceful social actors’ (p 15). And we might recall
the words of Vaneigem: ‘Outside, the educators look on, waiting, watch in
hand. ... It’s they who have time! We adults, educators, parents, professionals,
rule-makers, rule-enforcers — with our watches in hand — we have time to
spare, to spend, to invest in every child.

Notes
' For the purposes of this discussion, a just’ outcome is one that addresses the harm caused
by someone’s action/s and meets the needs of those harmed to feel safe and reassured
that the harm will not recur. This is a restorative, reintegrative understanding of doing
‘justice’ that sees retributive approaches as too often adding harm to the original offence
and thereby increasing the quantum of harm overall.
* Including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948); the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1966a); and the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR, 1966b).
I acknowledge the collaborative thinking of colleagues Professors Steve Case, Tim
Goddard and Kevin Haines, with whom I have been engaging critically with the process
of decontextualisation of youth justice and youth oftending.
See Johns et al. (2017) for further explanation of Bronfenbrenner’s five nested systems.
That is, a social identity imposed on a child by virtue of their criminalisation,
notwithstanding that children may not themselves develop a criminalised self-identity, as
others note in this volume.
® As Du Cann (Du Cann and Akomolafe 2021) describes, ‘Bayo [Akomolafe] works in
intense metaphor, using metaphysical infrastructure to enable us to perceive how we
are kept trapped by civilisation and how we might liberate ourselves from its invisible
manacles. The building blocks of his lexicon include the slave ship (with three decks of
colonisers, slaves, and Earth resources); the plantation, where we are set to work; and the
fugitive who escapes the capture of both’.
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Kelly Hayes used the expression ‘siphoning off’ life in her conversation with Ruth Wilson
Gilmore on Abolition, the Climate Crisis and What Must Be Done, Movement Memos
podcast, 14 April 2022.

Chicano poet, novelist, children’s book author and journalist Luis J. Rodriguez tells the
story of his childhood as a gang member in his book Always Running: La Vida Loca; Gang
Days in LA.
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