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Executive Summary 

Lancashire Child and Youth Justice (LCYJS) Diversion service workers co-worked with children who 

accessed this service to develop strategies to think about their decision making at critical moments 

to desist from offending.  LCYJS Diversion workers were very aware of the diverse geography and 

demography that children had to navigate, survive and thrive, and were able to support children in 

this process.  The LCYJS Diversion workers acknowledged social media has the potential to draw 

children back into offending behaviour and talked to children regarding how they could minimise this 

happening.  The LCYJS diversion workers focused on the many and diverse strengths of the children 

that accessed their service; they encouraged children to aspire to have ambition for themselves, 

future education, training and employment, and broader horizons for a fulfilling life and future.  

LCYJS workers understand that there have been significant cuts to youth service provision, outdoor 

activities, sports and some training opportunities for children. Yet, the evidence in this evaluation 

suggests the LCJYS workers co-work and problem solve with the children to provide the best 

alternative opportunities and solutions to these barriers. 

Approximately 80% of children who have accessed the LCYJS Diversion service have not reoffended. 

Similarly, approximately 100% of children who have been screened out and 90% who have been 

screened out to other services through LCYJS screening process have desisted from offending.  The 

screening process was seen by professionals that were interviewed as child focused and centred on 

diverting children from the criminal justice system, fostering success in producing high outcomes 

related to reoffending. 

The children in the evaluation felt that their LCYJS Diversion workers were empathetic, supportive, 

and that they were listened to and respected.  Children in the core group and in the interviews 

explained that their LCYJS Diversion worker had been instrumental in supporting them online and at 

times in person, during the periods of lockdown.  The vast majority of children stated that the Child 

First co-work they undertook with their LCYJS workers enabled them to learn and develop strategies 

to engage in creative activities and desist from offending. The children felt valued as children first 

and foremost.  For many of the child co-participants, their LCYJS Diversion service worker acted as a 

bridge to support them in their difficult and complex relationships with their families and where 

possible, facilitated a child re-joining their family. 

Quantitative measurements over a period of eight months evidenced that the children’s views about 

the support from the LCYJS workers was positive from the start, and this improved at the follow up.  

Children’s free text responses in the measurement tool about getting into trouble indicate that 

working with their LCYJS Diversion worker had enabled them to have a more nuanced understanding 

of their behaviour, the consequences and how to change it to desist from offending. 

The walking tours and the map making activities children undertook provided a window into their 

world, including their experience of ongoing threat of violence, the importance of space, belonging 

to a neighbourhood and community and their ambition to be creative, achieve the best that they can 

in training and employment and for their future lives. These walks and maps emphasised that the 

LCYJS Diversion workers had supported them to avoid difficult and violent situations, and to aspire to 

the best opportunities for themselves. 
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Parents of the children all stated that the LCYJS Diversion workers were committed to co-working 

with and improving children’s opportunities to desist from offending and to engage in more 

constructive activities. Three out of the four parents who participated felt that the LCYJS workers had 

a transformational impact on their child’s behaviour, with the impact of them desisting from further 

offending. 

All the children talked about the threat of violence that they had to navigate on a daily basis in their 

neighbourhoods, by their peers and/or from adults. LCYJS workers co-worked with child to develop 

strategies to avoid these situations as much as possible, to protect themselves, others around them, 

and their families.  LCYJS workers understand the threats to safety children experience and work with 

the individual children regarding how they can negotiate the nuanced differences, threats and 

opportunities in each of their local communities. Often children and parents stated that their schools 

had been problematic for them and that children felt excluded, blamed and pathologized. LCYJS 

workers supported children in developing strategies to navigate the difficult experience of school 

and/or engage in alternative pathways to opportunities in training and employment. 

All the children enjoyed working with their LCJYS workers, as did their families. The LCYJS workers 

developed sensitive, empathetic and enduring working relationships with the children. The children 

liked their LCYJS workers.  Irrespective of the focus or type of intervention, diversion, or other 

disposals, an authentic, empathic and consistent working relationship was central to enabling the 

children to explore ways to develop resilience against the problems they experienced. 
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1. Introduction  

The Youth Justice Board (YJB) Child First Pathfinder Projects have been established to develop, 

evaluate and disseminate best practice in Youth Justice with children who have been, or are at risk 

of, coming into contact with the criminal justice system. Their aim, wherever possible, is to divert 

children from contact with the youth justice system. This is achieved by placing children first, 

focusing on a holistic approach, responding to their specific needs and working with them to fulfil 

their potential to contribute to society in a constructive way (YJB, 2021). The Youth Justice Board 

(2019), citing Case and Haines (2015) on Positive Youth Justice, outlined four tenets through which 

approaches to Youth Justice should see children as children:  

1. Prioritise the best interests of children, recognising their particular needs, capacities, rights 

and potential. All work is child-focused and developmentally informed.  

2. Promote children’s individual strengths and capacities as a means of developing 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 

promotes desistance through co-creation with children.  

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.  

 

Lancashire’s Child and Youth Justice Service (LCYJS) developed their Diversion service, aligned to the 

YJB's Child-First tenets, in line with the evidence base around a child-first approach (e.g. Case and 

Haines (2015), The Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime 

(https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/) and a rights respecting children’s citizenship approach 

(Larkins and Wainwright, 2020). LCYJS describe their Diversion Service as a child-first, trauma 

informed and restorative approach that places co-production and participation with children at the 

centre. It is because of Lancashire’s child-first approach to working with children, that they have 

been awarded Pathfinder status by the YJB to evaluate and promote their Diversion Services’ 

practice. As you will see evidenced in the methodology outlined in this report, the evaluation of that 

work this document reports was also child-first and promoted active participation with children 

throughout.  

The purpose of this final report is to describe all three stages the co-production work with those 

children that have used LCYJS diversion service which has informed the co-development of a 

quantitative measurement tool and focus for interviews in the research project. The report also 

provides findings from the first year of service evaluation of LCYJS. 

1.1 Outline of project     

The aim and objectives of the Child First evaluation are as follows: 

Aim: To explore the effectiveness of the Child First Diversion programme from a children’s 

perspective and through co-produced outcome measurements.    

 

https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/
https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/
https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/
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Objectives    

• To understand the experiences of children who engage in these programmes and establish 

whether they believe it diverts and prevents them from offending or desisting from 

offending.    

• To identify the various components of interventions and the relative impact they have on 

diverting children from offending.    

• To compare the interventions of the different programmes to establish the outcomes for 

children    

• To identify best practice in Diversion interventions for children    

• To establish the benefit, or otherwise, for crime prevention in the wider community    

• To explore the efficacy of the LCYJS Diversion screening tool and process.    

   

This final report provides addresses these objectives through an overview of previous literature 

(Section 2); detailing the methodology to be used in the evaluation and use of the cocreation 

activities (Section 3); findings across the work packages (Section 4/Section 5); discussion (Section 6), 

and conclusion (Section 7).  

The contributions made by children who either attend LCYJS’s Diversion service, or alternative out of 

court disposals in this final report provide a lens to their world.  This final report combines the 

findings of the work and ideas of the core group of children, including the co-development of a 

framework for the evaluation coproduced in Stage 1.  The children who provided the substantive 

narratives for Stage 2 were a representative sample of those who had regular contact with the LCYJS 

Diversion service; and insights from more creative methodologies and narratives that were 

conducted in Stage 3 of this evaluation alongside an evaluation of the LCYJS Diversion service 

screening tool and process. 
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2. Review of previous literature 

2.1 Scoping Searches of Existing Literature 

Scoping searches of existing literature from the period 2010 to the present relating to prevention 

and diversion services were conducted in March 2021.  These scoping searches revealed that there is 

a vast evidence base in this specific area, with a number of reviews and meta-analyses having been 

conducted.  These reviews and meta-analyses are summarised in Table 1 and full list of references 

can be found in appendix 1.     

These existing reviews have tended to focus on American practices/services. Where systematic 

reviews and/or meta-analyses have been inclusive of other countries, studies predominately have 

been in the U.S., Canada, Australia or the UK (in this order of highest number of studies). Existing 

reviews have focused on examining the effectiveness of interventions and/or key elements of 

successful programmes by reviewing literature that focuses on changes in children’s behaviour 

and/or re-offending. Reviews tend to find effectiveness across programmes with some variation in 

effectiveness relating to type of programme. Family centred programmes or those that involve an 

element of work with families show the most effectiveness (see Table 1). In the scoping review 

conducted, no reviews that focus exclusively on UK- based literature and/or reviews of children or 

staff’s opinions, thoughts and perspectives on what works were found.     

To inform the work on this research project, based on the scoping searches conducted and to build 

on existing reviews, it was decided that a rapid review would be conducted that focussed on 

published reports and papers focused on services and practices in England and Wales that used a 

qualitative design (i.e. children’s opinions, thoughts and perspectives on what works and what 

influences their offending behaviour).    
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Table 1: Selected reviews on Prevention and Diversion   

Author    Date   Type of review   Country   Review focus   Summary of findings   

Evans Chase 

& 

Zhong 

2014 Quantitative U.S. 

Juvenile justice intervention studies 

conducted in the United States, utilizing a 

control group, reporting quantitative 

outcomes from 1996 to 2009 

Of the 141 studies, 120 failed quality review, mostly due 

to fidelity issues. Of the 21 articles that passed, 76% used 

a therapeutic approach (vs. behavioural control) to 

behavioural change, with the treatment group 

outperforming the control group in 88% of the 

therapeutic intervention studies. 

Evans 

Cuellar et al. 
2006 Narrative U.S. 

Examines policy issues around youth mental 

health diversion programs and evaluates the 

effect of a mental health diversion program 

for youth that was implemented in Texas. 

Mental health diversion can be used effectively to delay 

or prevent youth recidivism. 

Farrington et 

al. 
2016 

Review of 

systematic 

reviews 

Various 

Identification of systematic reviews of the 

effects of developmental prevention 

programs (community-based programs 

designed to prevent antisocial behaviour, 

targeted on children and adolescents, and 

aiming to change individual, family, or school 

risk factors). Only evaluations that reported 

effects on the outcomes of delinquency, 

offending, violence, aggression, or bullying 

were included. 

50 systematic reviews were assessed: five general 

reviews, 11 reviews of individually focused interventions, 

nine reviews of family-based programs, and 25 reviews of 

school-based programs. It was possible to calculate effect 

sizes from 33 reviews. Every summary odds ratio effect 

size was greater than 1, indicating that all types of 

programs were effective. 



12   

   

Greenwood   2018   Narrative   U.S.   
Discusses effectiveness of prevention and 

intervention programmes for Children   

The most successful community programs emphasize 

family interactions and provide skills to the adults who 

supervise and train the child. Progress in implementing 

effective programs is slow. Although more than ten years 

of solid evidence is now available on evidence-based 

programs, only about 5 percent of youth who should be 

eligible participate in these programs.   

Hamilton et al.    2007   
Review of 

programmes   
U.S.   

Examines variations in outcome for ten 

program sites of the New York State MH/JJ 

Diversion Project. Program and youth 

predictors were evaluated on two outcomes: 

out-of-community placement and recidivism.   

Program variations were found to have a significant 

impact on youth outcomes. Specifically, sites providing 

direct (or ‘‘in house’’) care had significantly reduced rates 

of placement. Age, prior placements, significant mental 

health and substance abuse problems, and use of 

wraparound funds also were found to be significant 

predictors of out-of-community placement.   

Matjasko et al.    2012   

Review of 

systematic 

reviews and 

meta-analyses   

Various   

Reviews the meta-analyses and systematic 

reviews published prior to 2009 that 

synthesize evaluations of youth violence 

prevention programs, coded on measures of 

the social ecology, prevention approach, 

program type, and study design.   

A majority of the meta-analyses and systematic reviews 

were found to demonstrate moderate program effects. 

Meta-analyses yielded marginally smaller effect sizes 

compared to systematic reviews, and those that included 

programs targeting family factors showed marginally 

larger effects than those that did not. In addition, there 

are a wide range of individual/family, program, and study 

moderators of program effect sizes.   
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Schwalbe et 

al.    
2012   

Meta-  

analysis   
Various   

A meta-analysis of experimental studies 

testing juvenile diversion programs and to 

examine the moderating effect of program 

type and implementation quality.   

Recidivism was the most common outcome reported 

across all studies. Overall, the effect of diversion 

programs on recidivism was non-significant. Of the five 

program types identified, including case management, 

individual treatment, family treatment, youth court, and 

restorative justice, only family treatment led to a 

statistically significant reduction in recidivism.  

Restorative justice studies that were implemented with 

active involvement of researchers led to statistically 

significant reductions in recidivism. Other outcomes, 

including frequency of offending, truancy, and 

psychosocial problems were reported infrequently and 

were not subjected to meta-analysis.   

de Vries et al.   2014   Quantitative   Various   

Combines findings of previous studies by 

examining the effectiveness of programs in 

preventing persistent juvenile delinquency 

and by studying which particular program, 

sample, and study characteristics contribute 

to the effects. Only (quasi) experimental 

studies and studies that focused on 

adolescents at risk for (persistent) delinquent 

behaviour were included.   

The overall effect size was significant and small in 

magnitude. Behavioural-oriented programs, focusing on 

parenting skills training, behavioural modelling, or 

behavioural contracting yielded the largest effects. 

Multimodal programs and programs carried out in the 

family context proved to be more beneficial than 

individual and group-based programs. Less intensive 

programs yielded larger effects.   

Wilson &  

Hoge   
2013   Quantitative   Various   

Examine whether diversion reduces 

recidivism at a greater rate than traditional 

justice system processing and to explore 

aspects of diversion programs associated with 

greater reductions in recidivism.   

Forty-five diversion evaluation studies reporting on 73 

programs were included. Results indicated that diversion 

is more effective in reducing recidivism than conventional 

judicial interventions. Moderator analysis revealed that 

both study- and program-level variables influenced 
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program effectiveness. Of particular note was the 

relationship between program-level variables (e.g., 

referral level) and the risk level targeted by programs 

(e.g., low or medium/high).   

Wilson et al.   2018   Quantitative   Various   
Examines the effects police-initiated diversion 

programs on delinquent behaviour, compared 

to traditional system processing.   

The general pattern of evidence is positive, suggesting 

that police-led diversion reduces the future delinquent 

behaviour of low-risk youth relative to traditional 

processing. Assuming a 50 percent reoffending rate for 

the traditional processing condition, the results suggest a 

reoffending rate of roughly 44 percent for the diverted 

youth.   
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2.2 Qualitative studies relating to children’s experiences and perspectives of CYJS 

This section outlines the findings of a rapid review (Varker et al., 2015) of any studies that have used 

qualitative designs to examine experiences of children and perspectives of child and youth justice 

service that was conducted.  The rapid review focussed only on studies conducted in England and 

Wales and where included children were involved with or had been involved youth offending teams. 

Searches were conducted on Scopus and Google Scholar using the search terms in Table 2.  The 

research teams personal files were also searched for relevant studies.   

Table 2: Search Terms 

Participants “youth offend*” or “juvenile offend*” or child or children or adolescent* or 

youth* “young people” or “young adult” or “young person” or “young men” or 

“young women”  

Exposure “youth justice” or diversion or “restorative justice” or “out of court disposals” 

or “alternative disposals” or “juvenile justice” or diverting or “alternative to 

custody” or “community justice” or “criminal justice system” or “youth 

offending team*” or “youth justice system” 

Outcome views or thoughts or feelings or perspectives or experiences or opinions or 

qualitative or interview* or attitude or “focus group*” or participatory or 

meta-synthesis or meta-ethnography or “meta synthesis” or “meta 

ethnography” or metasynthesis or metaethnography phenomenology or 

ethnography or theme or “thematic analysis” or “grounded theory” 

 

The database searches revealed 883 potentially relevant articles and searching of Google Scholar 

and researchers’ personal files revealed 6 additional articles.  The flow of articles through the 

screening process is displayed in Figure 1.  Of the 889 articles retrieved from searches, 18 were 

deemed relevant to the review and included in the synthesis.  Descriptive information about each of 

the included studies is charted in Table 3 and a full reference list of included articles can be found in 

the appendices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other searches 
(n = 6)

Database search 
(n = 883)

Screened on title/abstract 
for inclusion (n = 889)

Screened on full text for 
inclusion (n = 35)

Included articles (n = 18)

Figure 1: Screening process 

https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Diversion
https://journals.sagepub.com/keyword/Restorative+Justice
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Table 3: Descriptive information about included studies 

Authors Year Geographical location Description of children Aim of study Review themes 

represented  

Campbell, S. 

and Abbott, S. 

and Simpson, 

A. 

2014 Birmingham, West 

Mercia and London 

Ten (male) and five (female) with 

mental health problems, aged 16-25, 

recruited through three T2A projects, 

a project to promote effective 

support services for young adults in 

the criminal justice system, two large 

cities, and one mixed rural and urban 

area 

To discover the qualities of criminal 

justice services valued by children with 

mental health problems 

Relationship 

building, gaining 

insight and 

reflection,  

Creaney, S. 2020 England 17 male and 13 females, recruited 

from a youth offending team  

Explore young people’s experiences of 

youth justice supervision with reference 

to efficacy of participatory practices to 

understand the nature of children’s 

participation in decision-making and 

assessment in youth justice 

Relationship 

building, powerless 

and ambivalence 

Fitzpatrick, E. 

and McGuire, 

J. and Dickson, 

J.M. 

2015 North of England 14 males, aged 16−17 years old, who 

were under the supervision of a YOS 

in the north of England. 

How adolescents in a Youth Offending 

Service think about their personal goal 

aspirations and future 

Powerlessness and 

ambivalence 

Frank, V.A. 

and Thom, B. 

and Herold, 

M.D. 

2021 UK (and Denmark) 38 young people, under 18 years in 

the UK in contact with the CJS and 

enrolled in interventions aimed at 

preventing or reducing drug use. 

Account of young people’s experiences of 

and perspectives on help and support in 

drug reducing interventions 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds and 

relationship building 
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Haines et al. 2012 Lewisham and the 

Royal Borough of 

Kensington and 

Chelsea, Peterborough, 

Wolverhampton, 

Halton and Warrington 

and South Tees  

24 young people (16 male and 8 

female), aged11-17, recruited across 

5 of the 6 pilot schemes 

Explore the effectiveness of the scheme 

as the primary objective and providing 

descriptive accounts of processes making 

up the YJLD scheme as secondary 

Powerlessness and 

ambivalence, 

relationship building, 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds  

Heath, R.A. 

and Priest, 

H.M. 

2016 England Four young people (aged 14–17 

years) on community orders under 

the supervision of local youth 

offending teams (YOTs). 

Explore experiences of transition, 

instability and coping using a qualitative 

approach with children within a specialist 

forensic child and adolescent mental 

health service 

(CAMHS). 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds, 

relationship building, 

gaining insight 

HM 

Inspectorate 

of Probation 

2021 Manchester, 

Lewisham, 

Nottingham, Haringey, 

Hackney, Leeds, 

Sheffield, Liverpool and 

Oxfordshire. 

38 black and mixed heritage boys in 

the youth justice system. 

Perspectives on the services received 

from the YOSs and to gain an 

understanding some of the challenges 

they face in their day-to-day lives and 

what could be done to help. 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds, 

experiences of 

discrimination, 

gaining insight, 

relationship building 

Hopkins, T. 

and Clegg, J. 

and 

Stackhouse, J. 

2016 North of England 31 YOs, aged 13-18, on court orders 

was recruited from a YJS, majority 

male (n = 28) and White Caucasian (n 

= 20), with four ethnic minority 

status, consisting mainly of Black 

Caribbean and Asian Pakistani races. 

Perceptions children (YOs) have of their 

own literacy ability and their 

communicative interactions with others. 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds  

Jackson-Roe, 

K. and Murray, 

C. and Brown, 

G. 

2015 Northwest of England 9 young people aged 12-17, recruited 

via a Youth Offending Team in the 

Northwest of England, and who drank 

Understand how and why these young 

people start and continue to use alcohol, 

how this may be associated with criminal 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds  
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alcohol regularly were eligible to take 

part 

behaviour, and what their experiences 

are of these two phenomena 

King, E. and 

Brown, D. and 

Petch, V. and 

Wright, A. 

2014 UK (City-based YOT) 6 boys aged 13-18, five out of six 

ethnic minority, recruited from YOTs 

Perceptions of support-seeking in young 

people attending a Youth Offending Team 

Gaining insight and 

reflection, 

powerlessness and 

ambivalence 

Lanskey, C. 2015 England and Wales 

(one YOT) 

26 young people (aged 14-18), 

recruited via a case study in YOT 

To examine exclusionary and inclusionary 

interests operating within and between 

the agencies of education and youth 

justice and the extent to which they play 

a role in sustaining young people’s 

involvement in education or 

compounding their educational and social 

marginalisation. 

Complex and chaotic 

backgrounds  

Larkins and 

Wainwright 

2020 North of England Fifty young people, in custody or in 

contact with youth offending teams 

(YOT), (4 core group of children) 

Perspectives of children in contact with 

five youth offending teams (YOT) in the 

North of England in relation to what helps 

them to not reoffend 

Gaining insight and 

reflection, 

relationship building 

Oswald, R.J. 2021 North of England Young people (n = 23) employed by 

the Green Light1 (GL) social 

enterprise. The GL provides those 

who have been involved with the 

youth justice system 6 months paid 

employment, as an opportunity to 

turn their lives around. 

Perceptions of meaningful employment 

among youths from Northern England 

(aged 16–18) with a history of 

involvement in crime 

Powerlessness and 

ambivalence 
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Paton, J. and 

Crouch, W. 

and Camic, P. 

2009 London 9 young people aged 16-17, (6 male) 

recruited from a large inner-city YOT, 

which works with young people aged 

between 10 and 17 years. 

How a group of children attending an 

inner-city youth offending team 

experienced adverse and traumatic life 

events 

Gaining insight and 

reflection, Complex 

and chaotic 

backgrounds  
Trivasse, H. 2017 North and South of 

England 

11 participants (two females, nine 

males), aged 14-18, recruited from 

two WYJS sites 

Explored children’s (YOs) views and 

experiences of the youth justice Service 

(YJS). 

Relationship building 

Wainwright, J. 

and Larkins, C. 

2020 North of England Fifty young people, in custody or in 

contact with youth offending teams 

(YOT), (4 core group), four Pakistani 

heritage, or British Asian, two dual 

heritage (African/Caribbean – white) 

and one self-identified as white Irish  

Children's perspectives on issues relating 

to race in YOT 

Experiences of 

discrimination 

Wainwright, 

Robertson, 

Larkins and 

McKeown 

2020 Liverpool Five black boys/young men (two 

were aged 14, one 16 and two 17) 

recruited from one YOT, they were of 

dual (African/Caribbean—white), or 

black (African/Caribbean) heritage. 

What, if any difference, black children 

and young men experienced through 

their journey into and through the youth 

justice system 

Experiences of 

discrimination 

Walsh, J. and 

Scaife, V. and 

Notley, C. and 

Dodsworth, J. 

and Schofield, 

G. 

2011 UK 44 children (questionnaire, 26 male, 

17 female, 1 no report of gender, 

aged 10-18 years) 6 (Interviews), 

aged 13-17 years 

Identify, with regard to mental health 

problems, perceptions of level of need, 

experiences of and views on support and 

perceptions of barriers in accessing 

services. 

Relationship building 
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Most of the included studies were conducted throughout England with only one conducted in Wales 

(Lanskey, 2015).  In most studies children were recruited from youth offending teams, but in one 

study children were recruited from a social enterprise programme offering children involved in the 

criminal justice system paid employment (Oswald, 2021).  The ages of children in the included 

studies ranged from 11-18 years, but one study included older children up to the age of 25 years 

(Campbell et al., 2015; but age was not always reported in the studies).  Two studies were conducted 

with minority ethnic children exclusively (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021; Wainwright et al., 

2020) and two studies reported the inclusion of ethnic minority children (Hopkins et al., 2016; King 

et al., 2014, Larkin & Wainwright, 2020). One study specifically recruited children who drank alcohol 

regularly (Jackson-Roe et al., 2015), another specifically recruited children with mental health 

problems (Campbell et al., 2015).   

All but one of the studies used interviews to examine children’s perspectives and experiences. One 

used a consultation design (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021) and included two focus groups 

alongside interviews (Hopkins et al., 2016). Most studies (n = 7) used thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clark, 2006) to analyse interview data, with one (Hopkins et al., 2016) using Thematic Framework 

analysis (Richie & Lewis, 2003) and another reporting using qualitative analysis (Haines et al., 2012).  

A further three studies (King et al., 2014; Jackson-Roe et al., 2015; Paton et al., 2009) used 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) and one (Fitzpatrick 

et al., 2015) used Grounded Theory. Others used specific analytical frameworks to understand the 

findings; one used Bourdieu’s and Wacquant’s conceptualisations of competing dynamics within the 

‘bureaucratic field’ of state governance and Hodkinson’s careership theory to understand 

educational pathways for children in the criminal justice system (Lanskey, 2015) and another used 

appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider, 2017), intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2019), and the genealogy of 

race(sim) to understand what, if any difference, black children and young men experienced through 

their journey into and through the youth justice system (Wainwright et al., 2020). Two of the articles 

(Larkins & Wainwright, 2020; Wainwright & Larkins, 2020) discussed findings from a participatory 

action research project with children.     

The aims of the studies varied (see Table 3). A narrative synthesis of the findings from across the 

studies in relation to experiences of youth offenders, influences on offending and perspectives of 

CYJS was conducted using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Five themes emerged from the 

analysis: complex and chaotic background, powerlessness and ambivalence, experiences of 

discrimination, relationship-building with CYJS workers, and gaining insight and reflection.  These 

themes are described in detail below, with Table 3 highlighting which of the included articles 

included findings relating to each theme.   

2.2.1 Complex and chaotic backgrounds 

Across the included studies there was discussion around the complexity of the children’s lives and 

the multiplicity of pressures and influences impacting on their behaviour.  Children talked about 

having to navigate a variety of interventions in their lives and with their families, experiencing 

disharmony at home, feeling unsafe in their communities, peer pressure influencing violence, 

aggression and risk-taking behaviour and having difficulties with education, often being labelled as 

troubled.   

Studies highlighted that children involved in the criminal justice system live “in families enduring 

profound social strain within areas of multiple socio-economic deprivation, and comprise a diverse 
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and highly heterogeneous group with regard to mental health status and broader hidden 

vulnerabilities” (Haines et al., 2012).  Children are exposed to a wide range of challenging contextual 

factors including unpredictable or inadequate home environments, numerous transitions (between 

family members/foster placements and schools), limited engagement with educational settings and 

a lack of social support (Heath et al., 2016).  Many describe their neighbourhoods and communities 

as ‘bad areas’ and explain how they try and limit their exposure to them (Haines et al., 2012).  

In some studies children explained that they did not use alcohol and/or drugs; if they did, they were 

able to exercise moderation and typically drank socially and expressed a concern about drug taking. 

Studies that specifically recruited children who were regularly participating in drinking alcohol found 

progression of regular drinking leading to transitions to offending behaviour and acknowledgement 

that ‘‘If I carry on I’ll end up back in prison’’ (Jackson-Roe et al., 2015). 

Children experienced violence at home, in the community and in custody. Deprivation was 

experienced both in terms of poverty and the literal and emotional absence of parents. A variety of 

cognitive, emotional and behavioural responses to adverse/traumatic experiences were identified, 

including a blocking out of painful experience and aggression to self and others (Paton et al., 2009). 

This meant that children “grounded their offending in their environment and the influence of their 

peer group, which was an ongoing challenge and cause of stress for them” (HM Inspectorate of 

Probation, 2021).   

 

“One boy described his local area in London as a ‘war zone’, stating that making the wrong 

decisions can lead to being killed or sent to prison. Another child described the stress that he 

had felt living in London and the positive changes to his life brought about by moving to a 

new environment where he felt safe and supported” (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). 

 

Children often experienced difficulties with schooling, reporting “some form of disruption to their 

education including: patterns of non-school attendance; periods of suspension and/or permanent 

exclusion; difficulties in coping and/or challenging behaviour within ‘mainstream’ schools and 

strained relations with teachers and/or other pupils” (Haines et al., 2012). Some children had special 

education needs and/or reported they were attending or had attended ‘special schools’.   

Children felt that they were often viewed by school and college teachers as ‘risky students’ (Lanskey, 

2015) and were dealing with educational fragmentation and rigidity that was not meeting their 

needs. Children felt that the educational system took insufficient account of their educational 

strengths, needs and interests.   

For some, these educational experiences lead to exclusion from mainstream schools, and they felt 

further isolation as a result: 

 

Once these young people had broken rules, they were moved into environments which 

offered a much more limited range of study opportunities until they reached the end of 

compulsory education.  Their experiences shaped their ‘horizons for action’. They often spoke 

of feeling isolated and rejected and they opted out physically and/or mentally of the 

educational enterprise (Lanskey, 2015). 
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In addition, “many of the children and young people report having had contact with, and/or receiving 

services from, a panoply of agencies” (Haines et al., 2012). This meant that they had to navigate 

different support, care and punishment systems in society: facing uncertainty and confusion, 

difficulties with receiving the right type of help at the right time and transitions between 

interventions (Frank et al., 2015). This left children feeling bewildered and that they had to take 

action to receive support: 

 

“The moment you do something wrong in this society . . . you instantly get the help that is 

needed. It seems like no one ever cared until I did something wrong” (Lanskey, 2015). 

 

2.2.2 Powerlessness and ambivalence 

Children discussed a sense of powerlessness – they hoped things would improve for them, that they 

would be able to refrain from reoffending but at the same time had a sense that this would not be 

the case – living with hopefulness and hopelessness at the same time (Fitzpatrick et al., 2015). This 

often resulted in an ambivalence about the interventions – doing what they needed to get through 

it.  For many children the child and youth justice service was seen primarily as a punishment that 

they had to get through (Trivasse, 2017).  In one study this passive compliance and “game playing” 

was highlighted (Creaney, 2020). The authors report that several young people seek to exert minimal 

energy to achieve a type of passive compliance with court order requirements, adopting a ‘‘ready-to-

conform’’ mindset (ibid). This powerlessness and ambivalence impact children’s willingness to 

engage more actively in the interventions and can impact on the way that child and youth justice 

workers may perceive them. Some children did not feel that they were qualified to comment about 

the service, feeling their opinions did not count and felt judged by others (ibid). 

Another study that focussed on children’s perceived personal future and goal aspirations (Fitzpatrick 

et al., 2015) found that these were influenced by their appraisal of past and present life events. 

Children used a range of self-protecting strategies to avoid uncertainty and to reduce the threat of 

future disappointment. This would lead further to more passivity in their engagement with child and 

youth justice service.    

2.2.3 Experiences of discrimination  

Some of the studies examined perspectives and experiences of minority ethnic children and 

highlighted experiences of discrimination in the criminal justice system.  In one study black and 

mixed heritage boys reported that “they felt stereotyped by the criminal justice system based on 

their ethnicity, and that this led to them being treated unfairly” (HM inspectorate of Probation, 

2021). These experiences of discrimination were not limited to the criminal justice system: 

 

“One boy spoke of racism he had experienced at college, which forced him to drop out of his 

course as he feared for his safety. The boys demonstrated a degree of fatalistic acceptance 

that they are treated differently based on their ethnicity. Police stop and search was 

discussed in this context and, while it was evident that this was a stressful experience, it had 

also become normalised and an accepted part of everyday life” (HM inspectorate of 

Probation, 2021). 
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In that study none of the children felt that they had been discriminated against based on the colour 

of their skin by any staff member at a youth offending team (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). 

In contrast to other studies with black boys/young men of dual (African/Caribbean—white), or black 

(African/Caribbean) heritage, children had experienced racism within the criminal justice system, the 

community and the wider city. There was also the spectre of violence that shaped some of their 

relationships with their peers and other children and young people. Often, conflict and/or violence 

emerged when contesting places and spaces with other children and young people across the city. 

(Wainwright et al., 2020).  Race was an important and central aspect of their identity to children, 

which was linked to family ties and could be reasons for engaging in offending behaviour 

(Wainwright & Larkin, 2020). 

2.2.4 Relationship building  

Building trust and supportive relationships with their CYJS worker was often discussed by children 

across the studies. Children highlighted that they wanted CYJS workers to be open-minded, non-

judgemental and trustworthy and that they wanted to feel helped, supported and understood 

(Haines et al., 2012).  Honesty and transparency were also qualities that were valued by children in 

their CYJS workers (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021).  The importance for children of continuity 

and one-to-one relationships (Haines et al., 2012) was commonly stressed: 

 

“young people valued continuity and sufficient time to develop trust in staff. From staff who 

showed concern and respect, and whose approach was informal, young people could accept 

help, advice and, when necessary, confrontation” (Campbell et al., 2014). 

   

Relationship-based practice within CYJS was commonly suggested across the studies and suggested 

that this enables meaningful participation which can help to facilitate positive changes to lifestyles 

and circumstances (Creaney, 2020). This reverses standard perspectives and challenges workers to 

effectively engage.  Children also valued CYJS workers developing positive relationships with their 

parents (Larkins & Wainwright, 2020). 

As one author concludes: 

 

“Overall, the genuineness and parental quality of the relationships between children and YJS 

workers, and the personal relevance of the work, both appeared more important than formal 

interventions. Implications for YJS practice suggest the need to create a context of genuine 

care. This includes building a relationship with, and working collaboratively with the child, 

the provision of structure and boundaries, ensuring clarity in service provision and tailoring 

work to the individual and the offence” (Trivasse, 2017). 

 

There was evidence across the studies that many children had positive relationships with their CYJS 

workers, but this was not always the case (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021).  Some reported 

that it felt like their CYJS workers were “just doing their job” – and professionals’ attitudes and 

approaches towards the young people and their ability to understand the young people’s situations 

(Frank et al., 2015) varied across studies and within studies. 
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2.2.5 Gaining insight and reflection 

Children reported that working with the youth justice service enabled them to gain “insight into 

themselves and how to modify their behaviour; knowledge about opportunities for work and 

education; and help with life skills” (Campbell et al., 2015).  This acknowledgement about gaining 

insight into themselves and their behaviour – becoming more self-aware – was commonly reported 

across the studies by children as of value.  Authors often discuss a journey through the CYJS through 

to self-reflection (Paton et al., 2009, Health et al., 2016): 

 

“‘psychological growth’ with development along a trajectory from a young child ‘acting out’ 

in response to the environments in which they were living; through a more reflective stage, in 

which they were able to begin to consider the situations they found themselves in; before 

reaching a position in which they were able to look beyond their day-to-day circumstances 

with some hope that their lives could be different in the future” (Heath et al., 2016). 

 

However, in many of the studies this was reported alongside a sense that children had limited range 

of coping skills (Heath et al., 2016), therefore this hopefulness that they could modify their 

behaviour was coupled with a sense that they did not know how to do that.    

Alongside this positivity about the CYJS, studies typically showed that some children reported 

negative experiences with the service and felt that offending programmes and interventions did not 

fully meet their needs.  

 

“There was a sense that they didn’t understand the purpose of the interventions and that 

they got little out of them. They did not always find them to be relevant. Many felt they were 

already aware of the consequences of their actions and therefore that element of the 

programmes was of limited value. There was a view that the programmes did not address 

their underlying problems and difficulties or the factors that were driving their offending or 

the challenges they faced in extricating themselves from situations and the manipulation of 

others” (HM inspectorate of Probation, 2021).   

 

Children often reported that they wanted CYJS workers to help them with inclusion in education, 

training, paid and voluntary employment and leisure activities, and practical help with housing and 

money was also important for some. Some children also associated reducing drug and alcohol 

misuse with reducing offending and many were receiving positive interventions and support in this 

area but around half of them also identified a role for counselling type emotional support.  

 

“Around half of those who discussed it thought restorative justice could be a useful 

approach, particularly those who had experienced this intervention. Slightly fewer children 

favoured community work, but suggestions were made for how it could be made less 

humiliating and more effective. The majority saw prison as likely to lead to further 

reoffending but for a few children prison provided a rigid structure access to gaining 

qualification and regular meals” (Larkins and Wainwright, 2020).  
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An author of one study concludes: 

 

“greater consideration of trauma when carrying out assessments would enable ‘at risk’ 

children to be identified using clinical interviewing along side standardized measures to aid 

assessment of the complexity and uniqueness of the response to trauma” (Paton et al., 

2009). 

 

For those particularly vulnerable children who have a high level of mental health need support 

needs to be available from those who they have a “confiding and long-standing relationship (parents 

and friends”). For these young people, there are psychological, social, structural and cultural barriers 

to accessing services including issues of understanding, stigma and confidentiality (Walsh, 2011).  

CYJS could support these children with greater understanding of mental health issues and targeted 

involving people whom they have existing trusting relationships.   
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3. Methodology     

This section describes the methodological approaches used, including the role of the steering group 

and with the core group of children in co-creating the framework for the evaluation.  The co-created 

methodologies that were developed with children in the core group, and those introduced to them 

are then explained.  The implementation of these methods with children accessing LCYS’s Diversion 

service and those who received alternative out of court disposals are also described. This is followed 

by an account of how analysis was undertaken. 

3.1 Methodological Approach   

The methodological approach that was used throughout this research comprised of two 

components. 

• A participatory, co-creative approach to user engagement, planning, data collection and 

analysis, that seeks to engage children in the aim, objectives and process of investigation 

and makes full use of their knowledge and their perspectives. We have also drawn on 

approaches of Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider et al., 2008) and Participatory Action 

Research (Freire, 1973) to facilitate positive engagement between the children and the 

research team. The research team have a strong track record and expertise in these 

particular approaches, and both are appropriate to the current research project.  This 

methodology is in complete accord with the values of and practice of Lancashire’s CYJS Child 

First approach.    

• The conceptual framework used in this research project draws from Realist Evaluation 

(Pawson and Tilley, 1997) which focuses on understanding how mechanisms operate in 

contexts to produce outcomes. This approach is particularly suited to this project because 

we wanted to explore surface understandings in depth, to develop greater appreciation of 

the experiences of children in contact with LCYJS. The research process continued through 

analysis into action planning to enable focused recommendations for achievable strategies 

for improvement in the outcomes for preventing children from becoming involved in 

offending behaviour.    

 

To this end, a steering group of Lancashire CYJS managers and practitioners and the research team 

was established. It met on a weekly basis to oversee the governance and to manage the recruitment 

and engagement of children as co-participants in the project.   

A core group of four children currently using diversion services were then engaged and supported to 

have meaningful and active involvement throughout the design, direction, focus and momentum of 

the co-participatory research.      

3.2 Methods  

The methods coproduced by the core group, with input from the steering group comprised the 

following: 

• A co-produced outcome measurement tool (using co-production methodology successfully 

trialled with high-risk children in care, Larkins et al., 2015) was developed using themes 

from activities with the core group of children and themes from previous work with other 
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groups of children. This involved utilising and/or adapting existing standardised measures 

where appropriate and relevant and the development of new questions relevant and 

meaningful to this cohort.   

• Semi structured interview guides for use with children and parents were developed, using 

the themes identified by the core group.  

• Mobile methods were also introduced, to enable individual children to explore and share 

their world with us as researchers (Roy et al., 2016).  They are a kinetic way of thinking and 

knowing and allow the child to embody and a particular place and space (Phillips, 2012).  

Mobile methods provide an opportunity for psychosocial exploration of children’s worlds 

that are important to them.  The specific methods used in this evaluation were walking 

tours where participating children walked with both the researchers and their CYJS workers 

to places and spaces that were of importance to them (Back & Puwar, 2013; Ingold, 2010; 

Roy et al., 2016). 

• Alongside the use of mobile methods the participating/core group children were invited to 

co-create a map with their CJYS worker of an important places and spaces for them.  Map 

making enables children (and adults) to share their world, their community, the places they 

frequent, and those they avoid, with others. The importance of maps is that they value the 

places and spaces that are significant to the child drawing them (Froggett et al., 2015). Map 

making compliments the physical act of walking tours as it provides an artistic method to 

communicate the psychosocial and emotional feelings a child (or adult) has about spaces 

and places and about their community. 

In addition, the efficacy of the screening tool/process used by the LCYJS diversion service was 

conducted.  This screening tool, used by the LCYJ service, is based on Child First principles.  Using a 

mixed methods approach this involved an analysis of reoffending data and interviews and focus 

groups with relevant professionals and CYJS workers and managers.  Figures for reoffending were 

provided by CYJS managers for children who were screened to see if a diversion service was 

appropriate over the time period from November 2019-October 2021.  In order to provide a more 

in-depth analysis of the benefits of the screening process and tool, the research team also 

conducted interviews with team managers and focus groups with police, social workers and CYJS. 

The interviews were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clark, 2006) and key themes 

outlined, alongside any key strengths and weakness of the screening process and tool mentioned. 

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the UCLan ethics committee and all participants gave 

informed consent to take part, parental consent was also secured.  

The core group of children were identified and purposively sampled from all be current (or past 

users) of Lancashire CY Diversion service.  All children who contributed to these sessions, were given 

a £10 gift voucher as an acknowledgement of their central contribution to the research process.  

However, as the four children in the core group over the period of the evaluation had at least five or 

six contacts with the research team, it was agreed with them that they would receive another two 

gift vouchers at the end of the project to acknowledge their significant contribution in co-production 

of the research. They were interviewed between 1 and 3 times, evaluated the measurement tool 

prior to its distribution, and participated in the walking tours/mapping activities. The group 

consisted of three boys and one girl of white British heritage, and all were between 14 to 16 years 

old.    
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3.3 Implementation 

The evaluation using these methods was implemented in three stages, as detailed below. In total 20 

children, 4 parents, 14 professionals (2 managers, 4 Police officers, 4 social workers and 4 CYJS 

workers) and 1 victim took part. An overview of the numbers of participants in each research 

activity in each stage is given in Table 4 below.  

 Table 4: Child and adult participants 

Participants Male Female Subtotal of 

participants 

in each 

method 

Stage of 

Evaluation 

Core Group Children 

(Diversion service)  

3 1 4  All stages 

Children Interviews 

Diversion Service  

8 2 10 Two 

Children Interviews - 

Alternative Out of Court 

Disposals 

2 

 

3 5 Two 

Children completing 

Measurement tool-

Diversion Service 

6 (5 also did 

interview) 

1 (also did 

interview) 

7 (1 who had 

not 

undertaken 

interview) 

Two 

Children completing 

Measurement tool - 

Alternative Out of court 

2 (also did 

interview) 

1 (also did 

interview) 

3 (all had 

undertaken 

interview) 

Two 

Total Children 14 6 20  

 

Parents 1 3 4 Three 

Victim  1 1 Two 

Social Workers Focus Group 1 3 4 Three 

CYJS Workers Focus Group 1 3 4 Three 

Police Focus Groups 1 3 4 Three 

CYJS Managers Interviews  2 2 Three 

Total Professionals, Parents 

and Victim 

4 15 19  
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3.3.1 Stage 1 – Co-creation of the measurement tool 

Although intended to be conducted face to face, the first part of this research with children took 

place online due to COVID-19 restrictions. Adhering with COVID-19 restrictions and in line with the 

strategy developed with the Steering Group, we worked online with an initial core group of four 

children on an individual basis for 3 to 4 sessions each.     

Rather than working with the children in a whole group, it was decided to have one to one 

discussions, as prior to this project they did not know each other and bringing them together could 

have been detrimental to their own safety, compromise confidentiality and be in breach of the 

government social distancing rules at that time. LCYJS diversion service managers worked with 

practitioners to identify children who had been, or were still, in contact with the diversion service.     

Each online one-to-one session with the researchers took place via Microsoft Teams in the presence 

of a LCYJS diversion worker. The LCYJS worker’s role was to facilitate an introduction between the 

researcher and the child, to be supportive by explaining anything the child did not understand based 

on their knowledge and existing relationship with the child. In most cases the CYJS worker was the 

child’s regular social work contact with the service. Whilst it is acknowledged that there was a 

potential conflict of interest with the presence of the LCYJS worker, these were not evaluation 

interviews but co-research sessions to develop the framework for the evaluation of the service. The 

children’s responses indicate no evident detrimental effect on the child’s confidence, or openness, 

in their answers to the questions and feedback from children about the online process was positive.  

Yet, working with the children online in a virtual space, may have caused challenges in building a 

lasting rapport and developing teamwork between the research team and the children.  In other 

words, whilst the children seemed comfortable to talk online, the ability to develop and build on a 

co-productive working relationship with the children was somewhat hindered by the virtual nature 

of the relationships.   

The initial core group sessions introduced the purpose of the research and the role of the research 

team and their role within the design and development of the research, ensuring the children felt 

that they were at the centre and were co–creators of the research design and analysis and of value 

throughout the whole process.  The initial sessions were guided by the following questions to try to 

establish a picture of the child’s understanding of their life developed in previous research (Larkins & 

Wainwright, 2014).   

• What is it like for children and young people where you live?   

• What would it look like if things were going well, and the future looked brighter?    

• What gets in the way of things going well for some young people – what are those clouds 

getting in the way?   

• How do you think we can measure how well LCYJS workers and other professionals are 

helping?   

   

The questions were designed to help children to articulate their understanding of their lives and 

perspectives regarding how they were referred to the diversion services and their subsequent 

experiences of their contact with this service. From this understanding they were encouraged to 

generate their own themes to look into these issues for further and deeper investigation. Each 

session reviewed findings from the previous week in an attempt to enable them to develop deeper 

insights or opposing perspectives.    
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This process of reflection and review was, for some, facilitated by a card game with the children 

which enabled them to identify and articulate the issues in their lives that brought them to the CYJ 

Diversion services and that are most important to them. This methodology contributed to enabling 

the children to consider these issues and questions regarding their own experiences and the 

circumstances in their families and their communities, at their own pace and enabled them to 

provide direction and ownership of the task. The methodology has been codeveloped with other 

young people, and successfully utilised with children attending (the then) Lancashire Youth 

Offending Service to enable participatory action research with them (see Larkins & Wainwright, 

2014) and the cards game used the themes that emerged from this previous research.   

The themes developed in the sessions with children in the core group were used to co-produce the 

measurement tool and to inform subsequent interviews with children using the diversion service.  

The insights from these discussions are detailed in the interim report  

https://yjresourcehub.uk/evaluation-library/item/9...  More detailed information about how the 

measurement tool was co-created with children and what measures were included can also be 

found in the interim report. 

 

3.3.2 Stage 2 –Semi-structured interviews and the measurement tool 

During Stage 2 of the evaluation, children co-produced data with the research team by taking part in 

semi-structured interviews with children and completing the co-created measurement tool online.   

Fifteen co-participatory interviews were held with children and a research team member.  The 

children were given the opportunity in these interviews to address the themes identified by the core 

group, but also add to, modify or question the themes as well. These were held online via Microsoft 

Teams, with ten children who accessed the diversion service and five who had received alternative 

out of court disposals.  All the children were of white British heritage, twelve of them were boys and 

three girls, and were in the age range of 12 to 15 years. In most of the interviews, a CYJ worker was 

also present at the invitation of the child being interviewed. 

 

CYJ workers recruited children entering the service to complete the measurement tool for 8 months 

from July 2021 to Feb 2022 (this period spanned Stage 2 and 3 of the evaluation – data collected in 

both stages is combined in this final report). During this period, 75 children entered the service: 45 

receiving a diversion intervention and 30 receiving an alternative disposal intervention.  Two 

children from the core group also during this time re-entered the service and were not approached 

by LCYJS workers to complete the measurement tool. The measurement tool was completed by 10 

children (which represents 13.70% of children entering the service that could be approached; 16.8% 

from diversion and 10.34% from alternative disposals, i.e. omitting two from the core group), of 

which 7 were in the diversion programme and 3 received alternative out of court disposal.  These 

children were supported by six CYJ one-to-one case workers, with at least one child per case worker 

completing the measurement tool. Of these 10 children, 7 completed the measurement tool when 

they entered the services, with 3 completing the follow up tool approximately two months later.  A 

further 2 children only completed the measurement tool approximately two months after entering 

the service.  

 

https://yjresourcehub.uk/evaluation-library/item/945-child-first-pathfinder-preliminary-evaluation-diversion-and-alternative-disposals-lancashire-child-and-youth-justice-service-september-2021.html
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The mean age of children completing the measurement tool was 14.40 years (SD = 1.43, range = 11-

16) and 80% were male.  All but two children reported their ethnicity as “White British” with the 

other two reporting their ethnicity as “White”.  Seven (70.0%) children reported having a special 

need or disability. The data from the measurement tool has been analysed using descriptive 

statistics, and key findings charted and/or graphically displayed. 

3.3.3 Stage 3 – Walking tours and map making  

For Stage 3 of the evaluation, further interviews were conducted with five children online, and the 

core group children engaged in walking tours and map making to further shape and crystallise the 

themes. Engaging the children in these co-creative methods enabled a deeper insight into their 

worlds, an understanding of the difficulties, challenges, opportunities and horizons that influenced 

their everyday lives. 

By the third stage of the study, face to face contact with the core group of children was finally 

possible. They were invited to take the researchers on a walking tour. The space in between the 

physical act of walking, of being, and that of us as researchers and LCYJS workers enabled more 

comfortable conversations than had been achieved online. When perhaps, because of the 

environment, or the very natural act of walking, moving, effortlessly, provided a safer space for the 

children to talk in a more open way about their everyday experiences, their hopes, and anxieties 

and difficult situations that they may encounter. 

All four members of the core group (one girl and three boys) engaged in these activities as part of 

the co-creation of methods. This also involved shaping the design of the research by leading the 

researchers on a walking tour, and sharing maps of the important things, spaces and places in their 

lives.     

There were also interviews undertaken with parents, and one participant who was on the receiving 

end of offending behaviour.  

Data in the CYJ screening process and tool was sourced by the LCYJS providing anonymised data 

relating to numbers of police referrals, with screening decisions and reoffending outcomes to the 

UCLan research team. The numbers of children reoffending were compared between the different 

screening decisions: intervention via the diversion service, support given by the LCYJS to other 

services that the child is already involved/engaged with, or no intervention. 

Explorations of the functioning of the screening process was undertaken through interviews with 

team managers and focus groups with police, social workers and LCYJS. This involved two women 

team managers, and three women and one man in each of the three focus groups. All self-identified 

as of white British heritage, with the exception of one female police officer as British/white North 

European and one male social worker as white and Black Caribbean. 

3.4 Analysis 

The analysis of the findings from the interviews with the children were shaped directly from the 

themes the children in the core group and the other participants. Likewise, the themes that 

informed the quantitative measurement tool were informed by the children in the core group. 
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The professional interviews and focus groups were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and 

Clark, 2006) and key themes outlined, alongside any key strengths and weakness of the screening 

process and tool. The themes from the core group informed the analysis of these focus groups. 

The walking tours with the core group children and the conversations that took place were shaped 

by the children’s reflections on the themes that emerged as most important to them one year on.    

 

.   
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4. Findings – Part One  

This section reports the findings to provide qualitative and quantitative insights into contexts 

(children’s, parents’ and victims’ accounts of the problems, what helps and what outcomes might be 

hoped for), screening and reoffending rates, and journeys through the intervention. First, Stage 2 

and Stage 3 qualitative interviews with 15 children and 4 parents and 1 victim are presented (4.1). 

The data sourced from the screening tool are summarised, giving an indication of prevalence of 

reoffending across the cohort (4.2). Analysis of measurement tool responses from Stage 2 and Stage 

3 then examined how of children’s ratings of their LCYS worker and their well-being changed over 

time (4.3).  

Reflective accounts of the effectiveness of screening, and the challenges of diversion, are provided in 

section 5. Emerging themes from analysis across these data sources are then discussed in section 6 

of the report. 

4.1 Findings from qualitative interviews 

The interviews explored four main areas of the children’s lives highlighted by the core group, and 

included prompts in relation to themes raised by them: 

• The problems for the children as individuals – what were the reasons for engagement with 

the LCYJS? Prompts included questions about family life, friendships, other reasons for 

getting into trouble. 

• Additional barriers for children – what else do they think contributes to children becoming 

involved with the LCYJS?  Prompts included questions around community resources, social 

media, lockdown and peer pressure. 

• What helps? Prompts included questions around what workers do, or could do, and what 

other influences are shaping their behaviours. 

• Goals: Prompts included questions around hopes for the future. 

The Stage 2 interviews reveal the diverse experiences, communities and offending behaviour that 

the LCYJ service is working with. The children seem to range from those who need just a ‘nudge’ to 

get them back on track, to those whose home lives, communities and personal issues are complex 

and hard to address. The work done with the children seems equally diverse, with workers spending 

individual time with some children, helping them to understand their behaviours and to give them 

strategies for managing themselves better. With other children, workers are part of a multi-agency 

team, considering their care, education, and health needs, as well as working with their families. 

The children interviewed concurred with many of the issues raised by the core group that were 

outlined in our previous report. Their perspectives provide deeper insights into the problems 

experienced by children, at home and in the community, which they view as contributing to their 

offending behaviour.  Their ideas about how the LCYJS helped them to improve their situation was 

also consistent with the core group. These comprised help with: 

• coping with family and relationship issues 

• managing their friendships 

• helping them to deal with their emotions and to make better decisions 

• guiding them towards opportunities in education and employment, as well as leisure 

activities. 
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Detail of the children’s perspectives on the problems (4.1.1), the barriers (4.1.2), what helps (4.1.3) 

and their goals (4.1.4) are presented in the subsections below. Details of participants identities 

(gender, ethnicity, age) are not provided in order to protect anonymity. This is followed by insights 

from parents (4.1.5) and one victim (4.1.6) on similar themes. 

 

4.1.1 The Problems: family, friends, and decision making 

 

The problems that participants described included: family issues, issues with friends and making 

poor decisions.  

Family issues – illness, substance abuse, relationships, homelessness, poverty 

Families could be sources of support (emotional, practical, financial and in relation to employment 

opportunities). However, several children linked issues within their families to their offending 

behaviour, as they felt the need to make money to help provide for their families or to escape 

troubles at home: 

‘I've gotta go out and get that money to help my mum’. 

Being in care, but not feeling cared for was also linked to offending: 

‘I didn't really care what they thought, so I was always doing what I wanted.’ 

The same child linked being returned to their family with an end to their offending.  

Family relationships could be complex. Parental illness, divorce and disability strained relationships 

and created stress points for the children. This could lead to incidents of violence outside of the 

home, where a child felt the need to protect their parents, and/or the child felt a need to escape the 

stresses of home, increasing their risk of offending. Children also talked about violence within the 

home, from siblings towards their parents. 

Families were supportive for some children, but for many they experienced problematic 

relationships.  For many of the child co-participants it was their CYJ Diversion service worker that 

acted as a bridge to support the child in their difficult and complex relationships with their families 

and where possible, facilitated a child re-joining their family. 

Issues with friends – being led into trouble/getting into fights 

Most of the children linked their offending behaviour with the people they were with at the time, 

highlighting the importance of peer influence. For some this was related to drug or alcohol use: 

‘the group I was with used to like drink at every day at that point, go out and drink every single day’. 

But others described shared activities with friends:  

‘Me and two mates were throwing rocks at the glass on the train station’ 

Some showed a growing awareness of the negative influence of some friends on them:  

‘I got in like, with the wrong people.’ 
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LCYJ Diversion services engaged in focused work with children who became involved in trouble 

because of issues with friends and co-worked with then to develop strategies to avoid these 

situations and to avoid getting into trouble. 

Making poor decisions/reacting inappropriately 

The children often described themselves as making poor decisions, either on impulse:  

‘the fire wasn't actually intentional, so I did not…go into the [place name] saying I'm gonna do a fire 

or that, it just happened. So…I don't think that was intentional, it was just just a bit silly wasn't it?’  

Sometimes they described poor decision making as linked to being under the influence of others: 

‘he would say something, and I would feel like I'd have to say it back’. 

But, this experience of being subject to the influence of others was sometimes reversed, as one 

young person described influencing others: 

‘it was more my idea than theirs. So…most of them weren't to blame’. 

LCYJ Diversion service workers co-worked with children who accessed this service to develop 

strategies to think about their decision making at critical moments to desist from offending 

 

 

4.1.2 Additional barriers: Lockdown, social media, social problems, peer 
pressure in the community 

 

The additional barriers that participants described included: lockdown limitations, social media, 

social pressure, local environments and intersecting social pressure. 

Lockdown limitations 

As the project has progressed, the way children discussed the impact of lockdown and covid 

restrictions on them changed. The core group talked about being stuck at home unable to escape 

conflict, isolated from friends, unable to do normal activities, and the problems of online 

communication. The children interviewed in Stage 2 recalled time spent playing computer games or 

sunbathing by the river with friends. This may be a difference in experience, or the consequence of 

changes in restrictions and the amount of time that has passed since the children experienced a full 

lockdown.  

One child highlighted that a benefit of being in residential care at the time of lockdown was that 

there was always someone around. However, another child described how the loneliness of 

lockdown was followed by a burst of negative behaviours:  

‘all my rebellious just happened at once, didn’t it? Like it went bad, like fast, yeah?’ 
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Social media 

The children mirrored concerns raised by the core group around online bullying, negative comments 

and attempts to draw people into things they may be trying to avoid getting involved with: 

‘like everyone beefs on it don’t they ‘you’re a pussy you’re not coming out of your house’, and that’. 

Social media was also a way of connecting with people who the children might not have 

encountered otherwise, who were a negative influence on them:  

‘on social media, I got in like, with the wrong people’. 

The CYJ Diversion workers acknowledged social media has the potential to draw children back into 

offending behaviour and talked the children regarding how they could minimise this happening. 

Social pressure 

Some children talked about being drawn into alcohol and drug use through friends, but also about 

the role of adults in getting children to deliver drugs for them, with drug dealers, in their 20s and 30s 

getting children in their mid-teens running for them. 

Local Environments 

Children’s descriptions of their communities varied widely. For some, their home area was a place 

where they could engage in activities, both organised and self-devised. Others talked of living in 

places where there was nothing to do: 

‘There's absolutely nothing to do. There's, there's nowhere to go. You know you haven't got no 

bowling or nothing here. You've got nothing to keep kids like not doing naughty things. There's 

nothing no activities or nothing’. 

Some children described feeling safe in their neighbourhoods, but others talked about children 

feeling the need to carry knives to protect themselves.  

'’Cause in [place name], there's like loads of young teenagers with knives now… it’s a bit to protect 

themselves, and it’s a bit, some people just do it for the fun of it…absolutely like to have knife fights 

and that. But then on the other hand, there's some people actually feel threatened and feel like they 

actually have to carry it to protect themselves’. 

In some areas, the children described fractured and violent communities. One child explained why 

he would not be going to the cinema when it reopened after lockdown: 

‘kids are just gonna walk in and they're going to see each other and it's gonna cause murder, cause 

they don't like each other’. 

Children also highlighted the link between drugs and knife crime: 

‘well, you know, them teenagers will be selling drugs or will be running for somebody else so they 

have to carry summat, do you know what I mean?’ 

Children’s descriptions of their neighbourhoods made it clear that they were a key influence on their 

offending behaviour – whether this was as a result of fear of violence, which led them to violence 
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themselves, access to groups involved in drug dealing, or the lack of resources and activities, which 

led to boredom. 

Lancashire CYJ Diversion workers were very aware of the diverse geography and demography that 

children had to navigate, survive and thrive and were able to support children in this process. 

Intersecting social problems 

Some children eloquently described the interconnectedness of poverty, drug and alcohol abuse, 

child abuse and drug running/offending behaviour: 

‘all these kids are wanting to sell and stuff, so most of them kids are coming from a bad home as 

well, d’you know…their mums’ partners are beating them…or their mums are on some stuff. You 

know, I mean, that makes them feel like they've got to go out and get the money for their mum’. 

 

4.1.3 What helps? Activities, worker attributes, areas of activity, wider 
services/provision 

 

The children identified several factors that helped them desist from offending and these 

included activities, workers’ attributes and their support, and wider provision of services. 

Activities 

Some children had hobbies that they felt kept them occupied and out of trouble: gymnastics, cycling, 

walking, running and team sports.  

‘'cause it keeps you out of trouble a lot like keeps me off the streets when I did that’. 

Worker attributes 

The children were generally very positive about their LCYJS workers. Worker attitudes towards 

children were significant. This child’s statement was typical:  

‘[Worker’s Name]’s like really nice and everything and I can feel comfortable talking to her’. 

The children described workers who listened to them, were respectful and who they had faith in. 

They felt that the workers could see them as they were, rather than making judgements about them 

based on their behaviours: 

‘When other people see criminals, they see the worst’. 

What workers help with 

The children recognised the diversity of the problems that CYJ workers are helping them to deal 

with. As already noted this included family and relationship issues; friendships; emotions and 

decision making; and education, employment, and leisure activities. They explained the value of this 

support in detail: 

if you've been in trouble then they need their workers to help them and think of things about to keep 

out trouble and what to do. If they have any other, could have mental health problems, it could help 
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them how to get rid of the mental health and how to sort things out. And it depends what’s wrong 

with them really’. 

In Stage 2, the children also highlighted the significance of the work done on helping them to 

understand the consequences of their actions, for themselves, now and in the future:  

‘because I've realized that like, all I'm doing now is ruining my, like chances that I have when I'm 

older, and [worker’s name]’s helped me realise that.’ 

They also value work done to help them to build strategies for avoiding situations that bring them 

into trouble. 

Wider systems/provision 

Some of the children described multi-agency teams working to put in place educational provision, or 

to provide on-going support once the work with the LCYJS was completed. One child also explained 

how he valued the decision made about him by the LCYJS panel who he said gave him the lowest 

possible intervention, and  

‘gave me a second chance’. 

What the children feel is missing 

Several children have talked about the potential of speaking with young people who are their peers 

and have been to prison, as a deterrent to future offending. One child had this opportunity through 

a family connection:  

‘Obviously because he’s been involved with all that life, so he got out of jail, he got his kids back, he 

got himself a job and he back on track. Then when he saw that I was going down the wrong road he 

started speaking to me and that, saying it’s not worth it and stuff. And then that’s opened my eyes a 

lot more, innit’. 

 

All the children in the evaluation felt that their CYJ Diversion worker was empathetic, supportive, 

listened to and respected. The vast majority of children stated that the Child First co-work they 

undertook with their LCYJS workers enabled them to learn and develop strategies to engage in 

creative activities and desist from offending. The children felt valued as children first and foremost. 

 

 

4.1.4 Goals: opportunities, a better self, relationships 

 

Children described and implied a variety of goals. These included: exploring opportunities, self-

improvement and maintain positive relationships with their LCYJS workers. 
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Opportunities 

The children’s views of the future they were working towards varied widely, with some more 

realistic that others. Several were planning to use family connections to gain work or 

apprenticeships, others had dreams that seemed less thought through: 

‘Probably, like, have my own house, be able to drive, have a good job. I don’t know what job yet and 

then like, either have a baby or like be expecting a baby not far away, because I love kids’. 

 And whilst some plotted pathways towards their dreams, understanding that they needed to start 

with lower qualifications/getting relevant experience, others did not attempt to plan:  

‘I’m gonna be a billionaire me… I just got it in my mind I’m gonna be one, so I will’. 

The question of the extent to which any of these goals was actually realistic has not been evaluated, 

as this relates to the contexts and connections available to each individual child.  

Self-improvement 

Some children felt they had made real changes to themselves whilst working with the LCYJS: 

‘I feel happy because I feel like I have changed a lot, like, I’ve gone back to being, well, I’m not going 

fully back to like normal me before I went down the rebellious thing but, I’m now closer than ever I 

was. But, I don’t know how to word it’. 

‘They really did develop me a lot to be fair and I’ve told [worker’s name] that. And I’ve asked 

[worker’s name] can we can keep in contact after my YOTs finished as well?’ 

 

Relationships 

This final request, to maintain contact with workers beyond their time in the services is repeated by 

a number of children. This attests to the value they place on the relationship, but also to the need 

for it, on an on-going basis, perhaps to fill gaps in support in their lives.  

The LCYJS diversion workers focused on the many and diverse strengths of the children that 

accessed their service, they encouraged the children to aspire to have ambition for themselves, 

future education, training and employment and broader horizons for a fulfilling life and future. 

4.1.5 Parents’ Perspectives 

Parents provided additional insights into the problems and barriers, what helps, and the extent to 

which children using LCYJS were seen to be progressing towards their goals. Suggestions for service 

improvements are then summarised. 

The researchers were only able to interview four parents who identified the problems of schools and 

the police as unhelpful, and that their children’s CYJ Diversion service workers supportive in building 

relations with them. 
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The problems 

These interviews again illustrated the complexity of the work the LCYJS is undertaking, within the 

family context. Some families had far more multi-layered issues than others, including family 

discord, violence and theft in the home, parental disability and the breakdown of relationships. On 

the whole, parents valued the input of the service in their family’s lives. All welcomed having 

someone to talk to, and someone for their child to talk to. They felt supported by the service, 

alongside their child.   

Parents felt there were a range of reasons for their children becoming involved with the LCYJS, 

including the irrelevance of schooling, which did not nurture their child’s potential, unidentified 

special needs, and having no-one to talk to about their problems. This last issue is one that came 

through strongly, from both children and their parents – they felt that if the children had access to 

support at an earlier point they would never have become involved with the criminal justice system. 

Social media was also identified as a trigger for offending behaviour, as their children got into 

trouble having responded to online provocation or bullying.  

Additional barriers 

One parent described her frustration at being unable to prevent her child from running away, 

stealing from her and abusing her. She did not feel that any interventions were having any effect on 

her child’s behaviour and had reached a point where she wanted her child to be taken away from 

her, and placed in care. Whilst she felt the LCYJS were trying to support her and to help her son, she 

did not think they were able to, and could not cope with much more from him. 

Parents often felt let down by services that surrounded their child, notably school and the police. 

Some saw the police and some schools as judgemental and heavy-handed in their treatment of the 

children, in contrast to what was offered by the LCYJS.  

‘The police were very mob-handed, and could have handled it differently at the beginning…they’ve 

[LCYJS worker] listened to him and didn’t judge him. The police had judged him, before they knew 

what was going on’  

‘his new school that he’d just started, basically kicked him out and he had to be relocated to a 

different school’  

There was no support from school – if the team hadn’t been looking after him I wouldn’t like to say 

where he’d be  

What helps 

Parents valued the help LCYJS workers gave them in relation to navigating systems surrounding 

children and accessing support from other agencies. They felt that the LCYJS workers supported their 

relationships with their children, but also valued the support they received as parents:   

‘[LCYJS worker] helped me to understand where he [child] was coming from’   
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‘They’ve given me a lot more support than I could’ve expected’  

Progress towards goals 

Some felt that the service had a major impact on their child – ‘He’s a changed young man at the 

moment’ – and where they didn’t see a change in the child’s behaviour they attributed this to the 

child not being ready to engage with the service, rather than a weakness in what was being offered 

to them.   

Suggestions for service improvements 

Some parents had suggestions for ways that services could be improved for them. These were:  

• Non-resident parents should be kept in the loop – the parent concerned only became aware 

of the situation when the child called them in crisis.  

• Provision of a pack outlining sources of support outside of the LCYJS would be helpful to 

provide structured guidance outside the relationship with the LCYJS worker, so that if that 

relationship fails the information is still there.  

• Access to counselling support for children before they offend, perhaps through schools.  

• Provision of activities to engage children, provided jointly by the police and LCYJS, with 

groups of children, who can then support each other in ‘behaving themselves’.  

• Police response should be more proportionate, responsive and balanced. Children should 

not have lengthy (and very stressful) waits to hear whether they will be charged; should not 

be held in cells overnight; police should take account of the child’s previous record, and 

respond accordingly, taking a gentler approach in working with children who have never 

offended before.  

These suggestions from parents are rooted in their experiences, and their understandings of their 

child and the services that surround them.   

The parents of the children all stated that the LCYJS Diversion workers were committed to co-

working with and improving the opportunities to desist from offending and engage in more 

constructive activities.  Three out of the four parents who participated felt that the LCYJS workers 

had a transformational impact on their child’s behaviour and with the impact of them desisting from 

further offending. 

4.1.6 Victims  

There was one victim who was interviewed by the researchers.  This participant felt that she was 

well supported by the CJYS worker who visited her as a consequence of the offence that they 

experienced from the child.  The participant stated that the child’s offending behaviour had been 

addressed by the LCYJS workers and they had engaged in a restorative justice meeting with the child 

to discuss the impact of their behaviour on them.  
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4.2 Findings from LCYJS screening and reoffending data 

Since making changes to the service and developing the Children First provision the service has 

received a total of 100 referrals where the police have made a single agency decision and a further 

130 that have gone through the joint panel decision making process (a total of 230 children). During 

the period up to October 2021 the service received 100 police referrals via single agency decision, 16 

(16%) were judged by team managers on referral that screening was not necessary and went 

straight through to assessment. An examination of reoffending data of these children shows that 12 

(75%) did not reoffend.  The remaining 74 went through the screening process to deem whether a 

diversion service was appropriate.   

Table 5 displays the numbers of children screened by the LCYJS (n = 74) with decisions made 

following the screening process and reoffending figures across 2 years of the service operating going 

through the full screening process.   Tables 5 and 6 break the data down into each year for 

comparison.  Reoffending figures have been tracked up until children are 18 years old, following this 

reoffending data is not available to the LCYJS.   

 

Over the last two years the service has made a decision not to progress to a full Diversion 

programme for approximately 36.9% of children either because they already engaged with other 

services (~35%) or a decision was made that a diversion intervention was not necessary (~2.5%).  Of 

those receiving a diversion intervention, 77% did not reoffend across the full period of the Child-First 

Service changes (November 2019-October 2021). Similarly, a slightly higher proportion of those 

screened out (100%) and receiving other services (90%) did not reoffend (see Table 5).  An 

examination of individual years across this period (see Table 6 and 7) appears to show slight 

increases in children receiving diversion intervention not reoffending, with numbers not reoffending 

increasing from 76% in Year 1 to 80% in Year 2.  

 

Table 5: Screening decisions and reoffending figures (all years – Nov 2019-Oct 2021) 

 

2 = 2.38 (df = 2), p = .305, Fishers Exact Test = p =.415 

 

  

 Reoffend Total 

Yes No 

Received Diversion intervention 12 (22.6%) 41 (77.4%) 53 (63.1%) 

Screened out to other services 3 (10.3%) 26 (89.7%) 29 (34.5%) 

Screened out – no service 0 (0%) 2 (100%) 2 (2.4%) 

 15 (17.9%) 69 (82.1%)  
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Table 6: Screening decisions and reoffending figures (Year 1 – Nov 2019-Oct 2020) 

2 = 6.62 (df = 2), p = .057, Fishers Exact Test = p =.057 

 

Table 7: Screening decisions and reoffending figures (Year 2 – Nov 2020-Oct 2021) 

 Reoffend Total 

Yes No  

Received Diversion intervention 5 (20.8%) 19 (79.2%) 24 (64.9%) 

Screened out to other services 2 (16.7%) 10 (83.3%) 12 (32.4%) 

Screened out – no service 0 (0.0%) 1 (100%) 1 (2.7%) 

 7 (18.9%) 30 (81.8%)  

2 = 0.33 (df = 2), Fisher’s Exact Test p = 848 

 

An analysis of the data revels no significant differences between reoffending rates of children who 

received diversion interventions, those screened out and supported through other services, which 

could mean many things.  However, those who have been screened out and received no service have 

led to a positive outcome of desisting from offending. 

The lack of significant difference may indicate that the screening process is highlighting and working 

with children who are in need of the service. The service could be impacting on reoffending 

behaviour in those who receive the diversion service in a positive way (i.e. reducing reoffending) 

causing their level of reoffending to drop to that of children who are screened out of the service. 

However, in order to fully examine effectiveness of an intervention, a control would be needed (i.e. 

some children not being given the service). Only where this comparison is possible analyses could 

identify whether or not there is a statistically significant difference in reoffending between groups 

due to the screening and services received, or not.  

CYJS Diversion re-offending rates are very favourable compared to both national and local 

reoffending rates for all children who have received a formal Youth Justice outcome (Youth Caution, 

Youth Conditional Caution, Court order). National reoffending rates for this wider cohort of children 

are 34.2% (March 2020-April 2021) whilst the re-offending rate for children who have received a 

formal outcome in Lancashire is 35.8% (March 2019-April 2020). 

 Reoffend Total 

Yes No 

Received Diversion intervention 7 (24.1%) 22 (75.9%) 29 (61.7%) 

Screened out to other services 1 (5.9%) 16 (94.1%) 17 (36.2%) 

Screened out – no service 0 (0%) 1 (100%) 1 (2.1%) 

 8 (17.0%) 39 (83.0%)  
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Further, figures of reoffending will need to be reviewed, particularly for the most recent year, as 

sufficient time may not have elapsed to capture reoffending behaviour, which may show differences 

in longer term statistics. 

4.3 Findings from the measurement tool 

The measurement tool provided some insights into the sorts of factors that might be influencing 

individual children’s journeys through the diversion service. There were different perspectives on 

their workers (4.3.1), their current life experience (4.3.2) health and wellbeing (4.3.3), and their 

likelihood of getting into trouble in the future (4.3.4), and different children experienced downs as 

well as ups across time. 

4.3.1 Children’s views about the LCYJ workers 

The children’s views about the support from the LCYJ workers was positive from the start, and this 

improved at the follow up (See Figures 1 and 2). 

 

 
Figure 1: Children’s views of LCYJS workers at the commencement of the programme (n = 7) 
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Figure 2: Children’s views of LCYJS workers at follow up (~2 months, n = 5) 

 

4.3.2 Current life experience ratings 

To examine how children felt about their lives they were asked to rate a series of items on a scale of 

1 to 10. These are based on the themes co-produced with children that were considered to be 

important aspects of their current life experiences in relation to whether they were likely to 

reoffend. The findings are displayed in two diagrams below:  each colour line on the diagrams 

represents one child’s responses to each specific indicator. Figure 3 (on the next page) displays the 

ratings at the commencement of the diversion intervention and Figure 4 displays the ratings 

approximately 2 months later.  The diagrams show that although some children remain constant 

with their life ratings, some children gave poorer ratings at follow up, particularly relating to 

confidence, life satisfaction, satisfaction with activities and hobbies having positive friendships and 

feeling that they have someone who cares and understands them. 
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Figure 3: Children’s ratings of life experiences at beginning of the intervention 

 

 
Figure 4: Children’s ratings of life experiences at follow up 
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This is further explored in the graphs below representing the children who have data for both time 

points to examine direct changes over time: 

Figure 5: Children’s ratings of life experiences on entering the service and ~2 months later 
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An examination of the graphs indicates that for two of the children ratings of their life experiences 

improve or remain similar (Child 2 and 8), although for both of these children their ratings of how 

much they have voice and influence reduces approximately two months after entering the service.  

For the other child (Child 3) all but one of the ratings are poorer approximately two months later, 

except for people who care which remains the same.    Further qualitative research is needed to 

explore whether these changes in ratings relate to, increased awareness of current life experiences 

being relatively poor, or actual changes in what was happening in each individual’s life. 

4.3.3 Health and wellbeing 

Table 1 shows the mean scores on the three well-being measures at commencement of the 

programme and 2 months later.   

Table 1 Mean (Standard deviations) score for health and well-being measures at baseline and ~2 

months later 

Measure Commencement of 

the project (n =7) 

2 months later (n = 5) 

Mental health empowerment 26.50 (9.19) 27.20 (5.26) 

Self-efficacy 17.42 (2.37) 15.60 (0.89) 

Positive peer influence 30.29 (3.40) 27.60 (2.88) 
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At a group level health and wellbeing reduced slightly after 2 months from entering the service.  

However, this must be viewed cautiously as health and well-being measures were only completed by 

two children at both timepoints.  Although 3 children did complete the measurement tool at both 

timepoints, one did not complete the health and well-being measures at Time 2.  Thus, it is only 

possible to report change in health and wellbeing in the 2 children that completed measures at both 

timepoints.  In the two children that change can be examined mental health empowerment and self-

efficacy remained the same in both children, but positive peer influence reduced for one child.   Only 

the child whose reflections about the positive influence of their friends has remained the same 

reported making changes to their friendships at Time 2.  This is an interesting finding and given our 

qualitative findings this likely to represent a growing awareness of the negative influences of peer 

pressure on children’s behaviour and impacts on reoffending. It may indicate movement toward 

children’s goals of self-improvement and awareness of influences on their behaviour which may 

result in changes in their friendships in the longer term.   

4.3.4 Getting into trouble in the future 

Children scored (from 0-10) the likelihood of getting into trouble in the future, which remained 

relatively stable at a group level with a mean score of 4.86 (SD = 4.33) when beginning diversion to 

4.33 (SD = 2.25) follow up -2 months later.  For the children that completed the measurement tool at 

both time points for two children their predictions of their likelihood of reoffending remained stable 

and for the other child likelihood that felt they would get into trouble again increased.  This may be 

because this child became more aware of the factors that influence their behaviours.  Alongside this 

children’s confidence about being able to do the things that they wanted to do or to make the 

changes in their lives reduced slightly from 8.29 (SD = 1.88) to 7.40 (2.79) using a scale of 0-10.  In 

the two children who provided data at both timepoints, one reduced slightly from 5 to 4 and the 

other stayed the same. 

In the measurement tool children were asked two questions about the influences on their behaviour 

and how these changed following intervention from diversion services: 

• What do you think leads you to get into trouble? 

• What do you think will help you not get into trouble again? 

 

Children’s responses to these questions are displayed in Table 8 (on the next page).  Children 

highlighted a range of factors influencing their behaviour including their own personal 

characteristics, other people and understanding of the consequences of their behaviour.  There is 

some evidence from an examination of these responses that there is a progression in some children 

to develop a more nuanced understanding of reasons for the behaviour.  For example, Child 3 

identifies “other people” as a cause of getting in trouble and at follow up this has developed into 

“hanging round the wrong group of people” and Child 2 identifies “myself” as the cause for 

behaviour and at the follow up this has developed to “Being in a silly mood”.  This may indicate that 

the service may promote a more nuanced understanding of reasons for their offending.  
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Table 8. Children’s reflections on factors that influence their reoffending 

 

  

ID What do you think 

leads you to get 

into trouble? 

What do you think 

will help you not get 

into trouble again? 

What do you think 

leads you to get 

into trouble? (time 

2) 

What do you think will 

help you not get into 

trouble again? (time 2) 

1 Myself I don’t know   

2 Myself Nothing Being in a silly 

mood 

  

3 Other people Not being around 

people 

Hanging round 

with the wrong 

group of people 

Leave the situation 

before it escalates 

4 I don’t know I don’t know     

5   Comments and 

behaviour 

Sister to leave me alone 

a bit 

6   Myself Not sure. 

7    Messing around  Not messing around 

8 All my mates By ignoring whoever 

wants me to do stuff 

silly 

 Listening to my 

mates 

Starting a fire if they tell 

u to 

9 When I am angry My dog   

10 People I associate 

with  

Staying in   
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5. Findings – Part Two 

As the variations in children’s circumstances and experiences are so extensive, this section of the 

report provides a deeper dive into the contexts of children’s lives and service providers decisions 

making. A discussion of professionals’ assessments considers the functioning of the screening tool 

and process (5.1). The findings from the mobile and mapping methods used with core group 

participants are then give insight into the contexts in which children are living and the LCYJS is 

operating (5.2).  

5.1 Interviews/focus groups with LCYJS staff and other professionals about the screening 
process/tool 

Using the reoffending figures, it is difficult then to identify whether an appropriate screening 

decision was made as discussed earlier, there are extensive variabilities in children’s lives and in 

alternative services available. As this statistical comparison is not possible without a control group, 

we explored professionals’ perceptions of the effectiveness of screening through qualitative 

interviews/focus groups.  

Findings suggested that key features are the child-centred approach and the value that the screening 

tool has as a resource for social workers in the assessment process relating to capturing information 

about the child and family and that trust is enabled with some families early on.  A key difficulty with 

the process that was highlighted from the LCYJS workers was with the time taken for information 

gathering as part of the screening process, which was impeded by lack of available information from 

other services and/or lack of engagement and understanding of the process by parents.    

A description of the themes from analysis of the data with quotes from the interview conducted 

with LCYJS and other professionals about the screening process and tool follows: 

5.2.1 Theme One - Child-centred approach  

The adoption of a child-first approach during the screening process ensures that a child, who may 

already be overwhelmed with professional involvement, is diverted to the most appropriate service. 

Social workers highlighted the on the holistic aspect of the screening tool that enables offending 

behaviour to be tackled by addressing external factors, e.g. mental health, speech and language.  

‘we’ve got to remember that we are a criminal justice service... is it right to bring that young 

person into the criminal justice world?’ (LCYJS worker) 

‘we designed something which gave us every opportunity to help kids exit the justice system 

where possible, rather than necessarily getting pulled into it’ (LCYJS manager one) 

‘What kind of intervention do we think this child needs and who do we think is the best place 

to deliver it?’ (LCYJS worker) 

‘the screening tool is quite a holistic approach’ (Social worker) 

‘What’s going to be a tangible change for this child? And that’s where the screening gives us 

that information to make that decision’ (LCYJS manager one) 
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5.2.2 Theme Two – Indispensable resource for social workers 

The social workers saw the screening process and associated paperwork as an extremely positive 

contribution; providing them a reduced work-load, a strong foundation of knowledge about the child 

and their family, and a familiarity with a child before they have chance to meet them in person. 

From this perspective, the screening tool and the work of the LCYJS staff in the process importantly 

builds trust and rapport with the diversion process more generally. This aspect of familiarity is 

especially important as often children will already be overwhelmed with a number of different 

professionals; it can potentially limit ‘assessment fatigue for parents’ (LCYJS worker). There was a 

strong consensus from the social workers that the screening tool is doing its job successfully.  

‘my social workers have always been really, really grateful for the depth of information on 

the screen…. Makes the assessment process so much easier’ (LCYJS worker) 

‘you sort of do know a lot about that child before you even…. make contact with them’ 

(Social worker) 

‘it provides a foundation for your assessment. It’s kind of like the benchmark where you start 

from’ (Social worker referencing the use of the screening tool’ 

‘it helps sort of, I think build that rapport as soon as you make contact’ (Social worker) 

‘without the screening it would literally be starting from scratch and trying to gather all this 

information, and we might be four/five weeks behind because it took us that long just to get 

to that point’ (Social worker referencing the amount of time saved due to the information 

provided from the screening tool” 

5.2.3 Theme Three – Frustration in information collection process 

Despite the general positivity about the screening process, frustrations were expressed in relation to 

the information collecting process, both day-to-day and in specific circumstances, for example, 

during school closure periods or where social workers are out of area and information is difficult to 

obtain and time consuming. LCYJS workers in these cases have to put in extensive time and effort to 

source this information that is not being updated on their internal database. Frustrations reflected 

more generally in the potential that children could have had access to the required services.  

‘There’s information, but it’s not the actual real information’ (LCYJS worker speaking in 

relation to missing information that is not included in referrals as to why decision have been 

made, emphasis added) 

‘you’re starting from kind of the back foot already’ (LCYJS worker speaking again in relation 

to missing information, and how the amount of detail received varies case by case) 

‘I have sent assessments or a screening through where they haven’t returned my calls, but 

that’s usually out of area’ (LCYJS worker) 

A difficulty in the timeline for completion of the tool was expressed by the CJYS workers.  Often 

resulting from struggles to gather information from sources when it is lacking lengthening the 

information collecting process. They highlighted that no two cases are the same, and that 

unpredictability elements can cause time delays. The depth of detail at this stage does however save 

time in the overall process, especially where social workers are involved.  
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‘if I’ve got two or three screenings on the go at once, which isn’t unusual, it is really, really 

time consuming’ (LCYJS worker) 

‘no two screenings are the same, no five screenings, no ten screenings are the same’ (LCYJS 

worker) 

‘We’re not a blue light service and we shouldn’t pretend to be one’ (LCYJS worker in 

reference to the expected timeline of completion for the screening process” 

‘I think it’s absolutely worth the time, because if we get it right at that point….. we are able 

to keep them out of the system longer term. It hugely outweighs the negatives’ (LCYJS 

manager one) 

‘I’m saving time down the line. So in terms of service time, I think it is worth it’ (LCYJS 

manager one) 

A further frustration was in the lack of parental engagement/understanding in the process again 

often increasing the workload for LCYJS workers. This is not always the case, but as this is a voluntary 

service, parents/carers are not always open to receiving help.  

‘there are times when families don’t know what the service entails and they are too fearful to 

ask what the services are and they just go along with it’ (Social worker) 

‘our staff work harder for that engagement because it’s voluntary and to try and help them 

to understand that… it’s going to be beneficial to them to engage with us’ (LCYJS manager 2 

referencing parental engagement) 

Despite some difficulties with information collection, the screening process was seen as child 

focused centred in diverting children from the criminal justice system and successful in producing 

high outcomes of not re-offending. 

5.3 Mobile Mapping 

The walking tours and map making work with three of the children in the core group were done in 

order to provide a rich insight into the environments in which children were living, and the 

importance of contextual factures that emerged from the previous interviews. This section also 

provides a deeper understanding of the fluctuating responses of the children who completed the 

measurement tool. They were generous enough to take researchers to areas in their town that they 

found most interesting, or most enjoyed walking around and/or frequented most. Two of the 

children then drew maps to identify the important places and spaces in their lives that mattered 

most to them. 

5.3.1 Walking Tour 1  

One of the children from the core group took a researcher and their LCYJS worker on a walking tour 

around his favourite part of East Lancashire.  He told us that he was not really fond of this part of  

East Lancashire because, as with the other local towns, the town centres, the main routes into them 

and bus journey to and from were difficult and potentially hazardous places to negotiate.  The core 

group member described a world where young people were constantly having to be vigilant and 

aware of the potential of violence and physical threats from other ‘kids’.  Some of these children 
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carry knives.  ‘ Loads of kids carry knives now . . it is a common thing . .just have to know to avoid 

them.’ 

This world of the threat of violence is an everyday experience some children and one that casts a 

shadow over their emotional, physical and psycho- social freedom as children. 

The child explained that he liked the canal that 

runs through East Lancashire because it is 

serene. The child often talked about creativity, of 

children, young people, anybody being creative 

in their expressions. When I asked if I could take 

some photos of some of the canal that he 

particularly liked he chose this image of graffiti, 

as a form of art: ‘It’s noticing the things that you 

miss everyday when you do not have time to just 

look . . .’ 

 

He knew every part of the canal as he frequented it 

often.  This image shows a pub, traditional build 

houses walkway and an old road bridge over the 

canal which he also likes. The canal provides a 

space for the child to reflect on his experiences, his 

hopes and ambitions. Of how he likes places of 

peace, contemplation, to walk, think be creative in 

his imagination. 

5.3.2 Walking Tour 2  

This core group member shared with a LCYJS worker and researcher a world that is his and the 

things that matter to him.  We walked along the main road and the child talked about his ambitions.   

He was not at school anymore and was looking forward to starting a training course.  This participant 

was very proud of his community, where he came from and where he belonged.  

We turn right off the main road and towards somewhere that he likes frequenting.  This is his youth 

club.  He tells us that he comes here most weeks.   We look in, it looks like a warm and inviting place.  

Walking, talking, the child took us on a tour of his space which enables him to lead.  We offered to 

just have a chat in his house, but he soon warmed to the idea of leading the way, of setting the 

agenda, of shaping the conversation, the experience, the day. We headed for the park. 

Amongst his community, as an everyday experience of his life, there seems to be the presence of an 

unspoken competition for spaces. For ownership of them. That he and other children both enjoy and 

are free within, yet constantly vigilant of their peers laying claim on the same piece of ground. This 

child informed us that other children had come into the park and vandalised the park benches.  He 

then explained how he and his friends play football on the green in front of us.  A common theme 

Figure 7: Graffiti 

Figure 8: Pub, walkway and bridge 
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that emerges from adults in their houses, complaining and about children playing football or other 

sports nearby.  

This is the space that he frequented the most, a space that was close to the place where his family 

lived.  This walking tour embodied the participant’s ownership of his community, his friends, the 

people that he saw every day.   

We walk out of the park and along a path back to his home. He has taken us in a complete circle  

‘Sometimes I catch a bus to Preston. I go to Blackpool as well, with my mates.   . . .But, there are 

other kids there and they want to fight, to batter us so we need to run away.  Because I am small it is 

easy for me.’ 

It seems the threat of violence is everywhere.  There is no drama. Just an acceptance.  

5.3.3 Walking Tour 3 

We walked to a luxury car dealership. The area is bleak, with few leisure facilities available to 

children. He told me about the youth football club that no longer ran, and the children’s play park 

that had been removed. He described an area where drug-dealing was a part of everyday life, and 

often seen as the most viable way for young people to earn a living, with little understanding of the 

potential consequences: 

‘…get a job they're always telling them like to do this, but people, young people find it easy to sell 

drugs and they're like easily, like led into it…the things they hear about it and how much money it 

brings, but they don't see like the dangerous parts of it, like you can get stabbed for being on this 

area for selling. 

As we reached the luxury car showroom the participant described a violent incident he had 

witnessed: 

‘Because most people you don't realise, like how much people like, as young kids we see like 

sometimes people can pull up in a car and someone might get stabbed. I've saw it like. It was near 

my like cousin’s house and this guy just pulled up in the car and then some guy came running over, 

and because he had a big gold chain on. He's got a knife and he's tried robbing him for his chain and 

his car and then he's pulled out. He's got away and this Mercedes with no doors and that came flying 

down and tried ramming him.’ 

The police were seen as active in the area, but this made the participant feel less, rather than more 

safe, as he felt it was an indicator of how unsafe his area was.  

When asked what he would do to improve his community, he said the issue was financial and due to 

a lack of leisure resources. He offered his ideas, but he was clear that he did not think anyone in 

power would be interested in listening to them.: 

‘I know it's like something like impossible to do, but…see if I'd like racks of money I'd like, all the 

people in that area I'll give money to...and wipe the entire place out, and start building like 

community centers there and something like more football picthess. And like [place name] Park, all 

my mates tell me about it, if you could do one thing it's turn it into a motorbike track or something 

like that’ 
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'We, people like us, we don't get a say in things because we hang round in big crowds and stuff so 

they say I'm not gonna listen to them, they’re just kids, so it's like people like us, they do not listen to 

teenagers.’ 

But it was not just the teenagers who he believed were ignored and voiceless. He described how no-

one trusted the people in his community, and resources being taken away from them (the 

community centre, the swings in the park). He saw a need to develop relationships within the 

community, to rebuild trust. 

In his own life, he had plans for the future – learning to drive, becoming a bricklayer – that would 

keep him out of trouble, and give him a good life. He felt pity for his old friends, who he felt would 

end up in prison, living on the streets, or dead. In spite of his plans, he was involved with the LCYJS 

for the second time when I met him. His reoffending needs to be understood in the context in which 

he lives. The participant described how the lack of resources, in his home and his community, were 

contributors to his offending, and reoffending. Poverty and lack of positive activities meant that 

even though he could resist the urge to offend (to steal) most of the time, a moment of weakness 

could land him in trouble again.  Still, he felt his LCYJS worker helped him to keep on ‘the right path’. 

5.3.4 Online mapping activity 1 

The mapping activity was facilitated by a LCYJS worker, with the researcher leading through Teams.  

This core group member described quite a different world to the previous core group member. She 

likes her home, which is not on an estate. She described a home where there were things to do (a 

new dartboard) and where things have been recently ‘done up’. She enjoys playing with her pet bird 

and watching tv in her bedroom. Her home was a place of safety, fun and comfort. 

 

Figure 10: Map 1 

Outside of the home, she identified school as the main place she went to, with sports being most 

important to her. She had support from some teachers. One key teacher, who she felt would listen 

to her when she has problems, and who she feels tries to make her happy. School also brought 

friendships, which have changed as a result of her involvement with the LCYJS. She spends time with 

them in school, in their homes and hers, and in the local town centre, hanging out at McDonald’s. 

They also go to the park together. She feels safe when she’s out in the community. The participant 
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said she likes where she lives and does not plan to leave the area when she gets older. She describes 

herself as lucky, in living a relatively comfortable life. 

5.3.5 Online Mapping activity 2 

The child that led us on the walk along the Leeds to Liverpool Canal, also completed a map, to 

provide us with a window into what he likes most to do in life.  This child seeks serenity, 

contemplation and creativity. He presented us with an image of a more rural part of Lancashire, 

showing us where he felt familiar, the things that were important to him.  

Figure 11: Map 2 

The map is of a world away from the busyness of the town centre, other children and young people 

jostling for space, competing for their voice to be heard, some threatening violence, described in his 

walking tour (see Section 5.3.1). This is the same canal that he took us on a tour of, but in a different 

part of East Lancashire. This child enjoys the slow motion of water, the feeling of time passing by, 

slowly, contemplatively. He likes and understands the social history and context of where he lives, 

how a local farmhouse was used during the war, and there is a memorial to a local pit disaster.  Yet 

he likes space, nature the trees, walking in the nearby forest in solitude. For this child, as with many 

others we have talked to in the core group, it in part addresses the question of hope, ambition, of 

existentialism. Where do you want to be in the future? This child dreams of a space of his own, of 

learning, of engaging with past and present, of embracing nature, water, life, creativity and hope. He 

wants a future of peace. 
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6. Discussion  

Through this evaluation we have learned that the process of LCYJS Diversion screening and 

intervention has resulted in reoffending of ~20% in the target population, which is lower that 

national and regional reoffending rates (of ~35%).  

The evaluation, by exploring the perspectives of children, parents, a victim and professionals, has 

revealed some of the contexts and practices which enable most of the children to desist from 

offending. It has also identified overarching and ongoing challenges, and the fact that some 

influencing factors experienced positively by some children at some times, can have negative 

consequences for other children, or at other times. This highlights the complexity of service 

provision that LCYJS are called upon to deliver.  

In this discussion we consider first the approaches that are reliably experienced as helpful, then 

factors that are positive at times (but not in all contexts), the overarching challenges; and the 

ongoing issues to explore further.  

As some of the children said in all stages of the evaluation, adults, those in and with power need to 

listen. To hear the difficulties and challenges children experience in post lockdown, post austerity, 

economically and socially restricted and tense world.  For many the LCYJS workers in the Diversion, 

and other services have listened, do intervene, are empathic and provide alternative pathways to 

more prosperous psychosocial, emotional and physical horizons. It seems that other agencies of the 

state; education, police, youth and community services need to match this ambition for these, and 

other children who enter the criminal justice system. 

6.1 What reliably helps 

The evaluation shows that effective relationships with workers, who are authentically enabling, and 

freedom from violence, are reliably helpful factors. 

6.1.1 Effective relationship with workers – ‘She is really nice, I feel comfortable talking to her’ 

Findings from both interviews and the measurement tool show that children are happy with their 

relationships with their LCYJS Diversion workers. Their relationships were founded in open-

mindedness, non-judgementalism, and trust, and they felt supported and understood (Haines et al., 

2012). They see these relationships as important in enabling them to think about the situations that 

had led them to be involved in offending behaviour and to desist from doing the same in the future. 

There is evidence from the measurement tool that the service may help children to have a more 

nuanced understanding of the impacts and influences on them which would support them to 

identify appropriate and relevant strategies to overcome situations and manage individuals that may 

influence their behaviour (an aspect of practice highlighted as valuable within the rapid review, see 

Section 2).  

Children identified discussing their offence, familial relations, their peers and friends and the 

influence they had on their behaviour with LCYJS workers as enabling them to think about how to 

desist from offending behaviour. Importantly, children felt that the support and advice regarding 

developing certain strategies to avoid specific areas of their local neighbourhood, or town, was 

critical in enabling them to not be drawn into trouble or offending behaviour and highlighted their 

satisfaction with the knowledge of LCYJS workers that enabled this.  Further, the findings from 

measurement tool suggest that they have an improved sense of well-being as a consequence of 
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discussing some of the difficult issues and challenges in their lives with their LCYJS workers. All of the 

children enjoyed working with their LCYJS workers and they expressed that they liked their LCYJS 

workers. 

6.1.2 Authentic Enabling   

The authenticity of relationships that the LCYJS workers had established with children in the core 

group were cited by them as critical to reasons for them engaging effectively with the LCYJS 

Diversion service.  The children placed a significant amount of trust in the LCJYS workers that they 

had been working with, or were in contact with regularly, as a consequence of being referred to the 

diversion service, and they felt this was reciprocated(Trivasse, 2017; Creaney, 2020).   

Children valued workers who they felt “connected” to and who they got to know as people: “when 

you know about a person you can just be yourself around them”. The trust they had in their workers, 

and their ability to work effectively with them was also built on respect and being listened to: “if 

you feel like you’re being respected you’re gonna respect them back, and if you feel like you’re being 

listened, you’re gonna open up with them”.    

But the children went further, they did not just want their workers to listen to them, they wanted 

them to understand them, sometimes without them having to articulate their feelings. For some, 

this related to recognising when they needed to stop talking about something, or were not ready to 

talk about it, for others it was about recognising their feelings: “If they’re sad, but they didn’t really 

wanna tell anyone, like, they want someone to notice it really”. The closeness of the working 

relationship with the LCYJS workers also provided an emotional space for some of the children to 

have the confidence to articulate their issues in the past, concerns in the present and aspirations for 

the future. 

It is apparent that irrespective of the focus or type of intervention, diversion, or other disposals, an 

authentic, empathic and consistent working relationship was central to enabling the children to 

explore ways to develop resilience against the problems they experienced, and strategies to 

overcome (some of) the barriers that they experienced. This echoes the findings from the rapid 

review (Section 2), which highlighted the value placed on relationship-based practice by children. 

The children in this study indicated that they valued LCYJS practitioners who provide a service for 

them based on empathy, reaching out to children who are hesitant to engage, and underpinned by a 

commitment to co-working with children to enable them to gain increasing access to opportunities 

and better futures.   

6.1.3 Freedom from Violence 

A strand of experiences that many children reported in all three stages of this evaluation talks to the 

environment they have to navigate. For many, although not all, children are wary of the threat of 

physical and psychosocial violence from their peers, or from older children or adults.  Throughout 

this evaluation a story emerges of children trying to enjoy their childhood and avoid peers, friends, 

or local areas where they may be pulled into experiencing violence, or other offending behaviour.  In 

many cases, they identified LCYJS Diversion workers as key in supporting them to develop these 

strategies of avoidance. All the children in some way, or another, articulated a hope for a better 

future. Perhaps with a more stable and nourishing family life, often to enrol on a training or 

education programme that would begin an employment career and enhance their life chances.  All 

seek a place where there would be happiness, for them, their family and in their wider world.   
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6.1.4 Connecting Children to Intervention Systems and Timing 

Parents felt that often the intervention from LCYJS workers were helpful with their children, and in 

some cases had a direct impact on them desisting from offending.  Although one parent felt that 

LCYJS intervention had not impacted on her son’s difficult and offending behaviour.  This perspective 

needs to be understood within a context that all CYJSs in England and Wales try to address the 

repeat and serious offending of some children and not all have a positive outcome (HMIP 2021).   

However, as LCYJS had demonstrated a commitment to supporting children in gaining access to 

training, education and providing ongoing support.  The children in the core group and those 

interviewed felt that this was a positive outcome of their contact with the LCYS workers.  This finding 

chimes with an earlier study that evidenced the same (Larkins & Wainwright, 2014). 

 

6.2 What supports some is unhelpful for others 

The evaluation identified the impacts of social media, family, looked after children services, friends 

or neighbourhoods, which were experienced positively at times by some children, and negatively by 

others. 

6.2.1 Social Media   

Children highlighted social media as having a profound effect on their childhood, as many studies 

have suggested (Keles, McCrae, & Grealish, 2020; Orben, 2020) and as providing both opportunities 

to broaden their horizons regarding education and to make social connections.  Yet, paradoxically, it 

was named by some of the children in the core group as an ongoing threat regarding being pulled 

into social situations by their peers, or their associates, that were either psychologically/emotionally 

and/or physically threatening. This involved being drawn into situations with older children and 

young adults that could potentially lead to the threat of violence. Social media affected the everyday 

milieu of some of the children’s experiences that often led to them being obliged to engage in 

activities that were counter-productive and could lead to offending behaviour.  All the children who 

talked about social media described it not only as a device to communicate, but also a means of 

comparing themselves with others, in their behaviour and appearance in a way that was 

undermining and debilitating.   

 

Many of the children who co-participated in the stage 2 interviews, concurred with the core group, 

in expressing the importance and effect that social media had on their lives. They felt that they, for 

the most part, enjoyed being able to connect and communicate with their peers and friends using 

various apps on social media.  Yet, there is a paradox in their relationship with peers using social 

media and that for many they felt obliged, pressured, or threatened to meet up with them as a 

consequence of always being available and contactable through this medium. They liked social 

media, they enjoyed this form of constant communication, but understood the threat that 

communicating in this way and subsequently acting on these messages posed for them. Many of 

these children expressed that it was discussing the possible perils with their LCYJS Diversion worker, 

that enabled them to reflect on whether maintaining relationships with their peers, through various 

social media apps, increased their chances of getting into further trouble. Evidence from our 

previous research suggests that it is important to always hold in sight both the benefits and risks of 

digital technology; it can be a source of help seeking, growing understanding of self and situations 

and facilitate children’s agency (Aghtaie, Larkins et al., 2018). 
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6.2.2 Family  

Families were a source of difficulty, support, or both, depending on the child. They talked of 

challenging family contexts that had a damaging effect on their emotional experiences within and 

outside the family home, and, in some cases, had a direct effect on their behaviour outside of their 

family home.  Where they felt there was conflict or other issues at home, or pressure to make 

money in some way, this has informed their behaviour (Heath, et al, 2016). Yet, in some cases 

children used their family support networks to access employment and training opportunities, giving 

them something to work towards. 

6.2.3 Children in Care 

Some of the children’s experience of LCYJS were interwoven with that of being in residential care, 

either before entering into the service, or during.  These children describe a world that is uncertain 

and at times hostile within the care system.   Living in the care system has been a source of 

instability, unhappiness and loneliness for some children who had contact with LCYJS and yet, 

paradoxically, during lockdown one child felt that they appreciated the company of other children 

and staff during this difficult period. Either way, for the small number of children who had been in 

care whilst being in contact with the LCYJS that took part in the evaluation, it had a profound effect 

on their experiences and outlook regarding offending and hope for the future. These findings chime 

with the many studies regarding the interconnection between family difficulties, being in care and 

the criminal justice system (Fitzpatrick, 2014; Fitzpatrick & Williams, 2017). 

6.2.4 Friends and neighbourhoods 

Many of the children talked about how through lockdown and since, the most significant threat to 

them becoming involved in trouble was their being part of their local neighbourhood, and 

community of friends and peers.   

Many of the children felt that being in the company of some of their friends and peer group had 

contributed to them getting into trouble.  They talked about the pressure of being in the company of 

their peers and subsequently being led by, or as part of a group of children, becoming involved in 

offending behaviour.  For some it was the acquaintances that they met through peers, friends and 

adults in their local community that were the most threatening to their sense of well-being and that 

influenced the decisions that they made that led to them getting in trouble. Although it was 

suggested by some children that contact with, support, advice and guidance from older peers who 

had been involved in offending behaviour and developed ways to deal with these threats to their 

well-being and to desist from offending behaviour would be a positive strategy (Larkins & 

Wainwright, 2014). Indeed, some children who had contact with ex-offenders used them as role-

models. 

Children talked about the difficulties of negotiating their every-day lives in some local 

neighbourhoods, where drug use, violence and poverty were endemic, and how this impacted 

directly, not only on their own sense of security and safety, but also whether they became involved 

in trouble again. However, for some children their environment was relatively tranquil. The 

inequality between communities is to a large extent beyond the control of LCYJS, but to their 

workers’ credit they understand and work with the individual children regarding how they negotiate 

the nuanced differences, threats and the opportunities in each of their local communities.  
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6.3 The overarching problems – some constraining influences on the work of the LCYJS 

The evaluation highlighted some overarching problems, which influenced children’s offending 

behaviour, but were in large part beyond the control of the LCYJS: community inequalities, Covid and 

lockdown, schooling and a lack of/inappropriate provision within the community and from other 

services. 

6.3.1 Community Issues - ‘what it is really like where I live’- and decision making 

For some children, a world where violence and knife crime exists was very much part of the 

community they had to survive in. One child, in particular, understood that violence between 

children was often happening because of pride, of individuals not backing down, of ‘holding their 

own’ over any particular argument or conflict. This child also articulated how some of the violence 

was initiated by adults, young men in their twenties and thirties, who had used children to buy and 

sell drugs for them, usually cannabis, and that if other children or adults attempted to impinge on 

their particular area, or patch, as competitors in the market of selling drugs, violence, including the 

use of knives, would erupt (Wainwright, et al, 2020, HMIP, 2021).  This violence would be focused on 

the children, as both perpetrators and victims, as part of the adults’ bidding, their pressure, 

instructions to do their drug running and bullying.   

This is the world that some young people have to try to navigate for their own personal safety and 

survival and need to avoid if they are not to get into further trouble (Haines, et al, 2012). The 

children who talked of this perilous environment that is their everyday experience, understood the 

inherent dangers of being part of it, as actors in a world that presented the real possibility of a 

tragedy happening as a consequence of violence being inflicted on them, their families, or other 

children and their loved ones.  However, what they were not so skilled at understanding is how they 

negotiated their way out of it. At the same time, it is important to not lay the responsibility for 

navigating out of these situations purely on children – creating safe communities for children to live 

in must be a collaborative, intergenerational effort. Similarly, it is important to look at the long 

histories of inequalities that some communities are experiencing and to question to current and 

historical political and economic decision making that is affecting communities’ capacities to create 

brighter futures (Larkins et al., 2021). The overarching problem here is that there is huge inequality 

between the different communities in which children live and grow, and whilst LCYJS can and do 

help children to devise strategies for negotiating their lives in these difficult contexts, at times the 

context is such that, long term, their influence can wane. 

6.3.2 Covid 19 and Lockdown   

The impact of Covid was discussed by children as having a profoundly detrimental effect.  In 

particular, the Covid pandemic had an all-encompassing debilitating effect on the children’s 

everyday psycho-social experience in their family (or institutional care) life, their (in)ability to 

socialise with their peers, the stop-start impact on their education, their mental and physical 

health and on limiting their horizons to participate in the activities or hobbies they enjoyed and 

found life enhancing.  Children articulated a world where their opportunities to embrace everyday 

challenges and freedoms had become restricted. Covid and lockdown temporarily constrained 

their worlds, exacerbated their difficult familial relationships, and made friendships more 

challenging to manage, leading them to face issues they may not have had to deal with otherwise:  
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“maybe if lockdown hadn’t been there and we would have been able to still see each other, 

and nothing would have been said on text or anything”.  

They longed for the ending of restrictions: “I want to be free again” and felt that the gradual 

ending of lockdown may begin to open up their horizons in the future.    

6.3.3 School is Out... for some Children 

The unhelpfulness of education and schooling was a theme identified by parents and some of the 

children. Being excluded from schooling and/or placed in special educational units because of 

children’s behaviour and was identified as a key signifier that led to offending behaviour in the rapid 

review (Wainwright et al, 2020; HMIP, 2022). Parents talked about their child’s future being thrown 

away and felt that some schools specifically were quick to label them as violent and/or disruptive, 

and when it came to educational special units, the education system generally did not value them 

(HMIP, 2022). The children felt that as a consequence of conflict with teachers or their peers at 

school, they had been pathologized, blamed, excluded, written off and thrown in the rubbish bin 

(Haines et al, 2012; Lanskey, 2015).  This was a contributory factor to some of the children 

associating with company that involved them engaging in offending behaviour, be that against 

property, conflict with peers, violence and in some cases drugs. The overarching problem is that, 

although LCYJS workers try to support children in developing positive relationships with education, 

not all children can access educational offers that promote their well-being.  

6.3.4 Lack of/inappropriate provision, leading to disconnection between aspirations and 
opportunities – ‘There’s nothing, no activities or nothing’ 

As much as the children, with the exception of one, were fulsome in their appreciation for the 

support that their LCYJS Diversion service workers provided them, the difficulties that they 

experience are not in isolation.  The LCYJS Diversion workers are clearly committed to improving the 

lives of the children that they work with and try everything to achieve this goal. Yet, as with much 

CYJS work with children there is evidence of a disconnection between this good practice and the 

wider systems, provision and networks that impinge on each child’s everyday experiences.  These 

include the wider criminal justice system, a lack of educational connectedness with other elements 

of their lives, mental health and counselling provision, a paucity of youth and creative provision for 

them pursue their hobbies and interests, and a lack of coherence with education and training 

opportunities available for the older children to work towards (HMIP, 2021; Larkins et al., 2021).   

Some parents were frustrated with a lack of understanding, disconnectedness even, of, and from, 

the processes of the wider criminal justice system (Frank, et al, 2015). They felt that police 

interventions with their children were not helpful, while acknowledging that their children needed 

their offending behaviour addressed, they felt at times the police contributed to drawing them into 

the criminal justice system and criminalising them.  

Parents and children felt that if there was earlier intervention, even before accessing the Diversion 

(or prevention) services of the LCYJS, they would have a better chance of not committing offences in 

the first place.   This perspective chimed with the narratives from the children’s interviews where 

they felt there were no appropriate services, outside of the LCYJS. There was nothing to do.  Both 

parents and the children stressed that if appropriate support was in place at an early stage, they may 

not have got into trouble. The kind of support and intervention suggested, was youth clubs, sports 

provision, counselling, and joint preventative activities with the police (although, it is acknowledged 



 
 

64 

that much youth justice literature argues against the latter for fear of further criminalising children 

see amongst others (Goldson and Muncie, 2012). 

This lack of provision, connectedness, and joined up strategic thinking is not, as and of itself, the 

responsibility of LCYJS Diversion workers, as their job is to work on an individual basis with children. 

However, as the children describe their everyday experiences, the challenges they face and how 

committed their LCYJS Diversion workers are with them, there is a hole in the provision they receive. 

On the one hand we have a Diversion service attempting to keep children out of the Criminal Justice 

system, with evidence that they are working with other agencies to ensure this happens. However, 

the absence of joined up planning and resources for the children’s schooling, counselling and mental 

health services, recreational and hobby activities, housing and accommodation, education, training 

and employment limits the impact workers are able to have on children’s lives and opportunities. It 

is fine to keep children out of the criminal justice system, but if all the other support systems are not 

available to support this work with children, it can, at times, provide a practice of co-participation in 

a vacuum (Frank et al, 2015). Although, it needs to be acknowledged that the paucity of youth 

services provision available, locally and nationally, is a direct consequence of the coalition 

governments’ austerity measures decimating these and other services for children from 2010 to the 

present (HMIP,2021) 

This is evidenced by some of the children having dreams of a future in which they have a ‘good’ job 

and plenty of money, but no idea how they will get themselves into that position. However, this is 

not only a challenge that LCYJS Diversion service face as this disconnect is common to all CYJ services 

across the country. The challenge for a YJB strategic plan and values that place Child First and co-

participation up front and centre of work with children in LCJYS Diversion services in England and 

Wales, is to make this a joined up and connected approach (YJB, 2021)  The aspiration of the YJB and 

LCYJS is to have a Child First, trauma informed, holistic approach, one that promotes ‘active 

participation, engagement and wider social inclusion,’ (YJB, 2021:11) yet a coherent joined up 

approach to the wider systems, the agencies and individuals that need to deliver such a service for 

the children  are disconnected and disparate.  This is not to negate the importance of strong co-

participatory, child-led work that Lancashire CYJS deliver, it is more to focus on the work and 

changes that still need to take place at a strategic level. 

  



 
 

65 

7. Conclusion 

The children who have constituted the core group co-designed and directed the evaluation with the 

key themes for work with the other participants, children, parents/carers, practitioners and victims.  

We have highlighted the benefits to children and the community, of the work being done by the 

LCYJS diversion service, but also illuminated the complexities of children’s context which make the 

work challenging. The children have depicted a world where family, friends and peer relationships 

and opportunities for learning, employment and travel are pivotal to their sense of worth and 

(un)happiness. They describe how the lockdowns have affected them. They have reflected on 

whether and when their relationships with their LCYJS workers enable them to enjoy their childhood 

and build on their strengths. The rolling process of a cocreated evaluation helped to build a picture 

of which mechanisms and in what contexts interventions may support children to be diverted from 

offending behaviours.  Further co-creative work has taken place with children in the core group and 

the wider population of children participating in the research, with those that were interested 

through co-designing maps of their world and engaging in walking tours of the places in the 

community that have resonance with them.    

We found that almost all of the children (and their parents) involved in the evaluation felt that their 

LCYJS workers helped them to divert them away from offending. Best practices were based on the 

relationships built between the worker, the child and their family, which enabled the worker to 

understand the child’s previous behaviours, to identify appropriate sources of support and 

development (educational, psychological or social), and to facilitate improved family relationships. 

The diversity of the children the LCYJS work with, in terms of the individual child, their families and 

their contexts, makes identifying ideal interventions both unfeasible and undesirable. The children 

need a flexible service, tailored to their individual needs, as is embedded in Child First approaches. In 

large part, LCYJS delivers this service, with reoffending rates lower than national and regional rates. 

The screening tool and processes surrounding its use were harder to evaluate in terms of impact, but 

the process was seen by professionals as child focused and centred on diverting children from the 

criminal justice system, fostering success in producing high outcomes related to reoffending. 

The challenges faced by some children are too great for the service to be able to prevent them from 

(re)offending. However, even when children did reoffend, they saw benefit in the work done with 

them by the LCYJS and believed their engagement with the service had delayed/reduced their 

offending behaviour. This suggests that even though reoffending cannot be eradicated, there is a 

benefit, in terms of crime reduction, to the wider community.   

This evaluation indicates that the Lancashire CYJS achieve these excellent outcomes through 

respecting and listening to children, co-developing strategies to desist from offending behaviour 

and putting in place concrete supporting systems and plans that aim to enable each and every 

child’s ambition for a better, crime free, future. One that aims to meet every child’s aspiration to 

feel safe, valued of importance and capable of fulfilling their potential. 
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