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Guidance on applications to 
research the Youth Justice System 

 Key points 

 This guidance is for the youth justice sector to help assess whether to approve 
applications from academics, charities and other bodies wishing to conduct research. 

 Research should be appropriate, ethical and add value to the youth justice sector. 
Applications should clearly address these points. 

 Research with young people is particularly sensitive, and subject to enhanced ethical 
standards, so ethical approval should be in place before the research begins. It is the 
responsibility of the researcher to ensure this. That said, there might be situations 
where some initial access to data is needed by the researchers to substantiate an 
ethics application.  

 The research should link to national and/or local priorities for youth justice.  

 Applications should be clear about the demands on time, resources, staff and young 
people from the YOT or establishment. Can the YOT/establishment realistically 
commit to the research? 

 Applications should explain how the research would comply with data protection and 
security requirements. How will data be collected, handled and stored?    

 Some research raises other legal implications that the application must address. For 
example, child protection or disclosure of illegal activity by research participants.  

 Researchers must have the skills to carry out the proposed work to a high standard. In 
addition to research methods, youth justice settings pose particular challenges and, 
ideally, researchers should have existing knowledge and experience of the sector.  

 Applications should state what the outputs of the research will be and if these will be 
published. The establishment/YOT should plan for how they will use the research. 

 

Introduction  

The YJB welcomes and encourages research 
that will support youth justice policy and practice 
at a national and local level. We encourage 
partnerships between the youth justice sector, 

academics and other researchers to build the 
evidence base.  

You can see details of current research on the 
Research Map hosted on the Youth Justice 
Research Hub. We are keen to include details of 
any ongoing research in the area so please 
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update us on your research projects. We can 
also help raise awareness of ongoing or potential 
studies through our central communications, like 
the Youth Justice Bulletin. 

Purpose of the guidance 

This guidance is primarily for Secure Training 
Centres (STCs), Secure Children’s Homes 
(SCHs) and Youth Offending Teams (YOTs). It is 
for these bodies to decide, subject to any other 
approvals necessary, whether to approve 
applications to them from external bodies such 
as universities, charities, and research 
consultants.  

The guidance covers some of the key issues for 
consideration, to help those reviewing research 
proposals think about not just whether the 
research is appropriate and ethical, but also if it 
will be of value to the youth justice sector. The 
YJB can also provide support to sector 
colleagues to assist their decision-making on 
specific applications. Please contact the Social 
Research and Effective Practice team for advice.  

Please note that the National Offender 
Management Service (NOMS) govern research 
involving Young Offender Institutions (YOIs). Any 
applications to conduct research in or with YOIs 
should be directed to NOMS through their 
approval process. Unlike NOMS, the YJB does 
not centrally agree or refuse external research 
applications, except in exceptional 
circumstances. The final decision lies with the 
individual STCs, SCHs and YOTs, and 
applications should be directed to the relevant 
establishments/ teams for consideration.  

We do strongly recommend that proposed 
research in STCs, SCHs or with YOTs should be 
reviewed and approved by a university or other 
ethics board. Research with young people is 
particularly sensitive, and subject to enhanced 
ethical standards, so ethical approval should be 
in place before the research begins. The 
researcher is responsible for this. That said, there 
might be situations where some initial access to 
data is needed by the researchers to substantiate 
an ethics application.  

The YJB suggests prioritising research that 
aligns with national objectives and the strategic 
aims of the youth justice system. These include 
reducing the number of children and young 
people entering the justice system, reducing the 
number who reoffend, and improving the safety, 
wellbeing and positive outcomes of children and 
young people in the justice system. More 
specific, local priorities will also be important 
considerations. 

Key issues for approval of 
research 

There is a range of existing guidance providing 
best practice advice on the types of issues to be 
taken into account when considering research 
applications and designing research. This 
guidance is a resource guide, which provides 
links to existing key sources.  

The Government Social Research (GSR) Code 
usefully sets out some high-level principles that it 
expects government-funded research to meet, 
and which apply to research more widely. 
Research should be: 

 Rigorous and impartial 

 Relevant 

 Accessible (published and clearly 
communicated) 

 Legal and ethical 

Key issues 

 

1. Are there clear links to youth justice 
priorities at a national and/or local level? 

2. Are the demands on staff and resources 
required by the proposed study realistic 
and achievable? 

3. What is the likely value of the research 
to the wider knowledge base and the 
specific establishment/YOT? 

4. Is the approach to data collection and 
storage compliant with data protection and 
security requirements? 

5. Are ethical considerations appropriately 
addressed by the research application?  

6. Have any legal implications been 
appropriately addressed by the 
application? 

7. Does the applicant have the appropriate 
knowledge and expertise to undertake the 
proposed research?  

8. Will outputs from the research be 
disseminated? How will the findings be 
taken forward? 

https://yjresourcehub.uk/component/content/article.html?id=31&layout=default&ml=1&iframe=1
mailto:research@yjb.gsi.gov.uk
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20150922160821/http:/www.civilservice.gov.uk/networks/gsr/gsr-code
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1. Are there clear links to youth 
justice priorities at a national and/or 
local level? 

The YJB recommends prioritising research that 
aligns with national objectives for the Youth 
Justice System. These are given in YJB 
Corporate Reports, though a brief summary of 
priorities at the time of writing (2016/17) is 
included below.  

The YJB 2016/17 Business Plan highlights four 
strategic end benefits. This is what YJB is 
working with the sector to deliver: 

 To reduce the number of children and 
young people entering the youth justice 
system.  

 To reduce reoffending by children and 
young people in the youth justice system. 

 To improve the safety and wellbeing of 
children and young people in the youth 
justice system.  

 To improve the positive outcomes of 
children and young people in the youth 
justice system.  

The Business Plan also identifies three 
crosscutting themes that the YJB aims to 
consider and act on across all areas of work: 

 Engaging and hearing the voice of the 
young person.  

 Addressing the over-representation in the 
youth justice system of young people 
from Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
backgrounds and looked-after children.  

 Meeting the needs of victims.  

We would also expect local priorities inform 
sector views on the likely value and feasibility of 
proposed research. These can often be found in 
the organisation’s own business plans and 
strategy documents etc. The success of local 
partnerships is likely to be based on the 
agreement of mutual local interests and priorities 
for research. 

In addition, other priorities may arise through 
Government or independent reviews such as the 
Charlie Taylor review of youth justice, the David 
Lammy MP review of racial bias and BAME 
representation in the criminal justice system, and 
the Lord Laming and Prison Reform Trust review 
of the children in care. 

 

2. Are the demands on staff and 
resources required by the proposed 
study realistic and achievable?  

The demands that the proposed research (and 
collective research commitments, if more than 
one study is underway) places on staff and 
participants are likely to be key considerations 
when approving research. It is also helpful to 
consider whether the particular group of interest 
has recently been, or is currently, involved in 
other research.  

Ascertain whether research is planned only in 
your establishment or across multiple sites. If the 
research will cover other establishments or 
services, it may be helpful to link up and to 
consider approval collectively. This can reduce 
the burden on resources and ensure maximum 
value from the research. 

 

3. What is the likely value of the 
research to the wider knowledge 
base, and the specific 
establishment/YOT? 

Research should ideally focus on national and/or 
local priorities, increase the effectiveness of 
operational practice and add to the wider 
evidence base. Projects should also be of 
sufficient quality. The YJB Social Research team 
is happy to offer advice on this issue. Otherwise, 
further guidance on appropriate research 
methods can be found here: 

Quality in Policy Impact Evaluation is a short 
supplement to the Magenta Book. It is for those 
needing to assess the quality of proposed 
designs for impact evaluation. 

Quality in Qualitative Evaluation is another 
supplement to the Magenta Book for those 
needing to assess qualitative studies. 

The Green Book looks at how the public sector 
should appraise research and evaluation 
proposals before committing any funds, with a 
focus on cost benefit analysis.  

The Magenta Book is primarily intended for those 
designing evaluations, but is also useful if you 
need to know what to consider when judging the 
quality of a proposed project.  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications?departments%5b%5d=youth-justice-board-for-england-and-wales&publication_type=corporate-reports
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications?departments%5b%5d=youth-justice-board-for-england-and-wales&publication_type=corporate-reports
mailto:research@yjb.gsi.gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190984/Magenta_Book_quality_in_policy_impact_evaluation__QPIE_.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190986/Magenta_Book_quality_in_qualitative_evaluation__QQE_.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-green-book-appraisal-and-evaluation-in-central-governent
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/220542/magenta_book_combined.pdf
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4. Is the approach to data collection 
and storage compliant with data 
protection and security requirements?  

Research that involves the collection of new data 
must be compliant with data protection 
requirements, and assure the security of any new 
data. For further information: 

Information Commissioner’s Office 

Data Protection Act 1998 

British Standards Institute  

Decisions on access to existing data are the 
responsibility of the YOT or establishment’s 
Information Asset Owners for each source. 
Compliance with the Data Protection Act is again 
a critical consideration; for what purpose were 
the data originally collected, and what can they 
be legitimately used for?  

An Information Sharing Agreement is often 
needed where a third party requires access to 
data for business purposes. For further 
information on data sharing: 

British Standards Institute   

Data Sharing for Statistical Purposes: A 
Practitioners Guide to the Legal Framework 

 

5. Are ethical considerations 
appropriately addressed by the 
research application?  

It is important to ensure that high ethical 
standards are being applied in any research 
being considered for approval. Individuals should 
not be subject to unnecessary intrusions of their 
privacy or subjected to damaging research 
procedures. There are additional considerations 
for research involving children and young people 
in the criminal justice system, given the sensitive 
nature of the issues and the potential 
vulnerabilities of the research participants.  

Ethical standards 

Applicants should set out the key ethical 
considerations for the research they are 
planning, and how these are going to be 
managed. Applicants may be following specific 
ethical standards or have submitted their 
research proposals to a formal board for 
approval. The proposal should clearly articulate 
this. 

There are a number of specific ethical standards 
available, such as: 

Government Social Research Professional 
Guidance: Ethical Assurance for Social Research 
in Government 

Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) 
Framework for research ethics 

Social Research Association Ethics Guidelines 

British Society of Criminology Code of Research 
Ethics 

The Code of Conduct of the British Psychological 
Society 

The YJB would strongly recommend that 
research proposals should be approved by an 
appropriate formal ethics committee (e.g. 
university, NHS, charity or funding body), 
especially if the research involves access to 
young people and/or offenders. You should ask 
the researchers if they have gone through any 
ethics committee, and request a copy of the 
statement of approval. Ethical approval (from a 
university or other institution’s ethics board) 
should be in place before the research begins. It 
is the responsibility of the researcher to ensure 
this. That said, there might be situations where 
some initial access to data is needed by the 
researchers to substantiate an ethics application.  

Depending on the subject, there may be a need 
to obtain permissions from other UK Government 
departments or from devolved administrations. 
Research for various health and social care 
bodies needs to go through the Integrated 
Research Application System or other ethical 
processes may also need to be followed. In some 
cases, there may not be an obvious ethics 
committee for researchers to use. In these 
instances, it will be particularly important to 
ensure that a relevant ethical code of conduct is 
being followed. 

Informed consent  

A key ethical consideration in research is 
informed consent. Establishments/YOTs need to 
grant access based on full information about 
research projects. Establishments/YOTs may 
wish to consult legal advisors for assistance with 
issues relating to the informed consent of the 
intended research participants. 

Participants in any research study must be told: 

 The research’s purpose.  

 What it entails for them. 

 How their information will be used. 

 If there are circumstances where 
information cannot remain confidential, 

http://ico.org.uk/
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/29/contents
http://www.bsi-global.com/
http://www.bsi-global.com/
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http:/www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/best-practice/gss-best-practice/data-sharing-for-statistical-purposes/data-sharing-for-statistical-purposes--a-practitioners--guide-to-the-legal-framework-download.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http:/www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/best-practice/gss-best-practice/data-sharing-for-statistical-purposes/data-sharing-for-statistical-purposes--a-practitioners--guide-to-the-legal-framework-download.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/governmental-social-research-ethical-assurance-guidance-for-social-researchers-in-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/governmental-social-research-ethical-assurance-guidance-for-social-researchers-in-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/governmental-social-research-ethical-assurance-guidance-for-social-researchers-in-government
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-applicants/research-ethics/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-applicants/research-ethics/
http://the-sra.org.uk/research-ethics/ethics-guidelines/
http://www.britsoccrim.org/docs/CodeofEthics.pdf
http://www.britsoccrim.org/docs/CodeofEthics.pdf
http://www.bps.org.uk/what-we-do/ethics-standards/ethics-standards
http://www.bps.org.uk/what-we-do/ethics-standards/ethics-standards
https://www.myresearchproject.org.uk/
https://www.myresearchproject.org.uk/
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e.g. disclosures around illegal activity or 
a safeguarding risk.  

Participants must be asked if they consent to 
take part. It is essential that their participation is 
voluntary, and that they know they have the right 
to refuse to answer questions and withdraw from 
research.  

Participants need enough information to allow 
them to make a fully informed decision as to 
whether to participate. This information must be 
given in a way and in language that is 
understood. Different groups (young people, 
parents and staff) may have different needs in 
this regard. Consent should be obtained before 
any research commences. 

Young or vulnerable participants  

There are additional considerations that need to 
be taken into account for research with young or 
vulnerable people. The Government Social 
Research Guidance on Ethical Assurances for 
Social Research in Government states, for 
example, that: 

“Special considerations apply to interviewing 
children and vulnerable adults who may not have 
capacity to give valid, informed consent…  

Legally, the age at which a child has capacity to 
consent will depend on the circumstances…” 

Research ethics codes recommend that, 
especially for those aged under 16, consent 
should be obtained from both the young person 
and from those with parental responsibility (which 
could be the local authority) - with the parent/ 
legal guardian ideally being approached first. For 
example, the GSR guidance states: 

“For government sponsored research, parents or 
legal guardians must be approached for consent 
for children aged under 16 to participate in 
research. In addition to parental consent, there 
must be reasonable efforts to inform children 
under 16 about the purpose of the research and 
seek their consent to participate. Children under 
the age of 16 should be accompanied during 
interviews.  

Children who are 16 or over will usually be able 
to give their own consent but even where this is 
so, researchers should consider whether it is also 
appropriate for parents, guardians or other 
appropriate gatekeepers (e.g. schools) to be 
informed when their child has been invited to 
participate in research.”  

It is recommended that, for those aged under 16, 
consent is obtained from both the young person 
and those with parental responsibility wherever 

possible.  Staff in the secure estate and YOTs 
are not legal guardians for children detained or 
under their supervision.  

If considering research projects with children or 
young people without also seeking consent from 
those with parental responsibility, you may wish 
to seek legal and other professional advice 
before allowing this. While there may be very 
exceptional circumstances where this is 
appropriate, it will be necessary for researchers 
to consider carefully whether each child can and 
is giving valid consent. If the child cannot give 
valid consent, then parental consent will be 
required for them to take part in the research.  

With young people aged over 16 it must still be 
carefully considered how their capacity to give 
consent will be judged, and whether information 
about the research will be shared with 
parents/guardians.  

Other sources of information, which may be 
helpful when considering young people’s 
capacity to consent, include: 

Mental Capacity Act 2005 

ESRC National Centre for Research Methods 
(2005). Informed Consent in Social Research: A 
Literature Review. 

Sensitive Topics 

Young people and offending are both considered 
sensitive topics and potentially risky areas of 
research. They require very careful consideration 
for research purposes to ensure that any risk of 
harm is minimised.   

For further guidance on research with young 
people: 

The Market Research Society guidelines on the 
code of conduct for social and market research   

National Children’s Bureau Guidelines for 
Research with Children and Young People 

Safety of participants and researchers 

The research application should explain how the 
approach will safeguard those involved in the 
research and should not put either the participant 
or the researcher at risk of harm. It should 
contain information on any safety, security and 
operational risks; and explain how these will be 
managed. 

 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2005/9/contents
http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/85/1/MethodsReviewPaperNCRM-001.pdf
http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/85/1/MethodsReviewPaperNCRM-001.pdf
https://www.mrs.org.uk/standards/codeconduct.htm
http://www.ncb.org.uk/media/434791/guidelines_for_research_with_cyp.pdf
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6. Have any legal implications been 
appropriately addressed by the 
application?  

Researchers must comply with the requirements 
of relevant legislation, such as the Data 
Protection Act 1998, the Offender Management 
Act 2007 and the Mental Capacity Act 2005. 

The NOMS Instruction on Research Applications 
notes researchers need to take into account 
issues of child protection and make provision for 
the potential disclosure of abuse. Seek further 
advice from a member of your staff who has lead 
responsibility for child protection and 
safeguarding matters. 

Researchers will also need to have considered, 
and made clear to participants, what will happen 
in the event that previously undisclosed illegal 
acts are revealed to the researcher. For example, 
NOMS highlight the following areas where there 
can be a duty to divulge information: 

 Behaviour that is against prison rules and 
can be adjudicated against. 

 Undisclosed illegal acts (previous and 
planned). 

 Behaviour that is harmful to the research 
participant (e.g. intention to self-harm or 
commit suicide) or others. 

 Information that raises concerns about 
terrorist, radicalisation or security issues. 

7. Does the applicant have the 
appropriate knowledge and expertise 
to undertake the proposed research? 

Researchers should have appropriate knowledge 
and expertise to conduct the proposed research. 
Research with young people and research about 
criminal activity both require special 
consideration, as this is sensitive and potentially 
high risk.  

It is therefore important that researchers who are 
given access to youth justice settings are highly 
experienced in undertaking research with young 
people and, where appropriate, within secure 
settings. It may be helpful to consider the 
seniority of researchers. For example, ensuring 
for academic research that the lead researcher is 
of postgraduate level or above. The researchers 
should declare any conflicts of interest.  

As with all research, interviewers must have been 
trained and appropriate employment checks 
(including DBS) undertaken. Approved 
researchers must be security cleared where 
required, and abide by the security procedures of 
the settings they are visiting. The secure 
establishment/YOT may need to provide training. 

 

8. Will outputs from the research be 
disseminated? How will the findings 
be taken forward? 

It is good practice to make the results publicly 
available, so the value of the findings are 
maximised and available to others. There may be 
good reasons in particular cases not to do this 
(e.g. sensitive or confidential results). However, 
there is a presumption that social research paid 
for, or supported by, public money will be made 
publically available (see the Government Social 
Research Publication Protocol).  

If the researchers plan to release the findings, 
the establishment/YOT should be given 
reasonable opportunity to see and comment on a 
draft report before that takes place. They should 
also be given advance notice of the publication 
date. 

The establishment/YOT should always plan how 
to take forward findings from the research, and 
whether there would be (or needs to be) support 
from the research team. Some research designs, 
such as ‘action research’, have these processes 
built into the method making it a central aim for 
the project to enact positive change.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/316480/NOMS_Research_Applications_Instruction_Final__May_14_.doc
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/431367/GSR_publication_protocol_2015_FINAL.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/431367/GSR_publication_protocol_2015_FINAL.pdf

