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 Abstract 

Whilst the number of first-time entrants to the youth justice system has reduced by 

85% since 2009, the reoffending rate remains high, currently standing at 38% (Youth 

Justice Board, 2020).  Those young people that remain in the youth justice system 

often have complex needs (House of Commons Committees, 2020). In 2016, a 

desistance-based approach was introduced into youth justice practice, with the 

introduction of the AssetPlus assessment, which coincided with the publication of an 

Inspectorate report (HMIP, 2016) that recommended that youth justice practice should 

become desistance based. 

Whilst existing literature has highlighted the importance of having a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship in desistance, there is a lack of information regarding what 

constitutes such a relationship, and why this might be important for desistance.  

Furthermore, with much of desistance research being conducted with either adults or 

youth justice practitioners, there is a lack of research that focuses on desistance from 

the perspectives of young people themselves.  

With this in mind, the aim of the study was to explore desistance further, focusing on 

the working relationship, from the perspective of practitioners and young people. In 

particular, the study sought to answer two research questions: (1) From the 

perspectives of practitioners and young people, what are the characteristics of a ‘good 

quality’ working relationship? (2) From the perspectives of practitioners and young 

people, why is a ‘good quality’ working relationship important for desistance?   

A qualitative data collection approach was used, and the analysis revealed 

discrepancies exist between the perceptions of practitioners and young people, in 

terms of what constitutes a ‘good quality’ relationship and why it is important for 

desistance. The findings of this study have theoretical implications, particularly for 

desistance theory and the Trauma Recovery Model; in addition to having implications 

for youth justice policy and practice, in terms of the way practitioners work with 

young people, both during supervision meetings and more generally. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction 

 

This thesis presents the findings from empirical qualitative research that took place between 

2016 and 2018, which explored the working relationship between youth justice practitioners 

and young people who offend. The study adopted a qualitative approach, which used semi-

structured interviews; a focus group session; observations; and referred to YOT case records 

(which were used as documents offering background detail and context for the young people 

involved in the study). This chapter briefly outlines (1) the background of this research; (2) the 

research focus; (3) the research questions it set out to answer; (3) research importance; (4) 

methodology employed, and lastly, (5) the organisation of the thesis.  

 

Background 

 

Even though the number of young people entering the formal criminal justice system for the 

first time (FTEs) has fallen by 85% since 2009, and the number of young people in custody 

has fallen by 60%, the reoffending rate remains high and currently stands at 38% (Youth 

Justice Board, 2020). This is likely the result of the rediscovery of diversion (Bateman, 2015). 

Those who were more likely to desist anyway were taken out of the formal criminal justice 

system leaving those who were more likely to persist. The minority of young people who 

continue to offend tend to have complex needs (for example, they tend to live in challenging 

family and social circumstances. and are also often disconnected from services that could 

support them) (Youth Justice Board, 2015). 

 

In criminology, desistance is about “recognising the individual as the agent of change, 

desistance research explores individuals’ social contexts, embedded social networks and 

subjective interpretations as keys to understanding long-term life change.” (Maruna & Mann, 

2019, p. 6). However, it is important to acknowledge that the change agent is not just the 

young person; practitioners can also play a crucial role as change agents in terms of 

influencing systems and social contexts. 

Whilst desistance has been an interest of empirical study for many decades, most of this 

research, until relatively recently, has been focused on adult offenders (Ellis & Bowen, 2015; 

Judd & Lewis, 2015). However, in the last decade there has been a shift in focus, with much 
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more research investigating desistance among young people (Barry, 2010, 2013, 2016; 

Deering & Evans, 2018b; Evans, 2014, 2020; Halsey & Deegan, 2015; Hampson, 2017; 

Harris, 2018; HMI Probation, 2016; Maruna & Mann, 2019). 

Existing literature suggests that desistance is affected by a number of factors, which are often 

interlinked, interdependent and cumulative (McNeill et al., 2012; Nugent & Schinkle, 2016; 

Farrall et al., 2011). These factors can be broadly organised into two themes: (1) social factors 

influencing desistance and (2) internal factors influencing desistance (which includes 

developmental and identity factors). These factors will be explored in detail in Chapters 3 and 

4.  

Socially, existing literature (HMIP, 2016; LeBel et al., 2011; Crank, 2014) posits that 

desistance is affected by factors such as: the criminal justice system; mental health; substance 

misuse; poverty; multiple disadvantage; structural barriers; social transitions (such as moving 

from school to work; going from living with parents to living independently); turning points 

and hooks for change (such as having a child; getting married; employment; moving to a new 

neighbourhood; and/or housing); and social bonds (such as relationships with intimate 

partners; friends and peers; family; and employment bonds, which includes working 

relationships).  

However, desistance is not just affected by social factors; research also suggests that internal 

factors matter. In particular, research suggests that a young person’s self-narrative is key to 

their desistance; along with their self-identity; levels of motivation; and their goal setting 

(Stone, 2015; Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). However, it is important to not that much of 

this existing literature in this area is based on adults, which might not apply to young people. 

Developmentally, desistance is regarded as something that develops over time; is not 

necessarily age-dependent and can be affected by a young person’s experiences growing up 

(Rocque, 2015a). Furthermore, existing research suggests that maturation is made up of 

elements of biology, psychology and social factors (Rocque et al., 2019), and whilst many 

theoretical domains of maturation have emerged over the years, more recently, research has 

focused on brain maturation. Irrespective of whether trauma has been experienced or not, the 

brain does not fully mature until late twenties and the parts of the brain that are responsible 

for controlling impulses (such as the frontal lobes), are the last to develop (Galvana, 2019). 

However, trauma has been found to impede development (Reuben et al.., 2016). 

 

 



 

 3 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

Research Focus 

 

An extensive review of existing desistance literature revealed there are gaps in research 

regarding the perceptions and views of practitioners and young people about desistance, 

particularly the working relationship (between the practitioner and young person) and whether 

discrepancies exist between the perceptions of practitioners and young people. 

 

Whilst the HMIP (2016) report concluded that having a balanced and trusting working 

relationship could increase the likelihood of desistance, there is a lack of detail regarding 

what constitutes a ‘good quality’ working relationship, and the importance of the working 

relationship in desistance.   

 

Research Aims and Questions 

 

At the time of this research study there were two key practice developments taking place: (1) 

desistance-informed practice and (2) trauma-informed practice (which includes Enhanced 

Case Management; especially in the Welsh context). Both of these practice developments 

talked about the nature of the working relationship/supervision. The research focus of this 

study was also underpinned by the HMIP (2016) report (which promoted a particular 

interpretation of desistance theory and highlighted certain implications for practice). With this 

in mind, the overall aim of this study is to explore the perceptions of practitioners and young 

people about the working relationship, contextualising it within the wider research and 

literature. Specifically, the study set out to answer two research questions: 

 

1. From the perspectives of practitioners and young people, what are the characteristics 

of a ‘good quality’ working relationship?  

2. From the perspectives of practitioners and young people, why is a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship important for desistance? 

 

Research Importance 

 

Finding answers to these research questions could have implications for: 

 

• Theory (particularly Trauma Recovery Model (TRM) and Desistance theory);  
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• Youth justice policy (particularly the importance given by policy to the working 

relationship and flexibility when developing ‘good quality’ working relationships; 

and young people’s voices); and  

• Youth justice practice (particularly the way supervision meetings are conducted 

between practitioners and young people; the need for flexibility during supervision; 

and how to build ‘good quality’ working relationships between practitioners and 

young people).  

 

Findings could also go some way to help change the way young people are treated by the 

youth justice system and the practitioners who work within it. In order to increase the 

likelihood of young people desisting, it is important that practitioners have a thorough 

understanding of the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship that young 

people perceive to be important. Furthermore, this research fits in with the Welsh 

government’s push for evidence based and evidence led practice (Case & Haines, 2014). 

Methodology 

 

To answer these two research questions, an exploratory qualitative approach was used. This 

involved conducting (1) interviews with 13 youth justice practitioners and five young people 

known to Youth Offending Service (YOS) in South Wales; (2) a focus group session with two 

practitioners; (3) observations at three Youth Offending Teams (YOTs) in South Wales; and 

(4) reading the case files of the five young people interviewed.  A qualitative approach was 

adopted because the working relationship in desistance is a complex phenomenon. Any 

attempt to investigate it further requires the depth, richness and detail afforded by a 

qualitative study. Further justification for using a qualitative approach, using a variety of 

different data collection tools, comes from Kiger (2005) who commented that the use of 

multiple data sources (such as interviews and a focus group), affords the researcher not only 

confirmation that findings are trustworthy, but also a sense of completeness. A full discussion 

of the methods used, and their rationale is in chapter 5. 

Thesis Structure 

 

Chapter 2 offers an overview of the recent history of youth justice and discusses the various 

practice models used, ranging from more risk-based models, to more desistance-focused and 

trauma-based models. The chapter also considers how a young person’s welfare and the 

‘needs’ of justice are considered within these models. Finally, the chapter considers the 

political and social contexts of the time and the contemporary political, policy and theoretical 
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contexts within which youth justice was operating at/subsequent to the time of the fieldwork 

and subsequently. 

Chapter 3 considers the role of social factors in desistance, including social bonds (such as 

intimate relationships; parent-child relationships; and workplace relationships); turning points 

and hooks for change during childhood and adolescence (such as schooling; marriage; and 

employment).  As part of this consideration, this chapter looks at the various barriers that 

young people face when attempting to desist (such as poverty; substance misuse; mental 

health; care system; and criminal justice system); and the impact such barriers have on 

desistance. 

Chapter 4 examines the existing literature that looks at the role of internal factors in a young 

person’s desistance (such as identity, narratives, motivation, goal setting). This chapter also 

considers the role of developmental factors, such as brain maturation; psychosocial 

maturation; trauma; and brain injury. 

 

The methodological approach used by the study is discussed in detail in Chapter 5, along with 

a thorough description of the individual research methods used and justification for their 

utilisation. This chapter also offers critical reflections of the methodology employed by this 

study. Ethical issues are also considered, along with an explanation of how access was 

granted to the research sites and participants, concluding with an explanation of how the data 

were analysed.  

 

Chapters 6 to 10 present the findings of this study and each chapter offers a detailed 

discussion of how the findings fit in with existing literature. Specifically, Chapter 6 considers 

the role of the practitioner in desistance; Chapter 7 considers the role of the young person in 

desistance; Chapter 8 explores the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship; 

Chapter 9 explores the wider social contexts and structural barriers linked to desistance; and 

the final findings chapter, Chapter 10, gives consideration to the wider social contexts and 

structural barriers linked to desistance. 

 

Finally, Chapter 11 brings all chapters together and draws detailed conclusions from the 

findings of this study. This chapter considers policy, practice and theoretical implications, 

offering practical recommendations for both youth justice workers and those who are 

involved in youth justice policy, before making recommendations for future empirical 

research.  
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Chapter Summary 

 

With this chapter offering context to the study, as well as stating clearly, the aims and 

research questions, the following three chapters will review the existing literature related to 

desistance, including social factors (Chapter 3) and individual and developmental factors 

(Chapter 4). Firstly, however, the next chapter (Chapter 2) will offer an overview of practice 

models used in youth justice over the last fifty years.  
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Chapter 2: An Overview of Practice Models in Youth Justice  

 

Introduction   

 

The purpose of this chapter is to offer context to the thesis, by offering an overview of the 

various practice models in youth justice, namely: welfare; justice; risk; desistance and trauma-

informed. All of these might be seen to be currently underpinning both practice and policy, to 

various degrees. Whilst the longer history of youth justice practice has seen a ‘struggle’ 

between the two ‘traditional big issues’ of welfare (Muncie, 2014) and justice (Smith, 2012). 

more recently, the Risk Factor Prevention Paradigm (RFPP) (Haines & Case, 2008), the 

desistance-based approach (Deering & Evans, 2018a) and the trauma-based approach (HMIP, 

2017) have become increasingly influential. At the time of this study’s fieldwork (2016-

2018), there were three main developments in youth justice, which would have likely 

influenced the content of the interview data collected from practitioners; referred to by 

Pithouse (1985) as ‘case talk’: (1) the move away from risk factor focused work to desistance 

theories; (2) the introduction of AssetPlus and (3) the trialling of Enhanced Case Management 

(ECM) and trauma-informed practice. At the same time, others have argued for an over-

arching approach to youth justice that takes a ‘children first, offenders second’ (CFOS) (Case 

et al., 2015) perspective and this may also have been influential. Moreover, the ‘legacy’ of 

welfare and justice approaches have a continuing influence over practice, policy and the wider 

youth justice system and thus contributes to a complex practice environment. 

 

Welfare-Based Model  

 

The welfare model has its roots in Victorian positivist and philanthropic thought and is 

associated with protectionist policies alongside treatment rather than punishment as a 

response to offending by young people. The welfare model focuses on child protection and 

adheres to the notion that offending behaviour is in part the result of dysfunctional elements 

in the young person’s environment and as such, it focuses on identifying and treating the 

underlying social causes of offending (Smith, 2005). 

 

There are different types of welfare interventionism. Fox Harding’s (2008) taxonomy of child 

welfare has identified four: (1) ‘laissez-faire’ (favours minimal intervention by the state in 
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family life); (2) ‘child protectionist’ (prefers much quicker forced intervention by the state, to 

protect young people from improper care and abuse. The young person’s welfare is the 

priority); (3) ‘family support’ (unlike the ‘laissez-faire’, it sees state intervention as 

legitimated and offers supportive interventions based on the principle of preserving birth 

families where possible (4) and ‘children’s rights’ (the young person is an individual with 

rights and its aim is to free young people from adult oppression, by affording them more adult 

status).  

 

The welfare model has been criticised for undermining individual responsibility, relying too 

heavily on the state, and for ignoring justice-based ideas of proportionality, sometimes 

leading to over-interventionism (Muncie, 2005). McAra and McVie’s (2010) research also 

highlighted difficulties associated with adopting a welfare-based model of youth offending in 

Scotland. Whilst their research found support for a link between needs and deeds and for the 

importance of nurturing young people in need, findings also emphasised the impact that a 

welfare-based system can have on young people in terms of labelling and stigmatising. Their 

research advocates minimal intervention (e.g. warnings) and diversion, suggesting that 

sometimes doing nothing is more productive in the long term than doing something. What 

their research also highlighted was the importance of proportionality, commenting that 

interventions need to be comparable to need.  

 

It is also important to think about the complexity and fragility of a welfare-based system. 

Such a system requires input from other services (such as education and health), which are not 

under the justice domain. Furthermore, the welfare-based model is sensitive to practitioner 

discretion, which can sometimes result in a working culture where young people are 

undermined through being perceived as a population of suspects (McAra & McVie, 2010). 

 

In line with McAra and McVie (2010), Smith (2005) also emphasised the problems with 

adopting a welfare-based model when working with young people who offend. Smith (2005) 

concluded that whilst welfare interventions were regarded as representing a less damaging 

and more effective means of dealing with young people who offend, it is important to 

consider the ‘unintended consequences’ of such an approach, where young people are 'doubly 

punished'. That is, young people are punished for their disadvantaged circumstances as well 

as being punished for their act of criminality. It is also important to consider that such an 

approach is not without elements of control and imposition. Indeed, Muncie (2004) also 
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stressed the notion of ‘repressive welfare’, when referring to the over-optimistic commitment 

to the rehabilitative nature of such welfare-based models. 

More recently, Smith and Gray (2019) put forward a more nuanced notion of welfare practice, 

suggesting that welfare practice goes beyond focusing on the needs and is more complex; 

proposing that three models of practice are operating in parallel in the youth justice field (1) 

‘offender management’ (emphasises offending and managing the risk posed by the young 

person, and whilst it could be argued that welfare is considered, this is only so far as 

practitioners who adhere to this working model tend to conflate addressing a young person’s 

welfare needs with managing their risk); (2) ‘targeted intervention’ (focused on offering a 

young person specialised support, with the overall aim of proactively addressing elements of 

young people’s vulnerabilities that might be linked to their offending) and (3) ‘children and 

young people first’ (takes welfare support even further by prioritising the wellbeing of young 

people, regardless of their criminal actions, showing a commitment to meeting the needs of 

all young people, not just those who have committed criminal offences). Priority is given to 

young people as children first, which falls in line with the Children First Offender Second 

(CFOS) model (Haines & Case, 2015), (which is considered later in this chapter). All of these 

models consider young people’s welfare, but in varying degrees (Smith & Gray, 2018).  

During the 1960s and early 1970s the dominating philosophy was that of welfare, as the 

power of social work was extended; however, justice was still evident, with the juvenile 

courts and Detention Centres remaining in place (Bottoms & Dignan, 2004).  

However, by the late 1970s ‘welfare’ in youth justice had become associated with over-

intervention and combined with the election of a Conservative government in 1979, which 

favoured strengthening sentencing powers for young people who offend, a period of more 

justice-based youth justice emerged. In contrast to the positivist-based approach of the 

welfare model, the ‘justice model’ adopts a classicist-based approach, which adheres to the 

notion that young people have free will. The justice model will be considered next. 

Justice-Based Model  

 

Compared to the welfare-based model, which adopts a positivist approach, the justice-based 

practice model espouses a classicist approach, based on the assumption that young people 

have free will and are considered responsible for their actions (Goldson, 2002). As such, the 

justice-based model posits that it is acceptable for young people to be held accountable in law 

for their wrongdoings. This means that the primary focus of the justice-based model is on 
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‘deeds’ rather than ‘needs’. However, the model advocates punishment being proportional to 

both the seriousness of the offence and the young person’s ‘just deserts’, and safeguards 

within the model include an individual’s rights, such as a young person’s right to legal 

representation and the right to a fair hearing (Dignan, 2021).  

 

The 1980s saw a drop in prosecutions and custody and has been described as one of the most 

progressive periods in youth justice (Rutherford, 1995). However, from the late 1980s and 

into the 1990s a more punitive form of justice was employed, which largely reversed the 

reductions in prosecutions and the use of custody. With the election of the Labour 

Government in 1998, the situation became more complex with the over-laying of a risk-based 

approach onto the existing justice and welfare mix (Pitts, 2001). The risk-based approach will 

be considered next. 

 

Risk-Based Model   

 

With changing political, social and economic conditions in the UK during the mid 1990s, 

youth justice policy and practice became focused on the risk paradigm, which was imported 

from public health and medicine (Pitts 2001). Indeed, the Risk Factor Prevention Paradigm 

(RFPP) exerted much power over justice policy and practice, particularly in terms of 

government responses to youth offending, and sought to explain the causes of offending (O’ 

Mahony, 2009). The RFPP was underpinned by empirical research including the Cambridge 

Study of Delinquent Development (West et al., 1973) and the Social Development Model 

(Cantalo et al., 1996), which identified significant risk factors that are associated with the 

likelihood of offending. Such findings indicated that criminal behaviour was something that 

could in fact be prevented, by interventions focused on addressing such factors (Haines et al., 

2016).  Existing literature suggests that the young people that are more likely to enter the 

criminal justice system will likely have a broad range of health, education and social needs. In 

particular, the main risk factors are: gender; family and parenting issues; health issues; school 

issues; environmental issues and disability (Luton Government, 2021; Sutherland et al., 

2017).  In essence, the risk-factor approach identifies risk factors and uses these to target 

earlier intervention. For instance, the National Crime Council (2002) produced a list of risk 

factors, which identified five distinct risk categories: (1) Neighbourhood and Community 

Factors (e.g. neighbourhood disorganisation and high proportion of single-parent families); 

(2) Socio-economic Deprivation (e.g. low family income, poor housing and long term 

unemployment); (3) Family Background/Parenting (poor parental skills, parental conflict and 
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family dysfunction); (4) Individual Factors (e.g. impulsivity, low self-esteem and lower than 

average IQ) and (5) Academic and School Factors (e.g. poor attendance and poor academic 

achievement in primary school). 

 

However, research suggests that young people who commit offences are more likely to stop 

offending if: support services are matched to individual risk level; needs and strengths are 

considered when exploring interventions and when support services take into consideration 

wider factors such as family, peers and community (Ministry of Justice, 2016). In view of 

this, it is important to recognise that criminal justice agencies and other agencies of social 

control are not neutral, in that they will bear down more proactively on certain populations of 

young people (such as using heavier policing). In doing so, the risk-based practice model 

places greater emphasis on the negative impact of the criminal justice system for young 

people; which is something supported by McAra and McVie (2010) and Motz et al. (2020), 

who found that contact with the criminal justice system (CJS) promotes offending. McAra 

and McVie (2010) also suggested that policing and school issues play a significant role in 

young people’s offending behaviour. In particular, McAra and McVie (2010) 

 argue that in order to deliver justice for young people, four factors need to be considered by 

systems: (1) young people who commit serious offences are more likely to have a range of 

vulnerabilities; (2) identifying young people deemed to be at-risk of offending runs the risk of 

labelling and stigmatisation; (3) critical moments in a young person’s life can serve to 

facilitate or impede desistance, including exclusion from school (4) and diversion from the 

formal justice system can increase a young person’s likelihood of desistance.  

 

Based on the RFPP, in the late 1990s, the Labour government took to identifying risk factors 

and implementing preventative measures to try and counteract them (Garside, 2009).  With 

this in mind, Asset (Youth Justice Board, 2003), the structured assessment tool, was 

introduced to the YOTs in the early 2000s, for all young people who came into contact with 

the YJS. Its aim was to look at the young person’s offence and ‘lifestyle’ and identified 

factors that may have contributed to their offending behaviour. Farrington (1998, as cited in 

Campbell et al., 1998) identified individual factors, family factors, and social factors. The 

important role played by risk factors in youth offending has been reinforced by more recent 

research also (Hemphill et al., 2016).  Asset assigned each young person a ‘risk score’, which 

was indicative of the likelihood that they would reoffend.  
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There were, however, issues with such a tool. Inconsistencies were common in terms of how 

scores were applied among practitioners and between different Youth Offending Teams 

(YOTs) and it was criticised for not offering a balance between care and control, because it 

did not give equal consideration to welfare needs and offence-related needs (Youth Justice 

Board, 2014a).  Asset has also been criticised for claiming predictive power, rather than 

acknowledging that risk factors, whilst useful, cannot infer causation (Paylor, 2011). Further 

criticism came from McAra and McVie (2012), who highlighted that identifying ‘at-risk’ 

young people run the risk of stigmatisation and labelling, which can decrease a young 

person’s likelihood of desistance. Findings from other studies have reiterated this (Bernburg, 

2009; Creaney, 2012; Paxton, 2018), and research has identified the need to focus research 

more on why young people desist, rather than why young people commit crime in the first 

place (McMahon & Jump, 2018; Sampson & Laub, 1993).   

Desistance-Based Model  

 

This section only gives an overview of desistance, as a contrast to the other models. Theories 

of desistance are dealt with in detail in the next two chapters. Whereas the risk-based model 

sought to explain causes of offending, desistance-based models are forward-looking and 

focused on what kind of life, ideally, the young person would like to lead and on taking 

positive steps towards this. In essence, desistance is about working with young people, as 

young people, not offenders, with a focus on holistic, rather than, criminal identity to consider 

and support how they might give up offending rather than focusing on why they started in the 

first place. Desistance models also adhere to the notion that offending among young people is 

fairly normative and so too is the desistance process; and that most young people desist 

without any intervention from the formal youth justice system, or indeed, any other agencies 

(Mc Ara and Mc Vie, 2007). A desistance model is particularly interested in why most young 

people stop offending (or why they do not find themselves in the youth justice system in the 

first place). Whilst there are competing ideas about what should be included in desistance-

based practice (McNeill et al., 2012), newly developing theories of a ‘desistance-focused 

approach’ to youth crime are complex in that they suggest that stopping offending involves 

multiple elements, including developmental, social and individual factors (Maruna & Mann, 

2019) and these elements are explored in detail over the next two chapters). Indeed, the 

Edinburgh study (McAra & McVie, 2010) suggests that young people who continue to offend 

are from the most disadvantaged and challenging backgrounds and are subject to interventions 

by welfare/youth justice agencies. This is also something confirmed by Motz et al. (2020).  
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The desistance-based model posits that any work done with young people who offend should 

take a more forward-looking and strengths-based approach, rather than focusing on the 

offence and the risks a young person poses of reoffending. As stated by Maruna and Mann 

(2019), desistance is a concept that is known in the youth justice field, however, it is often 

misunderstood; with one significant issue being that practitioners often have differing ideas 

regarding what desistance actually means for practice. Desistance considers a young person’s 

narrative, as well as considering the uniqueness of the young person’s individual journey, 

which has embedded within it, social networks, social contexts and is affected by the young 

person’s individual perceptions (Maruna & Mann, 2019).  

 

Whilst a shift towards a desistance-informed model of practice was signalled by the 

publication of the HMIP (2016) report (summarised below), it is important to note that current 

practices within youth justice seem to be more a mix of CFOS, welfarism, risk and desistance, 

and that there are competing ideas regarding what should be included within desistance 

theory. This makes translating desistance theory into desistance practice difficult. Although, 

in 2021, the YJB outlined their vision for a child first youth justice system, with the 

publication of their strategic plan (YJB, 2021). 

 

It is important to take on board also, that desistance practice is in its very early stages and it is 

the aim of this study to shed more light on the processes involved in translating desistance 

theory into desistance practice and such a focus is well suited to the qualitative research 

approach adopted by this study.  

 

Consideration should also be given to the suggestion that a desistance-based approach is 

unsuitable for young people (Case & Haines, 2021), on the basis that an individual can only 

desist after they have developed an adult ‘offender’ identity. Case and Haines (2021) posit 

that because young people are still growing, they cannot desist. However, Wigzell (2021) 

comments that because most young people grow out of offending, a desistance-based practice 

model could be deemed suitable for young people. However, as Case and Haines (2021) 

identified, this does not nullify the issues of changing an offender’s fixed narrative. 

Furthermore, the term ‘desistance’ could be regarded as being negative-focused (offence 

focused), rather than focussing on a young person’s pro-social development.  
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HMIP ‘Desistance and Young People’ (2016) Report 

 

The HMIP (2016) report offered guidance to YOT management and practitioners and, as 

such, might be expected to influence their views on the version of desistance that should be 

adopted and their related practice. Whilst this study is focused on the working relationship, 

some, if not all, of the ‘domains of practice’ that HMIP thought should be central to practice 

and that are documented in the report have some bearing on the working relationship. The 

eight domains were: (1) building professional relationships, collaborative working and 

engagement; (2) engagement with wider social contexts (such as family, peers and schools); 

(3) active management of diverse needs; (4) effectively addressing structural barriers (such as 

education, employment and training (EET), drugs and resources); (5) creating opportunities 

for change and community integration; (6) motivating young people; (7) addressing young 

people’s identity and self-worth and (8) constructive use of restorative approaches (these 

domains will be touched on and unpicked over the proceeding two literature chapters).  

 

The report suggested that YOTs should focus their attention on engaging and reengaging 

young people and their families, as well as managing peer influences. Fully assessing young 

people’s needs and putting in adequate support to meet these needs, was also highlighted by 

the report as being key.  Opportunities also need to be provided for young people to be able to 

participate in their communities, as well as young people being motivated to participate in 

community activities. It was further a recommendation that young people and their families 

take an active role in YOT assessments, plans and reviews and that any interventions put in 

place should work with young people’s strengths. The report also advocated motivational 

interviewing being embedded into youth justice practice. In addition to emphasising the need 

to offer young people practical support in a timely manner, the report highlighted the 

importance of practitioners offering young people praise and encouragement for their 

achievements. It was also a recommendation that interventions for young people should be 

personalised and age appropriate. The final recommendation of the report was that all 

practitioners receive training on desistance theory and that the application of desistance theory 

into desistance-based practice is evaluated.  

 

The report also offered recommendations for the Youth Justice Board (YJB). One 

recommendation was that following the implementation of AssetPlus (explored later in this 

Chapter), assessments should be undertaken to ensure practitioners understand desistance 

theory and if needed, practitioner training revised. It was also recommended that YOT 
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guidance should take full account of desistance theory, which includes collaborative working 

with young people and working with young people’s networks. This study will help explore 

further, these recommendations outlined by the report. 

AssetPlus 

 

Around the same time that the desistance-based model was being introduced to the YOS 

(2016), the Charlie Taylor Review (2016), commissioned by the then Coalition government, 

highlighted the importance of educating young people and argued for the need to have fewer 

young people in the justice system (advocating diversion), suggesting that fewer young 

people would mean that responses to youth offending would be better tailored to local need 

and would be more effectively integrated into other services (Ellis & Kyo, 2018). Some of the 

recommendations outlined in the Taylor report are evident in the newly developed AssetPlus 

assessment framework currently being used by YOS. 

 

In a bid to encourage practitioners to incorporate desistance theory into their practice and in 

order to improve the quality of both assessment and intervention, AssetPlus (Youth Justice 

Board, 2014) was designed in 2014 and introduced to YOTs by 2016.  AssetPlus was 

designed to replace the previous Asset framework and is seen by the YJB as producing a 

holistic, end-to-end intervention plan, with the aim of supporting and enhancing desistance-

informed practice. The YJB argues that AssetPlus affords practitioners greater flexibility to 

use their professional judgement; to enable intervention plans to be individually tailored and 

focused, with the aim of improving outcomes for young people (Youth Justice Board, 2014).  

 

However, the claim that a desistance-based model underpins the AssetPlus framework is 

challenged to some degree. Qualitative research by Deering and Evans (2020) found that 

whilst practitioners felt AssetPlus encouraged them to record positives and strengths of young 

people, they also commented on the amount of time it takes to complete, which takes time 

away from practitioners working with young people face to face. Indeed, this was also a 

finding of Hampson (2017), who commented that the categories contained within AssetPlus, 

whilst they could be seen to reflect a desistance-based approach in that AssetPlus includes a 

section for goals and opportunities; on closer inspection, it seems to be somewhat negatively-

focused and backward-focused in parts, with the inclusion of such categories as ‘not 

offending’ and ‘not hurting others’. Hampson (2017) also made the point that AssetPlus is 

missing a crucial element, one that was emphasised by the HMIP (2016) desistance report, 

namely, the importance of the working relationship between practitioner and young person. 
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Hampson (2017) also argued that most practitioners, whilst acknowledging the importance of 

the working relationship, regarded it as a pre-cursor to the ‘more important’ work of reducing 

risk. This, according to Hampson (2019), results in young people engaging in offence-focused 

work, hindering identity change and thus does not support a desistance-informed approach. 

However, it is worth considering whether identity change is something that young people 

need.  

 

AssetPlus is forward-looking and needs based (rather than offence-focused), and works with 

the young person’s strengths; encouraging the young person to take the lead in their own 

desistance plan. Whilst it is important to note that by the time AssetPlus as a tool is applied, 

the young person will be well into the youth justice system, it is important to acknowledge 

that for non-statutory cases, some YOTs are designing much shorter assessments, which are 

more suited to a desistance-based approach. AssetPlus signified a further move to 

decriminalise the behaviour of young people, diverting them from the formal criminal justice 

system, adhering to the Child First Offender Second (CFOS) model (Haines & Case, 2015), 

which advocates responding to the child not the offence, and keeping young people out of the 

formal justice system (Case et al., 2015) and the more recent, Child First approach (Case & 

Browning, 2021).   

Other contemporary influences on youth justice 

 

Having covered the major theoretical influences on policy and practice, this section considers 

other such influences that have emerged within the last decade and may thus be part of 

respondents’ theoretical and practical approach to their work. 

Child First, Offender Second (CFOS) 

 

CFOS is one of the current influences on youth justice practice and is underpinned 

theoretically by social control and strain theories, seeing youth offending as resulting from 

disadvantage and disengagement at the socio-cultural level. Holding to the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Save the Children, 2020), CFOS states: 

young people who offend should be seen as children first and offender second; interventions 

and responses should be child-friendly, which engage young people; positive behaviours and 

outcomes should be promoted, rather than being negative-facing; every young person has 

rights, regardless of their offending, and young people should not be responsibilised for their 

offending (Byrne & Case, 2016).  These positive principles of inclusion, engagement and 

participation compliment desistance theories which also encourage inclusion and integration. 
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Furthermore, CFOS, like desistance theories, also focuses attention on strengthening ties to 

pro social relationships pro social institutions, such as schools, work and family (Byrne & 

Case, 2016).  

 

More recently, Case and Browning (2021) published their report presenting a research 

evidence-base for a ‘Child First’ principle, adapted from the CFOS principle, to guide the 

work of the YJS in England and Wales. ‘Child First’ has a dual purpose in that it not only 

identifies and tackles factors linked to offending, but it also identifies and promotes 

desistance (Case & Browning, 2021). Indeed, in 2021, the YJB outlined their vision for a 

child first youth justice system, with the publication of their strategic plan (YJB, 2021).   

However, the Child First Strategy Implementation Project (2021) examined the 

implementation of the Child First Strategy, in terms of how it was understood, issues 

affecting its implementation and the support needs to make it a reality in practice. Three key 

features were consistently highlighted as being important: (1) child-centrism (child-friendly 

and child-focused); (2) professional relationships (inter and multi-agency working); and (3) 

cognisance (knowledge and understanding of Child First). Whilst it appears that Child First is 

being embraced as the guiding principle in youth justice in England and Wales, the report has 

made several recommendations, such as: identifying training gaps; developing concrete 

outcomes; working collaboratively in a continuous manner, across multiple contexts; and 

collaborative working between YJB and HMIP to re-evaluate risk alliance and the inspection 

approach. The report also emphasised the need to pursue common ground int terms of 

understanding and implementing in practice, key Child First concepts, which includes 

desistance, strengths, positive outcomes, and engagement (Case & Browning, 2021). 

  

Enhanced Case Management and Trauma Recovery Model 

 

Whilst Enhanced Case Management (ECM) and the Trauma Recovery Model (TRM) stand 

outside desistance theories, they represent a form of welfarism that could evolve alongside 

desistance, and they were introduced to YOT practice around the same time that desistance 

was and could be seen to complement a desistance-based approach. Either way, they form 

part of the context within which practice was taking place during the fieldwork for this study. 

 

ECM is a psychology-led, multi-agency approach, which was designed to offer practitioners 

greater knowledge of how early trauma and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) could 

impact a young person’s ability to engage in YOT interventions. As part of the joint 



 

 18 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

YJB/Welsh Government youth justice strategy (Welsh Government, 2014) to reduce 

reoffending, ECM was piloted in three YOTs in Wales, over a one-year period (2017-2018) 

and building on the success of this pilot, ECM was also trialled across English YOTs between 

2019 and 2020 (Evans, 2020).  The rationale for the ECM approach is that there is a core of 

young people who continue to reoffend, who often have complex needs and who are in need 

of youth justice interventions aimed at meeting these needs (Welsh Government, 2014).  

 

The connection between trauma and later offending is well known in academia (Bijleveld et 

al., 2011; Jennings et al., 2012; Leclerc & Cale, 2015; Olgoff et al., 2012; Put et al., 2014), 

and many young people known to the YOS have suffered multiple traumas (Siarad Da, 2016). 

The premise behind the TRM is that young people who have suffered complex trauma require 

specialised assessment and support, to minimise emotional, social and physical consequences, 

as well as to reduce their risk of reoffending (Rapp, 2016). The TRM sees offending as a 

symptom of early trauma (Matthew, 2017). However, at this stage, it should be noted that as 

this approach to working with young people is still in the pilot phase, there is as yet no 

empirical research evaluating its impact on a young person’s desistance.  

 

Enhanced Case Management 

 

ECM is comprised of 6 key elements: (1) training practitioners on trauma-based theory and 

the TRM (summarised in the next section of this chapter); (2) a clinical formulation meeting 

where key events in the young person’s life are charted; (3) a clinical, psychological report 

offering appropriate interventions; (4) clinical supervision by the Psychologist; (5) regular 

reviews where the formulation is amended as necessary and (6) guidance for YOT 

management to allow trauma-informed practice to continue. 

 

However, in order to be considered an ECM case, the young person needs to meet a set of 4 

initial criteria: (1) a second offending event; (2) a recipient of an Out of Court Disposal, 

Community Order, or a Detention and Training Order; (3) 6 months tenure on their order; and 

(4) ACEs, trauma and complex needs.  

 

Regarding ACES, each young person is assessed by a Case Worker and given an ACE score, 

based on the number of ACEs noted from a referral checklist of: sexual abuse; physical abuse; 

emotional abuse; neglect; parental separation; parental mental ill-health; parental drug use; 

parental alcohol abuse; parent in prison; and domestic violence.  
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The issue with the referral checklist is that it focuses on issues within the young person’s 

family and does not consider wider issues, such as the relationship between parenting and 

structural/neighbourhood factors, which was a finding of the Pittsburgh study (Loeber et al., 

1998) and does not consider the cumulative impact of some ACEs. The referral checklist also 

does not consider, for example, the ACEs of poverty, racism, low income/high crime 

neighbourhood, criminal exploitation, experience of the criminal justice system, experience of 

the care system, ‘failing’ at school, and school exclusion, which all have psychological 

impacts. For instance, the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) campaign on poverty (British 

Psychological Society, 2021) highlighted poverty as a systemic crisis across Wales (and 

indeed the UK), with 23% of Wales living in poverty. This campaign highlights the 

psychological impact of poverty, which includes a link between poverty and mental ill health 

(British Psychological Society, 2020). 

 

A further difficulty with the referral checklist is that there is a danger of young people without 

the requisite number of ACEs being denied services (Holland, 2018), which could be seen as 

an example of a risk factor approach being applied to ACEs. Indeed, Holland, the Child 

Commissioner for Wales commented that the way forward is to have a rights-based approach 

in order to ensure every young person has an equal chance to fulfil their potential.  Having an 

awareness of ACEs in Wales fits into the Government’s wider commitment to ensure young 

people’s human rights are central to policy and practice and any attempts to alleviate the 

impact of ACEs, via trauma-informed practice, should be underpinned by the national 

commitment to uphold children’s human rights (Holland, 2018).   

 

In addition to childhood trauma, it is also important to acknowledge the effect of ACEs 

experienced by young people during adolescence, such as leaving care, being evicted from the 

family home, being the victim of crime, being criminally exploited, losing work and splitting 

up with an intimate partner (HM Government, 2016; Home Office, 2018; The Howard 

League for Penal Reform, 2016). However, it is important to acknowledge that the ACEs 

model is reductionist and deficit-focused. 

 

Trauma Recovery Model 

 

The TRM theorises that young people need to work their way through various progressive 

stages before they can successfully engage in any intervention designed to reduce their 
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likelihood of reoffending; beginning with the belief that young people are redeemable (Stage 

1). Then, routine and structure, which is often lacking in a young person’s life outside of the 

YOS (Skuse & Matthew, 2015), is the focus of the TRM (Stage 2). The importance of routine 

and structure in helping a young person deal with trauma has been highlighted in existing 

literature (Levenson, 2017; NCBI, 2014). Routine and structure is followed by the 

development of a trusting relationship with staff within the YOS (what constitutes a ‘good 

quality’ relationship is a focus of this study), which is attachment-based, reinforcing 

Ackerman’s (2020) notion that practitioners who can offer a young person who has suffered 

trauma, a safe haven, will be more likely to “bring the inside out” (Ackerman, 2020, n.p.), 

which is vital for healing and moving forward (Stage 3). These initial stages are important 

and necessary, because the model suggests that if a young person does not feel safe and does 

not feel they can trust the practitioners, they will not feel able to work through their trauma, to 

allow them to talk about their offending behaviour and any underlying issues (Stage 4). 

Through discussions with the practitioners, it is anticipated that young people will reach a 

level of self-awareness, allowing them to realise any harm they have caused by their 

offending behaviour (Stage 5). Self-awareness allows a young person to change their 

behaviour, helping them make the move to begin planning a more pro social life (Stage 6); 

eventually building young people’s self-confidence to achieve their goals (Stage 7) (Skuse & 

Matthew, 2015). However, at this stage, it should be noted that as this approach to working 

with young people is still in the pilot phase, there is as yet no empirical research evaluating its 

impact on a young person’s desistance.  

 

 

 

Compatibility of trauma-informed practice and desistance-based practice 

 

Even though trauma-informed practice is being used across Welsh and English YOTs, there 

are questions regarding its suitability and its compatibility with desistance-based practice. 

Evans et al. (2020) commented that whilst there are some elements of trauma-informed 

practice that are compatible with desistance-based practice, there are areas that are not. For 

instance, the ECM referral checklist excludes young people from the process, on the grounds 

of protection and welfare. This means that it is the practitioners that take control of the young 

person’s narrative, rather than the young person shaping their own narrative, which goes 

against a desistance-based approach (Evans et al., 2020).  
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However, an evaluation study of ECM (Welsh Government, 2017) did find that ECM resulted 

in higher levels of young people engaging with the YOTs, and increases in young people’s 

resilience, confidence and independent living skills; which are highlighted as important in 

desistance theory.  

 

Furthermore, whilst a more recent evaluation study (Glendinning et al., 2021) also found 

favourable results for ECM, such as practitioners having a more comprehensive view of the 

young person and making use of more developmentally-suitable interventions and effective 

multi-agency collaboration, it did conclude that more work still needs to be done to fully 

embed trauma-informed approaches into the youth justice system as a whole. This includes 

the recommendation that all services dealing with young people who have a history of trauma 

undertake trauma-informed training and the incorporation of the young person’s voice in the 

formulation checklist exercise, in a child-friendly and positive manner (something noted by 

Evans et al., 2020). In situations where a young person has severe trauma, that addressing this 

is likely to be outside the remit of YOS staff and so a way to marry up YOS practice with 

specialist services needs to be considered.  

 

Long-term Vision of the Future of Youth Justice 

 

In 2019, The Commission on Justice in Wales undertook a review of the justice system in 

Wales over a two-year period (2017-2019) and provided a long-term vision for the future of 

youth justice. The report recommended a major reform to the justice system in Wales, so that 

policy and spending on justice is aligned with other policies that are currently devolved to 

Wales (health, education and social welfare). Currently in Wales there is no integrated 

approach and so youth justice depends on a combination of different tiers within government, 

which results in ragged edges (Drakeford, 2010). 

 

Furthermore, Maruna and Mann (2019) highlighted the emergence of a possible 

rapprochement between two different tribes in youth justice: (1) ‘what works’ and (2) 

‘desistance’. They also suggest that both approaches share the same goal of helping people to 

turn lives around, and as such these two approaches do not have to be in competition with 

each other. Whilst human behaviour is too complex to be predicted and reduced to individual 

variables, at the same time, it is still important that desistance-based empirical research is as 

robust and rigorous as possible, to ensure its validity and reliability (Webster, 2019). With the 

desistance-based practice model still being in its infancy in youth justice, practitioners are 
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now tasked with navigating and translating desistance-theory into desistance-practice (Evans 

et al., 2020). In addition to this, practitioners are also tasked with navigating the new HMIP 

(2022) blended approach (Phillips et al., 2022).  

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter sought to explore the five main practice models employed in the youth justice 

field: (1) welfare-based model; (2) justice-based model; (3) risk-based model; (4) desistance-

based model and (5) trauma-informed model, with particular emphasis placed on the Welsh 

context since 1999, as a result of devolution.  In studying such a landscape, this chapter has 

shown that whilst welfare and justice continue to play a role in youth justice practice, they 

featured more prominently during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s; with the focus shifting in the 

1990s to a more risk-based practice model, which involved actuarial-based assessments that 

measured risk, was offence-focused and favoured pre-emptive, early intervention.  

 

More recently, however, practice has started to embrace both a trauma-informed approach and 

a desistance-based model, which are need- and future-focused rather than offence-focused. 

Furthermore, some practice and practitioners may be operating with a CFOS approach as an 

underlying principle. However, the research considered in this chapter has also illustrated that 

adopting a desistance-based model of practice is still very much in its infancy, with some 

practitioners struggling to translate desistance theory into desistance practice; and it is not 

without its critics. All of these theories are likely, to varying degrees, to have influenced and 

underpinned the approach of practitioners in this study and thus form a context within which 

their views, and those of the young people supervised, are considered within the thesis. 

 

The next two chapters offer more focus and detailed further context to the thesis as existing 

literature on social factors (Chapter 3) and internal and developmental factors (Chapter 4) 

linked to desistance are considered. 
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Chapter 3: Social Factors Linked to Desistance 

Introduction 

The overview of the practice models of the youth justice system offered in the previous 

chapter has indicated that desistance is a multi-faceted concept. It also indicates that a 

desistance-based approach to youth offending draws on the fields of psychology, criminology 

and sociology, and indeed the social sciences generally. What is also evident is the 

importance of social factors, such as: social bonds (intimate relationships, parent-child 

relationships, other family and friends’ relationships and workplace relationships); turning 

points during childhood and adolescence (which include schooling, marriage and 

employment); and hooks for change (such as an employment opportunity). Moreover, 

literature indicates that offending appears to be fairly normative amongst young people, in 

that most regularly act in ways that transgress the norms, rules and laws established (Coyle, 

2018). 

This chapter considers these and the various barriers that young people face when trying to 

desist, such as poverty, substance misuse, mental ill health, the criminal justice system and 

the care system. It explores the effect of such barriers and multiple disadvantage on a young 

person’s desistance. 

Social Bonds, Hooks for Change and Turning Points 

Social bonds, hooks for change and turning points, as social factors, are considered together 

in this section as they often affect each other, working in an interactive manner. 

Social Bonds theory (Sampson & Laub, 2005) states that offending is ‘normal’ activity that is 

the result of a lack of social controls, which are usually built though social bonds and ‘turning 

points’ over a life course.  ‘Turning points’ are referred to by Elder (1986) as changes in the 

life course that can alter an individual’s life trajectory and social bonds are referred to by 

Hirschi (1969) as attachments to conventional society; with Hirschi theorising that individuals 

with weak social bonds are more likely to deviate. Doherty’s (2006) meta-analysis research 

also found support for the link between social bonds and desistance, whilst also considering 

the interaction effect with that of self-control. Doherty’s (2006) findings indicated strongly 

that as the level of social integration increased, the probability of offending decreased. The 

same was also true of self-control: as a young person’s level of self-control increased, the 

likelihood of offending decreased. These findings highlight the importance of social factors in 

desistance, in particular social integration; as well as the importance of an individual’s self-
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control. It is important for practitioners to assist young people to develop their social capital 

and to integrate into their communities, in addition to supporting young people to increase 

their levels of self-control. This is on the basis that those communities are themselves 

prosocial and well-integrated into wider society.  If they are not, then bridging social capital 

comes into play, such as supporting young people to find stable employment, to develop 

strong familial bonds, and to build social networks (Farrall et al., 2011). 

Young People 

 

Not much is documented in the existing literature about the role of the young person in 

desistance, such as whether their role is active or passive; which reinforces the significance of 

this study exploring desistance further. Much of the literature in this area tends to focus on 

related elements such as a young person’s sense of control (Ginneken, 2017); self-belief 

(Yeager et al., 2014); agency (King, 2013c) and empowerment (Allen, 2011; Marmot, 2010), 

which are explored in the next Chapter. Wigzell (2021) did highlight the importance of 

practitioners working with young people, rather than ‘doing to’ young people, serving to 

highlight the active role of the young person in desistance. This is also something emphasised 

in the HMIP (2016) report (summarised in the previous chapter) and furthermore, the Child 

First Offender Second (CFOS) model (Haines & Case, 2015), reinforces the importance of 

young people actively engaging in youth justice services and interventions.  

Delayed Transitions 

 

According to Salvatore and Travis (2012), for older young people, who are referred to as 

‘emerging adults’, several social bonds can be influential in decreasing offending. Adhering 

to the life course perspective (Sampson & Laub, 2003), crime is the result of a lack of social 

controls, which are usually built through turning points and social bonds. When a positive 

change occurs to a person’s social bonds, offending trajectories can be ‘knifed-off’. ‘Knifing-

off’ is defined by Erikson (1960, as cited in Maruna & Roy, 2007, p.107) as “…opportunities 

that help one break away from not just apron strings but from a variety of contaminated past 

situations.”  

Turning points such as moving out of the family home or getting married occur later in a 

young person’s life today, compared to fifty years ago. According to the Office of National 

Statistics (2020), the average age of first-time marriage in the UK is 30; compared to the age 

of 20 in the 1970s. It is posited that a combination of delayed emerging adulthood, reduced 

social bonds and delayed turning points, may lead to an extension of an active offending 

period that goes beyond the traditional age of late teenage years, as suggested by much of the 
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literature (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Nader, 2019; Paternoster, 2015; Piquero et al., 2001; 

Salvatore & Travis, 2012). Further, extending this period of dependency can bring other 

problems. For example, individuals who offend during this period of ‘emerging adulthood’ 

might not be afforded the same flexibility and level of understanding by the adult criminal 

justice system, as young people who offend by the youth justice system. It appears that in 

terms of factors linked to desistance, reduced social bonds, delayed turning points and 

delayed emerging adulthood, are all worthy of consideration; supporting this study’s focus on 

exploring desistance further.  

Intimate Partners 

 

Social bonds that develop with intimate partners are also highlighted as being important in 

desistance. According to Nielsen’s (2018) longitudinal survey research, people with strong 

intimate social bonds offend significantly less than those people with weak bonds. Findings 

also indicate that such intimate bonds have less of an effect once an individual reaches the 

chronological age of 30 years. Non-marital and more fleeting intimate relationships have also 

been found to be important in desistance. Wyse et al. (2014) conducted 134 in-depth 

longitudinal interviews with males and females post release from prison and found that even 

more fluid intimate partners have a significant effect on desistance. It is also important to note 

that Wyse et al. (2014) did find, that the effect of non-marital intimate partners on desistance 

is not always positive. Abrams and Tam (2016) also highlight possible gender differences, 

finding evidence that intimate partners were much more supportive of desistance goals for 

males than for females, and the opposite was true for young females in heterosexual 

relationships. It is important for this study to consider the role played by intimate partners, 

marital and non-marital, both in terms of increasing and decreasing a young person’s 

likelihood of desistance. Although, intimate partners are more likely to be fleeting for young 

people. 

Peers and Friends 

 

Whilst dissociation from peers and friends who offend has been shown to decrease the 

likelihood of reoffending, not as much is known about the effect of pro-social peers and 

friends on desistance (Healy, 2010). Barry (2010) conducted longitudinal research with 40 

participants and found that relationships with, or the support of friends, did increase a young 

person’s likelihood of desisting. Drawing on the Differential Coercion and Social Support 

theory (DCSS) (Colvin et al., 2002), peers can be both supportive in the desistance process, 

protecting against recidivism, and can also be coercive in that they can contribute to 
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reoffending. It is also important to note that peers are rarely divided into ‘pro social’ and ‘anti 

social’. Peers are usually friends with whom a young person has a shared history (Brown & 

Larson, 2009), and will have likely helped the young person out at some point, so there will 

be loyalty present in many cases (Amati et al., 2018). Brezina et al. (2016) found that among 

adolescents who associate with offending peers, peer social support was linked to an increase 

in offending behaviour. Mowen and Boman (2018) found from analysing data from the 

Serious and Violent Offender Re-entry Initiative (SVORI), that peer coercion was not related 

to increasing the likelihood of reoffending; but that peer support was found to be protective, 

decreasing the likelihood of reoffending.   

 

When considering peers as a possible factor in desistance, Walters (2019) analysed the parent-

peer relationship of a large sample of early adolescents of the Gang Resistance Education and 

Training study (GREAT). Findings revealed that former parental support served as a 

protective buffer against the offending-promoting effects of negative peers in early adolescent 

young people. Findings suggest that whilst peers and friends might indeed act as a barrier to 

desistance for some young people, particularly for those young people without sufficient prior 

parental support, for those young people who have received parental support previously, peers 

might be seen as less of a negative influence. 

 

It is important to consider individual differences in the link between peers and desistance. 

Weaver (2015) examined the life histories of 6 Scottish men who offended and found that for 

different individuals, peer relations triggered a reflexive evaluation of their behaviours, 

lifestyles and priorities, with varying results.  Whilst these findings highlight the possible 

relationships between identity, agency, structure and reflexivity in the desistance process, for 

adults, it is important to question whether the same would necessarily apply to young people.  

Gender differences also need to be considered when looking at the effect of social bonds in 

the form of peers, on desistance. According to qualitative research by Abrams and Tam 

(2016), the way in which males and females utilise peer social bonds can vary. Findings 

revealed that for females, peer bonds were often regarded as being unreliable, so females 

tended to show a preference for being self-sufficient. Whilst overall, males tended to use 

peers more often as a source of social support, compared to females, and tended to reciprocate 

the support they received by acting as a source of social support to their peers at some point, 

some males were found to use peers infrequently and cautiously, in order to avoid contact 

with the criminal associations.  
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Family and the Parent-Child Relationship 

 

The family has been cited in existing literature as being a key factor in desistance, with the 

potential to both increase and decrease its likelihood. For instance, the family has been shown 

to increase an individual’s likelihood of desisting through raising social capital (Farrall, 

2004); strengthening social roles and new identities (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009); acting as 

a form of informal social control and providing turning points (Sampson & Laub, 1993). 

Furthermore, Jardine (2014) conducted a qualitative study involving men and women in 

custody and found that it is not family relationships in and of themselves that promote 

desistance, but rather it is the meaning an individual attaches to them and the potential costs 

that might be incurred if further offending was to take place. 

 

Whilst becoming a parent is often regarded as a positive event, not much literature has found 

strong evidence linking parenthood and desistance. Savolainen (2009b) suggests that this is 

likely to be because with parenthood comes stress and extra financial burden; two factors that 

might increase the risk of criminal behaviour. Analysing data from National Longitudinal 

Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, Ziegler et al. (2017) found that parents that lived with 

their child were more likely to desist over the long term, than parents who did not live with 

their child. Further, findings suggested that parenthood has different meanings for desistance, 

depending on neighbourhood context, duration and residency status. Such findings lend 

support for not only an identity-based explanation for desistance (which is considered in more 

detail in the next chapter) but also the Routine Activities Theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) in 

that time spent being a resident parent and the responsibilities that come with parenthood, will 

leave significantly less time for offending, compared to non-resident parents.  Such findings 

indicate that as a factor in desistance, parenthood yields mixed results, with findings 

suggesting that parenthood is multifaceted, and as a factor, needs to be unpicked. These 

findings also support this study adopting a qualitative research approach, using interviews and 

focus groups, to explore further, desistance; in particular, the complex role of parenthood 

(including whether the parent resides with their child or not). It is important to consider, 

however, that the role of parenthood in desistance might be different for young people having 

children (rather than adults). 

 

Whilst parent-child bonds are often implicated in literature (Kleymann, 2011; Lipsey & 

Derzon, 1998; Moffit, 1993; Schroeder et al., 2010), in terms of being predictors for early 

criminal offending, little is known about how the parent-child bond affects desistance over the 
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long-term, as a young person ages. Schroeder et al. (2010) analysed longitudinal data from the 

Ohio Life Course Study. Looking at the role of parents after the period of childhood, findings 

suggested that parents can be a stable force when job security is often not guaranteed, and 

when divorce rates remain high in the UK, with over 90,000 divorces taking place during 

2018 (Office for National Statistics, 2020a). Furthermore, changes in family structure are 

significant in the transitions literature (Abell, 2018; Barry, 2010; King, 2013b).  Parents can 

offer social, financial and emotional capital; increasing a person’s life outcomes, including 

reducing criminality (McNeill et al., 2012; Ministry of Justice, 2013; Weaver & McNeill, 

2015). 

Indeed, findings revealed that a strong parent-child bond into adulthood can help foster a 

positive self-concept, which is linked heavily to life course patterns of offending (Boduszek et 

al., 2016; Jacobson & Fair, 2017). Whilst strong parental bonds have demonstrated an 82% 

increase in the odds of desisting, other social bonds, such as employment bonds (as well as 

the nature of employment) and intimate bonds, only showed a marginal significant increase in 

the likelihood of desistance (Schroeder et al., 2010). These differences might be due to the 

significance of parenthood as a life course transition (the importance of social bonds, other 

than family, will be considered in the next section, beginning with institutional bonds).  

Existing literature also highlights the potential negative effect that family could have on 

desistance. For instance, Nugent’s (2016) cross-sectional qualitative study highlighted the 

difficulties that individuals can face when desisting; pains such as hopelessness, failure and 

isolation; with findings also suggesting that desistance comes at a price, which includes 

loneliness.  

Institutional Bonds 

 

According to much research (Crutchfield, 1995; Laub & Sampson, 2001; Paternoster, 2015; 

Savolainen, 2009a), bonds to prosocial institutions also matter throughout a person’s life 

course, including attachment to the labour force. Ellis and Bowen’s (2015) survey research 

investigated the factors linked to desistance from custody violence in a total of 63 Category C 

adult male prisoners with a record of violence in prison. Findings revealed that those who had 

desisted from offending not only demonstrated greater levels of resilience, pro social attitudes 

and agency, they were also more likely to report positive working settings. These findings 

suggest that an internal shift in perspective is important for desistance and an individual’s 

social environment, such as the workplace, can serve to support this transition. Whilst such 

findings have implications for youth justice practitioners in suggesting that the environment 



 

 29 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

where they hold meetings with the young people is an important consideration, in addition to 

other factors such as resilience, attitudes and agency, it is important to acknowledge that the 

research is adult-centric and might not apply to young people necessarily. 

Research also highlights the importance of having quality social bonds: i.e. stable 

employment, indicating that it might not be enough to be in employment; the quality of these 

institutional relationships might also matter (Barr & Simons, 2015; Sampson & Laub, 1993; 

Scottish Government, 2015).  

 

Potential Effect of Contact with Youth Justice Agencies on Desistance  

 

Existing literature also highlights the importance of practitioners being skilled and empathic 

(Andrews et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 2012), for reducing reconviction rates among adult 

offenders.  Raynor et al. (2013) conducted a quasi-experimental study of practitioners’ skills 

in probation, in particular, skills used in one-to-one supervision. Findings revealed that 

reconviction rates were lower among those whose probationers used a wider range of skills, 

which included: non-verbal communication; effective use of authority; prosocial modelling; 

motivational interviewing; problem solving and cognitive restructuring.  Raynor et al. (2013) 

did suggest that skills can be developed through training, and that training should be partly 

focused on encouraging practitioners to use more of the skills they already possess, rather 

than developing new skills, which they perceived is not always necessary. These findings 

have implications for practice in terms of highlighting the importance not only of practitioner 

training (which this study explores), but also on practitioners identifying their skills. Whilst 

Raynor et al.’s (2014) research was based on probation practitioners, it is entirely plausible 

that the same might be true for youth justice practice and youth justice practitioners. 

However, at the same time, it is important to consider that practitioners’ skills might indeed 

be different for young people compared to adult offenders. 

 

The importance of the way practitioners work with young people was also emphasised by 

Ugwudike and Morgan’s (2018) quasi-experimental study. Analysing data across three youth 

justice settings in Wales, the efficacy of the Risk Need Responsivity (RNR) model (Bontana 

& Andrews, 2017) in youth and adult justice settings within England and Wales was 

considered. Employing the Correctional Programme Assessment Inventory-2010 (CPAI-

2010) (Gendreau et al., 2010), the research focused on the professional relationship skills of: 
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supervision skills, assessment practice and modes of intervention.  Contextual factors were 

also considered, such as organisational culture; programme implementation and maintenance; 

and management and staff characteristics. Overall, their findings highlighted the importance 

of ‘practice integrity’, which refers to the process of applying research-based principles to 

practice; including assessments; sentence planning and supervision. In particular, findings 

suggested that the youth justice setting that scored lowest on core correctional practice, was 

also the setting that scored lowest for organisational culture, and for the quality of relationship 

between staff; as well as between staff and management (in particular staff not feeling 

supported by management and a lack of clinical supervision). However, it is also important to 

consider the importance of the quality of relationship between the young person and the 

practitioner.  Factors such as job security, large caseloads, funding cuts and low staff morale, 

were also found to be important in the Bontana and Andrew’s (2017) study. In contrast, the 

remaining two youth justice settings that scored highest on core correctional practice were 

found to have higher levels of organisational harmony; good working relations between staff; 

open communication between staff and management and a feeling of job security. Findings 

also revealed that all 3 youth justice settings were affected by insufficient training. In short, 

Ugwudike and Morgan (2018), emphasises the need for: (1) good relations among staff and 

management; (2) adequate practitioner training; (3) managers providing sufficient clinical 

supervision; (4) improving organisational harmony and (5) raising staff morale, in order to 

rectify limitations that undermine practice integrity, such as inadequate allocation of young 

people to interventions, interventions that are not informed by assessment outcomes, and 

unsatisfactory application of general and specific responsivity principles.  

 

Previously, correctional practices (CCP) have been linked to positive outcomes in adult and 

youth justice settings (Dowden & Andrews, 2004; Gendreau et al.. 2010; Lipsey 2009), such 

as improved levels of engagement by service-users and reductions in reoffending rates: (1) 

prosocial modelling (modelling prosocial behaviours and attitudes via child-friendly role 

plays); (2) effective reinforcement (using positive reinforcements such as praise to encourage 

prosocial behaviour); (3) effective disapproval (using non-blaming ways to show immediate 

disapproval following negative behaviour); (4) problem solving (working with young people 

to identify problems and to devise an action plan); (5) prosocial skills building (working with 

young people to identify and practise new skills); (6) effective use of authority (maintaining a 

balance between being caring and controlling, such as by being respectful and encouraging 

when young people show negative behaviour); (7) cognitive restructuring (helping young 

people to replace risky thoughts and feelings associated with offending, with prosocial ones); 



 

 31 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

(8) relationship practices (belief that young people can change, solution-focused, non-

judgemental, empathy, respect and warmth); (9) motivational interviewing (using questioning 

rather than confrontational techniques to elicit self-motivation) and (10) Inter-agency 

communication/use of community resources (facilitating access to social welfare services, 

such as education, housing, employment, substance-misuse) (Ugwundike & Morgan, 2019). 

 

 

Desistance-Informed Working Relationships 

 

Desistance literature, including the HMIP (2016) report, which was summarised in Chapter 2, 

suggests that an effective practice relationship is one that supports young people to identify 

the barriers to their own desistance and agrees a programme to try to address these via identity 

and motivational work, and the promotion of their social and human capital. In particular, the 

HMIP (2016, p.7) states that having “…A balanced, trusting and consistent working 

relationship with at least one worker…” was linked to an increased likelihood of desistance 

from offending. Nacro (2013) also highlighted the importance of building positive working 

relationships between practitioners and young adults who have offended, suggesting that such 

a relationship is an integral part in the desistance process; thoughts echoed by Drake et al. 

(2014) and Lewis (2014).  

 

Meta-analysis research by Creaney and Smith (2014) posits that when a practitioner is 

respectful to a young person, listens attentively to their narrative and is genuine when doing 

so, barriers to desistance can be overcome, and desistance is made more likely. The 

importance of such values as trust and respect in building positive working relationships 

between practitioners and young people, have also been highlighted, emphasising the need for 

practitioners to take a more humanistic approach when working with young people (Mason & 

Prior, 2008a). Everall and Paulson (2002) found that young people were more responsive to 

practitioners who presented themselves as allies, rather than authoritative figures; referred to 

as therapeutic alliance (Jacobson, 2016).  

 

Developing a ‘good quality’ working relationship between the practitioner and the young 

person, is according to Prior and Mason (2008), key to engaging young people in 

interventions aimed at increasing desistance; arguing that passive involvement by the young 

person, will result in desistance being less likely. Trevithick (2005) also commented that a 

practitioner is more likely to be effectively persuasive and directive, if they have a good 
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relationship with the young person with whom they are working. What is not fully understood 

though, is what constitutes a ‘good quality’ working relationship (Prior & Mason, 2008), 

which is the focus of this study. 

 

Smithson and Jones’ (2021) ‘Participatory Youth Practice’ (PYP) model, which is grounded 

in Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) as well 

as the CFOS principles (which were summarised in Chapter 2), is seen to be a positive step 

towards creating a youth justice system that both acknowledges and respects the rights of 

young people, and allows them to participate meaningfully in decision-making processes. In 

particular their research, which worked with 28 young people known to 10 YOTs in England, 

advocates young people’s meaningful participation in research in order to strengthen their 

participation in service design and delivery and rebalances the power dynamics when working 

with marginalised young people. In highlighting the importance of child-led research, the 

model encourages practitioners to see young people as being part of the solution and 

emphasises the need for practitioners to be responsive to the needs and interests of young 

people.  In terms of practice, the model suggests that practitioners need to: (1) let young 

people participate; (2) always unpick why young people offend; (3) acknowledge limited life 

chances; (4) help young people to problem-solve; (5) develop young peoples’ ambitions and 

(6) afford young people a fresh start. 

 

A ‘Good Quality’ Working Relationship versus Effective supervision 

 

As this thesis has already stated in Chapter 1, not much is known about what constitutes a 

‘good quality’ working relationship (reinforcing this study’s focus on the working 

relationship). The limited studies that are available are generally small in scale and suggest 

that a positive working relationship between a practitioner and young person is linked to 

higher engagement levels with the youth justice services and an increased likelihood of 

desistance. Johns et al. (2016) explored young people’s prolific offending through a socio-

ecological lens, which focused on 12 young people and the practitioners who worked with 

them, and found that young people perceived that the support they received through a trusting 

working relationship was a central factor to their move away from offending. However, Johns 

et al. (2016) also found that intimate relationships and family were the biggest motivating 

factors. Gray et al. (2013) found similar results, based on the subjective experiences and 

responses to the youth justice system of 11 young people. Findings indicated that young 

people perceived that the bond they shared with their practitioner was a key factor in their 
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desistance.  More recently, Wigzell (2020), conducted an ethnographic study over a 

seventeen-month period, which was based on 26 children and 46 YOS professionals, found 

that the working relationships that had the most influence were the ones that went beyond the 

supervisory role, characterised by reciprocity. The findings of these studies (Johns et al, 2016; 

Gray et al, 2013; Wigzell, 2020), emphasise the need to include experiences of both young 

people known to the YOS and the practitioners who work with them. 

 

The existing literature suggests that both a ‘good quality’ working relationship and effective 

supervision are similar in that they both value: a tailored approach that recognises individual 

differences and needs; positive reinforcement, such as praise; building trust between workers 

and young people; working in a respectful, non-judgemental manner; adopting a strengths-

based approach, which works collaboratively with young people’s strengths and skills and 

having genuine belief that young people can change. A ‘good quality’ working relationship 

and effective supervision differ in that effective supervision literature further emphasises 

practitioner’s using the core skills of prosocial modelling and cognitive techniques (HMIP, 

2020; Robinson, 2014; Ugwundike & Morgan, 2019). It is also important to consider that 

effective practice and supervision requires attention to be given not just to increasing 

desistance, but also to public protection and welfare. 

 

Trauma-Informed Practice  

 

Evans et al. (2020) also emphasised the importance of youth justice practice reconciling 

desistance theories with trauma-informed approaches, suggesting they complement each 

other.  In particular, they suggest that increased engagement with young people affords 

practitioners greater insights into young peoples’ lives and feelings, which is linked to young 

people achieving emotional and cognitive readiness to take advantage of ‘hooks for change’ 

(Pateronster & Bushway, 2009). For those young people who are least able to take advantage 

of ‘hooks for change’, the TRM and ECM (Skuse & Matthew, 2015) (which were 

summarised in Chapter 2) have the potential to act as a form of corporate parenting, in that a 

trauma-informed approach is able to offer young people a secure base, allowing young people 

to develop a more confident internal working model (IWM).  Practitioners perceived that 

consistent application of interventions focused at the lower levels of the TRM (being with), 

leads to higher cognitive levels and emotional self-regulation. Evans et al. (2020) further 

suggest that trauma-informed practice can be reparative in that it can go some way to 
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compensate for the inconsistent, neglectful and negative parenting, a young person under 

ECM, will have likely experienced growing up.  

The Role of Other Factors 

Whilst it is clear from these findings that social bonds can work in assisting those who have 

offended to desist, it is also clear that gender differences exist in terms of how males and 

females navigate such social bonds. Such findings (Drake, 2014; Lewis, 2014; Wigzell, 2020) 

reinforce the need for this study to consider the importance of social bonds for young people 

in their desistance, also exploring the way in which young people generally navigate social 

bonds, as well as exploring any gender differences in terms of navigation.  

Structural Barriers and Social Transitions 

Forming social bonds and the rebinding of such bonds, are made more difficult for young 

people, by various structural barriers such as difficulties obtaining employment, difficulties 

obtaining qualifications, debt and housing problems etc. which are often strengthened by 

political and economic conditions (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006).  

In addition to structural barriers, young people must also navigate various social transitions, 

e.g. going from school to employment and moving from living with parents to living 

independently. Social transitions today are often fractured and complicated (Alcock et al., 

2012), and it is important to consider that for some of young people who reoffend, navigating 

such social transitions and overcoming such barriers, are even more challenging because of 

the complex needs that these young people often have (Giordano et al., 2002).  One such 

social transition is school to employment. Furlong and Cartmel (2013) commented that young 

people today are expected to negotiate school as individuals, rather than as members of a 

collective and furthermore, with an increased need for young people to possess advanced 

academic qualifications and more adaptable specialities, young people find themselves being 

held accountable for their achievements and face risks if they fail. Buchner (1990) 

commented that young people are spending longer periods in education in order to build up 

their portfolio of qualifications and skills, which it is anticipated, will support them to 

transition from school to work. With a decline in demand for unqualified, minimum-school 

aged school leavers since the 1980s recession, the transition from school to employment tends 

to take longer to complete, and is often more complex (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007). The 

government did introduce initiatives to try and aid labour force integration, including 

vocational schemes, which had an effect on transitions from school into employment. With a 

lack of employment opportunities, education became very attractive and so the number of 
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young people that left school at the minimum age, sharply declined during this time (Roberts, 

2022).  

Coles (1995) also highlights the inter-relatedness of the transitions made by young people. As 

well as making the transition from school to work, and from living in the parental home to 

living independently, young people also transition between their family of origin and the 

family of choice. Transitioning from school to work is affected by employment, which will 

likely delay the housing transition and possibly the transition to the family of destination 

(Coles, 1995). Furthermore, Coles (1995) suggested that some transitions must be made 

before a young person is accepted as having adult status by society. 

Farrall et al. (2014) and Bottoms (2014) both emphasised the need to consider the special 

dynamics of desistance, considering the way in which desistance influences an individual’s 

spaces and places. Farrall et al. (2014) found that routines conducted in particular time-spaces 

can infuse places with meaning, which also has the potential to affect a person’s identity 

(identity is considered in detail in the next chapter). In particular, their research revealed that 

for persistent adult offenders, their spaces tended to shrink over time, due to their routines 

being focused around substances and/or attending formal appointments related to their 

offending; whereas ‘desisters’ tended to build meaningful daily routines around family and 

work, and often relocated to new spaces, in a bid to reduce their likelihood of reoffending, 

and to avoid being tainted by the negative labels assigned to them by others. Such findings as 

these (Farrall et al., 2014; Bottoms et al., 2014) highlight the complex and interactive nature 

of desistance; in particular the factors linked to the transitions that people make over time. 

However, it might be that for young people, desistance might not necessarily influence their 

spaces and places in the same way.  

Kay (2016) also suggested it is important to consider how spaces and places influence and 

maintain desistance. Indeed, this is something emphasised by Nugent and Schinkel (2016), 

when their qualitative research, based on adults and young people, considered relational 

desistance (recognition of change by others) and the different levels of it: micro-level, which 

refers to a person’s immediate social setting; meso-level, which refers to their wider 

community; and macro-level, which refers to society as a whole. According to Nugent and 

Schinkel’s (2016) research, some of the individuals they interviewed were met with micro-

level relational desistance, often, relational desistance was not forthcoming at the meso-level 

and the macro-level. This served to undermine their desistance attempts and threatened its 

success. Such findings reinforce that whilst certain elements of desistance can be achieved by 
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an individual (such as act desistance, which refers to non-offending, and identity desistance, 

which refers to the internalisation of a non-offending identity), other aspects of it, such as 

relational desistance, is largely dependent on others. A parent chooses whether to accept their 

child has changed (which relates to identity, which is something considered in more detail in 

the next chapter), as well as being dependent upon potential employers and society 

collectively. As Putman (2000) highlights, if an individual’s social capital and bridging 

capital are great, there is an increased likelihood that their act and identity desistance will not 

only be recognised, but supported at the meso-level. These findings suggest that one way to 

increase a young person’s likelihood of desisting could be for practitioners to support a young 

person to build formal and informal social connections; something highlighted by Weaver 

(2015). The theme of social connections was explored in the interviews with practitioners and 

young people in this current study. 

Poverty, Neighbourhood and Multiple Disadvantage 

 

According to Terry and Cardwell (2019) building social capital and having meaning in life are 

important elements in the process of desistance. Many young people who reoffend have 

multiple needs, and social bonds (such as family, workplace, peer and intimate) are often 

difficult to build and maintain because many young people have suffered multiple 

disadvantage and face multiple barriers. Bramley and Fitzpatrick (2015) commented that 

trauma, neglect, schooling issues, and chronic social exclusion, are common barriers that 

young people known to the criminal justice system often face when trying to desist.  

 

Facing such barriers often makes the desistance journey even harder for young people. 

Increasing a young person’s chance of desisting long term, might involve the young person 

moving away from their current life; which will likely involve them not only having to make 

new social bonds; but might temporarily leave the young person with fewer social bonds. 

Additionally, such isolation, all be it often short-term, could make a young person’s 

desistance journey much harder. According to Best et al. (2008), it is important to consider 

that the desistance journey does not just entail a young person making the conscious decision 

to change; it involves a young person maintaining that decision, and such maintenance is 

made more difficult in the face of multiple barriers. Barriers and their effect on a young 

person’s desistance journey, including how they effect a young person’s ability to build social 

and personal capital, will now be considered, beginning with poverty. 
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Where a person grows up could have long-term implications, with a variety of outcomes; and 

socialisation, role models, institutions and peer networks have been found to contribute to the 

way a young person develops (Galster et al., 2007). Furthermore, where a young person 

resides affects their exposure to resources and opportunities to experience transitions 

(Harding, 2009). Interestingly, more micro-level perspectives of desistance have attempted to 

explain this link between poverty and crime, with the suggestion made that poverty is 

systematically negatively linked to a young person’s ‘respectability package’; not only their 

ability to put together such a package, but also their ability to maintain it over the long term 

(Giordano et al.., 2002a).  

Existing literature further indicates that individuals are likely to stay in the same 

neighbourhood of disadvantage over their life course (Sharkey, 2008; Swisher et al., 2013), 

indicating some structural elements remain stable over a long period. Such findings encourage 

any theoretical frameworks to consider neighbourhood context, taking into consideration how 

poverty might contextualise a young person’s life transitions.  

The importance of early disadvantage and how it could be critical to the way in which young 

people might become differentiated over time and the way such early risk factors shape a 

young person’s trajectory (both short term and long term), has been considered by Sampson 

and Laub’s concept of ‘cumulative disadvantage’ (Sampson & Laub, 1997, p2). ‘Cumulative 

disadvantage’ is described as the accumulation of multiple forms of disadvantage that can 

build up over time and can often interact (Kurlychek & Johnson, 2019). 

Research has also indicated that young people who live in poverty over the long term, express 

more heterogeneous views towards intimate relationships, sex and pregnancy, as a result of 

being exposed to heterogeneous cultural norms (Harding, 2009). The role played by cultural 

norms might go some way to explaining the link between poverty and a lower likelihood of 

marriage in adulthood (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).  

Research also indicates that the network of neighbourhoods is important when considering the 

way in which poverty might act as a barrier to desistance, not just the neighbourhood itself 

(Graif et al., 2014). Graif et al. (2014) posit that macro level consideration of inter-

neighbourhood connections must be looked at, further suggesting that non-residential contexts 

add variation to offending behaviour, which in turn influence offending and the risk of a 

young person being victimised. Wilson (2012) develops this further, commenting that poverty 

can act as a barrier to desistance, highlighting that poverty and unemployment often cluster 
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together, leading to ‘concentration effects’. These concentrated effects serve to weaken family 

bonds and institutional ties, undermining both formal and informal capacity for crime control. 

Such findings highlight the complex nature of offending behaviour as well as highlighting the 

interactive nature of factors.  

Whilst many studies have connected poverty to crime (Gould et al., 2013; Immgluck & 

Smith, 2005; Li & Morrow-Jones, 2010) it is important to note that crime rates vary across 

localities, illustrating the importance of thinking sensibly when interpreting crime figures. 

Arnio and Baumer (2012) reiterated this, suggesting that much of the literature that highlights 

a possible link between poverty and crime, often does not consider the complexity that exists. 

This includes the fact that not all in poverty commit crime. This complexity of the link 

between poverty and offending has also been reiterated elsewhere (Cahill & Mulligan, 2007; 

Graif & Sampson, 2009). Instead of a one size fits all stance on this link, it has been 

suggested that a geographically weighted regression model (GWR) could be used to highlight 

better, the significance of local variability. Indeed, research appears to offer a better fit to the 

data, offering evidence of significant heterogeneity among many variables, including poverty. 

Such findings have implications for policy-makers in terms of how they allocate resources 

(Arnio & Baumer, 2012) and serve to highlight the importance of this study exploring further, 

the complexity of factors linked to desistance. 

According to Harris (2011), poverty causes isolation for many young people and isolation 

plus lack of jobs, can lead to people developing alternative subcultures that serve to 

legitimise, encourage and sustain illegal behaviours (Harris, 2011). This was commented on 

previously by Anderson (1999) who suggested that poverty can lead to individuals living by 

their own rules, resorting to the illegal economy to support themselves and often their family. 

This links back to social capital, which was considered previously. In essence, offending 

could be regarded as being a by-product of a culture formed in opposition to marginalisation 

(Bourgois, 1995). 

For many young people who offend, their offending behaviour is not viewed by them as 

breaking the law; but more so is regarded as a lifestyle that is encouraged by poverty: to eat, 

pay bills and to provide childcare. However, it is important to acknowledge that not many 

young people will have these concerns. This indicates that young people do not feel they have 

completely free will in this matter (Stanford & Lyman, 1968). In this sense, a young person’s 

primary life path could be seen as one that was, at least initially, borne out of necessity, for 

survival in many cases. But that, over time for many young people, such a path becomes their 
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only one.  This suggests that the practitioner-young person working relationship might 

provide some ideas or possibilities of alternatives. 

Substance Misuse 

Whilst the number of young people taking drugs and drinking alcohol in the UK has declined 

slightly in the past year (2020-2021), compared to the previous year, between March 2013 

and March 2020 there was a 28% increase in 16-24 year old using substances recreationally 

and it is estimated between 14-15% of 11-15 year olds have used recreational drugs at some 

time (Office for National Statistics, 2020b). The young people who misuse substances are 

more likely to be classed as being at-risk in that they are more likely to: be in the care system; 

known to the youth offending service; excluded from school and be viewed as being risky 

themselves (NICE, 2017). 

These findings from the Office for National Statistics (2020) support the earlier findings of 

NICE (2017), which also suggest that the large majority of young people common to 

substance misuse treatment services had vulnerabilities such as mental health issues; were in 

the care system; not in education, employment or training (NEET); self-harming; victims of 

sexual exploitation and/or victims of domestic abuse. A meta-analysis by Moodie et al. (2015) 

also confirmed these findings, suggesting that there is a strong likelihood that young people 

who misuse substances often lead chaotic lives, and have complex and multiple needs. 

A significant number of young people who misuse substances have been shown to offend, 

particularly committing violent crimes. According to the Crime Survey of England and Wales 

(2020), between 2014 and 2015, 47% of violent crimes committed by young people were 

committed whilst under the influence of alcohol.  Such findings reinforce those of 

McReynolds et al.’s (2010) large quantitative study, that young people who misuse alcohol 

are at roughly double the risk of offending. Such findings highlight the importance of 

including criminal behaviour as a ‘harm’ of substance misuse. Moreover, it has been 

suggested that a young person’s involvement in the night-time economy might offer access to 

environments with weakened social control, allowing sub-cultures to not only develop but 

thrive (Bennett & Holloway, 2018). Survey research conducted over a one-year period by 

Miller et al. (2014) also suggests that drug misuse contributes substantially to the burden of 

harm in the night-time economy. Furthermore, according to Bennett and Holloway (2018) 

offending rates have been found to be higher among drug users who socialised frequently, 

have poor physical and mental health, and frequently socialise outside of their living 

accommodation.  
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Research also suggests that different types of criminal behaviour might be linked to different 

types of misused substances. For example, criminal offences linked to alcohol misuse 

included: criminal damage, sexual assault, interpersonal violence and rape (Lawyer et al., 

2010), whereas criminal behaviour linked to drug misuse included: rape, drug dealing and 

property crime (Kilpatrick et al., 2013).  These findings highlight the complexity of some 

factors, suggesting that it is not enough to consider a factor such as ‘substance misuse’; it is 

important to delve deeper, to consider specific types of substances (such as alcohol and 

drugs), as individual factors linked to offending behaviour; as well as the need to consider 

that patterns of individual drug use might have different links to prevalence of offending. 

Furthermore, there is likely a difference between different types of drugs. 

Such complexity has implications for desistance. When considering the importance of 

substance misuse as a factor in a young person’s desistance, it might be necessary to unpick 

this factor more, to highlight the significance of particular types of substances. This 

implication translates to practice also, when practitioners put support packages in place for 

substance misuse, in a bid to increase a young person’s likelihood of desisting.  It is also 

important to consider the importance of a young person’s wishes, referred to as participatory 

practice. For instance, if a young person does not want to stop using drugs, it might be 

counterproductive to address their substance misuse. 

Whilst the links between substance misuse and crime outlined so far seem clear, such links 

are complex. Correlational evidence suggests that young people who misuse substances and 

commit crimes, tend to be significantly more neurotic, manipulative, unemotional, impulsive, 

irresponsible and exhibit moral disengagement (Walters, 2014). Such research highlights not 

only the role played by risk factors, as playing perhaps a facilitating role, but also highlights 

the cyclic, interactive relationship between drugs and criminality; with those young people 

who have previously experienced problems with substances and crime in late adolescence, 

being shown to be at an increased risk for concurrent antisocial thought processes and 

personality issues, as well as subsequent crime and substance misuse problems (which were 

found to be partially mediated by unsociable cognition in the form of moral detachment) 

(Walters, 2014).  

Other factors such as self-esteem, coping mechanisms, exclusion from school, sociability, 

goal setting, parenting and life events, have also been shown to be important in the 

consideration of substance misuse as a potential barrier to criminal desistance (Hammersley et 

al., 2003); supporting the need for this study to explore further, the complexity of desistance. 
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Literature has also highlighted the complexities of the link between substance misuse and 

offending, with findings by Hammersley et al. (2003) suggesting that the young people who 

used substances could not be neatly divided into (1) those who misused substances and (2) 

those who misused substances and were addicts. It was found that for most young people, 

substance misuse was not the main cause of their criminal behaviour, nor was it seen as a 

symptom to disappear once the young person’s difficulties have been dealt with.  

Literature also suggests that young people who misused alcohol were significantly more 

likely to commit violent acts than young people who had not misused alcohol (Felson & Staff, 

2010) and factors including family, parents, social background and peers, can act as risk 

factors in this link (Dishion & Loeber, 2009; Fergusson et al., 1996). It appears that alcohol 

misuse was symptomatic of young people who had family and childhood histories, because 

when these risk factors were removed, such a link was significantly reduced. It is important to 

note, that whilst the link was significantly reduced, the result was still statistically significant, 

suggesting a direct relationship (not necessarily causal) between alcohol misuse and violent 

offending.  

Other research has considered trauma as a risk factor, when illustrating the link between drugs 

and offending. A meta-analysis of existing literature conducted by Hammersley (2011) 

highlighted a cyclic link between early trauma and/or life events, and drug use, suggesting the 

possibility that drug use not only causes trauma; but that drug use serves to perpetuate trauma, 

leading to more drug misuse. 

Hammersley (2011) commented that the role played by a young person’s family can be 

ambiguous when considering the link between trauma and substance misuse, in that the 

family can have either a positive or negative effect on a young person’s substance misuse. 

Family can provide opportunities for young people to engage in pro-social activities, 

including highlighting employment and education opportunities; but sometimes, particularly 

for young people with more serious substance misuse problems, findings by Hammersley 

(2011) suggest if the family is dysfunctional, it might serve to add trauma and further 

difficulties for the young person. Indeed, this has been reiterated more recently also (gov.uk, 

2021). It might be that the working relationship between the practitioner and the young person 

is one way of helping to give something more functional. These findings cement the 

importance of this study exploring desistance further, including reinforcing its focus on the 

working relationship. 
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It has also been suggested by Dillon et al. (2007) that for young people to successfully give 

up substances, they need to not only be pushed away from the substance, but they also need to 

be pulled towards something positive. This fits in with the life course perspective (Glueck & 

Clueck, 1937; Sampson & Laub, 2005), which considers the way in which individuals shift 

away from attractor points. Attractor points act like a magnet, in essence, pulling young 

people towards offending. This highlights the complex, non-linear aspect of a young person’s 

offending. This is an important consideration when this study explores desistance further, and 

is a topic suited to the qualitative research approached adopted by this study. Existing 

literature suggests that is not enough for a young person be free from substance use; they need 

to be knitted back into the fabric of society, with the young person actively engaging in pro 

social tasks (such as employment and voluntary work). This requires active integration and a 

willingness of society to accept them, which is not always straightforward (Cryrulink, 2009). 

It appears that the existing literature reinforces the need to consider the bigger picture, as well 

as the complexities surrounding the relationship between substance misuse and offending 

among young people (Alavi, 2011; Shepherd, 1994), including the role played by a young 

person’s mental health, as a barrier to desistance, which will now be explored. 

 

Mental Health  

 

Mental health can be defined as “health conditions involving changes in emotion, thinking or 

behavior (or a combination of these). Mental illnesses are associated with distress and/or 

problems functioning in social, work or family activities.”  (Parekh, 2018, para.1).  This fits in 

with a positive psychology approach to mental health and subjective well-being, which 

advocates life having meaning. It also emphasises working with a person’s strengths rather 

than weaknesses and focuses on the importance of building a good life rather than reparation 

of a bad life (Ackerman, 2020).  This definition of mental health is taken from the medical 

model perspective of health, which has been the dominant health model, but which is not 

without criticism. The dominance in medical explanations of health, often leads to dominance 

in medical treatments, which often leads to neglecting the role played by social factors 

(Faulkner, 2020). Whereas the medical model views mental health as a physical disease 

requiring medication or a physical intervention, in contrast, the social model of health locates 

mental health within social contexts, advocating working with individuals and communities to 

try and prevent mental health problems and to help with mental health recovery (World 

Health Organisation, 2018). Whilst the social model of health acknowledges the medical 
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model perspective, it advocates a more holistic approach to health (British Association of 

Social Workers England, 2014).  

More recently clinical practitioners have been encouraged to adopt the social model of health 

or at the very least to have an awareness of such. In 2013 the British Psychological Society 

recommended developing an approach that is multifactorial, taking into account social, 

psychological and biological factors. As an alternative to the psychiatric movement, the 

Power Threat Meaning Framework (2013) focuses on identifying patterns in an individual’s 

emotional distress and behaviour and experiences that are unusual. This model is not tied to a 

particular domain (such as psychological, social or biological); but is rather a meta-

framework, which can accommodate different models of health (Johnstone et al.., 2018). 

With this in mind, when considering mental ill-health as a possible barrier to a young 

person’s desistance, it seems that mental health can span both the social strand and individual 

strand of desistance. In this way, mental ill-health is considered in the context of being a 

possible barrier to desistance, in that it might, for some young people, prevent or minimise 

their ability to develop social capital; to develop pro-social relationships; both of which have 

been linked to desistance (Albertson, 2015; Fleming & Kemshall, 2009; Lenkens, 2019). In 

the next chapter, mental ill-health is considered in the context of the barrier it might pose to a 

young person’s individual narrative, their self-identity and their life goals. 

 

Research has shown that young people who are sentenced to custody are three times more 

likely to have mental health issues than young people who do not, with as many as 85% 

suffering some sort of mental ill-health (Dyer & Gregory, 2014). Furthermore, more often 

than not, those young people in custody are more likely to face additional challenges, such as 

substance misuse, learning difficulties and multiple forms of neglect and many of these 

vulnerabilities go unchallenged (Centre for Mental Health, 2019). The Prison Reform Trust’s 

(2008) survey-based research into children in custody found that approximately 40% of 

young people in custody had been on the child protection register and approximately 70% 

were known to social services. Furthermore, a significant number of young people had 

truanted from school and had experienced neglect or bereavement. Findings also showed that 

many young people had mental health needs and/or learning difficulties that had gone unmet 

(Prison Reform Trust, 2008). Indeed these findings have been reiterated more recently 

(Durham County Council, 2020; Hughes & Chitsabesan, 2016; Lennox & Khan, 2012). 
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Looking more specifically at the mental health needs of young people known to the YOS, 

whilst rates of anxiety among the young people have been found to be comparable to 

community samples, the rates of depression, emotional difficulties and behavioural disorders, 

have been found to be almost double (Stallard et al., 2003). Such findings have been 

supported by more recent research, which indicates that up to 18% of young people known to 

the YOS suffer a mental health condition (Lennox, 2014). This compares to 9% of young 

people in the general population in England who suffer with a mental health issue (NHS 

England, 2018) and 10% in Wales (NHS Wales, 2013). Such a high prevalence of mental 

health issues across youth offending populations is not restricted to the England and Wales, 

with research conducted by Kinner et al. (2013) showing high rates in Australia, and Abram 

et al. (2007) demonstrating high rates in the USA.   

Based on the quantitative research by Haney-Caron et al. (2019), when considering mental 

health as a possible barrier to desistance, it is important to go beyond the general picture, 

considering that taken individually, types of mental ill-health may have some links to 

offending, but it is the accumulation of mental ill-health and other barriers that is crucial. It is 

also important to consider both the nature and severity of mental health conditions. For 

example, young people exhibiting violent or serious offending are likely to display 

externalising symptoms, such as aggression, over-activity and low impulse control, more so 

than internalising symptoms such as anxiety, withdrawal and sadness, which are more likely 

to be linked to minor and moderate offences.  

These findings by Haney-Caron et al. (2019) were supported by earlier research conducted by 

Kopak and Kulick (2017), which linked mental health issues to the serious offences of rape, 

kidnapping and murder. It is suggested that mental health conditions alter decision making 

processes and interfere with cognitive development (Meynen, 2013). This ties in with the 

importance of brain development, which will be considered in the next chapter.  

Link at al (2018) also commented that many rehabilitation programmes that young people are 

required to attend and participate in, require a willingness, by the young person, to change. 

Such a will to change, according to Link et al. (2018) is compromised by exactly the mental 

health issues that places young people at risk of offending in the first place. This 

contradiction, was further emphasised by Western (2018, p.60) who stated “The people who 

are asked to make the largest changes in their lives often have the least capacity to do so.” 

Link’s (2018) comment supports this study’s exploration of factors such as mental health, 

support programmes, and the young person’s willingness to change. As part of this 
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exploration of desistance, it is important for this study to consider the dynamic interplay 

between desistance factors and how such interactions affect a young person’s desistance. 

Furthermore, such as notion also justifies this study looking at the quality of the working 

relationship; considering how a quality relationship might act as a resource to be used to 

enhance a young person’s capacity to change and to desist. 

Whilst survey-based research by Basto-Pereira and Maia (2018) does indeed appear to 

suggest that mental health might play a major role in offending behaviour, this research also 

highlights a more complex situation, suggesting that one cannot consider the link between 

mental health and offending in isolation. Social and family factors were shown in this 

research to aggravate and perpetuate various issues and vulnerabilities that young people 

suffer, including mental health (and addiction). These findings point a cyclic effect, and a 

decrease in the likelihood of desistance.  

Other research has also supported the need to consider the cumulative influence of social and 

family risk factors, as well as the cumulative influence of having multiple mental health 

issues. Young people with multiple mental health diagnoses are at greater risk of anti-social 

behaviour and offending behaviour, and are more likely to commit violent offences. This 

research also indicated that some mental health disorders inhibit or impair social functions, 

affecting a young person’s interactions at school, with friends, and at home, increasing the 

young person’s risk of committing anti-social offences (Vogel & Messner, 2012).  Such a 

consideration serves to reinforce the exploration by this study, to consider not only individual 

factors and barriers linked to desistance, but to also contemplate their cumulative effect, in 

addition to considering the way in which some factors might be interdependent.  

Mental health, as a factor, is not limited to a young person’s family as a possible barrier to 

their desistance. Research suggests that mental health, as a factor, is also linked to a young 

person’s social capital more generally. Flores et al. (2018) proposed a two-fold link: not only 

might social capital reduce a young person’s risk of mental health and increase their 

resilience, adaptation and recovery; but social capital might also be beneficial to a young 

person’s mental health. It has been proposed that social relationships, belonging to social 

groups (social capital), and having positive social identities (the sense of ‘we’ and ‘us’), all 

have a positive effect on a young person’s mental health, acting as a protective barrier to a 

young person’s mental wellbeing (Cruwys et al., 2013; Jetten & Haslam, 2012). 
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Attempting to establish a causal relationship between social capital and mental health remains 

difficult, due to the multifaceted association that appears to exist between a young person’s 

mental wellbeing, their social capital and various contextual factors (Cook et al., 2015). One 

such factor is the Criminal Justice System (CJS) itself. This will now be considered. 

Criminal Justice System 

Whilst the number of First Time Entrants (FTEs) to the CJS in England and Wales has fallen 

by 86% since 2017, there were still 11,100 young people who were FTEs in England and 

Wales 2019-2020 (Youth Justice Board, 2021). Furthermore, those young people left in the 

system often have complex needs and suffer multiple disadvantage, such as: parenting and 

home life issues (including being Looked After children, suffering harsh discipline, trauma, 

neglect, abuse and witnessing domestic violence); health issues (including mental health, 

substance misuse, attachment difficulties); schooling issues (bullying, exclusion, peer 

problems); environmental issues (gang affiliation, reduced access to youth services) and 

learning difficulties (Youth Justice Board, 2020c). 

For young people in custody, such poor outcomes are the result, at least in part, because of 

confinement itself. It has been suggested that being in custody disrupts normative 

psychological, educational and vocational pathways for young people (Chung & Steinberg, 

2005). Custody is also thought to accelerate a young person’s entry into adulthood, not only 

because it can involve young people integrating with adults, but also because once a young 

person is released from custody, many will be without adequate support and might have to 

cope with financial responsibility (Abrams & Franke, 2013; Prison Reform Trust, 2020). 

Indeed, HMI Prisons and HMI Probation in a joint inspection (Criminal Justice Joint 

Inspection, 2019), found evidence that young people, when released from custody, often have 

poor outcomes. Their longitudinal study tracked 50 young people released from 5 YOIs and 

found that young people were inadequately prepared to re-enter their communities, with 

support services not being put in place, upon their release. 

When considering the effect of custody on young people’s desistance, it is important to also 

look at those young people transferred from the YOS system to the adult probation system. 

These transferees are not only at greater risk of reoffending than young people who remain in 

the YOS, but are also at an increased risk of reoffending more quickly, and more often 

(Bishop, 2000; HMIP, 2016).  
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Young people might also face a reduced likelihood of desisting when it is considered that 

compared to the adult criminal justice system, the youth system is more likely to 

communicate messages of caring and is more sensitive to the needs of the young people it 

sees; possibly seeing the young person’s potential and valuing their worth (Bishop, 2000; 

YJB, 2018). This is particularly important when you consider that a significant proportion of 

young people in the system have often not experienced such care and consideration. 

Furthermore, in the adult setting of prison, young people learn adult sub-cultures; these being 

centred around social norms such as domination, exploitation and retaliation (from other 

prisoners and prison staff) (Hess et al., 2013). Indeed, the HMI Probation (2015) report 

concluded that when young adults entered the adult prison system, they were unprepared and 

uninformed about what to expect, and that child protection issues need to improve. These 

findings are in line with the earlier findings of Bishop (2000), who concluded that young 

adults often experience shame whilst in prison, in the form of practitioners communicating 

messages to the young adults, that they are lost causes, non-redeemable, and possess no 

ability to return to personhood. This has important implications, because increased feelings of 

shame whilst in custody, have been linked to a decreased likelihood of desisting (Hosser & 

Greve, 2008). 

This lack of care being communicated by the adult justice system is particularly worrying for 

young people who are known to the care system. The link between the care system and the 

CJS has been documented many times (Bilchik & Nash, 2008; Cashmore, 2011; Fitzpatrick & 

Williams, 2014; Fitzpatrick & Williams, 2017; Mendes et al., 2014; Scofield et al., 2014; 

Shaw, 2015; Taylor, 2006). 

Whilst only 1% of young people under the age of 18 years in the general UK population are 

in the care system in England and Wales, 45% of young people known to the YOS are known 

to the Care system and 27% of young people in YOIs are in the care system (Youth Justice 

Board, 2020c). These findings indicate that care leavers are over-represented in the youth 

justice system. It is important to note that only 2% of the young people in care are there due 

to their own behaviour; with the large majority, 62%, being in the care system because of 

abuse and/or neglect (Department of Education (DfE), 2014). Indeed, The Harris Review 

(2015) commented that there was a distinct lack of support for care leavers, from family and 

those classed as responsible adults, outside of the CJS, and Fitzpatrick (2014) noted that the 

corporate parenting role is rarely evident for young care leavers.   
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Research has also found that the behaviour of young people in the care system is monitored 

more than young people not in the care system, and it also evident that there is a lack of 

tolerance for challenging behaviour in Care homes. Such a lack of tolerance pushes young 

people, who are already vulnerable, into an even more vulnerable position, by thrusting them 

into the CJS (Howard League for Penal Reform, 2016; Taylor, 2016). 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the literature relating to social factors linked to desistance, exploring 

the role of social capital, social bonds, hooks for change and turning points, in the desistance 

process. Existing literature in this area indicates that social factors play a significant role in 

desistance for young people, and further suggests that desistance might be more 

individualised that previously thought. The following chapter will consider the effect of 

internal factors (such as self-identity, narratives and goal setting), as well as developmental 

factors (such as brain maturation psychosocial maturation and trauma) on desistance.  
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Chapter 4: Internal and Developmental Factors Linked to Desistance 

 

Introduction 

 

So far in reviewing desistance literature, the thesis has considered the role of social factors in 

young people’s desistance. However, whilst internal and developmental factors have been 

indirectly touched on as part of this discussion, they have not been given focus. This chapter 

considers the role of these factors (specifically identity, narratives and goal setting), whilst 

also giving some consideration to the way in which developmental factors (brain maturation, 

psychosocial maturation and trauma) might play a role. 

 

Up until recently (the last 20 years or so), theories of desistance from offending have tended 

to be heavily structural, focusing their attention on participation in pro-social roles as the 

main contributory factor behind desistance (Giordano et al., 2007). However, such theories 

tended to neglect the role played by individual processes such as identity change. For 

example, a couple of decades ago, Sampson and Laub (2003) acknowledged the role played 

by identity transformation in desistance; however this was only after ‘turning points’ had 

emerged, and suggested that identity change might not even be needed for a young person to 

desist. An alternative model of the role of identity in desistance was put forward around the 

same time, by Giordano et al. (2002a), However, this four-part schema also relied heavily on 

structural elements, suggesting that desistance was believed to come about when people who 

offended were able to enter into intimate relationships with a conventional partner, with the 

partner acting as a role model, providing social support. Both models agree that identity 

change might be involved in desistance, but they suggest that desistance only occurs after a 

young person takes part in traditional roles, when ‘hooks for change’ provide a young person 

with opportunities to develop a new identity (Paternoster et al., 2016). 

Identity 

 

A more recent theoretical focus has placed increased significance on the role played by 

individual processes such as identity change, positing that desistance is more cognitive and 

individualistic than once thought (Paternoster et al., 2016). It has been suggested that an adult 

individual who has offended has (1) a ‘working identity’ (current) that has linked preferences 

and social networks; (2) a ‘positive possible self’ (the person they wish to be), and (3) a 

‘feared self’ (the person they fear they might become) (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). 

However, it is important to note that this article was adult-centric and based on adult 
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literature. As such, and given that young people are different in many ways to adults, it is 

important to consider the ways in which individual processes might be different for young 

people compared to adults. 

 

Paternoster and Bushway (2009) go on to suggest that an individual is committed to their 

‘working self’ until they determine that the cost of this commitment is greater than the 

benefits; and a process named ‘crystallization of discontent’ occurs when the person links 

their life failures to the anxiety they feel about becoming their ‘feared self’. This is what 

motivates them to change initially and brings with it, a new set of preferences and social 

networks, as the newly emerging sense-of-self (pro-social) begins. McNeill et al. (2012) also 

talked about the need for people who have offended to develop a different, pro-social identity 

for themselves; suggesting that individuals who desist tend to have high levels of self-

efficacy; perceiving themselves as having more control over their futures, with a clear sense 

of purpose in the world. 

 

However, when discussing the role of identity transformation in the process of desistance, it is 

important to consider its importance in both the primary-desistance phase (the break in 

offending behaviour) and the secondary-desistance phase (the movement from the behaviour 

of non-offending to a new pro social identity) (Maruna, 2004). It has been suggested that 

individuals experiencing early-stage desistance amend their existing narrative, or indeed 

construct new narratives, in order to allow themselves to sustain their desistance (their non-

offending behaviour; an early desistance narrative). During this stage, individuals contemplate 

a new future identity, which might serve to cement a longer period of desistance, as they 

begin to distance their present-self and future-self, from their past-self (Sam King, 2013a). 

This draws on the Trans-Theoretical Model (Prochaska & Di Clemente, 1984), which 

promotes positive behavioural change, describing how an individual can modify their 

problem behaviour by focussing on the decision-making employed. Such a model could go 

some way in explaining why some individuals succeed in changing their behaviour for the 

better, whilst others do not.  

 

However, whilst King (2013) puts forward this notion of an early desistance narrative, it is 

also important to consider that for a person to maintain desistance over the long term, various 

social and personal contexts would also need to change, and it is this way that we can see the 

inter-dependence of social and personal factors in desistance. For many young people, 

attempting to continue to desist in the longer term is often made more difficult because they 
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continue to experience the same disadvantage and the same contexts (Nugent, 2016). Indeed, 

social disadvantage has been shown more recently to be a key consideration in desistance, in 

terms of the link between stigma, identity formation and self-esteem. In a longitudinal study 

of 341 young people who live in residential care settings, An et al. (2020) found that stigma 

had a statistically significant effect on the young people’s self-esteem and increased their 

likelihood of committing anti-social acts. Case study research by Harragan et al. (2018) based 

on 21 young people aged 13-30, from disadvantaged neighbourhoods, labelled as ‘risky’ 

(conflict with authority, either in school, police, and/or social services), also highlighted the 

negative effect that stigma can have on young people; including in terms of the way young 

people respond to stigma and discrimination (which includes resistance and retaliation). These 

findings by Harragan et al. (2018) highlight the role played by relationships in young people’s 

lives in enabling social engagement; reinforcing this study’s exploration of the working 

relationship in desistance. However, Harragan et al’s (2018) study used a very wide age range 

(13-30), and it is important to question how something which applies to a 13 year old also 

applies to a 30 year old. 

 

Whereas Laub and Sampson (2003) and indeed Giordano et al. (2002) suggested that identity 

transformation takes place during the secondary desistance phase, King (2013) instead 

suggests that identity formation takes place much earlier, during the early desistance phase. 

This notion has an important implication for practitioners in ensuring they offer young people 

recognition that they are indeed desisting successfully, very early on (as opposed to offering 

such recognition once a young person has desisted for a prolonged period of time) and links 

into the role of practitioners being motivational. Indeed, research has highlighted the 

importance of such recognition for many young people trying to desist (Haigh, 2009). These 

findings serve to reinforce this study’s exploration of the role of the working relationship in 

the desistance process; including the importance of practitioners recognising any attempts to 

desist by young people. Such early recognition must then also have important implications for 

the youth justice system itself, in terms of how such a system, including the people who work 

within it, affect a young person’s identity; in particular their sense of ‘inter-personal 

trustworthiness’ (Serin & Lloyd, 2009).  

 

It is also important to consider the possibility that ‘desister’ identities (young people who 

desist from offending) might not be uniform. That is, there might be different types of young 

people who desist. Eliciting the perspectives of young people, Murray (2009) conducted 

large-scale qualitative research, involving 112 semi-structured interviews with teenagers (62 
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who had never offended and 50 who had offended but ceased). Findings revealed three such 

‘types’ of ‘desister’ identities: (1) ‘reformed characters’ (young people who offend then go 

straight); (2) ‘quasi resisters’ (who retain a resister identity, often committing deviant or 

criminal acts, but denying them) and (3) ‘desisters on the margins’ (who often report more 

offending among family and friends; who often receive little or no negative consequences 

from family and friends for the offences committed). Focusing on the ‘resister’ identity, 

Murray (2009) commented that this identity type acknowledged their past offending in their 

self-survey however, during their interview they behaved as if they were a non-offender. This 

is similar to Lemert’s (1951) distinction between primary and secondary deviance.  With 

primary deviance referring to those who commit deviant acts but do not define themselves as 

deviant; where as, secondary deviance refers to those individuals who do define themselves as 

deviant. However, this might be because as young people, they have not yet developed a fixed 

and identifiable personal identity (Matza, 1964). Murray’s ‘Quasi-resister’ typology fits with 

Lemert’s notion of ‘primary deviance’ with young people engaging in denial in order to 

sustain their position. 

 

According to the Identity Process Theory (IPT) (Breakwell, 2001), self-identity is the product 

of social-psychological processes, and is regulated by two universal processes: (1) 

assimilation-accommodation (the absorption of new information into the identity structure 

and the adjustment needed to for it to become part of the structure) and (2) evaluation 

(meaning and value of the contents of identity).  These universal processes are guided by four 

principles: (1) continuity (continuity across time and situation); (2) distinctiveness 

(uniqueness from others); (3) feeling in control and confident with one’s life (self-efficacy) 

and (4) feelings of personal worth (self-esteem).  IPT suggests that an individual has agency 

in the construction and management of their identity (Jaspal & Breakwell, 2014). In an 

attempt to better understand the processes involved in identity formation among emerging 

adults, Beyers and Luyckx (2016) analysed cross-sectional data from a large sample group 

(4259) of young people and young adults (aged 14-30 years) and identified two risk factors 

linked to suboptimal identity formation: (1) worrying what you want from life and (2) feeling 

uncertain about commitments. These findings have implications for youth justice practice in 

highlighting the potential key role practitioners play in supporting young people to try and 

minimise their worries and uncertainty they might have around their lives and their 

commitment to things in their lives. Findings also highlight the potential benefit for 

practitioners to refer young people for Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) in an attempt to 

overcome or reduce indecisiveness and uncertainty (Neenan, 2008).  Whilst research has 
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highlighted the important role played by the youth justice practitioner and the working 

relationship in desistance (Bel & Maruna, 2012; Burnett et al., 2007; Burnett & McNeil, 

2005; McNeill et al., 2012), not much is known about how specifically the youth justice 

practitioner might affect a young person’s identity transformation (Drake et al., 2014; HMI 

Probation, 2016; Johns et al., 2016) and this is something this study explores further. 

Furthermore, Case and Hampson (2019) identified that even though much desistance 

literature has highlighted the importance of practitioners working with young people to 

facilitate a move to a more pro-social identity, this was not reflected in the HMIP (2016) 

report.  In particular, Case and Hampson (2019) identified that the HMIP (2016) report 

defined ‘desistance’ differently to the YJB; causing confusion among youth justice 

practitioners.  

 

Acknowledging that such typologies of ‘desisters’ might exist could have important 

implications for practitioners who work with young people, particularly in terms of focused 

interventions. For some young people (types), desistance might take considerable effort, 

which needs to be considered and acknowledged by practitioners. Dissecting this further, 

‘desisters on the margins’ would benefit from much needed resources as they are at a high-

risk of reoffending because of their disadvantage. Whereas young people identified as ‘quasi-

desisters’, might benefit from interventions that focus on helping them see their behaviour as 

criminal, and helping them accept responsibility (Burnett, 2004). These conclusions suggest 

that practitioners might have a key role to play in identifying the needs of the individual 

young people they work with, to increase the young person’s likelihood of desisting, through 

tailored interventions. This highlights the importance of this study’s aims of exploring 

desistance further, focusing on the working relationship. Such typologies as these put forward 

by Burnett (2004) go some way to justify the qualitative research approach adopted by this 

study. 

 

Narratives 

 

Linked to identity is the idea of narratives, stories we tell ourselves and others about who we 

are. According to Giddens (1991, p.14) “Each of us not only 'has,' but lives a biography” 

suggesting that an individual’s identity is not found in behaviour or the reactions of other 

people, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going. According to Giddens (1991), 

an individual’s narrative helps shape and guide their future behaviour, as an individual 

behaves in accordance to the story being told. According to Narrative Psychology, an 
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individual’s life story is not a collection of events, but is rather, an integration of this 

information internally, offering consideration to how the individual dissects biographical facts 

and knits them back together (Hiles & Cermak, 2008). This theory moves away from 

assuming universality of stories, positing that humans organise knowledge in the form of a 

narrative, with Dennett (1990) suggesting that narratives are essential for the organisation of a 

person’s Selfhood. The self, according to Dennett (1990, n.p.), ‘is an abstract created by our 

body’s ability and instinct to create it in response to a need.’ An individual’s sense of self is 

gained from an individual’s self-representation, which is not their actual self; instead, it is a 

representation of the self that they use to organise their narratives.  As Beck (2015) 

commented, a person’s narrative does not simply state what happened; it also provides details 

about why an event was important and the meaning behind the event to the individual, which 

is important for who they will become. This ties in to the Power Threat Meaning Framework 

(British Psychological Society, 2021), which looks at how an individual makes sense of 

difficult experiences, and how wider society can increase feelings of shame, fear, guilt, 

isolation and self-blame; which can result in mental ill-health and troubled behaviour. The 

framework also works with an individual’s strengths and the resources available to them, 

asking the questions: What are your strengths? (What access to power resources do you 

have?) and What is your story? (How does all this fit together?). This fits into the desistance-

based model of practice in being strengths-based and forward focused. 

 

Indeed, Hunter and Farrall’s (2018) qualitative research highlighted the important role played 

by an individual’s ‘future self’ in desistance. Findings revealed that those individuals who had 

been more successful at desisting, were less likely to identify opportunities for offending, 

suggesting that future selves serve to highlight ways to behave, informing the desistance 

process. However, this research also emphasised the importance of time in allowing the 

culmination of valued aspects of a life, that a person would risk losing if they were to engage 

in offending behaviour. Hunter and Farrall (2018) also suggest that frustration could occur 

between the current self and the future self, before the benefits of abstaining from offending 

are recognised by the individual. These findings have implications for the role of the 

practitioners in desistance, suggesting that their role might be to afford the young person extra 

support during this transitional period, whilst the young person moves between their present 

self and their future self; helping the young person to recognise and acknowledge possible 

benefits to their desistance (Hunter & Farrall, 2018). 



 

 55 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

Maruna (2001)’s qualitative Liverpool Desistance Study also highlighted the importance of 

narratives in desistance. Analysing self-narratives of two groups of adult offenders (those who 

desisted from offending and those who persisted), Maruna identified two consistent personal 

stories (scripts): (1) redemption (associated with desistance) and (2) condemnation (associated 

with persistent offending). Those individuals with a condemnation script saw themselves as 

victims, with no autonomy, viewing life as bleak and hostile. Their script suggested they felt 

defeated not only by their own personal failings, but also by society and the structural barriers 

it imposes (such as those discussed in the previous chapter).  Conversely, those individuals 

with redemption scripts saw themselves as having much control over their lives, perceiving 

their former life of offending to be redeemable in that it served a purpose of being a prelude to 

their new pro-social life. They also painted a positive outlook for their future, holding the 

belief that as individuals they are essentially good and that their past offending was the result 

of social disadvantage (Maruna, 2001). 

The importance of narratives in desistance was further emphasised by Cid and Marti (2012), 

when they considered not only the role of social institutions (such as family, friends, 

marriage, parenthood and practitioners, which were considered in the previous chapter), in 

promoting social change; but also the mechanisms involved. Their aim was to explore the 

relationship between social interactions and desistance narratives. Their findings revealed two 

different types of social bonds; both of which seem to be important in the development of a 

desistance narrative for young people who have offended: (1) a new partner who disapproves 

of offending and (2) pre-existing relationships with parents, siblings and/or partner. These 

pre-existing significant others were not able to prevent offending behaviour in the past, but 

now under new circumstances, might play an important role in the young person’s desistance 

narrative (Cid & Martí, 2012). This notion of social bond types, ties in to the previous 

chapter’s discussion of social bonds, social capital and pro-social relationships, and the role 

they play in a young person’s desistance. This latter type of social bond is referred to as 

‘returning points’, as they are social bonds that are already in existence.  

 

Similar to turning points, returning points are not a direct causal factor of a change. Instead 

these are considered an important element that not only favours a desistance narrative, but 

allows a young person’s desistance narrative to emerge, e.g. through employment or family 

responsibilities (Bottoms, 2006).  
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However, whilst research has highlighted the importance of others in helping a young person 

to change their narrative (Cid and Marti, 2012), research by Liem and Richardson (2014) also 

highlights the important element of individual agency, suggesting that individuals who desist 

from offending are more likely to have a strong sense of individual agency compared to those 

individuals who reoffend. This suggests that practitioners might play an important role in 

assisting young people to develop a stronger sense of personal agency to increase the 

likelihood of desistance. Developing this further, those people who reoffended were more 

likely to use negative phrasing, seeing themselves as passive objects, with little to no control 

over their own lives. Conversely, Maruna (2001) found that those who desisted successfully 

perceived their existence as meaningful, suggesting that to aid in a young person’s desistance 

process, a young person needs to perceive their life has meaning and should be provided with 

opportunities to develop a sense of meaning and purpose. Maruna’s research suggests that 

some people continue to offend in a bid to fill a void (Maruna, 2001). This suggestion has 

important implications for practitioners in the youth justice sector as it implies that 

practitioners might be able to help a young person develop a sense of meaning and purpose in 

their life, through the support plans they develop with the young person. This cements this 

study’s focus on the role of the practitioner and the working relationship in desistance. 

 

However, whilst Leim and Richardson (2014) acknowledge the role played by individual 

agency in desistance, they argue that Maruna (2001) dilutes the role of structure in individual 

agency, with their research instead emphasising and giving greater recognition to the way in 

which structure influences (positively or negatively) agentic action. Their research suggested 

that on its own, having a desistance narrative might not be enough to change a person’s 

behaviour. Healy (2014) echoes a similar theoretical proposition to Leim and Richardson 

(2014, as cited in Kay, 2016); highlighting the dynamic interaction between the individual 

and their social world; commenting that desistance must be within the person’s immediate 

social context. Focus should be on assisting the person to take active responsibility, putting 

things right for their future.  This further validates the importance of this study looking at the 

working relationship. Indeed, this sense of ‘putting things right’, might act like a form of 

therapy for young people, when positing that spending time in custody removes any sense of 

individual agency, instead replacing it with institutional-level control (Ward & Brown, 2004). 

One way a young person’s sense of personal agency could be increased is via goal setting, 

which has implications for practitioners and the role they play in the desistance process. Goal 

setting as a factor in desistance will be considered next. It is also important for practitioners to 

recognise that agency is constrained by family and wider social circumstances, which was 



 

 57 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

commented on by Smithson et al. (2020) who emphasised the need to acknowledge that life is 

tough and unfair for many young people practitioners work with.  

 

Goal Setting 

 

One important element of the desistance process is identifying and working towards personal 

goals, because they aid in transforming young people’s narratives (Fitzpatrick, 2015). 

Fitzpatrick (2015) also talks of the need for young people to have a long-term focus to enable 

desistance to make sense, arguing that offending only offers a short-term focus, which is 

associated with hopelessness and emotional anguish. Hampson (2018) emphasises the 

important role that practitioners play in supporting young people to not only identify long-

term goals, but to also assist them in putting together an action plan that (1) enables success 

and (2) reduces risk of failure. Research by Nugent (2016) found that young people struggled 

to obtain a new identity and because of this, young people commented that they suffered the 

pain of goal-setting. Developing this point further, Healy (2010) talked about young people 

missing the status that offending offered them, with young people often being unable recreate 

such status using pro-social means. These findings suggest that goal setting is complex but 

potentially useful for desistance. 

 

The Good Lives Model (GLM) (Damme et al., 2017) suggests that people are natural goal-

setters and puts forward the notion that offending behaviour relates to the way in which a 

person seeks goods, rather than the goods themselves. Agreeing goals that are of value to the 

person is important in the desistance process, suggesting that more complex goals can be 

made more achievable by setting small, manageable goals and steps. These steps need to 

allow the person to receive positive feedback and encouragement, with the practitioner taking 

a holistic view of the person they are working with.  

 

However, it is important to also consider the roles of determination and motivation (which is 

consider in the next section) in goal setting, and within the bigger picture of desistance. 

According to the Self-Determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012), self-determination refers to 

a person’s ability to make decisions and have control over their own life; and that self-

determination affects a person’s motivation to change, positing that an individual is motivated 

to change when the three universal, psychological needs of competence, autonomy and 

connection, are met. This could be facilitated by the working relationship between the 

practitioner and young person.  Practitioners could help a young person meet these three 
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needs, such as helping a young person to build a strong skill-set; helping to create a sense of 

belonging and attachment with others and allowing young people to take control over their 

own psychological growth (Martela & Riekki, 2018).  

Motivation 

 

The importance of motivation in behaviour change is illustrated in the use of Motivational 

Interviewing (MI), which is a behaviour change tool originally designed to be used in the 

addictions field (Griffiths & Meredith, 2008). Ugwudike and Morgan (2019, p.235) explain 

that MI is about “Eliciting self-motivation by developing discrepancies between the young 

person’s current and desired states using questioning rather than confrontational techniques 

to counter resistance.” Based on the concept of cognitive dissonance, MI works on the 

premise that behaviour change is increased when cognitive dissonance is reduced (Rollnick et 

al., 2008).  Cognitive dissonance refers to the psychological discomfort that results from 

having conflicting attitudes, values, or beliefs. An individual is motivated to engage in 

behaviours that might help to minimise any discomfort felt (Vaidis & Bran, 2019). 

 

MI encompasses the concepts of: (1) collaboration (client and therapist work together as 

professional partners); (2) evocation (the clinician’s role is to elicit the client’s skills and 

solutions) and (3) autonomy (the client must formulate and bring about change) (Austin et al., 

2011).  Using a guiding style, MI engages clients, helping them to clarify their strengths and 

their goals, whilst evoking the client’s own motivations for change. Such notions have been 

echoed by Gardner (2010), who commented that often young people develop future goals and 

scripts that facilitate system requirements, rather than goal aspirations that are meaningful to 

them, and based on their desired futures. It is important to consider that according to 

Fitzpatrick (2015), a young person’s goal aspirations are frequently influenced by the way in 

which they appraise their past life events and young people often implement self-protecting 

strategies in an attempt to reduce the likelihood of further disappointment. Fitzpatrick et al. 

(2015) highlighted the importance of practitioners bolstering young people’s confidence in 

pursuing their goals.  It is the premise of MI, that the individual with the problem, is also the 

one with the solution, and that the individual will only change their behaviour when they are 

ready to do so (Royal College of Nursing, 2019). The role of MI is therefore helping the 

young person to move around the ‘Cycle of Change’, which could therefore be central to 

practice.  
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The Cycle of Change (Prochaska & Di Clemente, 1992), posits there are six stages to change, 

which follow a circular spiral: (1) pre-contemplation (no awareness of problem and no 

intention to change behaviour); (2) contemplation (awareness of problem but no commitment 

to change); (3) preparation (intent on taking action to correct the problem); (4) action (active 

in modifying behaviour); (5) maintenance (new behaviour replaces old behaviour) and (6) 

relapse (falls back into old patterns). It could be a role of the practitioner to work with the 

young person (collaboration), to support them in identifying their skills and suitable solutions 

(evocation), whilst ensuring it is the young person who brings about change and not the 

practitioner using didactic means. It is important for the practitioner to understand that it is 

the young person’s own reasons for change that will elicit motivation to change; as well as 

ensuring they empower the young person to understand that they have the power to change. 

This is something that this study will explore further: the role of motivation, as a factor in 

desistance, as well as the role of the practitioner in terms of empowering the young person 

and supporting the young person to problem-solve; which ties with the idea of developing a 

desistance narrative and the notion of redemption narratives (Maruna, 2001; Stone, 2015). 

 

It is important for practitioners to allow opportunities for proper engagement, such as when 

discussing personal goals; working with the young people to identify goals that are 

meaningful to the young person. This requires going beyond surface-level discussion. This is 

an important part of the desistance process because it can be transformational in that it can 

help to remove damaging, self-protective behaviours (Fitzpatrick, 2015), and is a focal point 

of this study. This fits in with The Good Lives Model of Offender Rehabilitation (GLM) 

(Damme et al., 2017) which highlights the importance of enhancing an individual’s 

motivation to desist.  

 

Developmental Factors 

 

Whilst existing literature suggests there are developmental and biological factors that might 

affect a young person’s desistance, which practitioners need to be aware of, it is important to 

note that practitioners would not be able to work directly with all of these factors in 

supervision. 

Brain Maturation  

 

Perhaps the longest standing theory centres on maturation (Cauffman & Steinberg, 2000; 

Gove, 1985; Monahan et al., 2009; Montogomery & Woodhead, 2002; Rocque et al., 2013; 
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Rocque & Welsh, 2014) and falls under the discipline of developmental criminology 

(Farrington, 2002; France & Homel, 2007; Sampson & Laub, 2005). For most individuals, 

offending is predominantly a young person’s activity (McNeill et al., 2012), with participation 

in offending behaviour generally beginning in the early teenage years, before peaking in late 

adolescence, and ending before the person reaches 30 years of age. This pattern has remained 

virtually unchanged for about 150 years (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).  

 

The Gluecks’ (Glueck & Glueck, 1943) were among the first to study offending over a life-

course, offering their theory that focused on ‘maturation’; referring to the gradual move away 

from crime with age, as ‘maturational reform’ (Sampson & Laub, 2003). The Gluecks 

considered maturation as being distinct from age itself; adhering to the notion that maturation 

was not something that happened to a young person at a particular age. Rather, it was 

suggested that as young people mature, they begin to make more responsible decisions, 

learning that crime does not lead to satisfaction. They suggest that young people mature at 

different ages, and some may never fully mature, because of their early childhood 

experiences. According to the Gluecks’ maturation comprises many things, including 

biological factors, psychological factors and social relationships (Glueck & Glueck, 1943).  

 

Over recent years more attention has been placed on biological developmental maturation; 

with a focus on the development of cognitive process and brain development (Brenhouse & 

Andersen, 2011; Spear, 2000, 2007; Steinberg, 2008). Rocque (2015), in line with the 

Gluecks’ (1940), proposed that desistance is best explained by considering how various 

factors interact; commenting that maturation is multi-faceted and is comprised of social, 

psychological and biological changes.  Five domains of maturation have been put forward by 

Rocque (2015): (1) adult social roles (informal controls, marriage, employment); (2) identity 

and cognitive transformation (identity, cognitive transformation and hooks for change); (3) 

psychological (personality, impulsivity, risk-taking, psychosocial maturity); (4) 

civic/communal (community, civic engagement, social capital) and (5) neurocognitive (brain 

development). Rocque also commented that practitioners have the potential to play a role in 

supporting a young person’s maturational development.  

 

Brain Development 

 

Existing literature suggests that the brains of young people are still developing (Lebel & 

Deoni, 2018; Mizrahi, 2018); in particular, the ability to think through actions and 
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consequences (temperance), which continues to develop into the mid-twenties. This suggests 

that the distinction between youth and adulthood is not simply one of age, but one of 

motivation, impulse control, judgment, culpability and physiological maturation, which is 

why desistance literature based on adults cannot simply be applied to young people (Kroeger, 

2019).  

 

Stress and Trauma on the Developing Brain 

 

Research suggests that brain development can be hindered by trauma and negative childhood 

experiences (McEwan & Bruce, 2017), which is an important consideration given that a 

significant number of young people within the youth justice system have suffered trauma 

(HMIP, 2017).  

 

Whilst stress can sometimes be seen as a positive thing, in that it can help us deal with an 

emergency situation, chronic stress can have a significant negative impact on a person’s 

physical, emotional and psychological health (Mariotti, 2015; Ogden, 2019). The brain is a 

‘social organ’ in a constant state of responding to experience (Yin et al.., 2019). If a young 

person has grown up living in constant fear or danger, their brain becomes hyper-alert to fear 

and danger, and hypo-alert to pleasure (McLean, 2016; Van Der Kolk, 2014). The brain of a 

child constantly changes with experience and toxic stress in childhood (e.g. abandonment or 

chronic violence), affects the young person’s capacity to pay attention, to learn, to see where 

other people are coming from, making it difficult for a young person to behave in a socially 

acceptable manner (Hannan, 2016; Odhayani et al., 2013).  

 

Research has demonstrated that it is possible to rewire the brain, by making young people 

feel safe and secure; helping them to create a sense of safety inside themselves (Kolk & 

Bessel, 2015). New pathways in the brain can be created through changes in behaviour and 

environment, and if behaviours and thoughts are repeated often enough, new connections 

within the brain can be made (Williams-Carter, 2020). Positive experiences after trauma such 

as socialising, new relationships and opportunities for exploration, have been shown to 

biologically compensate for past trauma by changing both the architecture and chemistry of 

the brain. Sensitive and responsive caregiving has also been shown to prevent elevations in 

stress hormones such as cortisol (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 

2014). A potential role of practitioners could be to help young people feel safe and secure by 

being sensitive and responsive, and helping them live in the present; in a bid to rewire the 
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brain and strengthen new connections, increasing their likelihood of desisting. This provides 

further justification for this study exploring the nature of the young person-practitioner 

relationship. 

 

Brain Injury 

 

Brain injury during childhood can also impact a young person’s behaviour. Ramos et al.’s 

(2017) meta-analysis found that traumatic brain injury (TBI) is more prevalent in young 

people who have offended, than in the general population, and it can lead to aggressive 

behaviour. It is estimated that 30% of young people involved in offending, have suffered TBI 

and 60% of people in custody have reported experiencing some sort of TBI, compared to 

10% in the general population (Williams et al.., 2018). TBI increases the risk of behavioural 

disorders and psychiatric morbidity. Those young people who commit criminal offences 

early on in their lives, often continue for a lifetime, and TBI is a risk factor for early, more 

violent offending (gov, 2020). TBI is linked to poor engagement in treatment, in-custody 

breaches and re-conviction, and can lead to cognitive and personality issues, which may 

increase the risk of crime and anti-social behaviour (Ramos et al.., 2017).  

It is also important to consider how the young person sustained the TBI in the first place. A 

young person might suffer a TBI due to being exposed to violence as a victim, with estimates 

suggesting that 25% of boys and 40% of girls have suffered violence at home (Lennox & 

Khan, 2012). Evidence suggests that TBI can lead to cognitive and behavioural changes, 

such as impaired judgement and increased aggression, which are potential risk factors for 

offending (Parsonage, 2016). Furthermore, those who offend may be ‘risk takers’, with low 

‘harm-avoidance’; but there are also a range of risk factors that might serve to exacerbate the 

situation, such as socio-economic deprivation, being male and risk taking. It also worth 

considering there might be an element of social learning in that some young people might 

have grown up witnessing violence and imitate this behaviour as they grow-up. Figures 

indicate that 85% of all young people in England and Wales have witnessed or heard 

domestic abuse at home (Humphreys & Mullender, 2020), and Fox et al. (2015) found that if 

a young person has witnessed domestic violence in the home, they are 23% more likely to 

engage in offending behaviour. TBI in already at-risk groups of young people, may amplify 

vulnerabilities and wear away coping responses and social networks.  As a result, TBI might 

compromise the educational and employment capacity of some young people (Larson et al., 

2011; Williams et al., 2018). 
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TBI can also have neuropsychological effects for young people: poor memory, attention, 

concentration and planning, which is an important consideration for practitioners working 

with young people (Barman et al, 2016). It can also affect a young person’s ability to 

regulate emotion, resulting in impulsivity and poor social judgement (Amorapanth et al.., 

2018). Young people with TBIs are often poor at responding on problem-solving tasks under 

emotional distress, especially in a social situation. This then increases their risk-taking 

behaviour (Barman et al., 2016), with research by Tousingnant et al. (2017) suggesting that 

children who suffered a TBI between birth to 7 years, had 1.5 times the rate of arrest and risk 

of conduct problems, compared to young people who had not suffered brain trauma and that 

severe head injury was linked to a two-fold increase in arrests and risk of conduct problems.  

 

It is also important to consider that the effects of TBI might not become apparent until the 

later developmental stages, when more complex demands are placed on the young person.  

Kennedy (2017) conducted a meta-analysis study and found a relationship between 

childhood TBI and substance misuse in later adolescence. These findings have implications 

for the practitioners who work with young people, in highlighting the importance of 

practitioners being mindful that the young people they supervise may be victims of TBI and 

may have witnessed or suffered violence growing up. This mindful working-approach 

adheres to the CFOS model (Case & Haines, 2014), which advocates a child first, offender 

second approach in that practitioners respond to the child first, not the offence. This is 

important considering half the young people known to YOS have been identified as victims 

of crime, abuse and violence (Porteous et al., 2015). This association between brain injury 

and later risky behaviour has been reiterated elsewhere in research (Dooley et al., 2008; Llie 

et al., 2013; McKinlay et al., 2013; Tonks et al., 2011).   

 

These findings highlight the complex interplay between TBI, offending behaviour and the 

role played by other factors.  Such complexity then has implications for practitioners who 

work with young people. To increase the likelihood of desistance it might be necessary for 

practitioners to consider the bigger picture; considering not only possible TBI, but also how 

TBI might be linked to a young person’s risk-taking behaviour. Practitioners need to ensure 

that when putting support packages in place for young people, that they are sufficiently 

comprehensive and tailored to the young person’s needs. 
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The Care System and Trauma 

Being raised by corporate parents (which refers to children who come into care and become 

the responsibility of the council) has been shown to be traumatic for many children (London 

Borough of Hunslow, 2020). With ‘looked after’ children being significantly over-represented 

in the criminal justice system in England and Wales, it is important to consider the role that 

the care system, as a possible form of trauma, might have on a young person (Prison Reform 

Trust, 2017).  In England, the number of young people in the care system has increased by 

4% to 78,150, since 2018, continuing an upward trend that has been noted in recent years 

(Department for Education, 2019a).  In Wales, the number of young people raised in Care has 

increased by 7% since 2018, currently standing at 6,846 (CoramBAFF, 2017). Overall, the 

number of young people looked after by local authority care in England and Wales has 

increased every year since 2008 (this compares to figures in Scotland, which show the 

number of young people in care has declined since the peak in 2012) (NSPCC, 2019). Even 

though less than 1% of all children in England, and 2% in Wales, are classed as ‘look after’, 

approximately 37% of young people in custodial settings are, or have been previously, looked 

after (GOV.UK, 2019).  

When considering the care system it is important not to see it as monolithic system. There are 

different types of care: residential care, foster care and kinship care (Winokur et al., 2015) and 

there are different entries into the care system: via a Care Order, via an Emergency Protection 

Order, asylum seeking, being remanded and becoming looked after, or voluntarily (Barnsely 

Metropolitan Borough Council, 2020). As Bywaters et al.’s (2014) quantitative research 

concluded, disparities and inequalities exist in terms of which young people go into the care 

system, with findings suggesting that inequalities exist in a variety of practice dimensions, 

including gender, disability and age. However, this research also found that what happens to 

young people after being placed in the care system can also be damaging, such as 

discriminatory treatment in education and the CJS (‘careism’). It is also worth considering 

that systems (care system and the CJS), are staffed by their own practitioners and that each 

practitioner has their own personal agency, affording them the opportunity to use their 

professional judgement. It is important to take on board also, the way these systems integrate, 

with each system possessing its own set of values and priorities, which may at times work 

against the young person (Evans, 2006). 

Some of the behavioural difficulties displayed by many young people placed in care are 

underpinned by cognitive vulnerabilities which are related to traumatic events in childhood. 
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Young people who are placed in care can experience higher levels of behavioural and mental 

health issues than children who are not in placed in care, but who are from a similar 

background (Ford et al., 2007). Often ‘looked after’ young people will have experienced 

trauma prior to being placed in care and will have likely been exposed to multiple other 

stressors, all of which could have affected a young person’s cognition (McLean, 2016). It is 

estimated that up to 90% of young people placed in the care system have experienced 

complex trauma in the form of neglect and abuse (University of York, 2020). This has been 

shown to cause an imbalance in stress hormones, which has been linked to long-term hyper-

arousal and ongoing sensitivity to stress (Perry, 2009). Such findings imply that early 

childhood trauma could have significant implications on a young person’s life growing up, in 

more than one way. If a young person grows up overreacting to life stressors, this might 

impact negatively, their ability to form meaningful friendships, maintain employment and 

find an intimate partner; all of which have been linked to a decreased likelihood of desisting 

from offending (social factors were explored in the previous chapter). Research also indicates 

that childhood trauma might influence a young person’s cognitive processes, making young 

people more vulnerable to general delays in their language development (McLaughlin et al., 

2014), which is an important consideration for practitioners supervising young people; 

particularly in terms of their engagement during supervision. 

 

The negative effect on a young person’s cognition is not, however, restricted to language, 

with research showing that brain structures associated with memory have been found to differ 

in adults with a history of abuse (Bellis & Zisk, 2014; Hart, 2012). The timing of 

maltreatment has also been shown to be a significant predictor of cognitive functioning over 

time (Chu et al., 2013; Dunn et al., 2017). These findings have implications for practitioners, 

in terms of the meetings they arrange with the young people. If a young person has impaired 

cognition they might have difficulty processing information communicated in supervision 

meetings and if they have impaired memory, they might have trouble remembering things and 

so they might miss supervision meetings, putting them at risk of going further into the formal 

CJS, decreasing their likelihood of desisting.   

 

It is also important to consider the possibility of a young person being distressed and even 

traumatised by the experience of being raised in the care system, having to experience being 

separated from family, as well as the likelihood of them experiencing multiple placements 

(BECOME, 2020; Waddoups et al., 2019). Some young people who have been placed into 

local authority care report feeling lonely, scared and to blame for the situation with young 
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people also commenting they feel like they do not belong (GOV.UK, 2018). Furthermore, 

half of the children in the Care system meet the criteria for a mental health condition, 

compared to only 10% in the general population (GOV.UK, 2018).   

 

Trauma and Offending: The Bigger Picture 

Existing literature suggests that the link between childhood trauma and offending might be 

impacted by factors such as socioeconomic status, psychiatric issues, personality traits and 

substance use. Altintas et al. (2018) conducted a large quantitative research study looking at 

the link between childhood trauma and offending, whilst also considering the role played by 

psychiatric backgrounds and adverse family experiences. Findings revealed significant links 

between childhood trauma, adverse family experiences and psychiatric issues in both males 

and females who had committed offences; indicating a possible link between childhood 

trauma and offending. These findings have been replicated elsewhere, with Sunny et al. 

(2016) finding that child emotional abuse was indirectly related to property crime and fraud 

through urgency, while a lack of premeditation mediates the relationship between child 

neglect and property crime. Physical abuse was directly related to all three types of crime. 

The personality traits of urgency and lack of premeditation appear to play a significant role in 

the trauma-crime link and these findings suggest that preventive measures that focus on 

impulsivity traits might have a positive impact in terms of increasing desistance among young 

people who have suffered childhood maltreatment (Mc Donald et al., 2013).  

 

However, personality is not the only factor that might confound the link between trauma and 

offending. Hunter (2014) commented that any relationship between child abuse or neglect and 

later outcomes, such as anti-social behaviour, offending, or violence, is confounded by socio-

economic status. Research supports this by indicating that a concentration of child 

maltreatment is often seen in more disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Coulton et al., 2007). 

Coulton et al. (2007) suggested that structural neighbourhood factors and economic factors in 

particular, are linked to childhood trauma and so these factors must be taken into 

consideration when trying to establish a link between trauma and offending behaviour. 

Research suggests that ACEs (which can include trauma, which were considered in Chapter 

2), are concentrated in lower socio-economic groups (Smith, 2018).  

 

It is also important to consider that the effect of childhood trauma is not limited to offending 

behaviour directly, with research supporting the notion that childhood trauma might have 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/physical-child-abuse
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more of an indirect effect, in that it might put young people at risk for later risky behaviour 

(Gabert-Quillen et al., 2015; Majer et al., 2019). Public Health Wales (2019) concluded that 

ACEs can have a detrimental effect on a young person’s health, with findings showing that 

young people with at least four ACEs are four times more likely to drink alcohol at harmful 

levels and are six times more likely to receive mental health treatment. These results by the 

World Health Organisation (2019), reiterate earlier findings. Child and adolescent trauma 

appears to be related to a range of young adult risk behaviours, e.g. smoking (Gabert-Quillen 

et al., 2015), sexual risk, alcohol-dependence and illegal drug use (Fergusson et al., 2013). 

These findings have been reinforced by Laceulle et al.’s (2019) correlational research, which 

found consistent links between childhood trauma and young adult health-risk behaviours, 

regardless of the nature of the childhood trauma experienced. These findings highlight the 

importance of practitioners taking into consideration the role of other factors (such as 

psychiatric issues, personality traits, socioeconomic status, and risky behaviour), when 

working with young people who have suffered trauma. 

 

When considering the link between trauma and offending, it is also important to consider how 

young people who have experienced trauma, are dealt with by the CJS, as this could impact 

their likelihood of desistance. Halsey and Deegan’s (2015) longitudinal research highlights 

the need for traumatic issues to be safely dealt within custodial settings, to allow the young 

person to be successfully reintegrated into society post release. Moreover, Halsey (2016, as 

cited in Farrall & Bottoms, 2016) also stated that any therapeutic work done with the young 

person whilst in custody, must be matched with efforts to transform cultural, social and 

economic situations that the young person faces post-release. It might not be enough for 

advances to be made with the young person, during their time with practitioners; changes also 

need to be made outside of the custodial environment, in order to increase a young person’s 

likelihood of desisting. Such findings have implications for supervision, in terms of 

practitioners supporting young people to build their social capital and supporting young 

people to make positive changes to their environment outside of the YOS. 

 

Psychosocial Maturity  

 

Psychosocial maturity is defined by Steinberg and Cauffman (1996) as being made up of 

three elements: (1) temperance (controlling of impulses), (2) perspective (being able to 

consider others) and (3) responsibility (taking personal responsibility and to resist influence 

of peers).  According to Monahan et al. (2013), whilst young people who displayed normative 
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psychosocial maturity displayed reduced anti-social behaviour growing up, young people with 

problematic transitions into adulthood, displayed lower levels of psychosocial maturity and 

were more likely to find desistance difficult. This is consistent with other literature 

(Massogolia & Uggen, 2010; Mizel & Abrams, 2017). Those young people with reduced 

levels of psychosocial maturity, were also less likely to finish high school, were less likely to 

be self-sufficient and less likely to get married (Monahan et al., 2013). These factors have 

also been shown to co-occur with a likelihood of desistance (Laub, 2001; McNeill et al., 

2012; McMahon & Jump, 2018).  

 

However, further studies suggest that a young person’s psychosocial maturity can be 

supported. Hickey et al. (2003) found that practitioners who work with young people can play 

a significant role in helping to develop their social awareness and interpersonal skills, as well 

as engaging young people in socially meaningful ways; all of which assist in the development 

of a young person’s psychosocial maturity. These findings tie in with Seligman’s (2018) 

PERMA model of psychological happiness of wellbeing, which suggests that for an 

individual to be happy, they should (1) focus on positive emotions and remain optimistic; (2) 

engage in activities that make them feel good; (3) build healthy relationships and maintain 

social connectedness; (4) have a sense of meaning in their life and what they do, and (5) set 

realistic goals (Pascha, 2020). These findings support this study’s exploration of the role that 

practitioners play in supporting young people, in particular, the effect of a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship on a young person’s desistance, which encompasses psychosocial 

maturity.  

 

Whilst on the one hand, psychosocial maturity appears to promote desistance, on the other 

hand, it could be argued that desistance promotes psychosocial maturity. This notion supports 

the role played by human agency, as highlighted by Sampson and Laub (1993) and Groff 

(2015) and illustrates the positive influence that informal social controls have on promoting 

desistance. The importance of human agency supports this study’s exploration of desistance, 

in particular the role played by informal social controls, such as friends and family (who have 

private bonds) and neighbours and neighbourhoods (who have parochial bonds), as perceived 

by practitioners and young people (social factors were considered in the previous chapter). 

Such a focus would also increase this study’s understanding not only of the role played by 

psychosocial maturity in desistance more generally, but also the role of the working 

relationship in the development of young people’s psychosocial development. 
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Chapter Summary  

 

The literature considered across this chapter and the previous chapter, indicates that multiple 

factors have the potential to both increase and decrease the likelihood of desistance, which 

can be organised over two overarching themes: (1) social factors; and (2) internal and 

developmental factors. It considered these from a theoretical standpoint and also discussed 

implications for practice, bearing in mind that some elements of a young person’s upbringing 

may have had negative impacts upon them that are beyond the scope of youth justice 

supervision.  

 

The overarching themes considered across these two literature chapters are used in the 

Findings and Discussion chapters (Chapters 6-10). With the existing literature in mind, this 

study explores desistance further; focusing on the working relationship in terms of what 

constitutes a ‘good quality’ working relationship and the effect of the working relationship on 

desistance; from the perspective of practitioners and young people.  The thesis finishes by 

considering the implications of these issues on theory, youth justice policy and practice, and 

will make recommendations for future research. 

 

The next chapter will critically consider the methodology used in this study, including 

offering a thorough consideration of the research design and data gathering methods 

employed, as well as presenting a detailed consideration of relevant ethical issues and how 

this study dealt with such issues.   
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Chapter 5: Methodology  

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter considers critically, the research design and the specific research methods 

employed by this study; offering an insight into the challenges I encountered along the way.  

The aim of this study was to explore the working relationship, from the perspectives of the 

young people and the practitioners; focussing on answering two research questions: (1) From 

the perspective of practitioners and young people, what are the characteristics of a ‘good 

quality’ working relationship? (2) From the perspective of practitioners and young people, 

why might a ‘good quality’ working relationship be important for desistance? There were four 

data collection methods employed, namely (1) observations; (2) interviews; (3) focus group 

and (4) reading YOS case files. This chapter will begin with an outline of the epistemological 

and ontological stance employed by this study. 

 

Research Design 

Epistemology and Ontology 

 

Epistemology is the theory of knowledge; what you know and how you know it (Willig, 

2008).  It influences our choice of methods and the epistemological position adopted by the 

research study and specifies what kinds of things the study can hope to find out (Lyons & 

Coyle, 2007).  Prior to choosing specific research methods, it is important to identify the 

research goal and the research objectives; this is an epistemological approach (Lyons & 

Coyle, 2007; Willig, 2001). 

Whereas epistemology is about the way we know things, ontology, according to Henn et al. 

(2009) focuses on what the world is; answering the question ‘what is there?’ Derived from the 

Greek word ‘ontos’, meaning ‘being’ and ‘logos’ meaning ‘study’, identifying one’s 

epistemological stance and ontology at the start of the research process is critically important, 

as combined they determine the choice of research design (Vanson, 2018).  As discussed by 

Saunders et al. (2007), both epistemology and ontology act as fundamentals regarding the 

approach used to answer research questions, and can range from a positivist stance, which is 

deductive and scientific, to a more constructivist stance, which is inductive, aiming to obtain a 

deeper, more reasoned truth; or somewhere in-between, which is referred to as retroductive, 

which focuses on asking why things happen (Olsen, 2007). 
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Taking a more constructivist stance, this study aimed to explore further, the working 

relationship; taking the view that truth and knowledge about desistance is something that is 

constructed rather than discovered (Crotty, 1998).  Furthermore, in line with the constructivist 

approach, this study took the view that people construct meaning in different ways, 

acknowledging that every young person and practitioner interviewed for this study, had their 

own individual interpretations, meanings, motivations and values, and were each a social 

actor, as did I as the researcher (Collins, 2010). It was important that this study took a more 

subjective, constructivist approach because such a stance facilitates an understanding of the 

what, how and why questions; for example: What are the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship? Why might a ‘good quality’ working relationship be important for a 

young person’s desistance? This ontological approach also afforded me a detailed 

understanding of the social processes involved in desistance, permitting its complexity and 

related contextual factors to be investigated. As Saunders et al. (2012) commented, it is 

important for the researcher to appreciate differences between people and to focus on 

individual meaning; employing multiple methods to reflect different aspects of the one issue 

being investigated: namely, desistance and what it means to the young people and 

practitioners; specifically the working relationship. 

 

Constructivism, as an epistemological approach, recognises that reality is a product of human 

intelligence, which interacts with experiences in the real world, indicating that reality is 

indeed subjective (Elkind, 2008).  Rejecting the idea that there is a single methodology to 

generate knowledge, constructivists posit that the researcher must both acknowledge and 

appreciate differences between people and it could be argued that distinctions between 

ontological viewpoints and epistemological viewpoints blur somewhat in constructivist 

research, as the researcher and the phenomena under investigation (namely desistance in this 

instance) are interactively linked (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Indeed, if an individual’s realities 

are wholes that cannot be understood in isolation from their contexts, then constructivists 

infer that the practitioners and young people, as participants, should be regarded as the 

‘natural setting’ (the context), in that they each have their own view points, and so the focus 

of this study is on identifying a contextualised meaning of these multiple stances (Green, 

2000).  

 

However, whilst my own ontological and epistemological position is best represented by the 

constructivist approach (which in summary, argues that all reality is social constructed, not 

discovered), as a researcher, I also acknowledge the critical realist paradigm, which suggests 
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that the world exists independently of our knowledge of it. However, whilst I acknowledge 

the real world exists and I also recognise this is important and impactful, this study is 

particularly interested in the way in which young people and practitioners understand material 

social factors, as well as the way they try to navigate them. An example of this might be the 

relationship between social factors (such as family, employment and education), and internal 

factors (such as identity formation, narratives and scripts, and cognition), in desistance. Such 

a relationship has been identified in existing literature (HMI Probation, 2016; LeBel, Burnett, 

& Maruna, 2008; Paternoster, 2015). This study also questions whether young people are 

ready to take advantage of a ‘hook for change’ and with this in mind, I perceive that a 

strength of this study is its focus on this relationship between material social factors that exist 

in a young person’s life and how the young person, with the support of other people, not only 

understands them, but also how they might navigate them, and part of that process involves 

the way young people see themselves and the degree of independent agency they possess. 

 

Critical realists further argue that there are single objective realities as well as agreements 

about these realities; adhering to the notion that because our knowledge of the world is 

relative to who we are and what we are doing in an attempt to acquire this knowledge, the 

knowledge we possess of the world is fallible. As Taylor (2018) commented, the world can be 

known any way that people perceive it. In line with critical realism, as a researcher, I accept 

that an objective reality exists, whilst also acknowledging the role of individual perception 

and cognition (Bergin et al., 2008). This study adheres to the notion that young people and 

practitioner’s understanding of the world is to an extent, a construction from their own 

perspective. 

 

It was my opinion that adopting a constructivist approach, whilst also offering a nod to the 

critical realist approach, was appropriate for this study because I was interested in gaining a 

deeper understanding of the factors linked to desistance. Both the critical realist approach and 

the constructivist approach informed my choice of research design, and the individual 

research methods used to gather information, because they both advocate engagement with 

participants’ knowledge and experience, making use also, of existing theory. As Rollnick et 

al. (2006) stated, in order to have a strong research design, a researcher needs to choose a 

research paradigm that is congruent with their belief about the nature of reality.  

 

With this study adopting a more constructivist approach, it was important that my role as a 

researcher was transparent, both in terms of data collection and data analysis.  Data analysis 
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also involved a relationship between myself as the researcher, and the practitioners and young 

people I interviewed, as an active part of the data. In this way, the findings of this study are 

not being presented independently and objectively; but are rather regarded as the result of 

subjective construction (Lock & Strong, 2010). In this way, it is important to note that any 

knowledge gained from this study cannot be removed from the context in which the 

practitioners and young people came from.  

 

In short, and in line with the constructivist approach: (1) I acknowledge that findings from 

this study depend on the moment my research was conducted; therefore it will not be absolute 

but it will be unique; (2) I propose that practitioners and young people are in constant 

movement and by the time I finished interviewing them for this study, they had already 

changed; (3) I focused on the interaction and social practices, and in this way, I did not take a 

one-dimensional view of young people and practitioners and their perspectives of desistance 

and so the interaction process from which the data was gathered was also seen to be part of 

the analysis; (4) I focused on processes rather than structures, seeing knowledge as something 

that is constructed rather than something practitioners and young people possess. It could be 

argued that the dynamic between myself as the researcher, and the practitioners and young 

people I interviewed, was balanced; with each of us bringing our own experience and 

expertise to this study; (5) I promoted curiosity within in the research process in that I 

challenged myself to deviate from and expand existing theories. 

 

In an attempt to have a greater understanding of the complex, contemporary issue of the 

working relationship in desistance, which emphasises the importance of offering detailed, 

contextualised analysis, I adopted a qualitative research approach, which used a combination 

of research methods, namely: reading case files, observations, interviews and focus groups. 

 

Qualitative Approach 

 

A qualitative approach according to Willig (2008), aims to understand what it might be like to 

experience certain conditions and to find out how one might deal with these conditions. 

Qualitative research, as defined by Lyons and Coyle (2007, p.10), ‘involves the collection and 

analysis of non-numerical data…in order to provide rich descriptions and possible 

explanations of people’s meaning-making: how they make sense of the world and how they 

experience particular events.’ The researcher using qualitative methods must acknowledge 

the subjective component within the research process, with the need for the data to be 
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interpreted, understood and inferences made. A qualitative approach was critical for this study 

to allow it to gain quality and texture of the experiences of both young people and 

practitioners, as well as to afford a deeper understanding of how this vulnerable group of 

young people used their perceptions of events, in this case desistance from offending, to 

describe their own experiences. This type of data cannot be defined by the researcher (Willig, 

2008). 

 

Initially, a qualitative approach adopts a wide focus and does not begin with a set of narrowly 

defined research questions or hypotheses to test.  It is only during the course of data collection 

and analysis, that the researcher begins to narrow their research problem, beginning to 

formulate more refined research questions (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). This study started out 

adopting a broad-brush approach to desistance from youth offending; centring initial research 

questions around the broad theme of desistance and the working relationship. As interviews 

and focus groups were conducted, research questions became more refined and specific. 

 

This study does, however, acknowledge the limitations of using a qualitative approach to 

investigating desistance. An obvious point concerns the tendency for qualitative research to 

use smaller sample sizes, introducing the issue of generalisability to the whole population of 

the research, as highlighted by Harry and Lipsky (2014).  It is important to note however, that 

generalisability seems not to be a problem for much of the time, as Darlington and Scott 

(2003, as cited in Rahman, 2007; p.106) point out: “If one considers the unit of attention as 

the phenomenon under investigation, rather than the number of individuals, then the sample 

is often much larger than first appears.” In studies of desistance, the number of interactions 

or contacts investigated would have been substantially greater than the individuals involved 

(Rahman, 2017); and to reiterate my earlier point, research that adopts a qualitative approach 

is concerned less with obtaining a representative sample, affording generalisability to the 

wider population and more concerned with narratives, individual interpretations and context. 

In which case, it could be argued that this is more of strength than a weakness of qualitative 

research.   

A further weakness of adopting a qualitative research approach refers to data analysis in that 

data analysis and interpretation are often difficult and complex; something commented on by 

Berg and Lune (2012, p. 4) “Qualitative research is a long hard road, with elusive data on 

one side and stringent requirements for analysis on the other.”. However, the tradeoff was 

that with the study adopting a qualitative approach, as a researcher, I was able to gain a rich 
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quality and texture of experiences, which would not have been attainable with quantitative 

methods. 

As well as the data interpretation and analysis difficulty, Darlington and Scott (2003) posited 

that developing the undeveloped question into a workable, researchable form can be 

problematic, and refining research questions in qualitative research may be a continuous 

process moving throughout the length of the study. To counter such methodological 

difficulties, this study adopted a qualitative approach, which comprised of four individual 

methods of data collection: (1) Semi-structured interviews; (2) a focus group; (3) observations 

and (4) reading YOS case files.   

Research Methods 

 

Whilst this study used case files, interviews, observations and a focus group to gain 

information, I did consider, but then later rejected, using questionnaires.  

 

Questionnaires: Considered, But Rejected 

 

A questionnaire that uses open-ended questions was considered as a method to collect data for 

this study.  Whilst questionnaires that use open-ended questions can be useful for 

understanding a certain amount of detail within a defined topic area (such as desistance), and 

can be useful for revealing new aspects and sub-themes that are unknown or undefined 

(Goodman, 2001), I decided against employing a questionnaire as a research method for this 

study because questionnaires are more suited to frequency and would not have provided me 

with the narrative detail I was looking for. Furthermore, compared to other methods such as 

interviews and focus groups, questionnaires would not have allowed me the opportunity to 

delve deeper into the answers given by the practitioners and young people, which is 

something documented in existing literature (University of Michigan, 2021). Indeed, much of 

the rich detail I gained for this study, came from me asking follow-up, secondary questions 

during my interviews, based on the answers given by the practitioners and young people, to 

the initial interview questions I asked. Furthermore, I do not believe that questionnaires were 

entirely suitable for my research questions: (1) From the perspectives of practitioners and 

young people, what are the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship? (2) From 

the perspectives of practitioners and young people, why is a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship important for desistance?  It was my opinion that observations, interviews and 

focus groups, in addition to reading case file, were more suitable to the qualitative research 

approach that this study adopted. 
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Methods Adopted 

 

Case Files 

 

The YOS keeps a case file on each young person they work with (see Appendix 9), and each 

file holds information on: AssetPlus assessment; case records; pre-sentence reports and other 

relevant documents. Upon meeting the young person, the YOT will complete a 

comprehensive assessment (using AssetPlus) with each young person, to identify factors 

linked to their offending and to their risk of reoffending, as well as any risk they pose to other 

people. This assessment also involves practitioners putting together an intervention plan 

aimed at supporting the young person and their families. As part of this process, practitioners 

gain information about each young person from a variety of sources, including interviews 

with the young person; interviews with the young person’s family; third party reports (e.g. 

teachers, health visitors, Social Services) and observations (Brady & Murphy, 2020). 

 

Prior to me conducting interviews with young people, I read and made notes on each of their 

case files. However, as this study was focused on exploring how young people (and 

practitioners) understand desistance, the case files were not used to glean reconviction data; 

instead, case files were used to gain an in-depth understanding of each of the young people in 

terms of their past, as well as the factors that might have led them into offending, their present 

situation, and the factors that might affect their desistance process.  I looked at their 

demographics; offences; risks; needs; barriers to desistance; motivations and intervention 

plans. However, permission to examine case files was only granted at the YOT base and I was 

not allowed to remove case files from the YOT base. Nevertheless, being able to study case 

files at the YOT base proved to be of great benefit because I was able to gain more of an 

insight into the day-to-day running of the YOT teams, and also afforded me opportunities to 

ask questions about the case files that I was examining.  

 

I was further able to use the information taken from the case files to help build a rapport with 

each young person at the start of the interview, in a bid to make the young people feel 

comfortable during the interview sessions to increase the likelihood of disclosures. Indeed, 

the importance of interviewees feeling comfortable for increasing disclosures has been well 

documented in existing literature (Edwards & Holland, 2013; Hoogesteyn et al., 2018).   

 

Furthermore, case file information was used to guide my interview questions, allowing me to 

tailor the interview questions to each of the young people, as I felt this might also serve to 
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make young people feel more comfortable and increase the likelihood of disclosures. The case 

file information also allowed me to increase this study’s accuracy, in that I was able to cross 

reference the information provided to me by the young people during interviews with the 

information contained in their case files. This could be regarded as a validity measure 

(Bryman, 2015). For example, if a young person stated in an interview that they had family 

issues but did not elaborate during the interview, I was able to refer to their YOS case file to 

gain further information.  An added benefit to this study using multiple sources to gather data, 

was that it allowed me to gather different dimensions on the same phenomenon (desistance) 

(Kiger, 2005). Furthermore, during this process of reading and making notes on case files, I 

could see themes beginning to emerge (which was helped by the structured nature of the 

assessment tool AssetPlus). I ensured I kept a note of emerging themes and referred back to 

them after each interview with young people. I also kept a note of these emerging themes as I 

conducted the interviews, in an attempt to make links between what the young people said 

during the interviews, and what was stated in their case files. I believe that this iterative, 

reflexive process was the start of this study beginning to develop meaning (Srivastava & 

Hopwood, 2009).  

 

Observations 

 

In line with the constructivist ontological approach adopted by this study, I also employed 

observations as a data-gathering tool. Observations involve collecting data using our senses, 

including the researcher looking and listening in a systematic and meaningful way, acting as 

an interpreter. They offer the researcher a way to gather information by watching people in 

their natural setting (Plowright, 2011). Furthermore, observations capture context within 

which people interact, affording the researcher the chance to gain firsthand experience within 

a setting that affords open discovery in an inductive manner.  I also posited that using 

observations to gather information for this study would be advantageous because they would 

allow me to identify things that the practitioners and young people may be unwilling to 

discuss using other methods, such as interviews and focus groups.  

 

In particular, this study used non-participant unstructured observations, which suited the 

exploratory nature of this study, and involved me as the researcher gathering as much detail as 

possible in the form of field notes, as I spent time at the YOTs, including shadowing 

practitioners. The rationale for using an unstructured rather than structured observation was 

because I wanted the observation to be as holistic and naturalistic as possible. Prior to 
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conducting interviews and focus groups, I spent time at the YOTs observing and shadowing 

practitioners, including attending court, supervision meetings, staff training, community work 

etc. I spent a combined total of 384 hours at the YOTs, over a 6-month period. Whilst my 

presence at the YOTs was intended to be used mainly as a recruitment strategy, to try and 

secure as many interviews with practitioners and young people as possible, this time spent at 

the YOTs also allowed me as a researcher, to observe firsthand, the way in which 

practitioners worked and the way they interacted with the young people. Furthermore, 

observations not only highlight the complexity of human behaviour, but they also reveal 

interrelationships among social interactions, and reveal qualities of social experiences 

(Reeves et al., 2013); for instance, between practitioners and young people, or between 

different practitioners. It is also important to consider that reading case files was only able to 

offer this study a snapshot; a somewhat one-dimensional account of the young person, often 

from the perspective of the practitioner. By spending some time at the YOTs and by 

observing and shadowing practitioners, I was able to tease out the range of social experiences 

that were sensitive to the uniqueness of the practitioners and young people being studied. 

Observational research was also a powerful way to reveal, in context, the many elements of 

social interactions, and allowed this study to gain a brief insight into the perspectives and 

views that might not have been captured from looking at case files in isolation (Ferrari, 2006). 

This allowed me to gain a more in-depth understanding of the culture within the YOTs, the 

practitioners and the young people, with validity. Taking brief field notes also provided me 

with a window that allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of young people and 

practitioners, and the way they interacted.  

 

However, unstructured observations are not without their limitations. Whilst on the one hand 

doing an overt unstructured observation, where the YOT practitioners were aware of my 

presence, allowed me to build a rapport with practitioners, increasing the likelihood of them 

agreeing to be interviewed, the downside to this is the possibility that practitioners changed 

their behaviour to align with the aims of this study, since they were aware of my study’s aims 

and research questions. There is also the need to consider social desirability bias, which 

means that practitioners, in knowing they were being observed, might have changed their 

behaviour in order for them to be seen in a more favourable light (Grimm, 2010). However, as 

I spent 384 hours at the YOTs, over a period of six months, it is likely that the practitioners 

became used to my presence and so their behaviour would have been natural and realistic. 

Interviews 
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According to Adams (2015, p. 495), semi-structured interviews are “conducted 

conversationally with one respondent at a time… employs a blend of closed- and open-ended 

questions, often accompanied by follow-up why or how questions.” I decided to use semi-

structured interviews because they are a suitable method for this study because they allow for 

the understanding of context and negotiation of meaning, in-line with the Constructivist 

epistemological approach adopted by this study, which adheres to the notion that knowledge 

is constructed and influenced by culture, institutions and contexts (Mojtahed et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, semi-structured interviews offered this study both structure and flexibility, 

allowing optimum use to be made of the limited interview time with participants. This was 

because I was able to keep the line of questioning focused, using mainly pre-determined 

questions (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). However, semi-structured interviews did allow 

for an element of conversation to take place between myself and the practitioner or young 

person I was interviewing, and this two-way communication enabled me to follow topical 

trajectories within the conversation, where appropriate (Keller & Conradin, 2019). Each 

practitioner or young person I interviewed was asked broadly the same questions, using a pre-

determined set of questions as a guide, however, based on the answers they offered, the semi-

structured nature of the interview meant I was able to ask additional questions, in an attempt 

to gain more information and further clarification on the answers they gave (Bryman, 2008). 

This attempt to gain rich detail from participants fits with the Constructivist research 

approach adopted by this study, as this study was able to glean context and meaning from 

what the practitioners and young people said. 

 

This can be compared to the structured interview, where each interviewee is asked the same 

questions, in the same order, and the unstructured interview whereby the interviewer asks the 

interviewees to talk openly and freely about a given topic. Neither of these types of interview 

(structured or unstructured) was suitable for this study because it was interested in detail, 

context and narrative (which ruled out the structured interview), and I needed to gather this 

detail, context and narrative on specific research areas (which ruled out the unstructured 

interview) (Bryman, 2008).  

 

The purpose of the interviews was two-fold. Firstly, they enabled me to explore the working 

relationship and secondly, they allowed me to see the level of agreement between 

practitioners and young people. I conducted a total of 18 interviews and all interviews were 

conducted at the YOTs: 13 interviews with practitioners who were based across 3 YOTs and 

5 interviews with young people who were known to these 3 YOTs. Each interviewee was 
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interviewed once and the length of practitioner interviews ranged from 60 to 90 minutes 

(although a few were shorter and a few were longer) and the length of young people 

interviews was between 30-40 minutes. Given that young people have shorter attention spans 

than adults, I felt a 30 minute interview would suffice, given that research suggests a young 

person aged between 11 and 16 is likely able to concentrate for between 30 minutes and 45 

minutes (Barton & Schmitt, 2014).  

 

Interview Schedule  

 

When generating the interview schedule, I firstly had to ensure that each interview question 

devised was in-line with the overall aims of this study, which was centred on exploring the 

perceptions of practitioners and young people, on desistance, specifically the working 

relationship. I then identified, from talking to the YOT managers, the number of practitioners 

and young people who had agreed to take part in the research. I then decided on the interview 

format, which was semi-structured, because of the flexibility it affords this study and because 

of its suitability to the research questions (as detailed earlier in this chapter). I also considered 

the amount of time needed to be dedicated to interviewing the practitioners and young people, 

which also needed to be mindful of the amount of time that practitioners and young people 

were able to afford me for interview. The interview questions were then devised, based on the 

over-arching research questions and what I hoped to learn from conducting the interviews. 

Initially I devised a set of potential interview questions, which were open, not closed; were 

sequenced from broad to narrow, and avoided using multi-part questions. These initial 

interview questions were then trialled in the pilot interviews (see below) (Lewis-Beck et al., 

2004). Whilst a broad list of interview questions was devised prior to the interview, in line 

with the semi-structured format of the interviews used, I needed to remain flexible during 

each interview in order to ask follow-up questions, based on the responses given to the initial 

questions asked. Furthermore, when interviewing young people, I was able to use their case 

files to ask specific questions during the interviews and to ensure questions were asked 

sensitively. This was particularly important for case files that detailed specific vulnerabilities 

(such as, young people being known to the care system and young people with noted mental 

health issues).   
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Pilot Interviews 

 

Prior to conducting any interviews with the young people and practitioners, 4 pilot interviews 

were conducted: 2 interviews with adults, who had previously worked with either the police 

or YOS and 2 interviews with young family members, who were roughly the same age as the 

young people I would be interviewing at the YOTs.  Pilot interviews allowed me to test my 

interview questions, to ensure the questions posed made sense, paying particular attention to 

the wording used in the interview questions designed for the young people, as the young 

people at the YOTs could be aged anywhere between 10 to 18 years and so it was important 

to make sure the questions were suitable for a broad age range of young people (being 

mindful also, that the young people might also be functioning at a lower cognitive and 

developmental age, than their chronological age, due to past trauma and other factors). I 

devised a pilot interview schedule for practitioners, which consisted of 10 questions and an 

interview schedule for young people, which consisted of 5 questions (Appendix 1). The 

process of conducting pilot interviews proved beneficial because it not only highlighted an 

issue with some of the wording used in the interview schedule for the young people (e.g. the 

word ‘desistance’ was not understood by either of the young people I interviewed; however 

they did understand what I meant by ‘stopping offending’). Furthermore, the pilot interview 

highlighted issues surrounding the method of recording data during interviews. Originally I 

had planned to take hand-written detailed notes. However, during the pilot interviews 

(particularly with practitioners, who offered much more detail during the interview than 

young people), it soon became apparent that my note-taking skills could not keep up pace, 

which sometimes resulted in detail being missed. It also meant that I missed valuable 

opportunities to probe further, and to a certain extent, a little context was also lost.  

  

Audio Recording Interviews 

 

Based on the pilot interviews, I made the decision to ask interviewees if I could audio-record 

the interview, pointing out to each interviewee, that the audio recorder was password 

protected and that only I knew the password. I also informed them that once transcribed, the 

audio recording would be deleted from the portable device, once it had been transferred to a 

secure computer on university campus. All interviewees were happy with these arrangements 

and gave their permission for the interviews to be audio recorded, via the Consent Forms 

(Appendix 6 & 7). This proved advantageous when I came to analysing the written 

transcriptions later on. In addition to being able to read extensive written transcriptions, I was 
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also able to listen back to the audio recordings, which was beneficial as it served to put me 

back into the interview, which I believe added context and understanding to what the 

interviewee was saying. 

  

The Impact of the Interviewer 

 

It is important to consider the impact that I, as the interviewer, potentially had on the 

interview process; in particular my gender, perceived age and my role as a PhD student, 

particularly when asking questions of a sensitive nature. For instance, according to findings 

by Lord et al. (2005), age and gender were particularly impactful in terms of levels of 

disclosure when investigating the sensitive topic of drug use. In particular, findings by Lord et 

al. (2005) suggested that interviewees were more likely to disclose illicit drug use to the 

younger male interviewers. This could be related to The Social Attribution Model (Herriot, 

2011), which suggests that interviewees might amend their responses to interview questions 

to meet the norms and expectations of the interviewer, and The Social Distance Model 

(Akerlof, 1997), which suggests that the more different the interviewee is to the interviewer, 

the more likely the interviewee is to edit their responses to interview questions.  It might also 

be worth considering, that the impact of such social factors (e.g. my perceived age, gender 

and student role), might be different for young people and practitioners. For instance, my role 

as a PhD student and my perceived young age, might have served to make the young people 

feel more comfortable and more likely to disclose information during interviews; however, 

practitioners might have felt less comfortable talking to a student, added to this, a student who 

they likely perceived to be younger than them. Regarding my gender, I also query whether my 

gender had more of an impact on the young people than practitioners, given that all of the 

young people I interviewed were male. It might have been the case that me being female and 

the young people being male, might have made the young people feel less comfortable than if 

the interviewer was male; particularly when asking questions of a sensitive nature.     

 

Whilst no two interviews that I conducted were alike, with each interview being the unique 

outcome of the interviewees’ characteristics and the individuality of the time and place in 

which they interrelate; structural factors (such as my age, gender, and student role) also 

helped shape the interview process. However, this does not render the interviews that I 

conducted invalid in any way, but rather it serves to highlight the complexity and indeed 

variability of the significance of social interactions within the interview process (Manderson 

et al., 2006). Furthermore, existing research suggests that the quality of interviews is much 
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improved when the interviewer is able to establish some sense of commonality with the 

interviewee, in a bid to improve communication and to enhance trust and authenticity of 

disclosures (Bryman, 2008). In this sense, it seems that the interview process relies very much 

on the ability of myself as the interviewer to be able to interact with each interviewee in a 

unique and reflexive manner, which I believe I did (Sandelowski, 2002). 

 

Whilst individual interviews were good for gaining an individual’s perspective, I also wanted 

to hear from the collective: the views, opinions and perspectives of practitioners as a group. 

The use of focus groups will be considered next. 

 

Focus Groups 

 

A focus group is defined by Gibbs (1997, n.p.) as ‘an organised discussion with a selected 

group of individuals to gain information about their view and experiences on a topic.’. A 

focus group is usually conducted to gather the perceptions of a group of people about a 

particular topic area of interest, in an environment that is non-judgemental and supportive 

(Liamputtong, 2011), which fits with the aim of this study being to explore practitioners’ and 

young peoples’ perceptions on desistance, with a particular focus on the working relationship. 

Focus groups also compliment the Constructivist research approach adopted by this study, 

which posits that reality is socially and culturally constructed (Mojtahed et al.., 2014). Focus 

groups are collective on purpose because they allow the participants to interact and influence 

each other during the discussion, as they consider each other’s perceptions and ideas (Patton 

& Patton, 2002). Focus groups were chosen for this study because they are suitable for 

exploring participants’ perceptions, which this study is focused on exploring (Parker & 

Tritter, 2007). Furthermore, focus groups are useful when there are varied opinions and 

perspectives and can be used to gauge the degree of consensus on a topic (Nyumba et al., 

2018).  Focus groups was a useful method because after analysing the interview transcripts, I 

noted there were some obvious differences in perceptions between practitioners, particularly 

between younger and older practitioners (as explored in the findings and discussion chapters). 

Lastly, I was also anticipating that certain views and opinions might be more likely to be 

revealed in a more collective and social setting that the focus group afforded.  

 

I decided to conduct a two-hour focus group session with practitioners after I had conducted 

the interviews because I wanted to us my initial analyses of the interviews, to guide the topics 

to be discussed by the group during the focus group session. Due to how busy practitioners 
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were at the time and in light of the changes the YOTs were experiencing at the time of my 

data collection, I felt that focus groups were a suitable method because they allowed me as the 

researcher, to gather a larger amount of data in a shorter space of time. Whilst only 2 

practitioners, based at one of the YOTs, were available to take part in the two-hour focus 

group (one practitioner was a youth worker and the other practitioner was a police officer), I 

nevertheless found the focus group to be hugely beneficial to my study, as the practitioners 

were able to offer different perspectives during the focus group session, compared to their 

individual interviews, with one of the practitioners commenting that at times they gave the 

answers they thought they should give during their interview, rather than the answers they 

wanted to give; their ‘truth’; this is referred to as social desirability bias: wanting to be seen in 

a favourable light (Nyumba et al.., 2018).  This was interesting and informative and would not 

have been realised had this study not conducted a focus group session. Furthermore, a mini 

focus group, which is a focus group made up of 2 or 3 participants, is useful for exploring a 

topic in greater detail and where participants have substantial experiences to share with others 

(Anderson, 1990). Perhaps the main purpose of using a focus group relates to their interactive 

nature. The interaction that took place between practitioners during the focus group served to 

highlight individual views, the language they used about desistance and surrounding issues, as 

well as their beliefs and values. The focus group also allowed practitioners to ask questions of 

each other and to re-evaluate and reconsider their own views and understandings on 

desistance and their own experiences. Due to the nature of responses in focus groups being 

open-ended, broad and qualitative, they were able to provide this study with more depth and 

allowed me as the researcher, to get closer to what practitioners were thinking or feeling about 

desistance. Furthermore, I decided to conduct a focus group because it incorporated multiple 

aspects and angles of desistance, which offered a greater insight and understanding of 

desistance (Nayab, 2011), which again fits-in with the Constructivist research approach that 

emphasises the importance of context and perception. 

 

I decided not to conduct a focus group with the young people; owing to the fact that I did not 

think it would be a good idea to put a group of young people, who had committed offences, in 

a room together; to possibly learn from each other. Indeed, such issues were touched upon by 

Sim and Waterfield (2019), when they considered that conducting focus groups with young 

people can raise ethical challenges (particularly regarding the issues of consent; 

confidentiality and anonymity, and risk of harm), mainly owing to the unpredictability of the 

discussion and the interaction that might occur (Sim & Waterfield, 2019). 
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 Improving the Trustworthiness of Data 

In an attempt to overcome some of the challenges I faced regarding using semi-structured 

interviews and a focus group, I took steps to try and increase the trustworthiness of my 

research.  Trustworthiness refers to the quality and richness of the data collected, and how 

much confidence you have in the data collected, how the data has been interpreted and the 

methods used (Connelly, 2016). One way in which I increased the trustworthiness of this 

study was to use more than one means of collecting data (interviews and a focus group). This 

not only allowed me to cross-validate my data, it also enabled this study to capture different 

elements of the same phenomenon: namely desistance from youth offending. Another way in 

which I attempted to increase the trustworthiness of my data was to increase my 

understanding of the role of practitioners working within the YOTs, and the way in which 

they operate when working with the young people. For instance, prior to beginning my data 

collection, I shadowed practitioners for six months, including police officers, youth workers, 

health visitors, psychologists, and attended reparation events, and sat in on court cases and 

staff training events. In addition to providing me with a first-hand insight into the various 

practitioner roles, these experiences also served to inform my interview questions. For 

example, during one of the meetings I observed, a practitioner mentioned that they had 

recently met with one of their young people, as per the Court Order, but they could not get 

any conversation from the young person, for the whole time they were together. They 

commented that it might be due to the fact that the young person was female, and the 

practitioner was male; taking into consideration the young person’s negative experiences of 

males growing up. In my interview, I took note of this comment and went on to ask 

participants, in my interviews, about the impact they thought the gender of the practitioner 

has on developing a good quality working relationship with the young people. An additional 

way in which I increased the credibility of this study was by gaining written consent from the 

young people and YOT managers, to be able to read case files.  This allowed me to gain an 

insight into the life histories on the young people before I interviewed them. I found this 

insight very beneficial for this study, as it not only allowed me to tailor some of my interview 

questions to each young person (which is particularly important considering the possibility 

that some young people might have suffered previous trauma, and that the topic of 

questioning could be regarded as a sensitive area to some young people), but it also gave me a 

chance to build a rapport with the young person, which helped to make them feel more 

relaxed during the interview, and increased the likelihood of the young person being 

forthcoming with answers to my interview questions. Indeed, the importance of employing 
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interview strategies, such as building rapport and asking appropriately worded questions, has 

been found to help with the interviews in this study of a sensitive topics (Elmir et al., 2010). 

 

Sampling Method 

 

In qualitative research, there are various ways in which a sample group might be selected, 

such as theoretical sampling, snowball sampling and purposive sampling. In theoretical 

sampling respondents are chosen in order to maximise theoretical development, with the aim 

of locating data that may refute emerging hypotheses (Bryman, 2008).  

 

This differs to snowball sampling, which is used to generate a participant base where there is 

no obvious list to refer to, relying on the researcher being able to identify a contact, who 

might be able to refer other possible contacts (Walker & Myrick, 2006).   

 

In purposive sampling however, the researcher chooses a set of sample characteristics, (a 

sample profile), before conducting the research. This differs to theoretical sampling where the 

sampling criteria emerges as the data collection progresses; making it unsuitable for this study 

because the sample group needed to be agreed before data collection could begin, due to the 

vulnerability of the young people and because this study required a varied sample group 

(practitioners with varied roles and young people who had offended multiple times). 

Furthermore, as this study was interested in exploring any variation in perspectives among 

practitioners and young people, a specific type of purposive sampling was used, namely 

heterogeneous purposive sampling, because it allowed me to capture a wide range of 

perspectives from various angles, affording greater insights to be gained (Etikan et al., 2016). 

 

However, it is important to note that my initial securing of the 3 YOTs, was the result of 

snowball sampling; whereby the one YOT contact I was given by my supervisors, offered me 

the contact details of two more YOTs, who were interested in participating in my study. I met 

with each of the 3 YOT managers and talked to them at length about my research, in terms of 

its aims and requirements. Following our face-to-face meetings, I also had to offer an outline 

of my research in writing. Within in the weeks following our initial meetings, I emailed each 

manager a copy of my research proposal. The managers signed off my research proposal and 

then I had to complete 3 separate DBS checks before my fieldwork began. I also contacted the 

YJB, who agreed to send out an email to all the YOTs in Wales, in a bid to secure as many 

practitioners and young people as possible to take part in my research; however, no further 



 

 87 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

YOTs were forthcoming, with many replying saying they either already had researchers based 

with them or that they were too busy with their day to day work. 

 

Sample Group 

 

All 3 YOTs (refer to Appendix 10) were based in Wales and each site manager was asked if 

they could offer job role variety in the sample of practitioners and due to the vulnerability of 

the young people, the decision as to which young people were suitable to be interviewed, was 

left to the YOT managers. However, I did request that only young people who had reoffended 

were considered for the sample, and I also requested for the young people to be as varied as 

possible in terms of offence type. 

 

The decision to use heterogeneous purposive sampling was further reinforced by the fact that 

the managers were able to provide a sample of young people and practitioners who fitted the 

sampling profile, taken from 3 YOTs, as all young people involved in the study were known 

to the YOTs and all practitioners worked across these YOTs. The qualitative approach has 

also been adopted by other researchers (Bottrell, 2010; Barry, 2013; Corr, 2014), in their 

work exploring youth offending and desistance, offering further support for its’ use in this 

study. 

 

Generally, a qualitative research study will involve one or a small group of cases and involves 

the gathering of much data, from a small number of respondents and settings (Henn et al., 

2009). This study used a total of 18 participants from across 3 YOTs: 5 young people known 

to the YOTs and 13 practitioners based at YOTs. The sample group of practitioners was made 

up of 8 males and 5 females and were aged between 25 and 64 years. All young people 

interviewed were male, with ages ranging between 15 and 17 years (details of their YOS case 

file profiles can be found in Appendix 9). It was important for the study to explore the 

narratives of young people, as well as practitioners, because there is a lack of existing 

research into how desistance is experienced and understood from the perspectives of young 

people, which includes how factors involved in desistance function and interact in an 

individual young person’s life (McMahon & Jump, 2017). 
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Limitations of Sample Groups 

 

Whilst generalisability was not the aim of this study, it is important to acknowledge the 

limitations of the sample group used. Firstly, the sample group of young people was not only 

small (5 in total, compared to 13 practitioners), but was also made up of only males. This 

meant that the findings of this study could not be generalised to young people known to the 

YOTs; and could not be generalised to young females known to the YOTs. Secondly, as the 

young people were of similar ages (15-17), it could be argued that the findings of this study 

cannot be generalised to young people of all ages known to YOTs. An additional 

consideration relates to how the young people were selected for this study. The YOT 

managers had the role of choosing which young people were suitable to be interviewed, based 

on their histories, for ethical reasons. This meant that the young people with the more 

complex histories were not included in the sample group and so the findings of this study 

cannot be generalised to young people with more highly complex needs that are known to 

YOTs (which are often the young people at an increased risk of reoffending, and who are 

likely to find desistance more difficult). Lastly, I acknowledge that the sample group as a 

whole came from only three YOTs in Wales. This is an important consideration because of 

the difficulty in generalising the findings of this study to practitioners and young people 

known to YOTs outside of Wales, due to geographical and cultural variations that might exist 

across different geographical areas.  

 

Whilst I acknowledge the small sample size of this study, it is important to reiterate that the 

aim of this study was not to generalise its findings to a target population (as with quantitative 

research). Instead, it’s aim was to provide a rich, contextualised understanding of the working 

relationship from the perspectives of practitioners and young people; remembering that in 

qualitative research ‘the researchers’ primary goal is an understanding of social processes, 

rather than obtaining a representative sample’ (Arber, 1993, p.72; as cited in Henn et al., 

2006). However, I do feel it is important to acknowledge the small sample size used by this 

study in light of the fact that I discuss the practice implications of this study’s findings in 

Chapter 11.   

 

Data Analysis 

 
The decision was made to analyse two data sets together (practitioners and young people), 

rather than separately. This decision was based on the rationale that combining the narratives 
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of practitioners and young people, would give the study an immediate and clear picture of the 

similarities and differences between the two data sets (practitioners and young people). 

 Transcription 

 

At first, I tried using transcription software, but I found that at times the entire interview was 

not recorded fully and with clarity, particularly with some practitioners and young people 

speaking quietly or at a fast pace. I decided to transcribe the interviews manually, which gave 

me the added advantage of getting to know my data earlier on in the analysis process.  I 

noticed that during transcription, themes were beginning to emerge, and it is because of this 

that I kept paper and pen handy during this process, in order to take notes whilst transcribing 

my interviews.  

 

 Inductive Reflective Thematic Analysis and NVivo 

 

Once all the audio files had been transcribed, computer software called NVivo was used to aid 

in the thematic analysis. In Inductive reflective thematic analysis (IRTA), coding and the 

development of themes are guided by the data content, with IRTA emphasising that coding 

should evolve throughout the coding process, as it is an active and reflexive process. In IRTA, 

themes are created from codes, via the researcher’s active engagement with the data set, and 

patterns of meaning are identified through a process of familiarisation, coding, developing 

themes and the revision of themes (Braun & Clarke, 2021). I did consider conducting my data 

analysis manually using highlighter pens, but given the volume of the data the study had 

generated, I did not feel it was practical. Furthermore, NVivo offered the added advantage of 

neatly and efficiently storing and organising data; as well as being able to offer, with a click 

of a button, the ability to not only see themes in a visual format, but also the ability to see all 

the evidence for every theme identified. 

 

IRTA (Braun & Clarke, 2021) places emphasis on the reflexivity of the researcher, as well as 

being theoretically flexible and is guided by the research questions.  It is also well suited to 

studies that are interested in people’s experiences, views and perceptions (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). IRTA was conducted on the transcripts, over other analysis methods (such as narrative 

analysis) because IRTA is suitable for most types of qualitative data, including focus groups, 

interviews and secondary sources (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Furthermore, whereas the 

narrative method of analysis is more suited to a sample group made up of only one or two 

participants, IRTA is suitable for greater numbers of participants. IRTA was also well suited 
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to this study’s research questions, which focused on individual experience; individual views 

and opinions and individual reasoning. Overall, the research questions were interested in what 

participants had to say and the content of their language used, which is suitable for IRTA 

(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018).  

 

Grounded Theory was not employed because it is a research approach rather than a method of 

analysis, and is focused on being explanatory; where as this study was exploratory in nature. 

In particular, the Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2000) was considered, but was 

rejected because it has positivist leanings, in that it makes the generated theory as objective as 

possible and works on the premise that if the research is conducted in a rigorous manner, a 

certain set of data should produce the same grounded theory; that is, the theory should have 

explanatory power (Mills et al., 2006). This study was not focused on objectivity, nor was it 

focused on generating theories to explain desistance; instead it was focused on exploring 

individual narrative and participant’s perceptions and subjective experience.  

Whilst Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) methodology was given serious 

consideration, due to the fact it is well suited to providing detailed examinations of 

individual’s lived experiences, it was ruled out because IPA relies on participants being able 

to articulate detailed and possibly complex thoughts, feelings and perceptions. It can be 

challenging for some participants to communicate intrinsic details of their experience, 

especially when participants are not accustomed to talking in such a way (Goodall, 2014). 

Given the age of some of the young people interviewed, I did question whether they would be 

able to articulate the level of detail required for IPA.  

 

Conducting Inductive Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

 

To conduct IRTA, Braun and Clarke’s (2021) 6-step framework was used because it offered a 

clear model for doing IRTA, which involves: (1) becoming familiar with the data; (2) 

Generating initial codes; (3) Searching for themes; (4) Reviewing themes; (5) Defining 

themes and (6) Writing up. Using this framework, data analysis started with me becoming 

familiar with the material. Interviews and focus groups were transcribed and the transcriptions 

were read and re-read, with initial thoughts and ideas noted down. Initial codes were then 

generated, which involved the researcher annotating sentences and paragraphs with key words 

that they felt captured the essence of what was being said by the participants. This included 

anything interesting and meaningful. Once initial codes had been generated, themes were 
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identified, and codes were combined into broad themes.  Themes were then reviewed and 

were combined, separated, refined or discarded, where necessary. I ensured that the data 

coded to the themes were meaningful and made sense, and themes were checked against the 

material coded into them. The last stage of data analysis involved me developing a thematic 

map, where themes were organised coherently. 

 

Ethics 

 

According to Diener and Crandall (1978) there are four fundamental ethical issues that 

researchers must take into account, namely: deception, consent, harm and privacy; which 

mirror the ethical considerations outlined the British Society of Criminology’s ethical 

guidelines (2015).  I ensured that I did not get in the way of the day-to-day work being 

conducted at the YOTs. This was particularly important because the cases that the 

practitioners were working on were live and the work they were doing with the young people 

was in accordance with Court Orders.  Indeed, the British Society of Criminology (2015, n.p.) 

states that researchers should “be sympathetic to the constraints on organisations 

participating in research and not inhibit their functioning by imposing any unnecessary 

burdens on them”.  Before data collection began, ethical approval was gained from the 

University of South Wales.  In order to gain ethical approval it was necessary for me to 

demonstrate to the university’s Ethical Committee that I had a detailed awareness of the 

ethical considerations relative to my PhD study, and that my research adhered to the British 

Society of Criminology’s Code of Ethical Conduct (British Society of Criminology, 2015). I 

also had to show an awareness of how I intended to deal with these ethical issues.  

 

Informed Consent, Deception and the Right to Withdraw 

Young people, practitioners who work with them, and those responsible for their welfare, 

received detailed information sheets before data collection began (Appendix 5), which 

detailed what the study was about, its purpose and what the study itself entailed for the 

interviewees, before any interviews were conducted.  This is in-line with the British Society 

of Criminology’s ethical guidelines (2015, p. 7), which state “participants’ consent should be 

given on the basis of sufficient information about the research ensuring that there is no 

explicit or implicit coercion”. The information sheet given to the young people was slightly 

different to the information sheet given to the practitioners. For example, the language and 

wording used was slightly different (e.g. simpler language for the young people and was 
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shorter in length), to ensure the young people fully understood what the sheet was telling 

them. To further ensure that each young person fully understood the written information 

provided, practitioners were asked to sit down with each young person and go through the 

information sheet carefully and at a pace that suited the young person. It was important that 

the information sheets were amended accordingly before gaining consent from the young 

people to be interviewed, to ensure each young person had a full understanding the research 

implications. It was very important when designing the information sheets, that the language, 

tone and style were appropriate to the participants reading them, particularly as this study 

involved interviewing young people. The managers ‘signed-off’ the information sheets and 

the consent forms prior to any data collection (refer to Appendix).  The managers also made 

the decision to sit down with the young people personally, and take them through the 

information sheet, to ensure they fully understood the contents of the form. It was important 

this study took on board the welfare needs of all participants and put in place necessary steps 

to ensure their welfare was prioritised at all times. Furthermore, the British Society of 

Criminology ethical guidelines (2015, p. 7) state that the researcher also needs to obtain 

“additional consent from an adult responsible for the child”, which was provided by the YOT 

managers. I did not need to gain parental consent from the young people’s parents, in order 

for the young people to participate in my study, because for the time that young people work 

with the YOS, the YOS is responsible for their welfare and as such the YOT managers could 

be regarded as ‘responsible adults’ (British Society of Criminology, 2015). All participants 

were also informed of their right to withdraw, via the information sheets as well as verbally at 

the start of each interview and focus group session. The importance of this is reiterated in the 

Economic Social Research Council (ESRC) ethical code of conduct (2015), which states that 

participants have the “right to withdraw consent as well as the right not to answer particular 

questions.” (ESRC, 2015, p.31).  

 Risk of Harm and Welfare of Interviewees 

Welfare was an important ethical consideration because young people were involved and 

some of the young people known to the YOTs can have varying degrees of difficulties, which 

can make them even more vulnerable. The ethical guidelines set out by the British Society of 

Criminology (2015, p.5) state that researchers have “a responsibility to ensure that the 

physical, social and psychological well-being of an individual participating in research is not 

adversely affected by participation in the research. Researchers should strive to protect the 

rights of those they study, their interests, sensitivities and privacy.”  
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Whilst the managers ensured all young people selected for interview were ‘suitable’ to take 

part, it is important to note that as a researcher, I always ensured young people were protected 

at all times during the interviews. For instance, I made sure that a practitioner was available 

during every interview (not in the interview room, but at the YOT) and furthermore, when I 

conducted the interviews, I ensured I paused or ceased the interview if the young person felt 

uncomfortable at any time.  

 

 Risk of Harm and Researcher Welfare 

 

It was also important to consider my welfare as a researcher, with the British Society of 

Criminology (2015, p.6) ethical guidelines emphasising the responsibility to “Minimise risks 

to researchers”. Data gathering for the study involved me not only talking, at length, to 

young people and practitioners about sensitive issues, but also involved me reading the case 

files on each young person. Some of the information contained in these case files were of a 

highly sensitive nature and was, at times, difficult to read, particularly when I would go on to 

interview the young people, meeting with them face to face. I was encouraged to talk to my 

research supervisors if I needed to and I also knew that I could talk to a university counsellor 

at any time.  Whilst I did not need to take up this offer of support, it was reassuring to know 

the support was available to me.  Whilst it was difficult to read the case files, I do feel this 

study gained a lot from it. This study was interested in learning about narratives and context, 

which could not have been gained without using a variety of data gathering tools, including 

reading the case files. 

 

 Privacy, Anonymity and Confidentiality 

 

It was important to protect the identity of the YOTs involved, as well as the individuals who 

were interviewed and who took part in the focus group session. Anonymity was assured for 

all who were involved. The young people and practitioners were informed via the information 

sheets, of how I intended to ensure that the information they provide during the interviews 

and focus group, would be kept confidential. For instance, not using their real names, and 

instead allowing them to choose their own personal identifier; as well as ensuring they would 

not be identifiable via any other information contained within the study’s writings, which 

including not identifying individual YOTs.  The importance of researchers ensuring 

anonymity is granted to all participants is stated explicitly in the ethical guidelines outlined by 

ESRC (2015, p. 3):  “the anonymity of respondents must be respected.”  
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Steps Taken With Young People to Avoid Coercion  

 
As a researcher, I took various steps with the young people involved in the study, to 

avoid coercion.  This included, allowing sufficient time for YOT practitioners and 

Managers, to fully explain the details of the research study, to each young person, on a 

one-to-one, face to face, basis. This afforded the young people time to take on board and 

digest the information given to them before deciding whether to take part in the study. 

Information Sheets were given to the YOTs and were written in an accessible language, 

suitable for young people (piloted with young people of a similar age), and YOT 

Managers and practitioners were asked to go through the Information Sheets with each 

young person prior to the start of the research. Practitioners explained to the young 

people, the voluntary nature of participation, that they could withdraw from the study at 

any time, and that choosing not to participate would have no negative consequences on 

the availability of the care offered by the YOTs.  

 

Data Usage and Data Storage 

 

I also took steps to ensure confidential information remained secure, such as using a password 

protected audio recording device to record interviews (where by the password was known 

only to myself as the researcher), storing all written material in a locked drawer, in a locked 

room on university campus, in addition to using university computers and software to store 

and analyse electronic information, for added security. No information was stored on a 

portable computer device. Furthermore, participants were told (via the information sheet) how 

the data they provided might be used (such as in this study and at criminology conferences). 

However, they were reassured that their rights to privacy and confidentiality would be 

maintained, regardless of how their data is used. This is in-line with the guidance set out by 

the British Society of Criminology ethical guidelines (2014, p. 8), which states:  

“ Researchers should not breach the ‘duty of confidentiality’ and not pass on identifiable data 

to third parties without participants’ consent. Research participants should be informed if 

data is likely to be placed in archives, including electronic repositories and how they will be 

encrypted.” 
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Critical Reflections of Methodology 

 

Every research study has its strengths and limitations, and this study is no exception.  

Strengths 

 

Firstly, I believe one strength of this study is its adoption of a Constructivist research 

approach. Being inductive, the constructivist approach suited my research aims in that it 

allowed me to explore desistance further, in particular the working relationship and allowed 

me to answer this study’s two research questions: (1) From the perspectives of practitioners 

and young people, what are the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship? (2) 

From the perspectives of practitioners and young people, why is a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship important for desistance? Furthermore, such a research approach appreciated 

individual practitioners and young people’s interpretations, meanings and motivations 

regarding desistance, and allowed this study to gain a deeper understanding about the 

complexities involved in desistance, including the importance of contextualised factors; as 

seen through the eyes of young people and the practitioners who worked with them.  

 

Secondly, I think the research questions that this study attempted to answer were relevant in 

that they were embedded into gaps within existing literature. Furthermore, I believe the 

research questions were well suited to the Constructivist research approach adopted by this 

study, which advocates the importance of searching for an individual’s perception, context 

and meaning. 

 

A third strength relates to the individual research methods used by this study to gather 

information (namely case files, observations, interviews and focus groups). For instance, the 

use of case files allowed me to tailor interview questions for each of the young people, as well 

as affording me the opportunity to not only delve deeper into desistance, but also allowed me 

to cross-reference the material given to me during the interviews with the young people, to 

enhance the validity and reliability of this study. The use of semi-structured interviews was 

also a suitable choice for my study because of the balance between structure and flexibility 

that it afforded me. Structure, in that I could ensure each practitioner and young person that I 

interviewed were asked the same broad questions initially; and flexibility, in terms of giving 

me the option to ask further, probing questions, based on the initial answers given.  Such 

flexibility suited this study, because of its focus on gaining a deeper understanding of 
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desistance, from the perspective of practitioners and young people.  The use of a focus group 

with practitioners also proved invaluable for my study, because it not only allowed me to 

explore the practitioners’ thoughts on the initial themes emerging from the interviews; but 

also because it allowed the practitioners to enter into a discussion, listening to each other’s 

perspectives, to construct a new knowledge and understanding of desistance.  

 

Lastly, I believe that shadowing practitioners and spending time at the YOTs, was an 

additional strength of this study because it served its purpose in that it helped me recruit 

practitioners to take part in my study, as well as offering me a brief insight into the day-to-day 

running’s of YOTs and desistance in practice. 

 

Weaknesses 

 

Perhaps the main weakness of this study relates to the size of the sample group of young 

people. Whilst I will take this opportunity to again reiterate that it was not the aim of this 

study to generalise to a larger population of young people, that being said, having a few more 

young people to interview, would have allowed me to gain a more varied understanding of the 

young peoples’ perspectives of desistance. However, there is a fine line between representing 

the individual perspectives of the young people and taking this information and generalising it 

to be able to offer recommendations for practice. In this sense, this study accepts that whilst 

its focus was on individual narrative, not on generalisation (which is its strength, adhering to 

the Constructivist approach adopted), it also accepts that some of the findings could be 

applied to young people more generally in youth justice practice, as commonalities among the 

young people interviewed for this study were noted (as explored in the Findings and 

Discussion chapters).  

 

Furthermore, I also accept that the sample group of young people was limited not only in size, 

but also because it was made up of all males, who were of similar ages. Having a larger 

sample group of young people might have increased the likelihood that the sample included 

both male and female young people, as well as potentially offering a more varied age range. 

This would allow me to delve a little deeper, by considering not only similarities and 

differences between practitioners and young people generally, but also between male and 

female young people, and young people of different ages.    
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A further weakness of my study relates to the focus group, both in terms of its small size and 

because both practitioners who took part in it were from the same YOT. Whilst variations 

exist in literature regarding an ideal size of a focus group, some research recommends a 

number ranging between 4 and 12 (Barbour, 2010; Webb & Doman, 2008). However, as 

Stewart et al. (2007) suggest, for certain, sensitive research topics, a small sample group 

would actually be advantageous. Whilst I believe this study gained much from holding the 

focus group with the two practitioners, I do believe having a few more practitioners take part 

in the focus group (or indeed holding multiple focus groups), as well as having a variety of 

practitioners from multiple YOTs take part in the same focus group session, would have 

benefitted this study. For instance, having more practitioners take part in the focus group 

would have offered a greater range of experiences and perspectives. However, I will use this 

opportunity to reiterate again the aim of this study, which was in part, to explore in detail, 

practitioners’ perspectives on desistance, taking on board their experiences.  In this sense, 

having a smaller focus group was appropriate for two reasons: (1) because I was interested in 

gaining a deeper understanding of desistance; and (2) because the practitioners taking part had 

lengthy experiences within the YOT and had much experience and knowledge to draw upon; 

having a larger focus group might have resulted in some of this detail not coming to light, as 

practitioners strive to have their say. 

 

An additional weakness relates to the use of case files. Whilst using case files to delve deeper 

into the lives of the young people and to use them to increase the validity of this study, I do 

think on reflection that my approach to using case files could have been improved. In 

particular, rather than recording every detail contained in the case file in note form for each of 

the young people interviewed, I could have devised a template before hand, to make my note-

taking not only a more time efficient but also a smoother process. Using a template would 

have allowed me to have continuity between young people’s case file notes, as the notes 

would be organised in the same manner, under the same headings, making navigating their 

case file data easier and quicker for me as a researcher; and would have also ensured I made 

notes on exactly what I needed for this study. I also think it could have been advantageous to 

have spoken to YOT staff about the information contained in the case files, following my case 

file analysis, for clarity and to possibly to gain more detail to compliment what was said in 

the case files. 

 

A further limitation regards the reliability of the self-report data that was gathered from focus 

groups and interviews. This is particularly true for practitioners, given that at least some of 
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what the young people told me during interviews could be verified using the YOS case files; 

which I was obviously not able to do for practitioners. It is possible that some of the 

participants gave more socially acceptable answers, in order to be seen in a more favourable 

light, rather being truthful (social desirability bias) (Bryman, 2008). A related weakness to 

this refers to my ability as a researcher in that the quality of material gathered for my study 

was at least partly dependent on my research skills, including interview skills. Whilst on 

reflection I do believe I possessed the necessary interviewing skills and I perceive the 

interviews and focus group session went well, there is always the possibility that my research 

skills could have been improved, especially considering that such skills often develop with 

experience (Gesch-Karamanlidis, 2015). 

 

Lastly, it is important to consider how my preconceptions could have influenced the study’s 

data collection and analysis. This includes considering how this developed over the course of 

the study’s process, including my research decisions, such as the formulation of this study’s 

research questions and interview questions. Furthermore, interpreting interview data requires 

reflection on the entire research context, which makes the research process a focus of enquiry 

in itself. It is important that I acknowledge that both myself as the researcher, and the 

participants, were jointly involved in the production of knowledge for this study. This is also 

true of data analysis in that analysis was not something that took place during the last stage of 

research. Rather it was an ongoing process, resulting from a deepening of insight as the 

process progressed. This involved examining the dynamics of the interview, acknowledging 

also that what was not said could be equally as telling as what was said. Questions were 

revised as I as the researcher, developed an awareness of my preconceptions and assumptions. 

 

What I could have done differently 

 

On reflection of both the strengths and weaknesses of my study, there are two broad things I 

could have done differently. 

 

Firstly, I could have spent more time at the YOT, shadowing practitioners, in a bid to increase 

my sample size, particularly of young people. As the YOTs were busy during the time in 

which I conducted my field research, and could only offer me a short window to gather my 

data, in hindsight I could have asked managers about possibly splitting my data collection 

period into two phases: Phase 1, where I shadow practitioners and conduct observations, 

being based at the YOTs; and three months later, Phase 2, where I collect data using case 
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files, interviewing and conducting focus groups.  I now realise being based at the YOTs, and 

spending time with practitioners and young people, did help recruit practitioners to take part 

in my research. However, it was not long enough to recruit an equally large number of young 

people. This is likely because many of the young people known to the YOTs have suffered 

trauma and so do not trust easily. I believe spending more time at the YOTs, with 

practitioners and young people, would have allowed me more time and opportunity to build 

more of a rapport with the young people and might have increased the likelihood of recruiting 

more young people to be interviewed.  

 

Secondly and lastly, I think my study would have gained a lot from conducting a naturalistic 

observational study at the YOTs. Whilst I did spend time at the YOTs, and I did make brief 

notes on my time spent there, this observational element was focused on recruiting 

participants to take part in my research rather than being focused on gathering detailed field 

data. On reflection, I think gathering information via a naturalistic observational study, 

carried out over a longer period of time, would have allowed me to better explore the 

dynamics between practitioners and young people; between practitioners themselves; and 

between young people themselves, in their natural settings. Furthermore, observing the day to 

day running of YOTs over a longer period of time, would have afforded me a greater insight 

that cannot be gained from other methods. For instance, whilst reading case files, and 

conducting interviews and focus group sessions, offered me a snapshot of the bigger 

desistance picture, I feel if I were to combine these methods with a naturalistic observational 

study, over a longer period of time, this study would have been able to gain an even greater 

sense of desistance; a video, if you like, rather than a still image. Furthermore, this would 

offer this study greater external validity because it would allow me to explore desistance in 

real time and in greater depth.  

 

Chapter Summary 

 

Until fairly recently, desistance in the context of youth offending has been subject to little 

academic scrutiny, in comparison to the desistance research conducted on adult offenders. In 

particular, the working relationship had been afforded limited focus in academic research. 

Therefore, this study, using a constructivist epistemological research stance, which sees 

knowledge as something that is constructed rather than discovered, provides a much-needed 

contribution to a field that has, until fairly recently, been under-researched. With this in mind, 

the subsequent 5 chapters present and discuss the findings that were uncovered through the 
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use of the methods outlined in this chapter. The rationale for presenting the findings across 5 

chapters was the result of an inductive, analytical process, with each chapter representing a 

main theme in the overall thematic analysis. 
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Chapter 6: The Practitioner in Desistance 

Introduction 

 

This chapter and the subsequent four chapters will discuss the findings of this study, however, 

it is important to take into consideration that due to the limited number of young people 

available for interview, their voice is less visible than the voice of practitioners, within this 

chapter and within the following four chapters. Given that the working relationship is 

comprised of at least one practitioner and the young person, the purpose of this current 

chapter is to consider the role of the practitioner in desistance, from the perspective of 

practitioners and young people. From interviews and focus groups, findings of this study 

suggest the practitioner has the potential to increase the likelihood of young people desisting, 

as well as having the potential to act as a barrier to desistance. Findings discussed in this 

chapter show how practitioners and young people see the role of the practitioner in various 

emotional and practical ways; in addition to emphasising the importance of practitioner 

training, specifically practitioners getting a real understanding of what desistance means for 

practice. Findings discussed in the chapter also suggest that some practitioners perceive 

themselves to be the expert, who to some degree ‘does to’ the young person, which is 

interesting in desistance terms. The current chapter is organised thematically and begins by 

considering the importance of practitioners’ skills in interviewing and of establishing a 

professional working relationship, as without these there might be little that can be achieved 

in terms of desistance.  

 

Skills in Interviewing and Building Professional Relationships 

 

It was an interesting finding of this study that apart from one practitioner briefly talking about 

the importance of practitioners “generating enthusiasm, positivity…” (Drew), which they 

linked to Motivational Interviewing, none of the practitioners interviewed commented 

specifically on the importance of practitioners’ skills in interviewing, even though existing 

research has emphasised its importance (Andrews et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, none of the practitioners interviewed for this study talked about being offered 

training aimed at developing their interviewing or communication skills. Raynor (2019) found 

that practitioners who possessed a wide range of skills, such as skilled interviewing and 

interaction, helped individuals they supervised, to achieve, on average, lower reconviction 

rates. Raynor (2019) further commented that skills-training initiatives with practitioners have 

been found to result in significant improvements including reduced offending.  Deering and 

Evans (2018) also emphasised the importance of the ‘skilled practitioner’; one who utilises 
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interpersonal and interviewing skills to support a young person’s attempts to desist.  These 

findings have implications for desistance theories applied to youth justice in suggesting that 

desistance theories should emphasise the importance of practitioner’s skills. 

 

Both existing literature (HMI Probation, 2016; Lewis, 2014a; Moffatt, 2014) and the findings 

of this study have also highlighted the importance of practitioners being skilled in building 

professional relationships (the professional working relationship is explored in detail in 

Chapters 8). Being skilled in building professional relationships relates also to the Core 

Correctional Practices outlined by Dowden and Andrews (2000), aimed at improving 

supervisory skills and reduce offending. However, whilst existing literature has found support 

for core correctional practices in reducing reoffending (Labrecque, 2013; Robinson et al.., 

2012; Viglione & Labrecque, 2020), Robinson et al. (2012) found that even though trained 

practitioners demonstrated use of core correctional skills in their practice with adult offenders, 

practitioners only used those skills in less than 50% of their interactions with clients. These 

findings suggest that it might not be enough for practitioners to possess skills; they also need 

to be afforded the opportunity to apply their skills in practice. This has implications for 

practice in suggesting the need for the YOTs to consider additional factors to skill building, 

which might be impinging on practitioners’ being able to employ their skills. For instance, 

factors such as: caseloads, ‘time’ (which is explored in Chapter 8), staff turnover, support 

from managers, harmony within the organisation and the way agencies respond to new 

initiatives (Labrecque, 2013). An element of being skilled in building professional 

relationships is the ability to make young people feel safe and secure. This is explored next.  

 

 

Practitioners Creating a Sense of Security 

 

When considering the role of practitioners creating a sense of security among the young 

people they work with, some practitioners talked specifically about the importance of practice 

in terms of the reparative effect: 

 

 “Before we did assessments, we knew it was the prolific offenders that were linked to 

family and personal relationships and living arrangements on our assessments. This 

could be quite overwhelming because how do you repair? You know that's what you've 

got to do but how do you repair that relationship? The family could be on drugs, they 

might not want anything to do with their children. How on earth do I go about that? 

The good thing now is that a lot of the research has shown that the relationship with 

you can help, even if it’s only an hour a week. Whatever time you've got, you can be 

that secure base for the young person.” (Alex, Social Worker) 
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This practitioner perceives the young people who tend to reoffend are likely to have chaotic 

families and backgrounds, and whilst this practitioner acknowledges the positive effect a 

practitioner can have on a young person, they also acknowledge that this is not 

straightforward. An interesting point here is the practitioner’s use of the term ‘offenders’ 

rather than ‘young people’ or ‘children’; which does not adhere to the CFOS approach 

(Haines, 2015) and does not fit with the Standards for Children in the Youth Justice System 

(Ministry of Justice, 2019a) and is not line with the YJB’s vision of a youth justice system 

that sees children as children (YJB, 2021). 

 

The importance of making young people feel secure in a bid to increase desistance, was 

reiterated by a second practitioner: 

 

“I think if you are trying to work towards desisting from offending, none of that is 

going to work unless they've got all the security.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

This practitioner perceives an integral part of desistance-focused work is about making a 

young person feel secure. It seems for this practitioner, ensuring a young person feels secure 

is not something separate to desistance-focused practitioner work; it is part of the process and 

is vital to increase the likelihood of desistance. The findings of this study support existing 

literature, which highlights the reparative role of the practitioner (Briggs et al., 2014; 

Fitzpatrick, 2014; HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2016; Haines et al., 2016).  Furthermore, the 

findings of this study tie in with the TRM (Skuse & Matthew, 2015) and its suggestion that 

before a trusting relationship can develop between a young person and a practitioner, and 

before a practitioner is able to offer the young person a sense of security and a secure base, 

they first need to offer the young person structure and routine. This includes ‘scaffolding’: 

helping to stabilise challenging community conditions, which has the potential to help repair 

instability and chaos the young person will have likely experienced growing up. Indeed, the 

importance of stability for a young person trying to desist, was reiterated by one practitioner 

when they commented: 

 

“A young person needs stability. A good insight into how they manage crisis.” (Alfie, 

Social Worker). 
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In this instance, the practitioner highlights the importance of stability in that it affects a young 

person’s ability to cope in unstable situations. A practitioner could help a young person’s 

emotional stability by offering them routine and structure, as outlined by the TRM (Skuse & 

Matthew, 2015). Emotional stability is being able to withstand difficult situations and handle 

challenging times (Gravagna, 2020). If a practitioner can develop a young person’s emotional 

stability, the young person might be better equipped to cope with future life stressors, which 

might decrease their likelihood of further offending. Indeed, higher emotional intelligence has 

been linked to a decreased likelihood of offending behaviour (Prakash et al., 2015), 

suggesting young people known to the YOTs might benefit from emotional enhancement 

programmes to help them better understand their emotions and how to deal with them, in a 

bid to increase their likelihood of desisting over the long term. One young person interviewed 

would benefit from support as he acknowledged he struggles to contain feelings of anger: 

“I have a bad short temper.  I have been trying to get into anger management. They 

end up telling me they can’t do anything about it because of how bad it is.  It gets so 

bad to the point that I end up punching things. I’ve punched a fence a couple of times.  

I talk to my friends but it’s only over the Play Station.  Being isolated. The place I live 

is one of the worst places to live because there are always break-ins, fights, quite busy 

up there.  I’ve done about 14 years kickboxing and I’m a protective person.” (Jamie). 

 

However, this support does not necessarily have to be in the form of a programme. Support 

could potentially come from a skilled practitioner, as suggested by Raynor (2019).  

Practitioners also perceived even spending a relatively short period of time with the young 

person could constitute a secure base for them. A secure base refers to “a consistent, reliable 

base from which children can explore, and also have the capacity to offer a safe haven for 

reassurance when there are difficulties” (University of East Anglia, 2021; n.p). In some 

instances, with some young people, it might be less about the quantity of time spent with 

young people, and more about the quality (the importance of quality is something discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 8). This notion of practitioners offering a secure base for young 

people, ties in with the importance of attachment discussed in Chapter 9, when the role of the 

family is considered as a factor in desistance, and is something highlighted as being key to 

trauma-informed practice, in the TRM (Skuse & Matthew, 2015).  

 

Whilst young people did not specifically talk about the role of the practitioner making them 

feel safe and secure, one young person did comment that practitioners make them feel they 

are not alone, which could create a sense of safety: 
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“They call me on a regular basis to see how I am and to see how I’m doing.” (Ezra). 
 

It seems for this young person, practitioners do indeed play a role in their desistance, 

psychologically, in terms of making the young people feel cared for, which in turn could 

afford this young person a sense of belonging. As a factor, a sense of belonging has already 

been considered, particularly in terms of the role played by a young person’s family and peers 

and has been highlighted as being important in desistance in existing literature (HMI 

Probation, 2016; Nugent, 2016; Weaver, 2016). It is also considered later in this chapter, 

when the role of the practitioner in offering young people emotional support is explored. 

Practitioners and Influence 

Another young person talked about practitioners as a factor in their desistance, in terms of the 

influence they perceive practitioners have on their desistance: 

“Practitioners can make a difference. They are more powerful than I am. They can 

make a difference.”(Parker). 

For this young person, it seems that practitioners have the potential to increase the young 

person’s likelihood of desistance by offering the young person emotional support. Here, the 

young person’s use of language is interesting, in that they see the practitioner as someone 

who is not only “powerful”, but who has more power than they do in terms of their 

desistance: “more powerful than I am”.  Whilst this young person acknowledges the role they 

themselves play in their own desistance, they perceive the practitioner has more of a role to 

play. This has implications for practice in that practitioners could work with young people to 

help create a sense of power within the young people themselves.  This fits in with the Youth 

Justice Board’s Standards (2019), which highlight the importance of building on young 

peoples’ strengths and abilities, as well as developing a pro-social identity. The findings of 

this study, that young people perceive both young people and practitioners have power, 

support Bandura’s (2006) suggestion that human agency requires power, which is the ability a 

person has (whether real or perceived) that their actions can produce the desired outcome that 

is attended. Patternoster and Bushway (2009) supports this in suggesting that desistance starts 

with a clear definition of agency.  

This same young person went on to reiterate the role of the practitioner as a factor in their 

desistance, when they commented: 
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“If I wasn’t with the YOT and my worker, I probably wouldn't have desisted. They help 

me desist, like chat with me, calm me.” (Parker). 

For this young person, what they perceive as increasing their likelihood of desisting was 

having a practitioner to chat to, which has helped to keep this young person calm. This is of 

particular importance for this young person, because as his case file details, he suffers with 

severe anger issues and has great difficulty controlling his feelings. 

Significance of the Practitioners’ Role 

Whilst four out of the five young people interviewed saw the practitioners as playing a highly 

significant role in their desistance, one young person perceived the role played by 

practitioners might be a much smaller role than they themselves play: 

“Workers can help me as much as they like, but its up to you. If you are not ready then 

you are not ready.” (Charlie). 

It seems for this young person, whilst the practitioner is considered a factor in their 

desistance, the young person is considered a bigger factor (which is something explored in 

detail in the next chapter). More specifically, this comment indicates the ‘readiness’ of the 

young person is important in desistance, which ties into the role of maturation and 

developmental factors outlined in Chapter 4. However, the role of the practitioner could be to 

try and motivate young people, using Motivational Interviewing, as outlined in Chapter 3. 

The findings of this study tie into Attachment theory (Fonagy, 2018), which highlights the 

importance of closeness to a sensitive caregiver during childhood, who can offer the young 

person a base from which to explore, and develop a sense of security (Connors, 2011).  The 

importance here is on the sensitivity of the caregiver, in that it is important for the person 

offering care and support to young people to be sensitive to the young person’s needs. This 

again reinforces the importance of quality in working relationships, as indicated by 

practitioners (explored in more detail in Chapter 8, when the working relationship is 

considered).  

The Importance of Individuality 

When talking about the practitioner’s role in desistance, one practitioner emphasised the 

importance of individuality when working with young people, reiterating the need for 

practitioners to be sensitive to the needs of young people: 
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“I don’t think you could ever have a one size fits all. Everybody has different issues 

and needs; and what is important to one young person, might not be important to 

another.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

This individual nature of desistance-practice was commented on by a second practitioner, 

who identified the importance on desistance of meeting the needs of each young person: 

“I like to think practitioners have identified all of their needs, so that young person is 

open to receiving that support, so the likelihood of them reoffending is reduced.” 

(Brooklyn, Social Worker). 

It seems for this practitioner, however, that desistance is twofold: firstly, the practitioner 

needs to identify the young person’s specific needs; but secondly, the young person needs to 

be open to receiving the support offered by the practitioner. It might be that part of the 

practitioner’s role when identifying young peoples’ needs is to identify those young people 

who need support to be receptive to help. This might be a need in itself; particularly for those 

young people who might not be accustomed to being helped.  

A second practitioner developed this by also emphasising the importance of identifying young 

peoples’ needs for engagement: 

“We look at the whole picture and we have to in our professional opinion, decide 

what the person needs. What needs to be sorted out before they could engage in 

anything.” (Jo). 

For this practitioner, identifying the young person’s needs is important to increase the young 

person’s likelihood of engaging in practice sessions, which has been linked to increased 

disclosures (explored further in Chapter 10). The practitioner’s use of the word ‘could’ here is 

also an interesting finding of this study as it implies that the practitioner perceives meeting 

young people’s needs as a necessary role of practice to support young people to engage. It 

seems for this practitioner meeting needs is non-negotiable for engagement. However, it is 

worth considering who will identify the needs. On the one hand, one of the responsibilities of 

the YJB is to promote the voice of the young person, and with this in mind, it could be 

suggested that the young person should be involved in identifying their own needs (Youth 

Justice Board, 2021).  However, in line with a trauma-informed approach, some young people 

might require support to identify their needs. In this sense, it might be that the identification 

of young people’s needs is very much a negotiation, through collaborative working; not only 

between the practitioner and the young person, but also between practitioners from different 

disciplines.           
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A third practitioner reiterates the importance of getting as a detailed picture as possible of the 

young person and their life to meet their individual needs; this ties into the ECM approach 

(Youth Justice Board, 2020): 

“The factors are to be understanding of people’s needs; what’s happened to them in 

their life; understanding how they function emotionally, socially, intellectually. 

Basically the ECM. It gives me information about parental and sibling substance 

misuse. The life that they’ve been through where substance misuse might have come 

into. For example if I’m working with someone, I might have known they started using 

substances at the age of 12, and I might have known there was a lot of domestic 

violence in the family, but sometimes you do the ECM formulation and you see the 

literal link. An incident happens in the home and substance misuse begins. Having 

that understanding and looking beyond the behaviour and the offending.” (Aiden, 

Youth Worker). 

 

It appears then it might not be enough to have a professional relationship with a practitioner, 

as a caregiver; it is also important for the practitioner to be responsive and sensitive to the 

young person’s needs.  This again ties in with the importance of quality in relationships 

(explored further in Chapter 8).  

However, not all practitioners appear to be sensitive to the needs of young people, with one 

practitioner talking about some being inflexible when it comes to policy guidelines.  This 

sometimes results in young people being reported for minor offences: 

“I observe some practitioners being very firm and sticking to guidelines and 

procedures, reporting kids to police for minor offences.” (Bar). 

 

This inflexibility by practitioners could be seen to go against the YJB Standards (Youth 

Justice Board, 2019), which emphasises prioritising the best interests of the young person.  

Interestingly, when young people were asked about the role of practitioners in their 

desistance, they discussed the role practitioners play in helping them to trust again (trust as a 

characteristic of a ‘good quality’ working relationship, is explored in more detail in Chapter 

8). 

The implications of practitioners not responding sensitively to the needs of young people have 

been highlighted by existing research. For instance, a link has been found between sensitive 

caregiving and improved cognition, health and psychosocial development (Hagaman et al., 

2019); all of which could affect the likelihood of young people desisting. 
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Furthermore, attachment theory suggests having a secure attachment will help a young person 

to develop their soft skills, particularly those of confidence, competence and resilience 

(Ansbro, 2008), which is explored further in the next section of this chapter. Young people 

who do not develop healthy relationships during early childhood often grow up exhibiting 

needy behaviour, craving attention and showing controlling behaviours (NCBI, 2015). 

Furthermore, young people could grow up with negative expectations of adults, which they 

transfer to the new environments they experience. Along with transferring their negative 

internal working model of relationships, young people could also adopt defensive behaviour 

patterns they have grown up using as a matter of survival (Jacobson, 2019).  This has 

implications for youth justice practitioners in that many of the young people they work with 

often find it difficult to trust other people, particularly adults and adults in a position of 

authority, because of their past experiences (this is something considered in Chapter 8).  

 

Practitioners, Soft Skills and Employability Skills 

 

A few practitioners talked about the need for practitioners to support a young person 

practically to achieve their life goals. This could potentially include supporting them to secure 

employment or a place on a training course, which could involve developing the young 

person’s soft skills: 

 

“It’s not only identifying areas, positive and negative areas which influence a young 

person’s behaviour, the practical application of it is to help them achieve those 

goals.”(Drew) 

 

 

A second practitioner talked about the importance of a young person’s confidence, as a soft 

skill, not only in setting but also in achieving goals. Practitioners should not only help to build 

a young person’s confidence by helping them to set smaller, interim, realistic and thus 

achievable goals, but also in the longer term, thus allowing them to persevere with working 

towards obtaining their long-term life goals. This then ties into the importance of resilience 

and not giving up on goals when faced with obstacles: 

 

“So there have to be some longer-term goals but also interim goals. If you can 

achieve some smaller goals; the easier to obtain goals…this can give you a bit of 

confidence then. They will have a lot of set-backs. It’s about trying to encourage them 

when things go well.”(Kyle, Social Worker). 
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A third practitioner whilst they also emphasised the importance of building young people’s 

soft skills, highlighted the need for practitioners to take an individualised approach when 

doing so; considering the value added and individual distance travelled: 

 

“To see them evolve and grow; those soft skills that you can’t measure. We had one 

young person who wouldn't eat in front of people; and overtime progressed to 

grabbing a biscuit and sitting in the corner eating it. Lots of fun things, like playing 

cards, applying for jobs, projects where they took orders to make baubles. We used 

the money to go for food and he sat with us and ate. How can we measure these soft 

skills? What have they left here with? Increased confidence and self-esteem? How do 

you measure that? Thinking back to the differences I think I’ve made it's the soft skills. 

The effort going on behind the scenes.”(James, Educational Worker). 

 

Whilst this practitioner highlighted part of their role is to develop a young person’s soft skills 

as a way for the young person to flourish, they also indicated these are difficult to measure 

formally.  Therefore, while some young people do indeed leave the YOT with an increased 

set of soft skills, such progressive steps often go both unnoticed and unappreciated. It seems 

that for this practitioner, developing a young person’s soft skills is vitally important for their 

desistance and their right to lead a fulfilled life, but the system does not place much value on 

it. It is also worth considering the development of young people’s employability skills, 

including social skills. Indeed, Maruna and Mann (2019) highlight the importance of 

providing opportunities for individuals to gain employability skills. Furthermore, literature 

emphasises the importance of social skills in desistance (McGuire & Priestley, 1981; Mann et 

al., 2015). Indeed, Moffatt (2014) also highlighted the need for practitioners to provide young 

people with practical support when trying to desist. 

 

Whilst young people did not specifically talk about the role practitioners play in building their 

soft skills, a few did comment more generally about the positive effect practitioners have on 

their ability to secure employment or a place in college.  This could be seen to include the 

development of employability skills (soft skills such as communication and confidence): 

 

“They help me with education and employment.”(Parker). 

 

A second young person talked even more generally about the role of the practitioner in 

desistance. This young person conveyed the message that in their experience, practitioners 

were able to help them in whatever way they needed them to, which could be seen to include 

soft skills development: 
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“They got everything really. They’ve got all I need. I’ve got no excuse really. 

Whatever I need I can just ask them.” (John). 

 

As perceived by this young person, the role of the practitioner in desistance is very varied, 

and in their experience, no request for support from the practitioner is too big.  

 

It might also be worth considering the role of the practitioner supporting young people to 

develop their cognitive behavioural skills, as existing literature has shown cognitive 

behavioural skills training to be successful in desistance (Fenton, 2012; Healy, 2013; Cleland 

et al., 2002; Bouffard et al., 2005). However, whilst research has found it to be as successful 

with young people as it is with adults (Landenberger et al., 2007), some research has shown 

that cognitive behavioural approaches significantly reduce reoffending in young adults, but 

only up to the age of 25 years; for young people under the age of 19 years, existing literature 

suggests the results are less clear (Ford & Hawke, 2012; Akoensi et al., 2013), which might 

be because of young people’s limited cognitive development (as considered in Chapter 4).  

 

However, with literature showing that younger boys respond better to cognitive behavioural 

training that is structured and less interactive; and older boys responding more favourably to 

interactive and group based formats (Martsch, 2005), implications for practice could be that 

practitioners consider different types of cognitive behavioural training, depending on the age 

and gender of the young person (Adler et al., 2015). It might be worth considering, however, 

that because of the maturation process that young people are still going through (as 

considered in Chapter 4), this approach might not be suitable for use with very young people.  

 

Furthermore, as one young person went on to say, when they first started offending, 

practitioners would offer support to secure employment, for instance, but they declined 

because they did not want it: 

 

 “I didn’t want to take it back then, but I would now.” (Parker). 

 

This comment highlights the importance of the young person being ready to desist, being 

ready to accept help to do so. This was emphasised in Chapter 4 when the thesis considered 

the role of developmental factors, including maturation (furthermore, the importance of the 
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young person being ready to desist is explored in the next chapter). However, Motivational 

Interviewing (MI) could also play a role here, with practitioners using it to support young 

people to become more motivated to change and MI could play a more prominent role in 

desistance theories. 

 

Building young peoples’ soft skills, such as confidence, resilience, positive identity and hope, 

has been linked to desistance (Burnett & McNeil, 2005; Deming, 2017; Laub & Sampson, 

2001). The importance of soft skills however, is not new, with early psychologists such as 

Spearman’s (1904, as cited in Lubinski, 2004) consideration of generalised learning ability 

and Thorndike’s (1920, as cited in Chamorro-Premuzic, 2018) take on social intelligence. As 

Nickson et al. (2012) commented, soft skills often make a difference for those young people 

known to have offended seeking entry level employment. Expanding on this point, research 

suggests sustainable employment can help those individuals with an offending past, to reduce 

their likelihood of reoffending (Bain, 2019; HM Government, 2005; Jones, 2018; Rhodes, 

2008).  

 

The Role of Practitioners in Offering Hope and Self-Belief 

 

In addition to factors such as emotional intelligence and soft skills, according to one 

practitioner, a young person also needs to feel hope, with practitioners perceiving part of their 

role as to offer every young person hope that they are worthy and capable of desisting: 

 

“To give them that little bit of hope; you are something.” (Kennedy). 

 

 

This notion of hope is closely linked to self-belief, and practitioners also perceived that self-

belief is an important element in the desistance process, which all practitioners have the 

capacity to foster: 

 

“Positive self-esteem and belief is very important. A young person needs stability. A 

good sense of identity; who they are; making them feel good about themselves.” (Alfie, 

Social Worker). 

 

The findings of this study are in line with existing literature. There is a large body of research 

highlighting the importance of hope in desistance, suggesting those who are successful in 

desisting from offending are usually highly motivated to change, optimistic, and confident in 
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their ability to change (Bel & Maruna, 2012; Burnett & Maruna, 2004; Government, 2015; 

Paul & Morton, 2018; Prisons and Probation, 2019a). 

 

The Role of Practitioners Offering Emotional and Practical Support  

 

In Chapter 10, the effect of the working relationship on desistance will be explored in detail, 

however, this section considers the role of practitioners in offering emotional and practical 

support to young people, in a bid to increase their likelihood of desisting.  

 

Making a young person feel safe and secure, building soft skills and developing emotional 

intelligence are only a few of the many roles undertaken by practitioners working for the 

YOT. However, concepts of having a practitioner who is ‘there for you’ vary between young 

people. For instance, one young person talked about the importance of having a practitioner 

who is there to help them out with the practical aspects of desistance, particularly if family 

does not provide such support: 

 

 “I’ve had the same workers since I was young, since I was 15 and fair play over the 

years they have helped me out a lot. Having someone there to help you. If you have the 

same worker you get a little bond; a little trust. If you’ve got a different worker 

constantly then you aint going to be able to tell them are you. Trust is number one. 

You know when you can trust someone.” (Charlie). 

 

A second young person, however, highlighted the benefit of having a practitioner who is there 

to offer emotional and psychological support and guidance: 

 

“They ask me to come down to them. It makes me feel like someone is still there and 

I’m not on my own.” (Ezra). 

 

A third young person, whilst highlighting the important role that practitioners play in offering 

emotional support, focused more on the specific impact practitioners have in calming him 

down: 

 

“They can make a difference. They help me desist, like chat with me, calm me down.” 

(Parker). 
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Based on these comments, some young people perceive they are unlikely to be able to 

successfully desist, or that desistance would be made harder, without practitioner support. It 

seems having a practitioner who is there for them increases their chances of desisting; be it 

through practical help or through the emotional support and guidance that practitioners are 

able to offer the young people. Potentially, it appears that some young people appear to be 

communicating that they need help and support, which could be regarded as them taking a 

positive and active step along their desistance pathway. This was reiterated earlier in this 

chapter, when a young person talked about seeking help to manage his anger, but was refused 

because his anger was too bad. This suggests that not only is this young person’s anger and 

his inability to control it, a potential barrier to his desistance; but so is the system in turning 

him away: 

 

“I have been trying to get into anger management. They end up telling me they can’t 

do anything about it because of how bad it is.”(Jamie). 

 

It is also important to consider the effect that such a decline in help might have on the young 

person in terms of their confidence, self-esteem, and self-identity. For some young people, it 

might be the case that if they have to face too many barriers (which will vary depending on 

the individual young person), they will eventually stop trying to desist, which fits in with the 

Looking Glass Self (Cooley, 1902) (where people base their sense of self on how they believe 

others see them) and the Self-Fulfilling Prophecy (Merton, 1968) (a belief that comes true). 

Indeed, this is something commented on in the HMIP (2016) report and has been shown in 

existing literature to be important in desistance (Nugent, 2016; Jacobson, 2017; McMahon, 

2017).  

 

Indeed the important role of practitioners offering support to young people is something that 

was highlighted in the HMIP (2016) report, particularly in terms of supporting the young 

person to effectively engage and re-engage.  Furthermore, the report documented the 

importance of practitioners being there for young people, from the perspectives of young 

people themselves, who placed significant value on the working relationship in desistance 

(HMIP, 2016), something explored in detail in Chapter 8 and Chapter 10. 

 

The practical side of the practitioner’s role, in particular, being able to highlight alternatives 

to offending behaviour, is something that will be explored next. 
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The Role of Practitioners to Highlight Alternatives 

 

Over two-thirds of practitioners talked about the need to try and make young people see 

alternatives; both in behaving and thinking. However, practitioners also showed a clear 

awareness of the difficulty they face in attempting to show young people alternatives. For 

instance, one practitioner said that for many young people known to the YOTs, offending 

behaviour is normal; it is very much the only life many young people have known.  What is 

normal is not just limited to behaviours exhibited by the young people and the people around 

them, but also refers to their thought processes and ways of thinking about offending: 

 

“Their way of living; we might not class what they class as normal. When they’ve 

been so used to that because they’ve been brought up with that way of thinking. To me 

that’s the biggest problem. It’s about trying to show them that’s not the only way; it’s 

not the best way. It’s trying to break down that. If their family has that way of thinking 

as well, it’s important to break that down too because you could do really well with 

them and then they go home and they get negative influences around them again 

which jeopardises the work you’ve just done with them an hour before. Once they’ve 

got someone they can trust and like believes in them, and you give them the skills and 

help to help them realises they can go somewhere in life and they can do something.” 

(Kennedy). 

 

Indeed, this practitioner discussed the functional aspect of the young person’s offending 

behaviour, indicating for many young people, desisting is not regarded as a viable option 

because offending offers a way for the young people and their families, to survive; to live.  A 

second practitioner, reinforced this when they commented many of the young people they 

work with live in high crime neighbourhoods, with high rates of poverty, and few job 

opportunities: 

 

“Growing up in a high crime neighbourhood, with low incomes…it’s not as easy for 

them to get a job; they make their own way.”(Alex, Social Worker). 

 

 

It appears from this practitioner’s perspective, for many young people they work with, 

committing a criminal act is often something done out of necessity, highlighting the 

importance of wider social and structural factors.  

 

This notion of offending for survival, was reiterated by a third practitioner, when they referred 

to young people living in neighbourhoods that might be conducive to offending, indicating for 

some young people, offending behaviour is less a choice, and more a necessity: 
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“They live in the neighbourhood and it’s about survival. They will choose survival 

over love and push their families away.” (Kennedy). 

 

However, this practitioner also talks about their role being to help the young person 

understand how they have lived, and live currently, is not something that is set in stone: 

 

“I explain to them to make them understand that when they leave school it’s not like 

that. You can go away and meet new people. It’s about making them realise they won’t 

always stay in their neighbourhood. Whatever you choose to do you will get out of it.” 

(John). 

 

 

To try and get a young person to change their thinking, this practitioner touched on the 

importance of focussing on the positives, rather than on the negatives, such as the offending 

behaviour, the neighbourhood the young person lives in and the young person’s family that 

might not be supportive.  As a facet of desistance, it is about trying to identify something 

positive of value to that young person, such as a job they might like to have, or an interest; 

something to build on.  As this practitioner commented, for many young people their 

perspective on life, including their life, is rather narrow in focus and they struggle to see 

beyond their immediate environment. The role of the practitioner, as indicated by this 

practitioner is to help a young person change their perspective, or at the very least, widen it 

and in doing so, falls in line with the Good Lives Model (Ward, 2006) which highlights the 

importance of taking a positive, strengths-based approach to offender rehabilitation.  

 

Such comments highlight the important role played by the factors of poverty and 

neighbourhood in a young persons’ desistance; and whilst these factors were only commented 

on by a handful of practitioners, existing literature does suggest the neighbourhood where a 

young person grows up could have long term implications and a variety of outcomes (Galster, 

2007), as well as contributing to a young person’s exposure to resources and opportunities to 

transition (Harding, 2009). The findings of this study further suggest that theoretical 

frameworks should consider a young person’s neighbourhood context, affording 

consideration to how poverty might affect a young person’s likelihood of desistance. 

Offending for many of these young people, from the perspectives of many practitioners, 

offers a practical solution to living in a family with very limited financial income and very 

limited life prospects.  
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This idea that crime is financially functional for many young people also adheres to the 

Functional theory of crime, with theorists such as Merton (1968) positing society is based on 

materialistic needs, and that offending behaviour is committed for material gain. Merton also 

proposes that because class positions have created unequal opportunities, individuals turn to 

crime. According to the General Strain Theory (Agnew, 2007), criminal behaviour is the result 

of the distress individuals experience when they cannot achieve their goals via pro-social 

means. However, the Marxist perspective posits that poverty encourages crime because it 

creates a need for basic necessities, seeing crime as a natural result of capitalist society (Hirst, 

2006). An alternative perspective is the Conflict Theory, which sees crime as a by-product of 

conflict between groups and classes within society (Black, 2014).  Interestingly, young people 

between the ages of 16 to 24 years are among the most disadvantaged in the UK, with high 

unemployment rates and few employment prospects (Equality and Human Rights 

Commission, 2018).  

 

The Role of Other Factors When Practitioners Highlight Alternatives 

 

One practitioner commented that often, young people do not always have sufficient awareness 

and insight into their situation and the factors that might be making their desistance harder, 

because they are too close.  They are immersed in their life and the life they live is the only 

one they have known; it is normative, implying that part of a practitioner’s role might be to 

help a young person to see beyond their immediate situation: 

 

“They can’t see any good because they’re in the neighbourhood and are in the same 

school. As adults, we understand it’s a bigger world that what we live in, but when 

you are a kid, that area is your world and they can’t see past that. Sometimes if I just 

focus on the negatives because they are still possibly living in negative situations, 

there’s nothing to build on. If I focus on something they want to do or want to be and 

tell them you aren’t a bad person you’ve done something bad and you can change. It’s 

about making them realise they are better. Some people don’t feel they’re a bad 

person.” (Kennedy) 

 

A second practitioner also highlighted a further factor likely to affect their ability to highlight 

alternatives, namely a young person’s peers. This practitioner sees part of their role being to 

bring this to the attention of the young person and to offer the young person pragmatic advice 

on what they might consider doing instead of continuing with their current lifestyle choices: 

 

“The people they go around with, they don’t need to be following that sort of lifestyle. 

They might go on a training course or go to the gym. They don’t always have to go 
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around with them. To give them some advice really about alternatives out there.” 

(Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

This has implications for practice, relating to Motivational Interviewing, which argues the 

role of the practitioner is to support young people to realise these things for themselves, as 

opposed to the practitioner telling the young person and offering the young person advice; 

regardless of whether the advice is taken or not (McMurran, 2009). This is an important issue 

in terms of whether practitioners are thinking in a ‘desistance-way’ or in a more ‘treatment-

way’ when working with young people. However, it is also worth considering that desistance-

informed practice is not necessarily in opposition to therapeutic interventions.  

 

Whereas most young people would be offered guidance from their parents or guardian 

regarding lifestyle choices, many young people known to the YOTs do not have such family 

support, and some would not know how to ask for help, even if they did.  This highlights the 

important role played by a young person’s family and positive role models more generally, as 

potential factors in desistance.  

According to the Youth Justice Board (2010, p. 25), 99% of practitioners surveyed 

commented that one of their roles as youth justice practitioners include “being a positive role 

model”.  The Ministry of Justice (2019, p. 9) stated a further role of the practitioner is to 

“build supportive relationships…” It might be that having a supportive working relationship 

between the practitioner and young person would result in the young person feeling 

sufficiently comfortable to ask for help. The importance of the working relationship is 

explored in more detail in Chapter 8 and 10).  

As another practitioner pointed out, for some young people, it is about tangible benefits and 

how immediately this might happen: 

 

“I think the kids we work with and kids in general, want to know what they can get out 

of it. Having something concrete like a certificate, which is going to get them into a 

job, holds more value than sessions with another worker, which in time will help, but I 

think having that in their hand has more of an immediate impact. The changes are 

more instant.” (James, Educational Worker). 

 

This could be linked to brain maturation (considered in Chapter 4), and supports existing 

literature, such as Scott et al. (2018, p. 13) who stated, “Brain development in adolescence is 

associated with reward-seeking behavior and limited future orientation.” Furthermore, in line 



 

 119 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

with Scott et al. (2018), the findings of this study suggest brain maturation alone cannot 

explain why teenagers might engage in anti-social and criminal behaviour; emphasising the 

importance of environmental and social factors, and how they interact with each other to 

influence desistance. 

Highlighting alternatives and offering young people choices are also relevant to reparation. 

As one practitioner stated, the young person is more likely to participate in a reparation event, 

as per their Court Order, if the reparation is of interest to them, and is something they have 

chosen, rather than something they have been instructed to do: 

 

“I will give them choices when it comes to exploring reparation, because if I tell a 

young person they are going to do 18 hours of litter picking, they’re going to hate that 

and not turn up. They’re going to potentially be in breach then of their court order. 

Just having a conversation around what options are available, what needs to be done, 

what would you most be interested in. You’re giving it back to them. This is your 

problem and you are going to identify the solution.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 

 

Another practitioner highlighted the important role they play in putting the young person in 

control of their own situation, as much as realistically possible: 

“Restorative activities are outcome focused; interventions are personalised to the 

needs of children and young people and interventions are age-appropriate.” (Alfie, 

Social Worker). 

 

This is an important element of a desistance-based approach to youth offending; as well as 

offering young people alternatives; and how these factors increase a young person’s 

likelihood of desistance. In fact, this ties in specifically with a recommendation made in 

HMIP (2016) report, which outlined the need for restorative activities to be personalised and 

meaningful to the young person. The HMIP report (2016) further recommended practitioners 

should work to the strengths of the young people and should consider the views of young 

people.  An additional recommendation made by the report was that young people are taught 

life skills, namely problem-solving skills, which the young people could take forward and 

apply to future situations, in a bid to increase desistance (which links in with soft skills 

discussed previously in this chapter). 
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However, it might be that not all practitioners consider the views of the young people as being 

of value; not in comparison to their own.  For instance, one practitioner talked about their role 

being to look for ways to help the young people desist: 

“My role hasn’t changed from 30 years ago. The things that have changed are 

assessments. I’m still looking for ways, be it positive reinforcement, or custody. Looking 

for things that help them not offend.” (Drew) 

 

It seems that for this practitioner, it is part of their role, not the young person’s role, to 

identify alternatives. This could be seen as going against a desistance-based approach and the 

CFOS approach to offending, which advocates the young person’s valued participation in 

their own desistance process. It might also be a concern to hear this practitioner perceives 

their role in youth justice has not changed in thirty years, despite the clear movements in 

policy and practice made during this time; the most recent being a shift towards a more 

desistance-way of working.  

 

It appears then, that the findings of this study have identified two different ‘types’ of 

practitioners: one more ‘treatment’-orientated and one more ‘desistance’-orientated. This 

practitioner seems to fit into the former category in that he is taking control, and being the one 

to come up with and highlight alternatives; however, at the same time, he could be seen to fall 

into the latter category, in that he is take a forward-thinking, positive, strengths-based 

approach, in his use of positive reinforcement in a bid to increase desistance. The notion of 

different types of practitioners is explored in more detail in Chapter 8, when the thesis 

considers the professional working relationship. 

 

The important role played by practitioners in terms of highlighting alternatives was also 

reiterated by one of the young people. As one young person said, they see the role of the 

practitioner to help them see there is more to life; to help the young person consider their life 

more positively: 

 

 “They make me think there’s more to life than people are trying to make me think. 

When I was still in school people were all depressed and stuff, coz a lot of people 

suffered with depression. There’s no meaning to life, when you live and when you die. 

It got to the point a couple of years ago that I self-harmed because of bullying.” 

(Bool). 
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As this young person highlighted, it is not always easy to maintain a positive outlook on life, 

when surrounded constantly by negativity, such as negative attitudes and negative behaviours; 

indicating that practitioners assist his desistance by having a positive outlook; to help him see 

his life has meaning and purpose. The importance of positivity was explored previously in 

this chapter when practitioners commented on the importance of having optimism and 

offering a young person hope.  

 

One practitioner extended the importance of positivity by considering its importance in 

engaging young people: 

 

“Unless the young person buys into the plan it’s not going to work. So we look to 

young people to formulate the plan. You are generating enthusiasm, positivity which, 

can be related back to motivational interviewing.” (Drew) 

 

 

This practitioner highlights not only the importance of practitioners generating enthusiasm 

and positivity, but also hints at the importance of the young person formulating their own 

desistance plan; which is also an important part of the desistance process. The young person 

devising their own action plan ensures they are taking an active role in desistance and also 

ensures the desistance plan drawn-up is individualised to them, which is something 

emphasised as being important in existing literature (Bateman & Hazel, 2013; Creaney & 

Case, 2017; Hampson, 2018; HMI Probation, 2016). 

 

A frequently cited example of a specific way that practitioners offer support and guidance to 

the young people they work with is in terms of employment and training. The next section 

will consider the role of practitioners in EET. 

 

The Role of Practitioners in Employment and Training 

 

A number of young people commented on the role practitioners play in helping them gain 

their Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS) card; with one young person not only 

talking about how the practitioner helped them gain their CSCS card, but also how the 

practitioner made a difference in terms of helping them see things differently: 

 

“They have been making a big difference with me. At the moment they are helping me 

get a CSCS card so they can make me do more in life; make me think there’s more to 

life than people are trying to make me think.” (Jamie) 



 

 122 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

 

It appears this young person might have been ill advised in terms of their life options 

generally, and it might be that for young people who have little in the way of family support, 

or a supportive network more generally, to offer them reliable advice; youth justice 

practitioners might bridge this gap. 

 

A second young person who expanded on the supportive role played by practitioners in the 

context of employment, talked specifically about the practical aspects of employment, i.e. the 

provision of work clothing; which reinforced the type of support many young people receive 

from the practitioners:  

 

 “They’ve helped me a lot like. They've helped me get my CSCS card. They've bought 

me work clothes when I got a job. I’ve had the same workers since I was young, since 

I was 15 and fair play over the years they have helped me out a lot. Having someone 

there to help you. If you have the same worker you get a little bond; a little trust. If 

you’ve got a different worker constantly then you aint going to be able to tell them are 

you. Trust is number one. You know when you can trust someone.” (Charlie). 

 

This young person also talked about having the same practitioner for an extended period and 

how the support offered over the years has helped the young person in many ways.  This 

indicates that for many young people and for many practitioners, the support offered in terms 

of EET, is not something that is a one-off. As indicated by this young person, it is not just 

about the practical gains; it is also about the emotional support practitioners can offer, which 

effects the young person’s employment; whether that is helping to develop their confidence to 

apply for a job; or assisting them to maintain employment. However, as suggested by the 

young person here, it is not enough to have the same practitioner long-term; it is also 

important for the young person and the practitioner to have a ‘good’ relationship; one where 

the young person trusts the practitioner enough to be able to talk to them and open up (the 

characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship is considered in Chapter 8).  

 

Practitioners appear to agree with the young people regarding the role practitioner’s play in 

assisting young people with EET.  As one practitioner highlighted, practitioners try to 

encourage as many young people to engage in the courses offered via the YOTs, such as the 

CSCS; not only because the young people do not have to pay for the CSCS course if they 

complete it with the YOT, but also because attendance could offer young people structure and 
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keep them busy during the day, leaving less time and energy for committing further offences 

or anti-social behaviour: 

 

“Probably my biggest role is I deliver CSCS course; a lot kids want and it’s very 

expensive so I say to the kids get the most out of us whilst you are with us.’ (James, 

Educational Worker). 

 

This relates to some of the wider points around structure (which is considered Chapter 9, 

when friends and family are explored as part of wider social and structural factors in 

desistance); and can be related to Seligman’s theoretical model of happiness (PERMA) 

(Pascha, 2020), which sees engagement as a meaningful activity. 

The importance of the young person developing a working relationship with at least one key 

worker was commented on in the HMI Probation (2016) report.  Other literature has 

emphasised the role played by continuity in a young person’s desistance, not just in working 

relationships, but in social relationships more generally, particularly in terms of building trust 

and empathy (Kay, 2016; Paternoster, 2015).  

However, it is also important to consider the role played by Core Correctional Practices in 

desistance, when considering the role practitioners play in supporting young people, with 

existing literature finding support for their effectiveness in reducing reoffending (Raynor et 

al., 2014; Trotter, 2013). The rationale for implementing Core Correctional Practices is that 

individuals, who offend, learn pro-social patterns (behavioural, attitudinal, and cognitive) 

from their interactions with justice practitioners. It is posited that treatment is more effective 

if a good therapeutic alliance exists, such as via positive relationship factors. This is 

supported by findings from Dowden and Andrews’ (2004) meta-analytic review, which 

explored the role played by Core Correctional Practices in reducing reoffending. Findings 

showed both staff qualities (which include practitioners being respectful, caring, genuine, 

empathetic, open, committed, and competent) and staff training in core skills need to be 

addressed to maximise the therapeutic effect of correctional programmes.   

This practitioner also went on to highlight the importance of human capital, commenting on 

the freedom afforded to the young people by having qualifications such as the CSCS, as 

without such qualifications, many young people would struggle to find employment in the 

construction field or a placement with a training provider: 

“It means they are able to go straight out to a training provider and get straight onto 

a placement. It’s an opportunity for employment for them; they have to have it to get 
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onto a building site. I would say that’s the biggest thing I deliver. I’ve always got 

waiting lists. Young people always want it and it does make a difference. We’ve done 

a little evaluation on it and it’s reduced anti-social behaviour. Obviously we have had 

young people go onto custody or reoffend after the course, but the rates are quite 

low.” (James, Educational Worker). 

Interestingly, practitioners are aware of the need to tailor the course to suit the young people 

they work with such as by making it practical and visual.  Existing literature supports this 

practitioner’s positive approach to young people obtaining educational qualifications, 

including work-based, vocational qualifications, indicating young people who have offended 

are more likely to desist if provided with opportunities to gain employment and opportunities 

to gain work-related qualifications (Department of Justice, 2016; Foster et al.., 2013; Newton 

et al.., 2018). This also supports the Government’s Education and Employment Strategy 

(Ministry of Justice, 2018), which aims to reduce reoffending by improving education, and 

employment opportunities post-release from custody, with low-level qualifications and a lack 

of employment opportunities being recognised by the Government, as key social issues linked 

to re-offending.   

With the government addressing social barriers to desistance, such as employment 

opportunities for young people, an important consideration in this is practitioners’ ability to 

communicate with young people. For instance, being able to develop their soft skills (which 

includes the skill of communication), and to convey available EET opportunities. Indeed, 

some practitioners commented a large part of their role relates to being able to communicate 

effectively. However, as the next section will illustrate, the notion of communication had 

slightly different meanings for each practitioner. 

Practitioners and Communication 

 

Young people talked about communication in terms of being able to talk to practitioners, 

which young people found supportive. For instance, one young person stated: 

 

“If I need to speak to someone I just speak to them and they help me. I’ve got a drug 

worker too. If I started getting on drugs again I could speak to her.” (John). 

 

For this young person with a history of substance misuse, knowing they could speak to their 

drug worker if they needed to was a reassuring factor in their desistance. For this young 

person it seems that they benefit from not only having a practitioner to talk to, but 

particularly, a specialist drug worker practitioner, because of his history of drug misuse. This 

is an important practice consideration, highlighting the importance of young people having 
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access to a variety of different specialist support workers, based on the young person’s 

individualised needs. 

 

Another young person highlighted the importance of communication in terms of feeling 

comfortable enough to be able to speak their mind with practitioners: 

 

“Feeling comfortable is important because you get to speak your mind knowing 

they’re not going to say anything.” (Ezra). 

 

It appears for this young person, being able to talk freely with a practitioner is a positive 

factor in their desistance.  This might be particularly important for this young person because 

his case file indicates he has witnessed domestic abuse within the family.  As a result he has 

previously been identified as a child in need, and so might not be able to talk openly at home. 

This then has implications for other young people known to the YOTs, who might not have 

people to talk to freely outside of the YOTs (Comfort was perceived by young people to be a 

characteristic of a ‘good quality’ working relationship and is discussed in Chapter 8). 

 

Whilst many practitioners mentioned communication as an important aspect in desistance, 

this appeared to have slightly different meanings for each practitioner. For instance, one 

practitioner referred to the importance of them being able to communicate with the young 

people: 

 

 “My skill as a practitioner is important and my skill in being able to communicate 

with young people is where my role is.” (Drew). 

 

However, a second practitioner, when referring to the importance of communication, referred 

more to its relevance for the victim rather than the young person who committed the offence, 

as their role was victim support within the YOS: 

 

 “It’s not for me to get the young person to engage, it’s to get the victim to engage. 

Support the victim and to get across the point of view of the young person. Emotional 

support for the victim. I also do referrals. I’ve got one victim I’m still seeing 4 months 

after, because she feels safe enough to cry. It’s completely individualised to the victim. 

My role can change depending on the case.” (Logan). 

 
 

This comment is both interesting and rather unusual. As a practitioner that works primarily 

with the victim rather than the offender, they come from a slightly different perspective to the 
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others interviewed. However, regardless of whether they are working with victim or offender, 

this practitioner highlights the importance of engagement, and the role they play in getting the 

young person they are working with to engage. This highlights not only the importance of 

engagement as an important factor in a young person’s desistance more generally, but also 

highlights the role of practitioners supporting the victim, which can include conveying the 

view of the young person who has committed the offence, to the victim. Whilst the findings 

of this study illustrate the use of restorative justice within the YOS, careful consideration also 

needs to be given to the suitability of restorative justice when working with young people, 

particularly very young people (Newbury, 2008). 

It appears the practitioner can use the victim link to do some Restorative Justice with the 

young person who has committed the offence. This practitioner also discusses the importance 

of making the work done with young people context-relevant, to get them to understand 

things from the perspectives of other people. Practitioners need to support young people to 

change their viewpoints and such a task would be made more difficult if the practitioners 

lacked effective communication skills: 

“If we’ve got young people involved with cannabis. I will deliver an impact statement 

(generic as there isn’t actually a victim). I’m a voice for the victim. Trying to make 

them think and to bring it home that there are consequences. You might not think 

there’s any harm with you smoking cannabis, but for the older people walking past 

you, they might be scared to walk past you because they’re scare they don't know 

what’s going to happen. When you put it into context, that it could be your nan or 

grampy, they get it. Spinning it to fit the young person.” (Logan). 

 

 

However, this comment by the practitioner makes it sound like they are trying to impose 

change, which does not fit with the desistance-approach or the CFOS approach. The 

desistance-approach gives value to the young person’s voice and advocates the young person 

taking an active role in his or her own desistance. 

 

Communication was also discussed with reference to third parties. One practitioner perceived 

that part of their role involves being able to communicate with third parties directly, such as 

schools or employers: 

 

 

 “My role includes taking kids to interviews, showing them around schools; the 

practical elements. Sometimes you see them often and you build a relationship; other 

times, you pick them up for the interview, you drop them off and you don't see them 

again. So, it depends case by case. I don't even always get to meet the young people, 

as a lot of it is done by liaising with schools.” (Jordan). 
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Another practitioner discussed the need to communicate with young people in a non-

judgemental, professional manner, to get them to engage and thus increase their likelihood of 

desisting. This practitioner perceives this approach would encourage the young person to be 

more open. This is both beneficial for the psychological relief they might gain from talking 

and because the more information practitioners are given, the more effective tailored steps 

towards helping the young person’s desistance would be: 

 

“We are professionals. We are there to provide support to try and reduce the 

likelihood of them going on to offend…They need to appreciate that you are not there 

to judge them, or look down on them. I think they’re more likely to engage if they don't 

feel you are judging them. That’s where they start opening up more and that's good 

for everyone, because you start receiving your disclosures, so you can best help that 

person. If they meet you and there’s that resistance there and they’re not being 

forthcoming, then you can only work with the information you’ve received. So 

potentially you are not achieving the outcome you could have potentially received if 

your approach to that young person had been different.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 

 

 

However, as one practitioner indicated, it is also important to consider that the roles of the 

practitioner are intertwined. For instance, one role might be to help the young person with 

EET; however, in doing so (that is, arranging EET for the young person), the practitioner also 

fulfils another role: being a dependable and reliable adult in that young person’s life: 

 

“The roles of the practitioner are interlinked. It’s all about trust and everything else. 

If they’re fulfilling the role of sorting out education or accommodating, then obviously 

the relationship is going to become closer.” (Drew) 

 

 

Young people also supported the practitioner’s perceptions that the practitioner role is 

complex. For instance, one young person talked about how a practitioner supported them to 

gain a worked related qualification, as well as the purchase of work clothes: 

 

“They've helped me get my CSCS card. They've bought me work clothes when I got a 

job.”(Charlie). 

 

 

Further serving to emphasise the complex role of the practitioner, another young person not 

only talked about a practitioner supporting him practically, but also emotionally:  
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“At the moment they are helping me get a CSCS card so they can make me do more in 

life; make me think there’s more to life. They are trying to help me get a job.” (Jamie). 

 

It is evident both practitioners and young people perceive communication to be an important 

factor in desistance, with findings suggesting good communication can serve to increase the 

likelihood of a young person desisting, but poor communication can have the potential to act 

as a barrier. The importance of communication will be considered in more detail in Chapter 8 

and Chapter 10 when the thesis considers the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship and the impact of the working relationship on desistance. 

 

In the context of Restorative Justice, communication is an important element in existing 

literature. For instance, when a young person apologises and explains their perspective to the 

victim, they are effectively giving control back to the victim and in doing so, acknowledging 

responsibility (Shapland, 2016). Indeed, taking responsibility has been shown to be an 

important element of the desistance process, with regards to developing positive identities 

(Jacobson & Fair, 2017; McGuinn, 2018). Whilst the primary purpose of Restorative Justice 

is to support victims (as indicated by this practitioner) and any reduction in reoffending is 

secondary, it could be argued that desistance is one unintended outcome of Restorative Justice 

(Maruna, 2017).  

It appears that some practitioners see themselves as a voice for the victims, touching on the 

need to make victims feel comfortable and secure, to allow them to move forward.  It is also 

important to acknowledge the possibility that many young people known to the YOTs are 

victims themselves; victims of ACEs (often multiple) and trauma (as considered in Chapter 

4). Furthermore, as pointed out by the practitioners interviewed, the role of a practitioner 

varies, and is relative to the young person they are working with. Such perspectives as these 

link to the central argument around desistance, which focuses not only on the individual 

narrative of the young person who has committed the criminal offence (Prisons and 

Probation, 2019a), but also considers capacity for restorative justice interventions to increase 

a young person’s likelihood of desisting (Claes, 2017).  

The Practitioner as a Barrier to Desistance 

 

Whilst none of the young people interviewed perceived practitioners to be a potential barrier 

to their desistance, interestingly, practitioners perceived themselves to be a significant barrier. 

This barrier might take on many forms: language and terminology used by practitioners; 

attitudes held by the practitioners; expectations of practitioners; level of understanding held 
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by practitioners (which includes practitioner training); and the amount of time spent with 

young people. 

 

 

Language and Terminology  

 

One practitioner perceived the language used in the youth justice system by practitioners is 

important in desistance: 

 

“One of the biggest barriers is the terminology itself…” (Drew). 

 

This practitioner developed this further by suggesting that one reason terminology such as 

‘desistance’ can potentially act as a barrier, is because it is often misunderstood and misused 

by practitioners: 

 

“The name. First of all, it's a word and it carries certain meanings. Not everybody 

knows those meanings. Very few people outside of universities and theories really 

understand what it means. So, we banded the term desistance around like it’s some 

kind of magic symbol without fully understanding desistance.” (Drew).   

 

This comment about the negative connotations that the word ‘desistance’ might hold for some 

practitioners relates to the YOS not having a ‘model of change’ to help practitioners make the 

transition to a more desistance-based practice approach. This is something commented on by 

Deering and Evans (2018). For instance, Deering and Evans (2018, p. 18) concluded that 

“Understanding of desistance theory appeared to be partial and selective”, suggesting that, 

as this practitioner perceived, there are still misunderstandings about desistance and 

desistance-based working. Current literature also highlights the importance of language and 

terminology in young people’s desistance (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2016; Bright et al., 

2015). 

Practitioner Training 

 

A few practitioners also cited practitioner training as a further barrier. For instance, one 

practitioner talked about the lack of training practitioners received in terms of AssetPlus and 

desistance, and how the two interlink: 
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“The training on desistance was not sufficient in terms of AssetPlus in that we were 

taught how to fill a form in rather than looking at desistance in its real terms and I 

think we missed a trick there.”(Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

This practitioner suggests when training was provided on AssetPlus, it was done in the wrong 

way; practitioners were shown how to fill in a document, rather than being educated about 

desistance and what it means in a practical sense when working with young people. This 

practitioner also commented on how simply desistance was considered in the training they did 

receive, suggesting practitioners might have gained a better understanding of desistance if 

they had received training on desistance-theory before training on how to apply desistance to 

Asset-Plus: 

 

“I think the government missed a trick; in terms of allowing practitioners to explore 

desistance in its truest form before introducing it in a form and so I think most people 

look at desistance in probably the wrong way. They look at desistance in terms of 

what does it mean? It’s just another word for things that help somebody offend and 

things that hinder somebody’s offending and they look at it in too simplistic way I 

think (Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

 

It appears whilst this practitioner perceives desistance as a theoretical tool is good, what is 

missing for him as a practitioner is the knowledge regarding how to put it into practice; 

suggesting desistance training does not follow the thought patterns of the practitioners when 

they work with young people.  This relates to the lack of a model of change by the YJB 

regarding how to translate desistance-theory into desistance-practice. This could have 

implications for practice in terms how practitioners communicate desistance to young people.   

 

A second practitioner also perceived they had received limited training on AssetPlus: 

 

“I was the Asset-plus lead. About 3 or 4 years ago we had train the trainer event and I 

did it for 5 days. We finished on the Friday and on the Monday I was delivering 

training. Overload of information and then I had to deliver training and that really 

forces you to delve into the concepts of everything. Now 3 years down the road we’ve 

just had recent retraining and again desistance played a big part in that. Only to be 

told by the trainer that we had been doing desistance all wrong. So, you give one 

person, with no previous knowledge, 5 days of training, then off you go. It’s not for 

one person to be   understand everything that's thrown at them. Training needs to back 

everything up.”(Addison, Social Worker).       

 

It seems that, whilst some level of training was provided, this practitioner perceives it was 

insufficient in that it relied on two things: first on the designated practitioner understanding 
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the information given; and second on that designated practitioner being able to successfully 

impart this information to other practitioners. As this practitioner stated, they had either been 

misinformed during training, or they had misunderstood what had been conveyed. Either way, 

it resulted in them and other practitioners using desistance incorrectly for years and this was 

not picked up until the next training event. This highlights the need for practitioners to receive 

follow up training to confirm practitioner understanding. The use of the phrase ‘thrown at 

them’ by this practitioner suggests much information was covered in a short space of time. 

The practitioner did not mention during the interview, that trainers had ensured designated 

practitioners understood the information they had been given (which is something for the YJB 

to consider when delivering training sessions moving forward). This relates to literature 

referring to ‘Germane load’, which is the processing and building of information in working 

memory (short term memory), for the information to be incorporated into an individual’s 

existing knowledge and long-term memory, so that it can be retrieved and used at a later date. 

However, retention in long-term memory depends on the depth in which new information is 

analysed (Byyny, 2016). Research also shows multi-tasking can negatively affect a person’s 

cognitive abilities (Uncaphera & Wagner, 2016), because this requires rapid and repeated 

switching of attention from one thing to another.  This decreases attention span, thus 

important information could be lost as a result of multi-tasking.  It might be practitioners have 

been afforded insufficient time to process and analyse the next information on AssetPlus. This 

has implications for youth justice practice, particularly delivery support around translating 

desistance-theory into desistance-practice. Indeed, this is something highlighted recently by 

existing literature (Hampson, 2018; Maruna, 2019; and Deering & Evans, 2018).  

 

More recently though, practitioners have undergone training in ECM, and findings from this 

study suggest practitioners perceive such training was completed sufficiently. For instance, 

one practitioner commented: 

 

“One of the things that is a hot potato at the moment is ECM which is advocating the 

TRM, ACEs etc. Now the good thing about that is it brought a raft of training with it 

that allows practitioners to explore and to look at it in detail; to really investigate it 

and to understand it. Once you’ve got that understanding you can apply it and it’s 

been applied fairly successfully within the YOTs but desistance, if you delved into 

AssetPlus, they’re all pretty much standard; saying the same thing. The training hasn't 

gone with it and so that's one of the barriers.” (Drew). 

 

A key element regarding this ECM training (compared to AssetPlus and desistance training), 

as perceived by this practitioner, is the level of understanding that practitioners had on ECM 

following the thorough training they received. According to this practitioner, because 
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practitioners received a good level of training on ECM, they are better able to apply its 

principles to individual cases; and if the same level of training had been afforded to desistance 

and AssetPlus, the practitioner might not be perceived by other practitioners to be a potential 

barrier to desistance.  

 

However, a third practitioner believed that practitioner training was not the issue per se; it was 

more to do with practitioners’ attitudes to training: 

 

“Some practitioners don’t change the way they work, so I don’t think they always 

adapt their skills to that specific young person. I’ve done lots of training over the 

years which talk about changing the programme to fit the young people coming 

through but it seems that the same stuff gets done. Some practitioners have received 

adequate training; they just don't put it into practice.” (Blake, Social Worker) 

 

This practitioner puts forward the suggestion that some practitioners might be set in their 

ways and reluctant to adapt following recent training and theory. Furthermore, it is suggested 

here, that some practitioners do not adopt an individualised approach when working with 

young people. Instead of the practitioner adapting to the young person, it seems some 

practitioners expect the young person to adapt, which is not in line with the desistance-

informed approach.  

 

Whilst it appears some of the practitioners perceive the practitioner to be a barrier to 

desistance, how the practitioner serves as a barrier varies; for instance, the language used in 

practice (informally and formally), attitudes, expectations, and training; considering how such 

factors affect a young person’s identity and narrative, and how they do not align with the 

CFOS model (Case & Haines, 2015).  These findings support Williams and Daniel (2020), 

who emphasised the importance of a child first approach (rather than a CFOS approach), 

suggesting that young people should be afforded the right to lead a positive life and to reach 

their full potential, which would require the mitigation of socio-structural barriers. This is in 

line with the YJB’s stance. 

 

A second practitioner emphasised the negative effect that terminology can have on the young 

person, in terms of how it can be counter-productive to desistance and the long-term negative 

effect it can have on a young person without external agency: 

 

“A lot of the time we look at young offenders in a negative light, and it’s almost self-

perpetuating.” (Drew). 
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What is also interesting though is the terminology used by this practitioner in conveying this 

message. It appears somewhat contradictory to use the term ‘young offenders’ in a sentence 

conveying the negative effect of the term ‘desistance’, as perceived by the practitioner. This 

might be partly explained by taking into consideration that this practitioner’s training was 

completed over thirty years ago and was in probation, which could indicate a particular issue 

with certain groups of practitioners. It could also indicate that distance-theory has not yet 

fully been applied to practice. Furthermore, the use of the term ‘young person’ or ‘child’ 

adheres to the CFOS principle adopted by Wales, which advocates supporting children rather 

than criminalising them (Case & Haines, 2014). The importance of language in youth justice 

policy and practice relates to Sandberg’s (2009) exploration of the role of narrative identities 

as resistance to stigmatising cultural discourses surrounding youths. Sandberg (2009) found 

that young people used narratives to make themselves seem worthy of respect. It appears 

using the terms ‘young offender’ and ‘desistance’ can serve on some occasions to extend a 

young person’s offending history.  This could have the potential to make it more difficult for 

the young person to change their narrative and their identity, which in turn could make 

desistance less likely. This suggestion that using such terminology with young people could 

hinder their desistance process, including how it could affect negatively a young person’s 

identity and narrative, reiterates desistance being more than just the cessation of offending. It 

advocates the need for practitioners to take a holistic, flexible and person-centred approach, as 

suggested by existing literature (Annison & Moffatt, 2012; Clinks, 2013; King, 2010; Scottish 

Government, 2015). This also supports the practitioners’ comments that there is a lack of 

understanding in this area. 

 

Practitioners not only talked about the informal language used by individual practitioners, but 

also commented on the formal language of the law, and the language found in youth policy 

documents, suggesting that a young person being officially labelled as a ‘young offender’ 

does not support them to desist: 

 

“If you start saying ‘you’ve committed this offence; in the eyes of the law you are now 

an offender’, it’s all negative.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 

 

This comment ties in with Haines and Case (2015) and their evidence-based model of 

‘Positive Youth Justice’, as well as drawing on the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (UNCRC), an international legally binding agreement (Save the Children, 2020). 
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These both highlight issues with labelling young people as ‘young offenders’. It appears 

language (both formal and informal) can act as a barrier to a young person’s desistance, or, if 

used correctly, potentially increase the young person’s likelihood of desisting.  

An interesting finding of this study is that whilst practitioners perceived the language and 

terminology used by the youth justice practitioner as a potential barrier, none of the young 

people did. This might have been because the young people were unaware of how language 

could potentially serve as a barrier to desistance. This is not that surprising as many of the 

young people interviewed perceived they were in control of their behaviour and ultimately 

their own desistance; this again could be used to illustrate their lack of cognitive maturity 

(something considered in Chapter 4). 

Practitioner Attitudes 

An additional barrier to desistance, from the perspective of practitioners, is that of practitioner 

attitudes, both towards the young people, and desistance more generally. For instance, one 

practitioner commented they would apply desistance theory if they believed it was 

advantageous to the young person: 

“I would apply desistance theories to a case if I felt it useful.” (Ethan).  

 

 

This statement implies three immediate things: first, not all practitioners are adhering to the 

desistance model when working with young people; second, some practitioners see 

themselves as the ones in control, not the young people themselves; and lastly, some 

practitioners believe they know best in terms of desistance for young people. This is hardly 

surprising considering, as has already been stated, desistance terminology is not yet fully 

embedded into practice, and serves to reinforce the earlier point made about the YJB having a 

distinct lack of a model of change. 

 

Practitioner Expectations 

The expectations practitioners have of the young people can act as a further barrier to 

desistance, according to one practitioner: 

“Sometimes we have expectations that young people need to do certain things, to meet 

a target or a deadline, and it’s not always practical with the young person we are 

presented with at that time. You can’t always follow a process because it’s not always 

a one size fits all.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 
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As perceived by the practitioner, it might not just be practitioner expectation that is a potential 

barrier; it might also be important to consider the role played by structural factors (such as 

YJB targets and deadlines), as well as the individual nature of the young person they are 

working with. This comment illustrates again the complexity that is desistance, particularly 

regarding the way multiple factors affect each other. 

 

The importance of practitioners having realistic expectations, based on the individual young 

person rather than young people generally, relates to the Cycle of Change (Prochaska & 

DiClemente, 1992), developed in the field of cognitive behaviour and used extensively in the 

field of criminal justice (among others) (Drake et al.., 2014b; Ministry of Justice, 2019a; 

Smith, 2014). Such a model highlights the complex nature of human behaviour, which 

includes offending behaviour, and highlights the need for practitioners to work with the 

young person and where the young person is in their cycle of change.  

 

This comment by the practitioner suggests some practitioners might have unrealistic 

expectations of young people, based on individual practitioner beliefs about how young 

people should behave, without fully considering the young person concerned, and their 

individual needs and histories: their narrative.  

 

One practitioner offered a practical example of how practitioner expectations are not always 

YOS-young-person-sensitive: 

 

“Sometimes we think kids are being abrupt and not answering their phone, but they 

might find it hard to speak on the phone. Practitioners tell young people if they’re ill 

they need to ring work to tell them, because we do that without thinking. But to expect 

them to do that. It all comes back to what we know about those young people and 

feeding it back to others. The effort going on behind the scenes. On paper this young 

lad was good – he could hold his own in an interview but knowing what I know now, I 

know he might need more support than we once thought. More than he presents as 

needing. I would never have known this unless I got to know him.” (James, 

Educational Worker). 

 

It seems this practitioner perceives that at times, practitioners might not always be fully 

mindful that the young people they work with lack hard skills, such as communication, and 

soft skills, such as confidence.  This practitioner’s comment also advances the notion that it is 

vitally important for practitioners to get to know the young people; to go beyond what they 
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read in the case files, to allow them to have realistic expectations; with these being completely 

relative to the individual young person they are working with. This might be at least partly 

explained by the lack of time that YOT practitioners have, relative to the deadlines and targets 

they are set (something explored in Chapter 8). 

The findings of this study, which highlight the importance of practitioners taking an 

individualised approach to desistance supports existing literature (Fox, 2017; Franklin et al.., 

2017; HMI Probation, 2016; Weaver, 2013).  Furthermore, the need for practitioners to take a 

realistic approach to desistance is also something reinforced by existing literature (Farrall, 

2019; Shapland et al., 2016; Weaver & McNeil, 2007).  

 

Practitioner Understanding and Knowledge 

Findings also point to the lack of knowledge some practitioners have regarding additional 

learning needs of some young people. The importance of getting to know the young people, 

and to have a firm grasp of their expectations, also confirms the importance of developing a 

‘good quality’ working relationship, which is explored in detail in Chapter 8.  

The same practitioner also went on to advocate a tailored support package for young people, 

and highlighted the need for practitioners to do quality assessments of young people, going 

beyond the superficial:  

“The majority of our young people have got additional needs, so then you are 

factoring this into their ability to be able to make decisions and their ability to behave 

in certain situations…It’s so important to dig that bit deeper. Then the work we are 

doing is meaningful, rather than doing work with them and they haven’t understood 

half of what we’ve said. I think that area isn’t as well understood by 

practitioners.”(James, Educational Worker). 

 

This comment, pointing to a lack of understanding by practitioners regarding additional 

learning needs, also indicates a lack of practitioner training in how to work with and best 

support, young people with additional learning needs.  This has implications for the youth 

justice system considering 18% of young people in custody have a statement of special 

educational needs (compared to 3% in the general population); and over 60% of young people 

in the youth justice sector have some sort of speech, language or communication difficulty 

(Children; Council for Disabled Children, 2015). This comment by the practitioner also 

serves to highlight that the criminal justice system and its practices, are not always suited to 

the young people it is aimed at supporting.  
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Whilst neither practitioners nor young people highlighted the ‘criminal justice system’ as a 

potential barrier to desistance directly, this practitioner’s comment does suggest it is an 

important consideration. It also supports McAra and McVie’s (2007) finding that contact with 

the criminal justice system can have a tainting effect on the young person, serving to increase 

their likelihood of reoffending; as well as supporting Taylor’s (2016) recommendation that 

the needs of the young person should be at the heart of the youth justice system. It further 

supports Ryan et al. (2012, as cited in Terry et al., 2015, p. 6), and their suggestion that 

desistance is both highly subjective and about lived realities rather than a prescribed service 

intervention. This also feeds into the previous discussion in this chapter, about the importance 

of language and terminology used by the practitioners, academics and in youth justice policy.  

This practitioner also went on to say how beneficial they found having a Speech and 

Language Therapist (SLT) to consult with at their YOS: 

“We’ve got a SLT that comes in and she is fantastic, but personally from my point of 

view, I would like to see a permanent member of staff in the YOS. I think that would be 

very beneficial.” (James, Educational Worker). 

 

However, this practitioner’s comment also alludes to the fact there is no permanent SLT 

based at the YOT where they work and how they felt this was a mistake.  It is this 

practitioner’s perception that that having a SLT based at each YOT, would allow practitioners 

to consult with a trained, qualified therapist, quickly, on a case-by-case basis, thus obtaining 

tailored, specialist information on how to support the individual young person with speech 

and language needs. This practitioner perceived this to be particularly important because they 

felt they lack knowledge in this area. Such collaborative working, where practitioners work 

alongside specialists in the same vicinity; and where young people would be able to receive 

immediate, tailored support, fits in with findings of Maruna and Mann (2019), which 

concluded ‘… you also need to recognise and build strengths to help people achieve what is 

important to them...’ This conclusion advocates taking a positive, strengths-based approach to 

desistance. Practitioners working closely with specialists, such as a SLT, would allow the 

young person to have tailored support allowing them to develop their strengths. For this 

practitioner, specialists based in YOTs, would help to minimise speech and language barriers 

to desistance, reiterating findings by Evans et al. (2019), that desistance should encompass 

supporting young people to identify and remove barriers for themselves as well as 

practitioners taking an active role in removing structural barriers to desistance.  
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Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has explored the youth justice practitioner as a factor in desistance and the 

various ways in which practitioners serve as a factor in desistance.  This included the support 

practitioners offer (both practical and emotional); the development of young peoples’ soft 

skills; highlighting alternatives to offending (including EET); and offering young people a 

sense of hope and belief. However, this chapter has also explored the practitioner as a 

potential barrier to desistance, as perceived by some of the practitioners themselves; which 

included: language and terminology; practitioner training; and practitioner attitude.  However, 

as this chapter has illustrated, not all practitioners agreed, particularly regarding practitioner 

training. Whilst none of the young people commented on the practitioner as a barrier to 

desistance, both practitioners and young people perceived young people themselves as a 

potential barrier to desistance. The role of the young person as a factor in desistance will be 

explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7: The Young Person in Desistance 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter explored the youth justice practitioner as a potential factor in desistance 

and the various ways in which practitioners may serve as factors. This included the support 

practitioners offer young people (both practical and emotional); assisting young people’s 

development of their soft skills; highlighting alternatives to offending (including education 

and training) and offering young people a sense of hope and belief. The previous chapter also 

considered how a practitioner might act as a potential barrier to desistance, which included: 

the language and terminology used by practitioners; practitioner training; and practitioner 

attitude.   

 

Findings discussed in this current chapter show how young people’s perceptions regarding 

their role in desistance, differs to the view of practitioners at times. It also discusses findings 

that indicate young people see themselves as the most important desistance factor overall, 

which suggests they recognise their own situation and perceive their motivation to change as 

being vital for desistance. Findings presented here also indicate young people recognise the 

importance of their supervisor, particularly in terms of partnership, support and motivation. 

Finally, this chapter puts forward the notion that young people potentially play an active and 

passive role in desistance, reinforcing the complexity of desistance and the interrelatedness of 

factors. Organised thematically, the chapter begins by exploring the role of the young person 

in desistance and considers the potential for young people to both increase and decrease the 

likelihood of desistance, beginning with considering young people’s active role in desistance. 

 

Active Role of Young Person  

Choice and Motivation 

 

One young person perceived himself to be the most significant factor in his desistance, 

perceiving that desistance was his choice to make: 

 

“I know I can just stop it. I am the biggest barrier. Smoking weed makes it harder but 

ultimately nothing can stop me except myself. I can make the decision at the end of the 

day. I stopped and started a couple of times but this is the longest time I’ve not 

offended.” (Parker). 
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Ultimately, this young person perceives they are in control of their desistance; however, at the 

same time, he appears to have some awareness that misusing drugs (which is a factor explored 

in Chapter 9) makes desistance harder.  

 

Other young people agreed, perceiving they are the biggest factor in their own desistance. For 

example, one young person commented: 

 

 “The most important is you. Only you can change yourself around. The workers can 

help you as much as they like but it’s you that’s going to the house to burgle. I’m 

committing the crimes, not the workers. So if I want to stop committing these crimes I 

need to pull myself back, coz it’s me who is doing it, not them. That's the only way you 

are ever going to stop. The workers help but it’s you. If you are not ready you are not 

ready. It comes down to you at the end of the day. They can help and support you but 

its up to you. What made me stop was the day I got out of jail I saw my family (mother 

and sister…) and I realised I didn't want to be doing this; I wanted to be able to see 

them everyday. This is me done. This could be for anyone. They could come out and 

not even see their family, but they might see something else or do something else and 

think na this is what I want, not jail. People have to find their own ways in life. It 

down to you.” (Charlie). 

 

 

It might be that either this young person perceives himself as being the most important barrier 

to desistance (supporting existing literature: such as McNeil et al., 2012), or that he is 

acknowledging responsibility and a sense of control. Furthermore, his comment indicates a 

certain amount of maturity might have played a role in his desistance. He also suggested 

whilst other people, such as practitioners, can offer support (as explored in the previous 

chapter), it will not result in desistance unless he is ready to desist. This again serves to 

highlight not only the complexity of desistance, but also the inter-dependent nature of factors. 

Whilst multiple factors may play a role in this young person’s desistance, what was also 

significant was timing. Being cognitively mature and missing his family when in custody. In 

isolation these factors might not have had the same effect on his desistance. This again, 

reinforces the need for factors such as maturity and motivation to be considered in desistance; 

and has implications for practice. Practitioners should consider the cognitive and psychosocial 

maturity level of each young person they work with, in terms of the approach they take, the 

language they use (as considered in the previous chapter) and any interventions they put in 

place. The developmental maturity of young people has been considered in the YOS trial use 

of the Enhanced Case Management approach to working with young people who have 

suffered trauma, which is based on the Trauma Recovery Model (Skuse & Matthew, 2015). 

This young person’s comment also highlights the importance of practitioners supporting them 
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to find incentives to desist, which relates to the importance of goal setting and motivation 

discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

For this young person, their desistance appears to be linked to a ‘hook for change’ in the form 

of his family and the thought of being separated from them again, should he continue to 

offend. Giordano et al. (2020) talked about the cognitive transformations in the desistance 

process and commented that ‘hooks’ are individualised to the person concerned. Some young 

people might harbour openness to change but are unsure how to go about making changes; 

that is, practically putting their changing identity into practice. This might be where the 

practitioners could help, which is something considered in this chapter and is highlighted in 

existing literature (Ward et al., 2007; Stone, 2015; GOV.UK, 2019; Maruna, 2001).   

 

Practitioners also commented on the factor of motivation. For instance, one practitioner talked 

about desistance only being possible if the young person is motivated to desist, thus 

highlighting again the active role played by the young person: 

 

“Its about them determining their own plan of action. They need to identify whether 

there’s anything in their life they need to change. What their goal is and together we 

break down what they need to do to achieve that. It has to be their plan. There are 

some things they can help themselves with. It's a process. You help them through the 

process. Quite often you get young people who aren’t motivated to change and you 

have to support them to the point where they might want to make changes. That's a 

scary thing for them to do. Without their motivation you aren’t going to change 

anything are you? I can be empathetic and supportive, or a case manager that says if 

you don't do this I can breach you. But unless that young person is at the stage where 

they can contemplate change. The whole process of change cycle, the pre-

contemplative bit. Once you've got them there we’ve got a chance. But the work to get 

them to that point is quite difficult.” (Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

However, the practitioner also seems to perceive that in addition to motivation being intrinsic 

to the young person, and not being something the practitioner can make happen, the young 

person has to also be ready to desist. Such a comment as this appears to not take into 

consideration the use of Motivational Interviewing to help bring about change. This 

practitioner appears to perceive that practitioners play a role in supporting the young person to 

get to that point, again highlighting the more active role of the practitioner (the role of the 

practitioner was considered in the previous chapter). As indicated by the practitioner, for 

many young people, change is not easy and does not come without feelings of apprehension 

and fear; this is something that the practitioner could help the young person overcome.  This 

also applies to goal setting and the drawing-up of desistance action plans (as considered in 
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Chapter 4). Whilst the goals need to be set by the young person and need to be individualised 

and of value to the young person (indicating the young person’s active role in desistance); the 

practitioner too plays an active role, in supporting the young person to find ways of achieving 

their goals, as well as offering the young person a sense of belief and words of encouragement 

along the way. In this way, both the young person and the practitioner play active roles in 

desistance, which ties into the Good Lives Model (Ward, 2006), supporting McNeil’s (2009) 

call for a strengths-based approach to working with young people known to the Youth Justice 

System. As Fortune et al (2017) comments, the Good Lives Model is a model of 

rehabilitation, which focuses on goals; encouraging people to identify and draw-up means of 

achieving goals in pro-social ways, that are of value to the person. 

 

A Young Person’s Thought Processes and Sense of Control 

 

All the young people interviewed perceived they play a significant and active role in their 

own desistance and that desistance was under their control: 

 

 “I’m a barrier. I play the biggest role. I can choose to stop offending.” (Parker). 

 

And 

“I play a big part. It’s on my head. Only I can make the decision to go and offend 

again.” (John). 

 

And 

“I play a big part in stopping offending. It’s my decision and I stand to lose a lot of 

things.” (Ezra). 

 

One young person indicated they had successfully desisted because they were able to change 

the way they were thinking, whilst also acknowledging the role of growing up: 

 

 “I’ve sorted my head out. I’ve grown up a bit since I’ve been in jail. In the past I 

would have been a bastard but since I’ve come out of jail I’ve realised it’s not worth 

it. Stop offending and sort my own life out to make it better. Since I have stopped, I 

have got better things. I don't look to the future; I just take every day as it goes by. 

You never know.” (Charlie). 

 

 

Whilst at first glance this suggests the young person made the conscious decision to desist, as 

a result of a changed mind-set, realising offending was not what they wanted anymore, it also 

suggests time, and maybe biological development, played a part in this decision-making 
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process.  As considered in Chapter 4, a young person’s cognition alters with age and 

experience (Leisman et al., 2015), and so whilst this young person might perceive they made 

the decision to desist; it is important to consider the passive elements that might be at play. 

Indeed, this young person also touches on them being in receipt of positive gains since 

desisting, which could serve to positively reinforce their desistance, again giving a nod to the 

elements of passivity in desistance. 

 

Whilst all young people perceived desistance was something they were in control of, one 

young person did acknowledge the small role played by factors out of his control, when he 

commented: 

 

“I play a big part. It’s down to me and what I think. It’s down to what I think is better 

for me. I think it’s like 90% me and 10% people I hang out with.” (Jamie). 

 

This again illustrates the strong perceptions held by the young people, that desistance is 

largely within their control and is a choice they make. This might be because prior to this, the 

young person felt they had a distinct lack of control. Having a sense of control is a positive 

aspect of the desistance process; and whereas the General Theory of Crime (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990) sees self-control as a stable trait that is unaffected by an individual’s situation, 

Ginneken (2017) regards self-control as being something that varies over time and is instead, 

a situational construct. 

 

These perceptions held by the young people regarding the very active role they perceive they 

play in their desistance, indicates a possible lack of awareness of the role played by other, 

passive factors. Furthermore, whilst a significant number of practitioners did demonstrate an 

awareness of such passive factors, some practitioners did discuss the active role they 

perceived the young people play in desistance. However, there were variations in how active a 

role practitioners felt young people had.  For example, one practitioner stated they felt young 

people commit offences out of desire, indicating strongly that they perceived desistance to be 

under the control of the young person: 

 

“Some young people do bad things because they want to.” (Kennedy). 

 

In contrast another practitioner talked about young people being active in terms of their 

engagement with the YOS: 
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“Ultimately it’s their choice; it’s down to them, no matter what we say or do. I think 

them being receptive to the help they can get here. I always say to them, take 

everything on board; take as much as you can from us and use us. There might be kids 

out there, their age, offending and not getting caught, or who are not offending, but 

are not being given these opportunities so use them.” (James, Educational Worker). 

 

 

For this practitioner, the young person’s active role comes in the form of how much work the 

young person chooses to put into their desistance and how receptive they are to the help 

offered to them by the YOS practitioners.  This again, reinforces, to a certain extent, the role 

played by choice.  

 

A Young Person’s Engagement 

 

Other practitioners reiterated the importance of active engagement by the young person, with 

the YOS. For instance, one practitioner commented: 

 

“They need to be active in it. They are agreeing to do this piece of work. They are far 

more involved now. There’s no point putting intervention in place if they’re not going 

to agree to it. Getting them engaged in the process and letting them drive their 

interventions.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

However, as perceived by this practitioner, getting the young person to actively engage with 

the YOS can be challenging at times, and is something not in practitioner control.  

 

Furthermore, as a second practitioner commented, even though the young person can be made 

to work with the YOS as per a Court Order, practitioners cannot make a young person engage 

with the programme, and it is engagement and being receptive to support, which could 

ultimately make the difference in desistance: 

 

“I think the young person is the most important role because it’s up to them whether 

they want to change or not want to change. They can’t be forced to do anything. 

Unless they want to change; unless they want support or just being able to recognise 

what’s going on.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

However, this brings into play the use of Motivational Interviewing (Dowden & Andrews, 

2004) and whether practitioners could use it to promote young people’s engagement. 
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If practitioners adhere to the notion that the decision to desist must come from the young 

person themself, then ultimately the role of the practitioner is to support the young person in 

altering their perception of their life; helping the young person to have the belief that they can 

change; that they do have a choice; or maybe supporting the young person until they are ready 

to desist. However, this practitioner’s perception that young people do have a choice could be 

seen as being rather narrow in its focus, ignoring the role played by developmental factors, 

maturation factors, and the effects that childhood trauma could have on both these elements 

(as discussed in Chapter 4).  

 

The findings of this study suggest for practitioners, it is important young people believe they 

can change, and can learn to tell themselves a new narrative; one that has a potential to 

change. Practitioners can support young people in doing this.   

 

It was a reassuring finding of this study that practitioners did perceive young people could 

change, seeing their role being to support young people to make change happen: 

 

“I think they can desist with the right support. They need to believe in themselves and 

they can in a safe way, get out of the situation. I think they need to realise there’s 

bigger and better things for them. They might feel they don’t have a choice – survival. 

They say no one understands, you don’t live in my shoes. They might be trying their 

hardest to desist but might have people pulling them back in.” (Kennedy). 

 

 

This practitioner implies some young people might need more support to desist, which again 

reiterates the individualised nature of desistance and the need for practitioners to take an 

individualised approach when offering support to young people. 

 

Partnership Between Practitioner and Young Person 

 

One practitioner had a slightly different outlook on the active role of the young person, when 

they talked briefly about there being a joint active role between the practitioner and the young 

person, in terms of devising a desistance action plan: 

 

“Their active role comes when we identify with them, areas which we can enhance 

their positivity.” (Drew). 
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According to this practitioner, both the young person and the practitioner play active roles and 

one is dependent upon the other. As perceived by this practitioner, some young people are not 

able to, on their own, identify areas to build on; to even attempt to lead a life of desistance. 

Many young people, in this practitioner’s experience, can only do this with the support of the 

YOT practitioners; but it is a joint effort; one that does not involve the practitioner dictating 

to the young person but instead involves them working collaboratively. The practitioner 

supporting the young person to take the lead in his or her own desistance journey is an 

important part of the desistance process and relates to both the role of individual agency and 

to genuine collaborative working. Collaborative working has been highlighted by existing 

literature as an important aspect in desistance (Annison & Moffatt, 2012; HMIP, 2016; 

Maruna & Mann, 2019a).  

 

A second practitioner reinforced the importance of the practitioner and the young person 

working together, as active partners: 

 

“Ultimately is all down to them. It’s like being on a diet – you know you are not 

supposed to have chocolate and its only you who is going to eat it or not eat it. No 

matter how much information we give these people, these young people, when they’re 

in that moment it’s them making that decision isn’t it. We can try and empower them. 

It might not kick in for another few years.” (James, Educational Worker). 

 

 

Whilst this practitioner acknowledged the role they play in a young person’ desistance, 

ultimately desistance needs to be in the control of the young person, because the practitioner 

will not always be around as a source of support. This practitioner perceives that young 

people need to feel empowered to make the right decisions, when they count, and the 

practitioner could play a key role in offering young people confidence and strength to allow 

them to do this. This highlights the importance of having a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship, explored in detail in the next chapter and suggests a young person’s initial 

dependence on others for protection, offers them opportunities to help them to develop self-

confidence and trust (Rose et al., 2014). Indeed, both the Marmot Review (Marmot, 2010) 

and the Allen Report (Allen, 2011) advocate the importance of practitioners who work with 

young people having sufficient knowledge of how they can empower young people, and how 

they can help build their social and emotional skills. It is also interesting to focus on the 

terminology used by this practitioner. When referring to young people, they use the term 

‘these people’, and such a term carries with it, certain negative connotations. These negative 

associations imply a certain amount of generalisation and labelling on the practitioner’s part, 
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which goes against a desistance-based approach that sees each young person as an individual 

with their own unique narrative, rather than a type. 

 

It might be then, part of the practitioners’ role is to instil a sense of confidence as well as 

helping young people to develop their coping skills, so young people can carry these positive 

feelings and skills with them and can use them during times when practitioners and other 

people who might play a supportive role are not there, such as when the young person no 

longer has to work with the YOS. This highlights both the short-term and long-term benefits 

to practitioners supporting young people to develop such a skill set. Such growth might come 

through practitioners helping the young person to test out their newly formed skills and 

confidence, providing them with opportunities to try out their new self, as a student or an 

employee. This was highlighted by a recent government report: ‘provide opportunities to gain 

employability skills and meaningful work experience.’ (Maruna & Ruth, 2019, n.p.), which 

supports this study’s findings that practitioners play an important role in facilitating 

desistance, in this instance, regarding the development of skills and experience. 

 

Short Term Versus Long Term Effects of Practitioner Support 

 

However, as one practitioner posited, the effect of practitioner support on the young person 

and their desistance process, might not be immediately apparent: 

 

“We can try and empower them. It might not kick in for another few years.” (James, 

Educational Worker). 

 

This is not to say that practitioners are not empowering young people and making a difference 

early in the desistance process; it might be the effect is not as visible because it builds over 

time or because the change is happening internally for the young person and therefore might 

not be reflected immediately in their behaviour. This illustrates the importance of 

practitioners not giving up on young people if they do not see immediate and externally 

obvious improvements. This is supported by Pickhard (2013), who suggests that self-

confidence is built on three elements: faith, effect and outcome, which take time to develop 

and are part of an on-going process. These findings have important implications for 

practitioners who work with young people. They reinforce the need for practitioners to 

encourage young people to have faith that they can change and to provide young people with 

opportunities to build their self-confidence and to demonstrate their change. If during their 

desistance journey, the young person receives knock-backs, it is important for practitioners to 
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help the young person see the outcome in a positive light; as a learning opportunity and as a 

chance for them to build resilience. In essence, practitioners can help young people recover by 

supporting them to draw upon their self-belief and effort. This links to the evolutionary 

perspective of survival; avoiding challenging and difficult situations makes young people feel 

safer in the short term (which could be linked to survival mechanisms following trauma, as 

discussed in Chapter 4). However, avoiding such situations only serves in the long term to 

reinforce self-doubts and fears, making desistance less likely (Oppong, 2019). A role of the 

practitioner might be then to support young people to desist, by making the young person’s 

decision to desist easier, whilst also helping them to see the long-term benefits in managing 

challenging situations. This notion of practitioners offering young people support to desist is 

supported by existing research (Barry, 2010; HMI Probation, 2016; Maruna & Mann, 2019a; 

McAra & McVie, 2010; Prisons and Probation, 2019a). 

 

The Role of Other Factors 

Support Outside of the YOS 

 

Some practitioners perceived the role of the young person depends on the young person and 

their situation. For instance, one practitioner, whilst acknowledging the part played by the 

young person in desistance, demonstrates awareness of the role played by other factors, such 

as the level of support available to the young person: 

 

“Depends on the young people. They play a part coz ultimately it’s them. It depends 

on the support they have.” (Logan). 

 

This implies that whilst according to most practitioners, desistance is a choice only to be 

made by the young people themselves, such a decision can be made easier or harder for the 

young person, depending on the support they might have. Thus, for young people who might 

not have a good level of support outside of the YOT, practitioners might perceive them as 

having a more passive role in desistance, as they take up the support offered to them by the 

YOT.  This compares to those who already have adequate support in place (without the 

YOT), who might be perceived by the practitioners as taking a more active role in their 

desistance; being perceived as being more in control of their lives and their desistance. 

 

This practitioner also went on to comment on the varied and tailored support young people 

can access at the YOT: 
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“We’ve got so many agencies – careers, prevention teams, health specialists. Without 

referring to other agencies, the young people could come in here and within the hour 

they’ve seen lots of practitioners. It’s easier for them to come to one place, once a 

week. It’s very tailored.” (Logan). 

 

What is interesting is the practitioner’s comment that it would be easier for the young person 

to get support to desist whilst they are working with the YOT. However, whilst on the one 

hand it might be the case that having access to a multi practitioner team would indeed be 

advantageous to young people in terms of them being able to receive tailored support, on the 

other hand, for many young people known to the YOTs, taking up support of any kind, is not 

easy, regardless of whether the support is offered collectively by the YOTs. This has 

implications for practice in suggesting that practitioners need to be mindful of the young 

person’s situation and take into consideration that for some young people, taking up support 

might be something young people need support to be able to do. 

 

Motivation 

 

Motivation may be an additional factor promoting a young person as active in desistance. For 

instance, one practitioner talked about desistance only being possible if the young person is 

motivated to desist, thus highlighting again the active role played by the young person: 

 

“It’s about them determining their own plan of action. They need to identify whether 

there’s anything in their life they need to change. What their goal is and together we 

break down what they need to do to achieve that. It has to be their plan. There are 

some things they can help themselves with. It's a process. You help them through the 

process. Quite often you get young people who aren’t motivated to change and you 

have to support them to the point where they might want to make changes. That's a 

scary thing for them to do. Without their motivation you aren’t going to change 

anything are you? I can be empathetic and supportive, or a case manager that says if 

you don't do this I can breach you. But unless that young person is at the stage where 

they can contemplate change. The whole process of change cycle, the pre-

contemplative bit. Once you've got them there we’ve got a chance. But the work to get 

them to that point is quite difficult.” (Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

The practitioner also commented this motivation is intrinsic to the young person and is not 

something that the practitioner can make happen; the young person must be ready to desist.  

However, practitioners could consider using Motivational Interviewing (Dowden & Andrews, 

2004) to motivate young people, as existing literature has shown it to be effective to bring 

about change (Austin et al., 2011). This practitioner perceives practitioners play a role in 
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supporting the young person to get to that point, again highlighting the more active role of the 

practitioner (the role of the practitioner was considered in the previous chapter). As indicated 

by the practitioner, for many young people, change is not easy and does not come without 

feelings of apprehension and fear; this is something the practitioner could help the young 

person overcome. This also applies to goal setting and the drawing-up of desistance action 

plans (as considered in Chapter 4). Whilst the goals need to be set by the young person and 

need to be individualised and of value to the young person (indicating the young person’s 

active role in desistance), the practitioner too plays an active role.  Specifically, they support 

the young person to find ways of achieving their goals and offer the young person a sense of 

belief and words of encouragement along the way. In this way, both the young person and the 

practitioner play active roles in desistance, which ties into the Good Lives Model (Ward, 

2006), supporting McNeil’s (2009) call for a strengths-based approach to working with young 

people known to the Youth Justice System.  

 

Passive Role of Young Person 

The Practitioner as the Expert 

 

Whilst none of the young people perceived their role to be passive in desistance, some 

practitioners disagreed, with one practitioner being very clear in their perception that young 

people do not have an active role at all, commenting succinctly that practitioners ‘do to them’: 

 

“Their role is passive now. I don't think they have a role in terms of we do to them. 

Rather than them having an active role.” (Drew) 

 

This indicates that at least some practitioners perceive that, once young people are instructed 

to work with the YOTs via a Court Order, they no longer have an active role to play in their 

desistance, and the practitioners are the ones in control. This perception by this practitioner, 

that young people play a passive role in their desistance, goes against not only the 

recommendations by the HMIP (2016) report, but also the strengths-based approach to youth 

offending, as put forward by Case et al. (2016) and the AssetPlus framework (Youth Justice 

Board, 2014). This practitioner’s comment also seems to fit a RFPP approach, indicating 

perhaps that this practitioner has not taken a desistance-based practice approach on board, or 

fundamentally disagrees with it.  
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Other practitioners talked about their active role as practitioners in terms of them being able 

to tell if a young person is ready to desist: 

 

 “Practitioners can see when young people are ready to desist.” (Drew). 

 

These comments suggest that as previously stated, some practitioners see themselves as very 

much the expert and the decision-maker; ultimately the one to decide on a young person’s 

worth in the desistance process. Whilst it is important to acknowledge practitioners do 

possess specialist knowledge, this perception goes against the desistance-based approach, 

which instead advocates the worth of every young person and places value on each young 

person’s voice; as well as emphasising the importance for practitioners accepting where a 

young person is in their desistance journey (Wigzell, 2021). It might be these two 

practitioners, having both worked in the justice field for many years, have out-dated attitudes 

towards individuals who offend. This is a concerning finding of this study considering all 

YOS practitioners will have attended desistance training in recent years.  This again 

highlights the importance of practitioner attitudes, which was explored as a factor in 

desistance in the previous chapter. 

 

However, whilst most young people believe they could stop offending if they chose, some 

practitioners disagree, indicating they perceive some young people are not aware of how their 

behaviour is influenced by factors outside of their control. Some practitioners indicated they 

were concerned at some of the naivety displayed by some of the young people they work 

with, particularly in terms of factors linked to their desistance. This suggests that practitioners 

perceive that part of their role is to try and help the young people to understand their 

desistance journey and how some factors can act as barriers to their desistance, whilst other 

factors could serve to increase their likelihood of desisting. One practitioner talked about 

young people being passive in the sense that young people receive praise and encouragement 

from the practitioners; the young person is playing a more passive role (receiving praise), 

whilst the practitioner is more active (giving praise): 

 

“A lot of them say they could stop; 99% would say that. I think they play a small role. 

A lot of the time they need to have somebody alongside them to give them 

encouragement and praise. Potentially that’s where the practitioner could come in. 

Taking on a supportive role when young people haven’t got a support network.” 

(Kyle, Social Worker). 
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As suggested by the practitioner, the active, supportive role played by practitioners is 

particularly important for the young people who do not have a supportive network. This 

supports existing literature showing the risk of reoffending can be reduced by up to 39% if a 

young person has family support (Ministry of Justice, 2020). 

 

Active or Passive Role of Young Person 

 

However, not all practitioners perceived the active versus passive role to be so distinct; 

particularly in situations where the family unit is without an active father-figure, or because of 

cultural norms:  

 

“I don’t think it’s that black and white for most. Some feel they don’t have a choice. 

They threatened my mum or sister. I need to step up and make a stand. Especially 

boys. They don’t want to feel or be seen as weak. Even if you look in the same 

neighbourhood, you could have 5 different kids from different backgrounds and 

families.” (John). 

 

 

This practitioner perceives differences exist between girls and boys, with some boys 

perceiving it is their role to become the ‘man of the house’, if there is a lack of a father figure. 

This comes down to the individual young person, and is not just dependent upon the 

neighbourhood, according to this practitioner. This indicates differences not just between and 

within young people, but also between and within neighbourhoods and cultural groups. This 

again highlights the complex interplay of factors in desistance, particularly with regards to the 

role of the young person.  

 

Active and Passive Role of Young Person 

 

Some practitioners made an interesting point suggesting the role of the young person could be 

both passive and active, choosing to see their role as being on a continuum. A young person 

might appear passive during supervision meetings, because they are quiet. However, the 

young person could be regarded as playing an active role because they still have to make the 

decision to desist or not: 

 

“The role of the young person could be both (passive and active in desistance)… You 

need them to be active and in reality they are. It’s just at what level? Ultimately you 

could keep telling them they need to do this, and the active side for them is that they 

have to make those choices and make judgements about certain situations. Some 

young people are not capable of being active.” (Blake, Social Worker). 
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This practitioner also suggested that in their experience, not all young people are able to take 

on active roles, at least not in the full sense.  This suggests practitioners need to focus instead 

on the level of active engagement offered by the young person, based on them as an 

individual and their needs and narrative. This again highlights the individual nature of 

desistance, reinforcing the importance of practitioners taking an individualised approach to it. 

This comment also highlights the likelihood that some of the young people known to the YOS 

need extra, perhaps more specialised support, to increase their likelihood of desisting; 

something reiterated in existing literature (HMI Probation, 2016), which includes their level 

of engagement with the YOS. This was recently seen in the Enhanced Case Management 

approach, trialled in YOTs across England and Wales in 2020. 

 

Another practitioner highlighted the individual nature of the role of the young person in 

desistance, perceiving that whilst they acknowledge that the young person does play a role in 

desistance, it is also important to consider the role of support.  This reinforces practitioners’ 

suggestions that the young person might in some instances, play both an active and passive 

role in their desistance: 

 

“Depends on young person. They play a part coz ultimately, it’s them. It depends on 

the support they have.” (Logan). 

 

It seems some practitioners perceive the young person’s active role relates to them 

committing a criminal offence.  In contrast, their passive role links to the factors and 

circumstances that led the young person into the situation where they commit the offence in 

the first place and the factors that might increase the likelihood of the young person desisting. 

One practitioner talked at length about the important role played by the young person’s past 

life experiences and how this relates to the Enhanced Case Management Model (ECM), again 

supporting the notion that a young person does indeed play a passive role, at least at some 

periods within their young life: 

 

“In my opinion ECM shows that past life experiences have such a massive effect on 

these young people. These kids don't have so much control. Some of the ECM kids 

have had massive trauma in their short lives. You can’t begin to imagine how they are 

coping with life. Even going back before they were 5, and they might not remember, 

but it’s had such a massive impact. There are young people who might be unaware of 

early trauma. We have found that with ECM cases; it all clicks into place and makes 

sense. Information has maybe come the parents, or a health professional and we were 
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unaware of it. We had one the other day. The lad had a head injury as a result of 

domestic violence. Mum had been running away from the partner and had dropped 

the baby. He was a baby so wouldn't have remembered. That’s why some parents don't 

want their kids labelled or have a diagnosis; but sometimes it can help. Once you have 

a diagnosis, you have the support.” (Jordan). 

 

This practitioner suggests committing offences, at least for some young people, who have 

suffered trauma, is a coping mechanism; a way of behaving that is familiar to the young 

person. Another important point raised by this practitioner, is that some young people are not 

aware of factors that may have affected their lives; that have led them into a life of offending. 

This lack of comprehension and awareness could also be related to the young person’s 

cognitive maturity, which was considered in Chapter 4. However, it might also suggest that 

young people do not like the idea they are acted upon in their lives, which can serve to 

remove or minimise their sense of agency, and agency has been shown to be an important 

element of the desistance process (King, 2013b). However, whilst this comment highlights the 

fluid nature of desistance, including the active versus passive role of young people, it also 

could be seen as responsibilising cognitively immature young people. 

 

The Interconnectedness of Factors 

 

It is an overall finding of this study that many of the desistance factors explored over this, and 

the other findings chapters, are interconnected, which is supportive of existing literature 

(Eggleston et al., 2016; McNeil et al.., 2012). The complex nature of desistance and the 

interconnectedness of desistance factors was particularly emphasised when one practitioner 

commented that no single factor is more important than the other in desistance; that each 

factor plays a part but to a different degree in each case.  This again reiterates the 

individualised nature of desistance: 

 

“Its usually little bits of everything, so it’s not all about their family, their friends or 

their own choices. It’s the small parts of each of these things. These factors are 

interconnected. For example, the fact that they’re not consistently in full time 

education means they spend more time with their friends. And then the family: parents 

are allowing them to do this; to stay out until midnight.” (Drew) 

 

Here the practitioner highlights the complex nature of desistance; and how it is not possible to 

truly isolate factors and barriers linked to desistance, which connects to earlier conclusions 

drawn by McMahon and Jump (2018).  
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This practitioner’s narrative highlights the complex, dynamic nature of desistance and the 

elements of it. A second practitioner also illustrated the complex nature of desistance factors, 

using the family as the focus: 

 

“We’ve worked with some affluent families and you’ve got no idea why the kid is like 

he is. Maybe there’s a lot of issues that you have to unpick. It’s definitely down to the 

individual, then the environment and family and everything else around that.” (James, 

Educational Worker). 

 

 

As perceived by this practitioner, sometimes a young person’s behaviour and indeed 

desistance, is often complex, and for practitioners to stand a chance of supporting a young 

person to desist, they need to delve deeper; to disentangle the layers. It appears that just as 

offending risk is complex; desistance is also equally convoluted, supporting existing literature 

(Li et al., 2019). McMahon and Jump (2018) also touched on this when they explored the 

interplay between structural and agentic changes involved in the desistance process for young 

people. Their research suggested that a young person’s ability to desist was dependent on 

multiple things, including a hook for change; pro social relationships, cutting off past 

offending; identity change; and confidence; indicating that no one factor, could be singled out 

as being more important.   

 

Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter explored the young person as a factor in desistance, as perceived by the young 

people themselves and the practitioners. As part of this, the chapter considered the element of 

choice and control in desistance; the role of motivation; as well as considering the active 

versus passive role of the young person in their own desistance. The next chapter will explore 

the working relationship; which is an under-researched area; focusing on the way practitioners 

and young people define a ‘good quality’ working relationship. It will also consider the level 

of agreement and disagreement in terms of the way practitioners perceive a good quality 

working relationship, compared to the way young people perceive a good quality relationship. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 156 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

Chapter 8: Characteristics of a ‘Good Quality’ Working Relationship  

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter explored the young person as a factor in desistance and considered the 

elements of: choice and control; motivation; and the active versus passive role of the young 

person in their own desistance. Recent research has highlighted the importance of a ‘good 

quality’ working relationship between the young person and practitioner, in increasing the 

likelihood of desistance (Drake et al., 2014; Fitzpatrick, 2014; Johns et al., 2016; HM 

Inspectorate of Probation, 2016; Lewis, 2014b; Nugent, 2015). However, there is no single 

framework defining what a ‘good quality’ relationship actually means. What we do know 

from existing literature is that reoffending has been found to be lower among adult offenders 

whose supervisors possessed a wide range of skills, namely: effective/legitimate use of 

authority; verbal communication; non-verbal communication, and interview set-up (Raynor et 

al., 2014) (as detailed in Chapter 3). The current chapter is organised thematically and focuses 

on the key characteristics of a ‘good quality’ relationship as perceived by the practitioners and 

young people, namely: trust, relatability; reliability; time; and comfort. These identified 

elements are interesting and important as they suggest the working relationship must offer 

support as much as focussing on offending. If practitioners do the former, the latter may 

follow. If they focus on the latter, they may well fail. The chapter begins with the 

characteristic of trust. 

Trust 

 
Both the young people and practitioners perceived trust to be a characteristic of a ‘good 

quality’ working relationship.  

  

What is trust? 

Whilst there is no single agreed definition of trust, trust has been defined as “an abstract 

mental attitude toward a proposition that someone is dependable” (Thagard, 2018, np). This 

definition emphasises the social or relational nature of trust, defining it as a choice about 

whether to place one’s confidence in others. 

 

Even though definitions of trust vary, one thing they all put forward is the complex, 

multifaceted nature of trust, indicating strongly that trust is influenced by many factors, 

including a person’s upbringing and life experiences; both direct and indirect (Robbins, 
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2016); something that the findings of this study support. This complex interplay of factors is 

apparent when young people talk about the importance of trust; with each having a slightly 

different stance regarding the role of trust, and what trust means to them. For example, one 

young person talked about trust in terms of dependability: 

 

“Someone you can trust and link with. Someone who you know is always going to be 

there when you need them. Me and my case worker have a close relationship. 

Trusting, connecting and always there for you.” (Jamie). 

 

For this young person, in the professional relationship, trust is perceived as being able to rely 

on their Case Worker to be there for them in times of need (indeed this might be perhaps the 

most important characteristic of trust for this young person, given they repeated it twice 

during the interview), as well as being about having a connection. These comments by the 

young person, hint at the importance of the practitioner being able to understand the young 

person, which relates to the concept of attachment, considered in Chapter 3.  

 

However, other young people developed the notion of trust and what it means to them further, 

by talking about trust being a two-way process: 

 

 “Trust definitely. Both ways.” (John). 

And: 

“Trust is important. Two-way process. I do have a good relationship with the YOT. I 

trust them. They’re not going to throw it back in my face.” (Ezra). 

 

And: 

“Trust; not letting me down. Trust is mutual. Trust they’ve got my back.” (Parker). 

 

It is an interesting finding that young people talked about trust being a two-way process, even 

though they are really directing the trust at the YOS, rather than assuming it is reciprocated. 

This assumes also, that practitioners too adopt a respectful and reliable approach to their 

work, and they too value reciprocity (Judd & Lewis, 2015). These perceptions by the young 

people about trust being a two-way process, supports Bordin’s triad (1979) of therapeutic 

alliance; that a working therapeutic relationship is made up of three essential elements: (1) 

agreement on goals; (2) agreement on tasks; and (3) the development of a personal, reciprocal 

bond (Bordin, 1979).  
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The Complexity of Trust 

Young people referred to other elements when discussing trust, suggesting that trust, as a 

characteristic of a ‘good quality’ working relationship, is individualised. For instance, one 

young person talked about trust in terms of not being messed around by practitioners; being 

able to trust the practitioner will do what they say they will do, to be genuine and to be 

straight in what they have to say: 

 

“Having trust between each other. They ain’t there just to mess around; to say one 

thing and do another. If you say something you got to do it. They’re going to help you 

out. I don't like fake people. I know my workers are straight up with me so that's why I 

like it. They know me. They can help you out. Don't beat around the bush. They’re 

honest and straight up. I hope they respect me coz I respect them.” (Charlie). 

 

In essence, it seems some young people agree with Thagard’s (2018) comment that trust is 

complex and multifaceted; with some young people perceiving trust as being about reliability 

and mutuality, whilst others talk about trust being about respect as well. 

 

The Artificial Nature of the Working Relationship  

 

When practitioners talked about trust, they often talked about ‘professional trust’, which one 

practitioner likened to a pseudo-friendship: 

 

“There’s a certain level of gaining your trust and gain their friendship almost; not in 

the true sense a friendship, but its first name basis. Hi, how’s it going? You develop 

that but there’s always an eye on the fact it's a professional relationship. You can have 

shared valued and principles, and when you get to that point it’s like supervision 

becomes so fluid, so natural, that you know they share the same values and principles 

so you don't have to hammer home the lessons.” (Drew). 

 

As this practitioner commented, it can be difficult for practitioners to build ‘good quality’ 

working relationships with young people because in essence the working relationship could 

be regarded as being artificial in nature.  This is because they have not been built over time (at 

least not initially), as relationships are generally, and because they are being guided by an 

agenda. Some practitioners choose to keep this agenda hidden, whilst others are upfront and 

explicit from the first supervision. However, this is fundamentally dishonest and it could be 

argued, goes against the suggestion that a ‘good quality’ working relationship is based on 
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honesty and trust.  Being upfront could be seen to help build a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship, as the young person knows exactly where they stand and can respect that. 

 

A further downside of hiding the agenda is that it could result in a much longer desistance 

process for the practitioner and the young person, as the practitioner affords more time to the 

development of a more informal, natural working relationship. According to Zink et al.’s 

(2017), disclosure on the part of the practitioner can also be helpful when trying to build 

rapport and trust with young people, with their findings suggesting that higher levels of 

disclosure are linked to higher levels of rapport. Indeed, building rapport has been 

recommended in major investigative interviewing techniques, including Cognitive 

Interviewing (Vallano et al., 2015). 

 

For those who choose to be upfront about their agenda from the very beginning, whilst this 

might result in a shorter process, thus allowing supervision time to be focused; supervision 

meetings could lack a sense of connection between the practitioner and young person because 

sufficient time to develop these foundations has not been offered.  

 

The Importance of Trust and Genuineness 

 

Other practitioners talked about trust being important for engagement; for instance, one 

practitioner stated: 

 

“Trust, so they feel they can engage with you. Often young people haven’t had a 

trusting relationship with anybody.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

However, as this practitioner stated, for many young people, trust does not come naturally or 

easily, because many have either never had a trusting relationship before, or they had once 

trusted but had been let down. For some young people, trust is seen as a paradox and they 

have learnt that it is safer for them not to trust, which could be regarded as a survival strategy.   

 

Interestingly, practitioners highlighted the importance of trust when they talked about how 

switched-on many young people are when spotting a disingenuous practitioner. For instance, 

one practitioner commented:  

 

“They read everything about the person and they clock it straight away.”(Kennedy). 
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According to this practitioner, many young people have developed the ability to make 

judgements about others very quickly, and so a supervision meeting is as much about the 

young person assessing the practitioner as it is about the practitioner assessing the young 

person.  If the assessment a young person makes about the practitioner is one that is not to 

trust, then there is little a practitioner can do, other than attempt to gain the young person’s 

trust.  This will likely take much time; which practitioners say is sorely lacking in the YOS 

(something explored in more detail later in this chapter). 

 

Indeed, the importance of genuineness was also something young people touched on, with 

one suggesting they can spot practitioner insincerity quickly and when they do, it gives the 

young person the impression they are not worth the effort, which can result in the young 

person choosing not to engage with the practitioner: 

 

“I can tell if someone is being genuine; if someone is just talking. I wouldn't put in 

much effort with them if they didn't put effort in with me.” (Ezra). 

 

Practitioners also highlighted the complex nature of trust by talking about how it is linked to 

multiple relationship elements, such as the need for young people to trust the practitioner is 

listening to them, respects them and will offer them sound guidance: 

 

“With a professional relationship, trust, respect, guidance. Listening to them. We 

don’t know it all. It’s frustrating for young people if you don’t get it and they feel like 

you don’t listen to them. They feel calm and less stressed if they feel someone gets it. A 

professional gets it. I’m going to get help now. As much as we are assessing them, 

they are 100% assessing us. If the young person has got knocked back constantly and 

they don’t trust, when they go in a situation, they read everything about the person 

and they clock it straight away. They know you can make links. Even if you just listen 

and they know you are there.” (Kennedy). 

 

 

Interestingly, a second practitioner also talked about trust being linked closely to empathy: 

 

“They have to trust you. Respect. Empathy. Being honest.” (Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

This is an interesting finding, because whilst empathy was not mentioned by any of the other 

practitioners interviewed, it has been highlighted in existing literature as a characteristic of a 
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working relationship (Drake et al., 2014; Evans, et al., 2020; McNeill & Batchelor, 2002; 

Scottish Government, 2015; Terry & Cardwell, 2015; Webster, 2016; Youth Justice Board, 

2008). Lewis (2014) also found a lack of empathy to be associated with having a negative 

influence on desistance, as perceived by probation practitioners. Individuals desisting related 

empathy to the qualities of listening, caring, and showing interest.  This ties to Rogers (1967) 

notion of empathy and unconditional positive regard being key characteristics of a healthy 

professional relationship.   

 

The comment made by practitioners, that young people are quick to judge and to spot 

insincerity, is a risk to desistance in that practitioners could either help or hinder a young 

person’s path to desistance and recovery. According to Furnivall and Grant (2014) some who 

do not trust due to past traumatic experiences react powerfully to sensory triggers that relate 

to their trauma. They can become hyper-aroused or disassociate. Thus, practitioners need to 

manage their emotions, as they could serve to escalate a young person’s distress. Practitioners 

could benefit from specialist training in how best to support young people who have suffered 

trauma, and thus find it hard to trust; which ties into the use of TRM (which was outlined in 

Chapter 2). 

 

Some practitioners talked about trust by relating it to the wrap-around care offered by the 

ECM model: 

 

“I think this links back to the ECM model and what we try to do there because the 

primary aim there is to build a positive relationship; trusting, that they think they can 

come back to you.” (Jordan). 

 

In line with the ECM model, once trust and disclosure have been achieved, appropriate 

support can be put in place for young people. Practitioners commented that without trust, 

young people are highly unlikely to open up and disclose key information, leaving 

practitioners helpless in their ability to help young people to desist. The impact of the 

working relationship on desistance, including disclosure, is explored in detail in the next 

chapter. A closely related factor to trust is that of relatability, which brings into consideration 

age, and is considered in the next section. 
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Relatability  

 

According to practitioners, building a trusting working relationship is not easy as it is 

influenced by multiple factors, such as the age difference between the practitioner and the 

young person: 

 

“Often the relationship is hard work. Especially in terms of probably myself being the 

oldest practitioner here is I find a lot of young people will identify more with the 

younger practitioner and it’s probably an issue in gender as well.” (Drew). 

 

This practitioner talks about the important role played by age, suggesting some young people 

find it difficult to identify with them as a person because of the age difference. This 

perception that age might impair a young person’s ability to identify with the practitioner, 

might relate to a power differential between young people and practitioners, particularly 

between young people and ‘older’ practitioners. However, there are many ‘older’ practitioners 

who were able to build trusting, healthy working relationships. This indicates it might be less 

about age, in terms of a potential barrier, and more about relatability, which according to 

Dietrich et al. (2018, p.14), is the foundation for trust and is defined as ‘the commonalities of 

two persons or more that enable immediate rapport and relationship building.’ The 

importance of relatability in relationship building is supported by Maxwell (2019) who 

highlights the need for practitioners to find ways to connect with young people; commenting 

that whilst relatability will vary on a case by case basis, at the root of connection are four 

values: (1) know your values; (2) know your value; (3) know the value in others; and (4) 

know how to add value to others. There was evidence of practitioners knowing not only their 

value in young peoples’ desistance, but also how they could add value: 

 

 “To help young people.” (Addison, Social Worker) 

And: 

 “To identify areas.” (Adien, Youth Worker) 

 

Whereas, other practitioners spoke more specifically about how they could help a young 

person desist, for instance: 

 

 “To generate enthusiasm and positivity.” (Charlie) 
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And: 

 “Getting them engaged in the process.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker) 

 

Practitioners also commented on their values, particularly in terms of the importance of being 

upfront with young people. For instance, one practitioner commented: 

 

 “To say it isn’t working; to be open and honest.” (Alex, Social Worker). 

 

Young people also commented on the value of practitioners in what they can add to their 

desistance. For instance, one young person commented: 

 

“They’ve been making a significant difference with me. At the moment they’re helping 

me get a CSC card. They make me think there’s more to life.” (Jamie). 

 

And: 

“They’ve helped me a lot like; got me my CSCS card; bought me work clothes when I 

got a job.” (Charlie). 

 

And: 

“They call me on a regular basis to see how I am doing…it makes me feel someone is 

still there and I’m not on my own.” (Ezra). 

 

 

What these findings also imply is that being relatable involves practitioners being themselves 

when working with young people, rather than trying to be their friends. The importance of 

young people being able to relate to practitioners was highlighted by one practitioner when 

they said: 

 

“When you’re in a restricted work period and you come in and do your sessions, 

sometimes I feel that when it’s that process the kids won’t relate to you enough to 

change. I think if you develop a really good relationship with them that’s when you 

see more change in them.” (Kennedy). 

 

As perceived by this practitioner, relatability is a process that often takes time to develop.  As 

highlighted here, often practitioners are restricted by formal processes (time as a characteristic 

is explored later in this chapter). Interestingly, Maxwell also talks of the longevity in the 
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sense of connectedness; being relatable can have a ripple effect, with the potential to change a 

person’s life for the better. However, this brings up an earlier point, practitioners’ 

interpersonal skills.  Some practitioners commented that being relatable might be difficult for 

those with weak interpersonal skills; thus, highlighting the benefits of practitioners receiving 

training in this area. Being relatable further relates to the background of the practitioner, 

which is explored in the next section. 

 

The Background of the Practitioner 

 

This study also found the background of practitioners seemed to make a difference in the 

approach adopted, which was an interesting finding because this has not been documented 

extensively in existing literature. However, Lewis (2014) did find the longer a practitioner 

had worked within the field of probation, the more their belief in successful desistance slowly 

diminished over time. According to the findings of this current study, practitioners with a 

probation background focussed more on the offending behaviour of young people, taking a 

more authoritative, open approach to desistance; whereas those with a social work 

background, often adopted a more needs-based approach when working with young people, 

allowing more time to discuss their lives, before focusing on any structured work on 

offending behaviour. The artificiality of the working relationship might make it difficult at 

times for some young people to relate to some of the practitioners because they do not trust 

the practitioner can see things from their perspective: 

 

“What you are trying to do is create a relationship. Relationships happen naturally 

when you share values and principles. Working with the young people you don't get 

the luxury of that. You’re trying to create a relationship and that carries with it an 

agenda.” (Drew). 

 

Indeed, the findings of this study support existing literature; for instance, Youth Justice Board 

(2010), found there were mixed practitioner views about the importance of factors such as 

being open with young people, establishing boundaries from the start, and being authoritative 

when working with young people. However, these comments also highlight the importance of 

time to allow practitioners to build trust.  Time as a characteristic of a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship is explored later in the chapter. 

 

It seems for some practitioners, in order to build a professional relationship with the young 

people they work with, it is important to build a foundation to work from first.  With a solid 
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foundation, this practitioner indicates the work they do with the young people, the meetings 

they have with them, become more natural and less rigid, allowing both to gain more out of 

the supervision. However, this practitioner perceives the relationship they have with the 

young person, is not a real relationship in the sense that it is not a friendship. However, there 

are different types of relationships, and just because a relationship is not a friendship, does not 

mean the relationship is not real. This is an interesting finding of this study because it brings 

into question how much value this practitioner places on the working relationship in 

desistance, and in particular a working relationship that is of ‘good quality’. This is 

particularly important when both the findings of this study and existing literature highlight the 

importance of genuineness within the working relationship, in a bid to increase the likelihood 

of young people desisting (Burnett & McNeil, 2005; HMI Probation, 2016; Judd & Lewis, 

2015; Lewis, 2014a).  This is considered in the next section. 

 

Reliability 

 

A characteristic closely related to trust and relatability, which were touched on in the previous 

sections, is that of reliability. For instance, when practitioners and young people talked about 

the role of trust, they often referred to it in the context of reliability and consistency; it could 

be argued that trust is a broader concept, including other elements such as reliability. Burton 

(2019) talked about reliability versus trust and concluded trust is established when we allow 

someone at least some responsibility for something we ourselves value, thus making 

ourselves vulnerable to the other person. In this sense, young people trust practitioners can be 

relied upon and serves to reinforce the notion of the practitioner being a facilitator.  

 

Whilst a significant proportion of practitioners specifically mentioned reliability as a key 

characteristic in a healthy working relationship, the young people did not. However, some 

young people referred to reliability indirectly when they discussed the characteristic of trust 

(which was considered previously in this chapter). For instance, when they commented on the 

importance of practitioners being there for them in times of need and practitioners not 

messing them around; doing what they say they will do. So in this sense, young people could 

be seen to perceive reliability to be a characteristic of a ‘good quality’ working relationship in 

terms of practitioners being relied upon to be there for them and to not mess them around. 
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Often when practitioners talked about reliability they were referring to the practical aspect of 

the working relationship, particularly the need to keep their word; to do what they say they 

are going to do. For instance, one practitioner commented: 

 

“Potentially it could be long term; I could be seeing that person for a year on a court 

order, so you want that order to go as well as possible. For them to get through the 

order without reoffending. So, you’ve got to try and build a positive relationship. 

Being honest, punctual, being there when you say you will be.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

For this practitioner, reliability was contextualised pragmatically, not just for the benefit of 

the young person in terms of their reoffending, but also for the practitioner in terms of smooth 

running and ease. 

 

This practical aspect was reiterated by another practitioner, but in terms of the importance of 

reliability for ECM cases: 

 

“A big part is consistency and reliability. Things like making sure you have your 

appointments at the same time, making sure that you are a practitioner are there and 

are on time. I know this was quite a big thing when we started off the ECM. So you are 

building that trust over time. If you say you are going to do something, then you do 

something. They don't trust easily, and it takes a long time to get that.” (Jordan). 

 

As this practitioner pointed out, many of the young people that practitioners work with do not 

trust easily because of their life experiences.  Part of the practitioner role is to impart a sense 

that they are not giving up on the young person; even when young people get things wrong, 

multiple times.  Practitioners also talked about young people testing the commitment of 

practitioners, testing boundaries. In essence, young people who might begin to feel safe with a 

practitioner, might test the practitioner’s commitment by pushing the boundaries to see if they 

will remain (as they said they would), and see things through.  Thus, on the one hand, from a 

practitioner’s perspective, reliability is often referred to in a practical sense, for young people, 

particularly those who have suffered trauma, reliability is more to do with knowing they can 

emotionally lean on practitioners, knowing they will not give up on them. This is in line with 

Ansbro’s (2008) comment that consistency implies predictability, and so when practitioners 

act in a reliable, consistent manner, a young person’s sense of security is enhanced.  This 

could partially reduce and remove uncertainty from changeable and emotionally labile 

parenting and upbringing.  In essence, when practitioners behave reliably, they could be seen 

to be helping a young person recover from past trauma (which ties into the TRM, which was 

outlined in Chapter 2). 
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However, for other practitioners, the importance of reliability goes beyond pragmatics and 

reducing the likelihood of reoffending. For instance, being consistent is also important in the 

context of making sure young people are humanised: 

 

“Being honest from the start, particularly about confidentiality; being consistent, 

reliable, listen and have time to take young people out. I always try to make sure 

young people don't feel like a number. I try not to tell them I have another 

appointment. Just let them lead; being responsive to what they need; being 

professional but have a personality.” (Aiden, Youth Worker). 

 

For this practitioner, it is important to be consistent in how they treat young people (practical 

aspect of reliability), because this will affect how a young person feels (self-esteem), their 

self-worth and their self-identity. This was indicated when the practitioner talked about the 

need to not make the young person feel like a number, as if they are one of many young 

people practitioners are working with.  With existing literature suggesting children with high 

self-esteem are better able to handle stress and build strong, healthy relationships (Ackerman, 

2018), a potential practitioner role could be to support a young person to develop higher 

levels of self-esteem and to help them build healthy relationships.  This could increase their 

likelihood of desisting, as well as affording them the right to lead a good life (Ward, 2006). 

 

Another practitioner reiterated the need for practitioners to be consistent, particularly for 

young people classed as highly vulnerable, such as ECM cases. However, this practitioner 

also highlighted the difficulty that some practitioners face when trying to be reliable on a 

regular basis: 

 

“It’s all about consistency. Being reliable. You need to turn up when you say you’re 

going to turn up. Every week you absolutely need to be consistent. You have to be in a 

good place yourself to be able to do that. Some professionals have their own stuff 

going on and then can’t provide the consistency and that's where things can fall down. 

Being predictable. Saying what you mean; if you say you’re going to do it, then do it. 

Some young people aren’t functioning at their chronological age.” (Alex, Social 

Worker). 

 

 

As implied here, practitioners are human, with a life outside of youth justice work and often it 

is hard for some to separate their personal and working lives, particularly as an important part 

of the job is the use of self. Undoubtedly, as this practitioner indicated, it is difficult at times 

for practitioners to always be consistent because of things going on in their personal lives. 
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Whilst this is true of people generally, it is particularly impactful for practitioners who work 

with young people who have offended, and even more for those ECM, highly vulnerable 

young people.  As outlined by the TRM (which was considered in detail in Chapter 2), many 

young people who have suffered trauma, as is the case with many young people practitioners 

work with within the YOS, are not functioning at their chronological age. These young people 

often struggle to understand why practitioners cannot always do what they say they would do, 

that they cannot always be relied on (Lyons, 2017). One-way practitioners attempt to deal 

with this issue is by listening to the young people and why they might not understand the 

situation. For instance, one practitioner commented: 

 

“Listening to them. It’s frustrating for young people if you don’t get it and they feel 

like you don’t listen to them. They feel calm and less stressed if they feel someone gets 

it. Even if you just listen and they know you are there.” (Kennedy). 
 

Another highlighted the importance of being upfront, from the start, in terms of what they 

expect of the young person and what the young person can expect of them.  This could 

involve making young people aware that, whilst practitioners will always try their best to be 

on time and to keep their word, they cannot always guarantee this: 

 

“Putting those boundaries in place – this is what I expect of you but what do you 

expect of me?” (James, Educational Worker). 

 

 

This practitioner in highlighting the importance of being upfront and honest with young 

people from the start, supports the findings of Lewis (2012), which highlighted the 

characteristics of equality and respect to have a positive impact on desistance.  Being upfront 

and honest with young people could be a way practitioners demonstrate respect for young 

people; something also found by Lewis (2012). Both the findings of this study and existing 

literature suggest if practitioners behave in a dishonest manner, it could signal disrespect to 

young people.  

 

Even though both practitioners and young people perceived reliability to be an important 

characteristic of a ‘good quality’ relationship, this takes time and according to many 

practitioners, time is not always available to them. Time as a characteristic of a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship will be explored next. 
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Time 

 

Time, as perceived by practitioners, is heavily linked to reliability and trust in general. For 

instance, one practitioner commented: 

 

“There’s no point doing any work unless you’ve got a relationship with somebody. It 

would be you sitting there doing the workbook, and that’s it. What is the point of that 

relationship? There isn’t. You need to really engage with them. Time is everything coz 

that's where you are going to develop.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

As perceived by this practitioner, with time comes development and with development comes 

engagement.  For this practitioner, having sufficient time with the young person is part of the 

desistance process and is regarded by many practitioners as a key characteristic in the 

working relationship, because without it many of the other key characteristics, such as trust 

(considered earlier in this chapter), cannot flourish.  

 

‘Time’ might be particularly important for young people on Statutory Orders, as they are 

often the ones with the more chaotic backgrounds and complex needs (particularly looked 

after young people) (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). Specifically the HM Inspectorate 

of Probation (2021, p. 24) recommends “..adopting a holistic, personalised, supportive and 

responsive approach…”, which will could be costly in terms of time. Furthermore, the HM 

Inspectorate Report (2021) advocated young people on Court Orders having opportunities to 

integrated services, with attention being afforded to interventions at the individual, family and 

community levels. This ties into Core Correctional Practices (Dowden & Andrews, 2004), 

specifically, inter-agency communication and use of community resources. Findings of this 

study also support findings of Ugwundike and Morgan (2019), which highlighted the 

importance of practice integrity; that is the implementation of research-based approaches in 

practice. In particular, just as this current study highlighted the importance of practitioners 

having sufficient time when working with young people (including individualised 

interventions), findings from Ugwundike and Morgan (2019) also found that ensuring 

practitioners have access to adequate training could help correct limitations that undermine 

practice integrity. This includes allocating young people to inadequate interventions and 

interventions that are not informed by assessment outcomes.  
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Furthermore, as another practitioner pointed out, many young people they work with have 

learned not to trust people, especially adults, and that learnt behaviour is not going to change 

quickly and easily; it will take time and effort on the part of the practitioner: 

 

“A big part of a good working relationship is consistency and reliability. Things like 

making sure you have your appointments at the same time, making sure that you as a 

practitioner are there and are on time… So you are building that trust over time. If 

you say you are going to do something, then you do something. They don't trust easily 

and it takes a long time to get that.” (Jordan). 

 

As the practitioner here indicates, in building trust between young people and practitioners, it 

is important to get the basics right: being on time to scheduled appointments and following 

through with spoken actions.  All these seemingly minor things that practitioners do, often 

mean a lot to young people and do not go unnoticed. Displaying reliable behaviour over a 

period of time is one small step on the long journey to building a healthy working 

relationship, built around trust. The importance of practitioners building a young person’s 

trust over time, was highlighted by one young person: 

 

 “..It takes me a long time to trust some people…” (John) 

 

Furthermore, as one young person highlighted, young people need to firstly afford 

practitioners the opportunity to demonstrate they are trustworthy over time: 

 

 “You’ve just got to give them a chance to.” (Charlie). 

 

 

However, as one practitioner commented, in their experience, young people are more likely to 

trust their peers over a practitioner and this preference is not likely to be a quick thing to 

change.  This reinforces time as being an important element in the process of trust-building. 

This suggests a need for practitioners to consider the wider context of the young person: 

 

“That's where the trust comes in. It’s not very quick. You can’t do this quickly. Quite 

often young people are more influenced by their peer groups than professionals. To be 

able to change that it takes time. Yesterday I had to explain this to the court; that this 

young person had been done for possession with intent to supply cannabis. He’d been 

on cannabis for 4-5 years and they gave him a YRO and he just come up in front of the 

courts possessing cannabis. You are asking us to change 5 years of pre established 

patterns of behaviour within 3 months; sorry we are not going to be able to do it.” 

(Drew). 
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It appears whilst most practitioners are aware of the important role played by time, often in 

their experience, the courts are not, as illustrated in the example offered by the practitioner.  

Furthermore, as this practitioner details, a young person’s behaviour, which might have been 

moulded over many years, is unlikely to be changed in a short period of time, even if the 

practitioner has a good quality working relationship with that young person. Any change in 

behaviour will take time and the amount required will be relative to the young person and 

their experiences. Indeed, this practitioner’s perception supports existing research (HMIP, 

2016; Weaver & McNeill, 2007; Farrall & Calverley, 2006), that it often takes a considerable 

amount of time for any positive effects resulting from the development of a working 

relationship to become apparent. In practice, change might be implemented by way of 

practitioners acknowledging small victories and by using positive reinforcement. Garcia 

(2015) supports the use of positive reinforcement in desistance, commenting practitioners 

should be open and direct in offering their congratulations when individuals display 

transformations in their behaviours. Garcia (2015) suggests positive reinforcement such as 

praise, aids desistance by reinforcing the individual’s confidence to make positive narrative 

changes. This ties into Maruna’s (2004) work on explanatory styles; an individual who 

attributes a positive event to internal factors is more likely to desist than one who attributes a 

positive event to factors outside of themselves. This implies when practitioners offer young 

people praise for small victories, this might help young people to look inside themselves for 

internal factors to explain their desistance successes.  

 

Time is particularly important for those young people practitioners perceive as being highly 

vulnerable: 

 

“It’s time. It’s important to make the time coz those difficult young people need it. It’s 

down to every professional that we recognise that. I think that in order to build any 

relationship you need to have those qualities there. Some young people get it straight 

away; they know what a sense of attachment is; they know what relationship building 

is; what’s appropriate and not appropriate; and some young people don't get it at all. 

It’s down to time. Spending three hours walking down Cardiff bay. No eye-contact but 

you are making that relationship. There’s no point doing any work unless you’ve got a 

relationship with somebody. It would be you sitting there doing the workbook, and 

that’s it. What is the point of that relationship? There isn’t. You need to really engage 

with them. Time is everything coz that's where you are going to develop. The ECM is 

completely driving us; lets forget national standards, go back to basics and take as 

long as is needed. We are getting enough training because we are part of the ECM 

training but other YOS you can see different practices going on there.” (Blake, Social 

Worker). 
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This practitioner perceived that whilst some young people they work with ‘get it’; they have 

experience of a good quality, healthy relationship and so are more trusting of practitioners, 

where as the more vulnerable young people, with more complex needs, often do not.  Of 

interest here is the practitioner’s use of the term ‘difficult’ when describing young people they 

work with who find it difficult to engage with practitioners, who might be considered 

enhanced cases. Referring to young people who are likely to be highly vulnerable, as 

“difficult”, could be seen in a negative light and as not adhering to the desistance practice 

approach, which reinforces accepting each young person’s individual nature, narrative and 

desistance journey.  

 

It appears some practitioners perceive part of their role with young people who find it difficult 

to engage, is to support them and help them to ‘get it’; to understand what it means to trust, to 

rely on someone; in essence to develop a good quality, healthy- relationship blueprint. This 

relates to the attachment theory and the TRM (Skuse & Matthew, 2015), which highlights the 

importance of practitioners helping a young person to learn to trust as part of the recovery 

process. Whilst this practitioner believed that practitioners in the YOS where they work do 

appreciate the importance of time for building ‘good quality’ working relationships, they do 

not think this is the case across all the YOS, because not all practitioners in the YOS had 

received full ECM training when this study’s interviews were conducted (ECM was recently 

piloted: 2019-2020). As indicated here, some practitioners perceive time is also an important 

characteristic when looking at the bigger picture. That is, time is not only an important 

consideration for young people, but also for practitioners and their training. Furthermore, this 

practitioner (Blake) also comments (as other practitioners have done), that it is important for 

practitioners and indeed the YOS more generally, to understand that time is a relative concept. 

That is, the amount of time needed to build trust and reliability between the practitioner and 

the young person, will vary from one young person to the next.  

 

Another practitioner talked about the importance of time in a different context, which links 

back to the importance of reliability and trust discussed previously in this chapter. Here the 

practitioner highlights the practicalities, or rather impracticalities of their YOS duties and how 

time is not always on their side: 

 

“If you meet someone for the first time like writing a pre sentence report, you are 

never going to build a good relationship. E.g. I saw one person for an hour to write a 

pre sentence report. I probably will never see him again. He’s living away too. That 

can be strange. Sometimes you could be collecting information for someone else to do. 
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If the young person knows that, he might not engage. So how much of a relationship 

can you build up then in that short space of time and how honest will they be? I 

suspect that if I’d worked with that young person – he was a typical example saying he 

drank lots and couldn’t remember what he did; he was happy to accept he did it 

all…he might have been more forthcoming with information. In a one-off interview it’s 

not always going to be easy.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

This practitioner indicates it is not always possible for practitioners to spend sufficient time 

with each young person, as sometimes they only have a limited amount of time with the 

young person.  Practitioners have to be realistic with what can be achieved in such a short 

amount of time.  This lack of time could negatively affect a young person’s sense of self-

worth and their ability to trust; remembering also that trauma is an individualised process that 

will take time (Trauma Recovery, 2013).  

 

An additional factor this practitioner perceives as having a negative effect on the development 

of a good quality working relationship is the location where the young person resides.  If a 

young person lives far away from the YOT, it could be more difficult for a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship to develop, because of the difficulty in arranging meetings and 

checking-in. It appears many practitioners regard time as an important characteristic in a 

‘good quality’ working relationship, but other contributory factors need to be considered, 

such as the distance between the YOT and the young person’s residence. As there will 

undoubtedly be such situations, practitioners being open and honest from the start with young 

people, regarding what they could realistically expect could help to manage their 

expectations. The importance of practitioners being open and honest from the start, with 

young people about expectations, was considered earlier in this chapter. This honesty might 

help the young person to learn to trust the practitioner, which is an integral element of 

recovery according to the TRM (Skuse & Matthew, 2015). 

 

Another contributory factor mentioned by one practitioner is the role of other practitioners. As 

illustrated here, sometimes it is difficult for practitioners to build a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship with a young person due to the nature of their role within the YOS.  This could 

also be part of a time factor, and could be addressed by working closely with other 

practitioners, particularly those who have been able to build a healthy working relationship: 

 

“If this is the first time that young person has met you, he or she is not going to start 

talking to you about healthy sexual relationships. I have had young people in the past 

who have felt they can ring me when they have a problem out of the blue, because I’ve 

had the chance to build that relationship. Some young people I might have only seen 
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once, so they’re not going to ring me if they need anything; they’ll ring a Case 

Manager. ECM is very much built around the relationship with that one person, but it 

hasn't necessarily got to be the Case Manager, it could be anyone. We have had that 

in the past. A Substance Misuse Worker does a lot of work around diversionary things 

and so she sometimes builds a much more positive relationship that a Case Manager. 

You can go in that way then, via her to build a positive relationship.” (Jordan). 

 

This practitioner perceives this is a worthy strategy, because they perceive a young person 

will be far more likely to trust a new practitioner if a practitioner they do trust introduces 

them as being trustworthy. This has implications for practice because whilst it might not be 

realistic for every practitioner to build a ‘good quality’ working relationship with every young 

person they work with; it might not be necessary. 

 

Feeling comfortable 

 

Feeling comfortable around practitioners was the most frequently cited characteristic of a 

‘good quality’ working relationship spoken about by young people.  This ties in closely to 

some of the characteristics already discussed: trust, reliability and honesty.  

 

For instance, one young person talked about the importance of being able to meet 

practitioners in a more informal manner during supervisions: 

 

“You can laugh around. Sit around.” (Charlie). 

 

For this young person, it appears having less formal supervision meetings might make him 

feel at ease, allowing him to relax enough to laugh with the practitioners. Often when young 

people talked about feeling comfortable around the practitioner, they refer to laughing and 

getting-on. This might also be an attempt by the young people, to equalise an unequal power 

relationship. According to Capuzzi et al. (2013) laughter could strengthen a relationship and 

be a sign of an individual letting their guard down. However, in some instances, such as when 

a person has suffered trauma, laughter can be a sign that an individual feels shame (Ferentz, 

2015). Thus, it is important practitioners receive training on how to not only support young 

people who are known to have suffered trauma, but also to how to spot signs a young person 

might be a victim. 
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Whilst practitioners did not specifically mention feeling comfortable as a characteristic of a 

‘good quality’ working relationship, they did reiterate the importance of holding less formal, 

sit-down meetings to build a good quality working relationship: 

 

“Spending three hours walking down Cardiff Bay. No eye-contact but you are making 

that relationship.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

 

One young person highlighted the importance of feeling comfortable in terms of disclosure:  

 

“We always have a laugh (YOT worker), we get on. I know him now. I open myself up. 

I’m less likely to open up to someone I don't know. I don’t know new workers. You 

don't feel wary around them; you can chill around them.” (John). 

 

It seems that this young person perceives feeling comfortable around practitioners is multi-

faceted, in that it is tied in with getting on with trusting the practitioner (a characteristic 

identified by both practitioners and young people explored earlier in this chapter).  This 

comment highlights again the importance of time as a factor in desistance, as considered in 

the previous section.  

 

A second young person also reiterated the importance of feeling comfortable for disclosure in 

the context of being able to talk at ease: 

 

“If I was to work with people I didn't know I would feel uncomfortable. Feeling 

comfortable is important because you get to speak your mind knowing they’re not 

going to say anything.” (Ezra). 

 

 

This young person also reinforces the importance of knowing the practitioner before opening 

up; thus it seems as perceived by some of the young people, feeling comfortable with a 

practitioner is tied closely to their perception that they know the them.  

 

This study’s findings, in highlighting the importance of feeling comfortable as a characteristic 

of a ‘good quality’ working relationship, support existing literature. For instance, the 

importance of young people feeling comfortable in desistance was commented on in the 

HMIP (2016) report, as well as the Beyond Youth Custody (2013) report. However, this 
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current study furthers this knowledge by offering detail regarding what it means to feel 

comfortable, from the perspective of young people. 

 

Findings of this study suggest over time, trust can be built between practitioners and young 

people and, as part of this process, young people become less cautious and more comfortable 

around the practitioners they have learnt to trust.  This lowered sense of wariness brings with 

it greater likelihood of engagement and disclosure, putting the practitioner in a better position 

to help the young person and increase their chances of desisting. McNeill et al. (2012) talked 

of the importance of practitioners acknowledging that desistance is a long and complex 

process, which will likely involve young people relapsing. They further emphasised the need 

for practitioners to work with young people, and not to offer judgement. Lenkens et al. (2019) 

also commented on the importance of young people not being judged on their behaviour and 

being made to feel valued. 

 

The Importance of Being Understood 

 

Findings further revealed a closely related factor to feeling comfortable, namely feeling 

understood by practitioners. Young people perceive it is important for practitioners to have an 

understanding of the situation the young person is in:  

 

“The YOT understand me and they know what I’ve been through.’ (Ezra). 

 

And 

“If you don't connect then there’s no point. But if you do connect then they can really 

get deep into you and show you other paths you can go down in life. With me I’m like 

a shy individual. I like keeping myself to myself.” (Jamie). 

 

As perceived by these young people, practitioners understanding the young person’s situation, 

appears to be an important characteristic of a ‘good quality’ working relationship. This could 

tie into the characteristic of empathy, which was considered previously by the thesis. It seems, 

however, that for the second young person, practitioners understanding their situation can be 

linked to young people being able to connect with the practitioner.  This reinforces the 

importance of relatability, which was considered previously in this chapter.  This young 

person’s comment further touches on the importance of practitioners knowing young people 

and their situation, as well as developing a connection, in affording practitioners the ability to 

delve deeper into the young person’s offending behaviour to increase their likelihood of 
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desisting. This young person also commented that they are shy, which suggests they perceive 

that practitioners getting to know young people, developing a connection to make them feel 

more comfortable, might be particularly important for shy young people. This relates to the 

important characteristic of time, as explored previously in this chapter. Getting to know 

young people, making them feel comfortable, and developing a connection will take time and 

as practitioners commented previously in this chapter, time is not something they have. 

The importance of practitioners understanding the young person’s situation is something 

considered in the HMIP (2016) report and is commented on by Barry (2009) and McMahon et 

al. (2018).  This includes not only how desistance is understood and experienced by the young 

person, but also the social circumstances in which the young person negotiates their 

desistance. 

This feeling of being understood and having a sense of connectedness might be tied closely to 

levels of self-worth held by young people. Many of the young people known to the YOS have 

never known what it is like to have another person take the time and effort to get to know 

them, thus leaving the young person often feeling a lowered sense of self-worth. When young 

people get the sense practitioners genuinely want to understand them, to want to help them as 

best they can, this could aid in increasing their sense of self-worth and self-esteem. An 

increase in self-worth and self-esteem has been linked to an increase in desistance, and links 

to Kaplan’s Self-derogation theory (Kaplan, 2001) and Arnett’s (2000) notion of emerging 

adulthood, amongst others (Dolan, 2018; David et al., 2010). For instance, the Self-

Derogation theory suggests low self-esteem motivates young people to try out anti-social and 

criminal acts aimed at restoring self-esteem.  Indeed, Mier et al.’s (2016) meta-analysis 

research showed, as self-esteem increased, rates of crime and delinquency decreased.  

Furthermore, Arnett (2004) proposed this distinct developmental period of young adulthood is 

a recent stage of development, arising over the past three decades as a result of social and 

economic changes.  During this period, Arnett suggests that whilst young people are starting 

to take responsibility for themselves, they still do not completely feel like an adult, and so go 

through a period of ‘feeling in-between’ (Arnett, 2004). It could be that this feeling of not 

quite knowing where they fit-in, as well as exploring self-identity during this stage, is linked 

to a young person’s self-esteem. This is something also commented on in the HMIP (2016, p. 

7) report, which after completing an assessment of youth justice practice, emphasised the 

need for practice to address young people’s identity and self worth. Munsey (2006) develops 

this further, by suggesting that heterogeneity might be important in this link, highlighting the 

importance of other people, such as practitioners, in guiding and supporting the young 
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person’s transitions through emerging adulthood.  This has implications for the current study.  

The findings of this study revealed practitioners consider part of their role as guiding and 

supporting young people, with one practitioner commenting: 

 “Looking at things that help them not offend.” (Drew). 

 

This practitioner further perceived desistance to comprise of multiple components, and part of 

the practitioner role is to make the desistance process as easier as possible for young people. 

As perceived by this practitioner, their role in helping and supporting young people is varied: 

“To facilitate the process is what we do. It’s not only identifying areas, positive and 

negative areas which influence a young person’s behaviour, the practical application 

of it is to help them achieve those goals. That's just a normal function of our work. We 

probably do it more so now without much thought.”(Drew). 

Young people also perceived the role of the practitioner being to help them. For instance, one 

young person commented: 

 “They can help and support you.” (Charlie). 

  

Practitioner support could go some way to explaining why not all young people struggle with 

their identity and sense of belonging during this developmental stage; some receive sufficient 

support from other people, such as practitioners (and indeed family, friends and peers, as 

discussed in the next chapter), and so feel more confident navigating life choices. These 

findings have implications for practitioners, highlighting the practitioner’s role in supporting 

young people when navigating transitions. For instance, some young people talked about the 

role of practitioners helping them to secure employment: 

 “They are trying to help me get a job.” (Jamie). 

And: 

 “They put loads of plans in place; job wise.” (John). 

 

Piumatti et al. (2015) also put forward the possibility that there is more than one type of 

emerging adulthood; suggesting three types: (1) positive independent; (2) negative dependent; 

and (3) positive dependent. Piumatti’s findings indicated those young people defined as 

‘positive dependent’ were more likely than the other two groups to have values of adulthood 
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related to family and relationships.  Young adults defined as ‘negative dependent’ were more 

likely to report lower life satisfaction, compared to the other two groups of young adults. 

These findings could partially explain why variations exist in self-perception and life 

satisfaction among young adults, which has implications for youth justice practitioners. It 

might be part of a practitioner’s role is to put support in place for those young adults who 

have low levels of life satisfaction, including helping young people and young adults to build 

relationships to develop their adult values. Indeed, one young person interviewed for this 

study indicated they had previously experienced low levels of life satisfaction, commenting 

also on the role that practitioners played and continue to play, in supporting them through 

such life experiences: 

“When I was still in school people were all depressed and stuff, coz a lot of people 

suffered with depression. There’s no meaning to life, when you live and when you die. 

It got to the point a couple of years ago that I self-harmed because of bullying.  They 

are trying to help me get a job, because I’m a qualified mechanic.” (Jamie).   

 

Whilst feeling comfortable and having a laugh during supervision meetings were important 

characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship to young people, one practitioner was 

not surprised that generally practitioners did not perceive young people feeling comfortable as 

important in desistance. One practitioner stated they have a job to do, which is ultimately to 

reduce the likelihood of the young person reoffending, thus it depends on whether the 

practitioner perceives comfort to be a factor worthy of consideration in achieving this. It was 

a rather surprising finding of this study that practitioners did not appear to consider the link 

between comfort, disclosure and engagement, which could be seen as a positive set of steps 

towards desistance. If a practitioner does not perceive the comfort of the young person to 

make a difference to desistance, then they will likely not give much concern to it: 

 

“I don't necessarily think case managers would say getting on and feeling comfortable 

are that important to them because it’s their job. Every day they get told which young 

people they see and they don't get a choice. So for them it’s not about feeling 

comfortable, it’s about doing a job which is to decrease offending.” (Blake, Social 

Worker). 

 

Such a perception by practitioners, that their main role is to reduce reoffending, appears 

somewhat contradictory to desistance theory, and does not reflect fully McNeill et al..’s 

(2014) suggestion that desistance is more than criminal justice. Furthermore, this heavy focus 

on reoffending risk does not incorporate the Good Lives Model of Offender Rehabilitation 

(Ward, 2006), which states it is important to reduce an individual’s risk of reoffending and to 
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enhance their wellbeing. Furthermore, it does not adhere to the Welsh Government’s focus on 

universal rights, which highlights the need for the YJS to uphold young people’s wellbeing, 

including young people who offend (Williams & Daniel, 2020), which is in line with The 

Sustainability Development Agenda (United Nations, 2015), which is a world-wide focus on 

improving the lives of every individual, across the world.   

 

Another practitioner highlighted the importance of the practitioners’ nature when considering 

the value placed on a young person’s comfort: 

 

“Some practitioners would place more emphasis on a young person feeling 

comfortable by their nature; some are less concerned with feeling comfortable; it’s 

black and white.” (Ali). 

 

Whilst practitioners’ attitudes and nature appear to play significant roles in desistance for 

some young people, these factors are also difficult to change (Vitelli, 2015), and such 

comments imply further practitioner training may be needed, particularly regarding the 

importance of young people feeling comfortable.  This is something highlighted in existing 

desistance literature (HMI Probation, 2016; Lauwaert & Aertsen, 2015). 

 

The closest practitioners came to focusing on young people’s comfort and wellbeing, was 

when they referred to their role being to offer young people hope, encouragement and praise: 

 

 “To give them that little bit of hope; you are something.” (Kennedy). 

 

And: 

“A lot of the time they need to have somebody alongside them to give them 

encouragement and praise. Potentially that’s where the practitioner could come in. 

Taking on a supportive role when young people haven’t got a support network.” 

(Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

 

Perceptions by practitioners in terms of their main role being to reduce reoffending, reinforces 

the importance of receiving adequate training in how to translate desistance-theory into 

desistance-practice. Practitioner training was highlighted in Chapter 6 as being a potential 

barrier to desistance. This discussion also highlights the variation in what young people 

consider a comfortable environment.  The importance of a comfortable environment was 
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highlighted in research conducted by Lauwaert et al. (2015) into restorative justice, where it 

was found that when a practitioner mediator created an atmosphere of respect and openness, 

individuals felt comfortable and safe, increasing their likelihood of speaking openly about 

their narratives during victim-offender mediation. 

Types of Working Relationships 

 

Findings of this study indicate there might be two different types of working relationship, 

each with their own set of characteristics making it ‘good quality’: (1) Theoretical (more 

desistance-focused) and (2) Atheroetical (more treatment-focused). 

 

The Atheoretical relationship is concerned more with facts, results, consequences, and 

practicalities; whereas the Theoretical relationship focuses its attention on what could and 

should be, which the practitioners who favour the more atheoretical relationship could see as 

unrealistic. Whilst trust and reliability are important characteristics of a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship across both, findings of this study suggest the philosophical relationship 

places value on the characteristics of a young person’s ‘comfort’, (such as during supervision 

meetings), and ‘time’ to build a ‘good quality’ working relationship, in a bid to increase the 

likelihood of desistance.  

 

It was an interesting finding of this study that there appears to be no existing literature that 

has focused on the different types of working relationships in youth offending.  However, in 

the field of probation, Worrall and Mawby (2014) did identify three cultural types of 

probationer: (1) the ‘lifer’, who is generally over the age of 40, and has spent the majority of 

their working life in probation; (2) the ‘second careerist’, who often forged a previous career 

in a broadly related field (such as social care, armed forces and teaching), and who possesses 

employability skills that are easily transferable into probation; and (3) the ‘offender manager’, 

who is generally under the age of 40, has only really known computer-based risk assessments, 

and has conducted very little face to face work, or work in the homes of probationees. 

Offender managers are also likely to be ambivalent about the working relationship, showing 

preference for pragmatics when satisfying their desire to help.  

 

With a distinct lack of existing literature on relationship classification within the youth justice 

field, further research is recommended into types of ‘good quality’ working relationships 

between the youth justice practitioner and the young person known to the youth justice 

system. 
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When exploring the findings of this study that different types of working relationships exist, it 

might also be worth considering the possibility that just as a young person is likely to change 

over time and with experience, so might the value they place on the relationship they have 

with the youth justice practitioner. It might also be conceivable that the value young people 

place on the characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship might also change. This 

study suggests (1) multiple practitioner-young person classification types exist; and (2) 

regardless of the classification, the practitioner-young person working relationship, and the 

characteristics that comprise it, are fluid rather than static. 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

The chapter explored the key characteristics linked to a ‘good quality’ working relationship, 

as perceived by the practitioners and young people, focusing attention on the characteristics of 

trust, relatability, reliability, time, and feeling comfortable. It is clear from this chapter, that 

the working relationship is complex, and what constitutes a ‘good quality’ working 

relationship often has different meanings to different people, including practitioners and 

young people, and is also something that is fluid in nature. However, the effect of the working 

relationship in terms of desistance will necessarily potentially involve barriers and promoters 

of desistance, such as wider social contexts and structural barriers. These will be explored in 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter 9: Wider Social Context and Structural Barriers  
 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter explored the characteristics of a good quality working relationship and 

revealed differences existed between the perceptions of practitioners and young people. The 

role of the working relationship in facilitating desistance involves working with social 

systems, and desistance-informed supervision is about working with young people to remove 

barriers to desistance. This current chapter is organised thematically, beginning with the wider 

social contexts (namely, family; education, employment, and training; peers, and intimate 

partners), before moving onto an exploration of potential structural barriers (namely, mental 

ill health and substance misuse), as perceived by young people and practitioners.  

Family 

Discrepancies between Practitioners’ and Young People’s Views 

 

Within the current study, all the young people, but only a few practitioners highlighted the 

young person’s family as being an important factor in desistance. This discrepancy is 

interesting, when you consider that young people raised in dysfunctional, fractured families, 

with limited parental monitoring, are overrepresented in the YJS (Clinks, 2016; The British 

Psychological Society, 2020), and will have likely suffered trauma (Webster, 2016), and also 

probably experienced multiple adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) (Vaswani, 2018).  This 

disparity between young people and practitioners, could be explained, according to one 

practitioner, by the fact that most young people spend a large majority of their time with 

family and because of this, family, as a factor, might become a default position: 

 

“The answers themselves don’t necessarily surprise me, but I think they are probably 

not completely accurate.  If you think about it, the most significant people in their lives 

are their friends and family so it’s automatic that they would put those things 

together.” (Drew) 

 

From the perspective of this practitioner, just because a young person perceives the family to 

be one of the most important desistance factors, does not actually mean that is the case. Some 

practitioners believe this perception held by young people is not wholly accurate, suggesting 

young people often look more to the obvious (often without realising), whereas practitioners 

are able to look at the situation from a wider angle; with the ability to see beyond the obvious. 



 

 184 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

From this assumption on the part of the practitioner, it could be inferred some practitioners 

might see themselves very much as the expert, and therefore know best, suggesting the young 

person, in order to desist successfully, would do best to listen to them. It seems this 

practitioner is identifying ‘false consciousness’, where they, in coming from a privileged 

position, might genuinely believe they are superior to the young people they work with (Jost, 

1995).  Furthermore, this practitioner’s comment seems to not wholly support the desistance-

based approach, which places value on the voice of the young person. From a desistance point 

of view it is important that practitioners work with young people’s perceptions and not 

assume their expert status is more insightful.  This highlights the importance of practitioners 

acknowledging and accepting what the young person has to say, regardless of whether they 

agree with the young person or not (HMI Probation, 2016).  Indeed, this notion of some 

practitioners seeing themselves as the expert was discussed in Chapter 6.  

 

The Meaning of Family 

 

The findings of this study suggest there was some ambiguity regarding what young people 

and practitioners mean by family. When young people talked of their family, they were 

referring to their mother, father, or siblings, including stepparents and stepsiblings.  In 

contrast, practitioners tended to develop the notion of family further by making the distinction 

between family and attachment; indicating a young person could live with their family 

without necessarily having healthy, secure attachments with them; attachments which 

practitioners saw as being key to desistance. The practitioners’ meaning of family is in line 

with Bowlby’s attachment theory (Bowlby et al., 1990), which suggests attachment is vital for 

a child’s healthy psychological development. This is further supported by Kerns and 

Brumariu (2014) who found children who were insecurely attached to their caregiver, were at 

an increased likelihood of having difficulty managing their emotions and found it more 

difficult interacting with children of their own age; with both these factors linked to offending 

behaviour (McAra & McVie, 2010; McCord et al., 2001).    

 

Practitioners referred also to the young person’s wider family, such as the grandparents. 

Interestingly, the case files nor the young people themselves, mentioned grandparents; even 

though existing literature highlights the important role they might play in desistance, 

particularly in terms of empowering young people and offering them recognition (Griffiths, 

2012: Harris, 2018; Hazel, 2016). One practitioner, for example, talked about grandparents 

and the relationships they have with their grandchildren, going some way to repairing early, 
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unhealthy relationships; in essence affording the young person opportunities to learn to trust 

adults again and to change: 

 

“Now whether that comes from parents or foster carers or grandparents, even if 

they’ve got poor parental relationships but very good relationships with an aunt or 

uncle, as long as they’ve got an attachment, I think they’ve got a chance of getting 

that positive self-esteem, or at least building a level of resilience. Then other things 

can feed into that. I think if people have had early experiences of poor relationships, 

poor relationships with adults, by ensuring you can build positive relationships that 

are built on respect and trust. That’s pivotal for being able to move on. If you haven’t 

got that you are never going to be able to ensure real change.” (Alfie, Social Worker) 

 

The Importance of Family 

 

Existing literature further supports the ambiguity surrounding ‘family’ as a factor in 

desistance, with findings by Jump (2018) showing young people who desist often talk of 

improvements in relationships with family members. However, in such narratives, the role of 

their family in desistance varied.  

 

These narratives indicate a lack of a sense of family, or a lack of open family communication, 

might have been influential factors in desistance for some young people.  However, it could 

also be interpreted in a different way; it might be for these young people, the family played a 

lesser role in desistance and such a link was more coincidental than causative. In essence, it 

raises the question: which came first, desistance or the sense of family? Did the desistance by 

the young person improve family relationships and help family bonds strengthen? Or did 

improved family relationships increase the young person’s likelihood of desisting? Either 

way, the family could be regarded as one factor linked to desistance. This evidence indicates 

the need to dissect an individual’s understanding of ‘family’ and to give consideration to how 

it might be interpreted differently. That is, a desistance-based approach suggests practitioners 

should work with each individual young person’s idea of family; thus supporting their 

attempts to improve or even maintain good relationships. It further highlights the need to view 

the underlying, interlinking factors, emphasising the need to focus more on what the family 

represents to individual young people, when considering this as a factor linked to desistance. 

Such a representation, however, will be as unique as desistance itself in that it will have a 

different meaning for each young person, as this chapter will illustrate. 

 

Not Wanting to Let Family Down 
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Aside from discussing the meaning of family, as perceived by young people and practitioners, 

what is also important is to consider why the family might be a factor in desistance. Findings 

from this study suggest the role of the family in a young person’s desistance is very much 

individualised and ambiguous at times. For instance, some young people discussed desistance 

in terms of not wanting to let their family down: 

 

“My family. My mother. Can’t put them through that again so just stopping.” 

(Charlie). 

 

And 

“I don’t intend on offending again. I got a lot to lose like. My father for one. Just 

family members. They wouldn't look at me the same way if I was that type of person.” 

(Ezra). 

 

Both of these young people offered the broad reason of not wanting to disappoint their family, 

however, one referred more to the emotional and psychological impact their offending had on 

their family and the other on the impact their offending had on the way the family viewed the 

young person; their identity. Regardless of how the young people perceived their offending 

behaviour might disappoint their families, their narratives emphasise the family as an 

important factor linked to their desistance.  

 

Family and Emotional Support 

 

The emotional support offered by the family was also important to some young people; 

knowing their family members were there emotionally if they needed them, such as if they 

needed someone to talk to, in need of advice, or if they were scared, seemed to help in their 

desistance process: 

 

“Family. My sister helps me. She’s there for me.” (Parker). 

And 

“My mum gives me good advice.” (Ezra) 

 

And 

“What broke it for me was when I kicked off being in the dark in the holding cell 

before prison and couldn’t even see my mam. I’m not saying prison is a bad thing…if I 

went back there I would care and I would cope, but it’s not nice.” (John). 
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However, one young person had a slightly different view on the emotional role played by 

their family. For one young person, family was perceived to be important in terms of 

providing emotional support, but only to a certain extent. This young person talked about the 

issues they experienced with their mother when they lived at home, suggesting they did not 

get on. In this sense, the family (mother) was sometimes seen to have a negative impact on 

the young person’s desistance in terms of the arguments they had and the feelings these 

arguments evoked. What seemed to work for this young person was to distance themself from 

their mother by going to live with their father. The young person commented they still saw 

their mother, as she lived nearby, and they further indicated they had a sound relationship, but 

that was only because they did not live together and thus were able to have space apart from 

each other: 

 

“My family. I was living with my mother up until 4 or 5 months ago. We had a bit of 

an argument and I left and went to live with my father. Since then it’s been better. We 

have space; less arguments.  It was hard to move away; it was about half an hour 

away.” (Charlie) 

 

It seems for this young person having their mother as a source of emotional support is 

regarded as a positive factor in their desistance; however, it appears this support is best served 

from a distance. This illustrates not only the complexity of desistance, but it also highlights 

the individual nature of it; with a fine line between emotional support that might increase the 

likelihood of desistance and that perceived as interference and added stress, which could 

reduce desistance. 

 

Family and Practical Support 

 

In addition to the emotional gains of family, the young people also mentioned the practical 

support offered by their family: 

 

 

“Family will help me stay out of trouble. Instead of going out with friends, go out with 

family. My family tell me not to miss any appointments and they help me to keep them…” 

(John). 

 

For this young person, their family assists their desistance because when the young person 

spends time with their family, they have less time to spend with their friends.  This indicates 

they perceive their friends as a potential barrier to their desistance (something considered later 

in this chapter). This young person also talked about the practical support they gain from their 
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family in terms of YOS appointments. It could be inferred this young person’s family not 

only talks about the importance of keeping his YOS appointments, but they might also remind 

and assist the young person in making these appointments. So, in this sense, the practical 

support a family can offer young people may take many forms; all of which seem to play an 

important role in desistance for young people. 

 

However, it was not just young people who commented on the role of the young person’s 

family in offering practical support; practitioners also support this view of the family. 

 

“Definitely having a supportive family and parents at home is a huge factor. Even 

from a YOS POV, getting them to appointments. Parents who have boundaries in 

place, parents who are on board.” (Jordan) 

 

It seems from the perspective of this practitioner, the practical support offered by family can 

come in the form of physically keeping the young people away from their influential peers 

and friends; as a form of informal social control, which the young people commented were 

often a source of offending behaviour (a factor explored later in this chapter). Family support 

can also be seen in the pragmatic form of reminding the young people of their appointments 

with the YOS, and for ensuring the young people can get to and from these appointments; 

confirming what young people themselves said.  The practical support families can sometimes 

offer young people, and how it has the potential to increase their likelihood of desistance, has 

been reiterated in existing literature (Jardine, 2014). However, narratives from both young 

people and practitioners reveal it is not enough for the young person to have a family; the 

family needs to be supportive of the young person’s desistance; both emotionally and 

pragmatically. However, it is not simply what family does for the young person and what the 

family is able to offer them.  It is also about whether the young person is in a position to 

accept the support offered and use it to drive change. Furthermore, it is worth considering 

whether the family changed as a result of the offending behaviour and consequently became 

differently supportive, or whether the family did not change, and it is more to do with the 

young person recognising the value their family holds. That is, a change in the young person’s 

perspective.  

 

The findings of this study, that family is a significant factor in desistance, for many different 

reasons, supports existing literature (Cid & Martí, 2012; Laub & Sampson, 2001; Walker et 

al., 2017). For instance, Laub and Sampson (2001) found the stronger the ties a young person 

has to their family, the more likely desistance will be. Furthermore, Cid and Marti (2012) 
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commented on the importance of the family in acknowledging the efforts by the young 

person, to desist; concluding such recognition by the family helps to strengthen within-family 

social bonds, which increase the young person’s likelihood of desistance; something 

reiterated many times in existing literature (Cid & Martí, 2012; McNeill et al., 2012; Nugent 

& Schinkel, 2016; and Hampson, 2018).  

 

Parental Monitoring 

 

In addition to the important role played by a young person’s family in offering them 

emotional and practical support, practitioners also draw attention to another relevant factor: 

parental monitoring. Practitioners talked about young people spending more time with their 

own age group during adolescence, and parents affording less time monitoring their child’s 

behaviour. However, as one practitioner pointed out, parental monitoring as a factor, is 

complex, commenting that they deal with many different families when working with young 

people: some families who try their best to monitor the behaviour of their children but do not 

succeed in doing so for a number of reasons, and families who are simply not capable of 

monitoring their children’s behaviour: 

 

“We have parents on board who have no control over their children…and are not 

able to implement boundaries.  So that young person aged 15 is out until all hours 

doing what they want, parents are saying come home but they just don’t listen. They 

have no respect for parents. Some have had very chaotic lives growing up, where 

parents may have had substance misuse, or been victims of domestic violence. 

Children from chaotic backgrounds are more likely to reoffend.” (Jordan). 

 

This practitioner indicates that, whilst the parental monitoring of a young person’s behaviour 

is an important factor in desistance, for some parents it can be very difficult, especially for the 

families of young people who have suffered trauma growing up. This then brings into play 

multiple, often cumulative and interrelated factors, which cannot be isolated from parental 

monitoring; such as the level of respect young people have for their parents, the level of chaos 

in a young person’s life, substance misuse issues within the family, and domestic violence 

within the family. 

 

Indeed, the young peoples’ case files support some of these issues. For instance, one of the 

young people interviewed was noted as having family breakdown issues, had suffered neglect, 

and was placed on the child-in need register. A second young person’s file stated his parents 

have mental health issues, and he himself has moderate learning difficulties, and practitioners 
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have concerns over his welfare for these reasons. A third young person, along with his 5 

siblings, were removed from the family home and put into local authority care due to a family 

member having a history of violence, and because of issues around neglect. In fact, findings 

of this study suggest all five of the young people interviewed were found to have family and 

home issues that were of concern to the YOS, with the fifth young person’s file stating 

children’s services were involved due to a history of domestic violence within the family and 

with both parents actively misusing substances. 

 

An additional factor worthy of consideration when exploring the importance of parental 

monitoring in desistance, is that of divorce and separation. As one practitioner commented, 

many of the young people known to the YOS have divorced or separated parents, which can 

make monitoring young peoples’ behaviour more difficult for the parents:  

 

“One family has a lot going on in the family. Parents are divorced, dad is an 

alcoholic, mum has met a new partner.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 

 

Not only does this practitioner’s comment highlight divorce as an important factor in 

desistance for some young people, but it also highlights the multiple additional factors that 

many young people they work with have to endure, which can serve to make desistance even 

harder.  

 

The importance of parental monitoring and peer influence was explored by Wang et al. 

(2015), who found peer influence was strongly related to risky behaviour, and increased 

parental monitoring is moderately protective. These findings suggest any interventions aimed 

at reducing risky behaviour among young people, would benefit from the inclusion of both 

the young person’s friends and family.  The interactive nature of factors such as parents and 

family, was developed further by practitioners, particularly how the lack of resources where 

the young person lives, lack of positive role models and young people having little to do with 

their time act as barriers to desistance. This practitioner also highlighted the important role 

played by the young person’s family over the long term, suggesting as the young person’s 

behaviour deteriorates, the family may become increasingly disheartened, and as a result, less 

supportive in the young person’s desistance process: 

 

“Resources are also quite a big issue in terms of what might be out there for the 

young person. For example a young person who I was caretaking for who had come 

down from London, hadn’t been allocated a local school. He’s ended up going back to 
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London now, which is a shame. He hadn’t actually reoffended whilst being in Cardiff; 

a lot of spare time on his hands, including the six weeks holidays but it was a real 

disappointment when we didn’t manage to get him a local school because I think the 

longer he had gone on without anything constructive to do, that may have increased 

his chances of getting involved with the wrong crowd. He was involved with the wrong 

crowd in London, and he was trying to steer away from that. Peers are a massive 

factor. He had some good role models locally; his family was local. He became part of 

a dance group, a drama group; doing a BBC Wales drama production. So he had 

really occupied himself whilst he was waiting and over the school holidays. But I think 

his behaviour had started to deteriorate at home and his aunt was getting more and 

more fed up.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

What this comment also shows is the young person referred to by the practitioner, seemed to 

have managed to transition into a pro-social peer group and his later reoffending was more to 

do with factors outside of his control, such as moving to a new area due to a lack of schooling 

availability. This has implications for desistance-practice in that it highlights the need for 

practitioners to take into consideration the role of structural factors, when working with 

young people in a bid to increase their likelihood of desisting. Having a lack of positive role 

models within the young person’s immediate environment, including family, was something 

indicated in two of the young peoples’ case files. For instance, one young person’s case file 

noted he had no family members or guardians who modelled pro social norms and had no 

stable relationships with adults outside of the family, other than YOS practitioners (the 

importance of good quality working relationships in desistance was explored in the previous 

chapter).  A second young person’s case file noted the father was currently serving time in 

prison and the young person wants no contact with his mother. So for this young person, his 

file implies that he has no secure and healthy relationships with any adults in his immediate 

family.  For this young person and for young people in similar situations, with little in the 

way of pro social family role models and secure adult relationships, the role of the YOS 

practitioner in their desistance may be particularly significant. 

 

The possible negative impact of the family 

 

The views of practitioner and young people suggest that sometimes a young person’s family 

has the potential to have a negative impact on desistance. For instance, one young person 

interviewed talked about how on some occasions, his mother’s actions can evoke negative 

emotions: 

 

“I need family around me. I love my mam but I also don't care at the same time. 

Sometimes when I’m on the phone to my mum and she can’t even speak to me. I 
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absolutely hate that and I chuck the phone and go out and go mad. She hasn't done it 

for a couple of weeks.” (Parker). 

 

 

This young person hints at the contradictory role of their family in their desistance; it seems 

that on the one hand they love their family, and when they get on, they feel happy and have a 

positive outlook on their life, which could make desistance seem more likely. But when they 

are not harmonious, and when their family appears disinterested in the young person, it has 

the potential to frustrate them, which could serve to make the young person feel rejected and 

worthless, possibly increasing their likelihood of engaging in criminal behaviour. As a factor 

in desistance, this young person’s perception indicates that whilst his family has the potential 

to increase their likelihood of desisting, it also confirms that family has the potential to act a 

barrier to desistance, in terms of the negative impact it can have on the way the young person 

feels. These findings of the family as a potential barrier to desistance, reinforces findings by 

Martinez and Abrams (2013). Furthermore, research by Walker et al. (2017) indicates even 

though family circumstances during childhood were shown to be reliable predictors of initial 

offending, family was found to only have a weak link to desistance. Thus, it might be 

necessary to consider the potential interaction effect between family and other factors 

(something explored in more detail later in this chapter), which again reinforces the 

individualised nature of desistance. 

 

The Importance of The Family Over Time 

 

According to one practitioner, age is an important factor when considering the role played by 

family in desistance: 

 

“It depends on the age of the kid. When you start to get to upper secondary school, 

friends have more of an influence then.” (Drew) 

 

Here the practitioner suggests you cannot just accept family is one of the significant factors in 

desistance. Instead, it is important to consider the likelihood that as young people grow older, 

the family becomes less of a factor, as peers surpass it in terms of its influence.  

 

Whilst young people did not comment on the impact of their family changing as they age, one 

young person did talk about the important role his mother played the last time he was 

arrested, something that did not bother him in past arrests: 
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“What broke me was when I kicked off, being in the dark in the holding cell before 

prison and I couldn’t even see my mum…” (Ezra) 

 

 

Even though this young person had been arrested multiple times before, the last time he was 

arrested, his mother featured heavily on his mind. This could offer support to the role of 

developmental and maturation factors, and the changes occurring to thought processes over 

time and with experience (as discussed in Chapter 4).  It might also be linked to the 

emergence of emotional autonomy that occurs during adolescence, particularly after a period 

of increased experience of negative emotions (Trentacosta & Izard, 2005).  

 

In addition to the age and maturation of the young person being factors to consider when 

exploring the family as a factor in desistance, practitioners also suggested the need to look at 

the duration of family support for the young person. For instance, practitioners commented 

families are essential for continuing the good work the YOS does, long after the young person 

has ceased working with them, highlighting the need for families to ensure they offer their 

support over the long-term, to ensure desistance continues long term: 

 

“Even if you can see a positive role model in their family (and friends) it’s about 

encouraging them to make a difference in that young person’s life. It is outside, but 

it’s also up to us to make sure they maintain it for when we go away. We can’t be 

there for years and years. I identify other people around them who are good role 

models.” (Kennedy). 

 

 

It was not only the practitioners who talked about the long term role of family on desistance; 

young people also commented on the importance of their family for their long-term 

desistance; with some young people emphasising the importance of parents, whilst others 

mentioned siblings: 

 

“Family. My sister helps me…She’s there for me...” (Parker) 

And 

 

 “…I got a lot to lose like. My father for one…” (Ezra) 

 

And 
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“…Family will help me stay out of trouble. Instead of going out with friends I go out 

with family…” (John) 

 

 

These young people appear to be suggesting their families not only help them desist in the 

short term but also have a part to play in the long term.  This could be by being available and 

present for times when they need support, by being something to lose if they were to reoffend, 

and by filling their time with pro-social activities, leaving less time and likely less energy to 

reoffend.   

 

The findings of this study indicate that practitioners see working with the family as important, 

and that practitioners worry, if they do not get the family on board, all the hard work they do 

with the young person to increase their likelihood of desisting, can be very quickly undone, as 

one practitioner said: 

 

“If their family has that way of thinking as well, it’s important to break that down too 

because you could do really well with them and then they go home and they get 

negative influences around them again which jeopardises the work you’ve just done 

with them an hour before.” (Jo) 

 

The findings of this study, that practitioners perceive the long term support parents can 

sometimes offer young people to desist in the long term, supports findings by Ziegler et al. 

(2017), which showed young people were more likely to desist if they had parents living with 

them, compared to young people who did not live with parents; and findings by Schroeder et 

al. (2010), which showed an 82% increase in desistance if young people have strong family 

links. 

 

It seems this practitioner is rather sceptical about the young person’s ability to desist over the 

long term, if a relapse was to occur.  This is interesting and might suggest this practitioner has 

a lack of understanding of desistance as a process and that relapses in offending are part of 

this.  This practitioner may also not understand that, in addition to external factors (such as 

family) being important in long term change, internal change is also important (individual 

factors, such as narrative and identity, as explored in Chapter 4). It might also be that the 

practitioner does not accept this way of thinking. This also has implications for practice in 

that part of the practitioner role in encouraging long-term desistance is to help the young 

person to make internal changes in their narratives and self-identity; something commented 

on in the HMIP (2016) report. 
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So far, the focus has been on how the young person’s family could directly affect desistance, 

from the perspectives of practitioners and young people. However, according to some 

practitioners, family may also be important to desistance in more of an indirect manner, as 

one practitioner suggested: 

 

“I think the main desistance factor is about self-esteem, confidence, and insight. The 

other things will feed into that, so having a good family and good attachments to your 

family are going to be a priority to achieving good self-esteem.” (Alfie, Social 

Worker). 

 

Practitioners highlighted the need to also consider the role of the family in fostering a young 

person’s self-esteem and confidence, as well as offering a young person insight into their 

behaviour; illustrating the importance of the individual factors involved in a young person’s 

desistance.  

 

Whilst none of the young people interviewed talked about the role their families played in 

terms of their self-esteem and confidence, this might not be entirely surprising because it is 

likely young people are unaware of how they have been ‘shaped’ by their families, as this is 

something that happens early on in a young person’s life, between the ages of 6 and 12 years 

as it is something that occurs through the interactions they have with various social 

environments, such as family, teachers and peers (Stets & Burke, 2014).  

 

These findings, which suggest the family is important in fostering individual qualities in 

young people, supports the findings of existing literature. Ulrich (2018) found family to be an 

important factor in healthy self-esteem development, and the family environment during 

childhood (such as the quality of parenting, learning experiences, and a safe and organised 

home) significantly predicted a young person’s self-esteem. Furthermore, with research 

suggesting children whose self-esteem is not nurtured during childhood to be at a higher risk 

of academic failure, violence and substance misuse (DaraPublishing, 2017) (factors which 

have been associated with an increased likelihood of offending) (Hayhurst et al., 2017; 

Hirschfield, 2018), it is evident family is indeed a factor worthy of consideration in 

desistance.  

 

Practitioners explored this indirect impact of the family on a young person’s desistance 

further when they referred to family norms. Social norms are unwritten rules or expectations 
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of thoughts and behaviour that can mitigate offending behaviour for some young people 

(World Health Organisation, 2009). Even if a young person indicates a desire or willingness 

to desist, or at least attempt to, this can be hampered by the influence of the family, and their 

expectations and thoughts. The importance of family norms and role models in desistance, 

was reiterated by one practitioner who commented: 

 

“Family depending how seriously the family take their offending; if there’s any 

offending within the household – older brothers. We supervise 3 or 4 brothers, in and 

of prison and they’ve got that role model. It’s not accepted in the household but it’s 

not condemned either. It can be difficult to get out of that lifestyle. I’m not saying the 

parents are encouraging them to go out and offend but it’s become the norm. The 

father’s been in prison, the older brother’s been in prison, and a lot of the peers they 

hang around with; so it’s quite difficult to get out. Maybe the school isn’t seen as 

important; that you can get by without not being in work on training. It’s quite 

difficult to get them out of that mind-set sometimes.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

 

This practitioner implies whilst some families do not actively and directly encourage 

offending behaviour, they do not discourage it either, with families sometimes seeing the 

young person’s offending behaviour as a way of life; part of their culture and not something 

to be concerned about. It could also be some families are desensitised to offending behaviour 

because they are surrounded by it in their everyday neighbourhood. There might also be an 

element of ‘learned helplessness’ (Maier & Seligman, 2016), because many of the young 

people they work with have always been around offending behaviour, they might believe they 

are not able to change their situation. Part of a practitioner’s role may then be to support 

young people to understand and to believe they are in control of their lives, they could make 

changes and lead a prosocial life. However, changing the way a young person thinks and 

perceives can be very difficult because of the norms and values embedded in the socialisation 

process (Barry, 2020; Bezin et al., 2017).  Practitioners would need to consider working with 

the family as a whole, to bring about ‘whole change’ to increase the chances of the young 

person desisting. 

 

Education, Employment and Training (EET) 

 

EET can serve to widen young people’s social capital. As Kay (2020) commented, desistance 

is not solely about young people obtaining social capital; what is also important is increasing 

the type of capital available to them. Practitioners, more so than young people, perceived EET 

to be an important factor in desistance. Interestingly, whilst young people did not specifically 

name EET as being a factor in their desistance, as the next chapter will show, young people 
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did comment on the importance of having a good quality working relationship for their 

engagement with EET. 

 

Opportunity for Offending 

 

According to many practitioners, EET itself has the potential to have a significant impact on a 

young person’s desistance, not just in practical terms of gaining qualifications and money. 

This practitioner suggests that being in EET leaves the young person with less time and 

opportunity to reoffend: 

 

“I think EET would have more of an impact on desistance because it takes up more 

time, gives them focus. It’s one of the biggest things here at the YOS – getting young 

people into EET.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

Whilst another practitioner focused on the importance of structured activities in desistance: 

 

“It makes a massive difference; particularly the kids that we work with, who are 

already not in mainstream and not being in school means they’re going to be hanging 

around the streets and meeting with kids from different schools.” (Drew). 

 

Narrative and Identity  

If a young person is in EET, not only will they have less time to offend, but being a student or 

an employee can help to change the young person’s narrative from one of offending, to a 

prosocial one, as well as helping to change the young person’s self-identity.  Indeed, one 

practitioner developed this link between employment and the formation of identity and 

narrative transformation; referring to a young person he worked with who secured a job 

independently, affording him confidence: 

“One of my clients the other day got into employment on his own. He came out of it 

ten foot tall.” (Drew). 

 

In addition to the findings of this study supporting the importance of a young person’s 

narrative in desistance; something that is documented extensively in existing literature (Ward 

et al., 2007; Stone, 2015), findings of this study support the findings of a report by the Prisons 

and Probation Ombudsman (2020), which highlighted the importance of young people being 

provided with opportunities to try out their new, pro-social identities. Such an allowance also 

affords young people the opportunity to prove themselves to society; an important part of 
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their desistance process. For instance, Maruna’s Making Good (2001) theory, considers the 

importance of ‘narrative repair’ of stigmatised identities. For this practitioner, it is not just 

securing employment that serves as a factor to raise this young person’s confidence levels; but 

also that the young person secured employment on their own. This implies it is less about 

practitioners helping young people to find employment and more about them empowering 

young people to secure their own employment. If practitioners can help a young person to 

find employment, or a place on an educational course, this would allow them to begin the 

process of identity repair.  

However, Wigzell (2020) found identity change to be irrelevant to many young people; most 

who had little or no prior criminal behaviour; and the criminal behaviour they did engage in 

was short, sporadic or accidental.  The findings of Wigzell’s (2020) research supports the 

national trend, which shows 73% of young people on Court Orders are either FTEs or have 1-

2 previous cautions or convictions.  Such findings highlight the importance of practitioners 

assuming all young people in the YJS has pro-criminal identities that need to be changed. 

Such change could do more harm than good, in terms of the negative effect it could have on 

young people’s identification and self-worth. It is important for practitioners to both recognise 

and nurture young people’s existing pro-social identities. 

 

Access to Education, Employment and Training 

Practitioners also commented many of the young people they work with are either suspended 

from school, on reduced timetables or tutored at home; all affording them much more time to 

reoffend, compared to young people attending mainstream schooling, on a regular timetable: 

“It increases the risk; so instead of being out for three or four hours, they’re out for 

eight. So there’s much more opportunity for them to get involved in crime.” (Kyle, 

Social Worker). 

 

And 

 

“It’s then the whole day, every day. Or even if they’re on reduced timetables, or home 

tuition. That’s like an hour a day. Then they’ve got all the time in the world to be out 

on the streets getting up to no good.” (Blake, Social Worker) 

 

This highlights the importance of parents monitoring the behaviour of their children, ensuring 

they complete educational tasks at home, which not only serves to keep them out of trouble, 

but also reduces the chances of them falling behind academically. Such a suggestion as this 
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reinforces again, the potential role of family in young people’s desistance and supports 

existing literature (Hammersley, 2011). However, it might be that some of families of the 

young people known to the YOS are being marginalised, which could include access to EET; 

with a number of parents being without academic qualifications and/or regular employment; 

or perhaps having too many jobs. This might go some way to explaining why none of the 

young people interviewed commented on EET as a factor in their desistance.  

Furthermore, children not in education, employment or training (NEET) is indeed a current 

concern, with the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2020) reporting that the number of 

NEET young people has increased over the past two years, from 8.2% in 2018 to 9.2% in 

2019. Furthermore, the HM Inspectorate Probation (2021) report concluded that not enough is 

being done to address this issue. 

Findings of this current study indicate that practitioners perceive if a young person has 

opportunities to engage in EET, it has the potential to increase their likelihood of desisting, 

for many reasons. Not only do practitioners perceive that being involved in EET leave less 

time for young people to engage in offending behaviour, but it can change a young person’s 

narrative and identity and can also serve to widen young people’s social capital; thus 

increasing their likelihood of desisting. Indeed, the findings of this study in highlighting the 

importance of EET in desistance, supports findings by McAra and McVie (2010). However, it 

is important to note that engagement in EET is dependent partly on society providing the 

young person with EET opportunities, and partly on the willingness of the young person to 

take up these opportunities. This ties into Dowden and Andrews Core Correctional Practices 

(Dowden & Andrews, 2000), in particular, Core Correction Practice 9, which emphasises the 

importance of practitioners facilitating access to educational and employment support. 

 

However, young people not taking up EET opportunities could be related to issues 

surrounding their confidence; something reiterated in existing literature (McMahon & Jump, 

2018; Nugent, 2016; Wigzell, 2021). The findings of this current study have highlighted not 

only the potential role played by a young person’s family in supporting their engagement with 

EET, but also hinted at the importance of practitioners offering a similarly supportive role, in 

terms of encouraging young people to engage and persevere with EET. This also highlights 

the significance of the working relationship in desistance.  
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Peers and Friends 

 

Both practitioners and young people perceived peers and friends as a factor, to both promote 

offending, as well as acting as a barrier to desistance; however the findings of this study also 

indicate the term ‘peers’ can encompass different constructs, such as peer attitudes (supported 

by existing literature, Ragan, 2014); susceptibility to peer influence (supported by existing 

literature, Meldrum et al., 2013) and peer pressure (supported by existing literature, Walters, 

2016).  

 

Peer Pressure 

 

Practitioners, when specifically asked about barriers to desistance, talked about the role of 

peer pressure and how peer pressure could promote offending. For instance, one practitioner 

implied peer pressure can take on two forms: (1) young people wanting to commit offences 

when with their peers; and (2) those young people who commit offences simply because they 

go along with what their peers are doing: 

 

“Peer pressure. Just being with their peers and wanting to do it; not necessarily being 

pressured into doing it. Peer pressure is big because they’re sat at home with all the 

right ideas, but when everyone is having a laugh, they end up going along with it. 

When you are at home with parents you have that idea. No young person is the same 

at home as they are with peers.’ (Logan). 

 

This evidence supports Meldrum and Miller’s (2013) idea of ‘susceptibility to peer influence’ 

as well as Walter’s (2018) notion of ‘peer resistance skills’, suggesting some young people 

might successfully desist because they are better able to resist peer influences, which 

highlights the individualised nature of desistance.  

 

Existing literature also reinforces peer resistance as a factor in desistance (Reynolds & Crea, 

2015; Freeman & Simonsen, 2015; Day, 2009), suggesting self-regulating young people are 

less susceptible to peer pressure and less likely to engage in anti-social acts. However, when 

considering the impact of peers and friends on a young person’s desistance, research by 

Walters (2018) suggests young people have the greatest chance of desisting from crime when 

they possess both strong peer resistance skills, and have fewer friends and peers who commit 

offences. It seems then, it might not be enough, or even realistic, to rely on the young person 

having fewer delinquent friends, in a bid to increase their chances of desistance. The skills 

they possess to resist the few delinquent friends they have or indeed meet, are also important 
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and advantageous; highlighting both the individualised nature of desistance, and the 

individualised nature of peers and friends as factors in desistance. The importance of young 

people being able to resist peer influence in a bid to increase their likelihood of desisting was 

commented on by some of the young people interviewed. For instance, one young person 

stated: 

 

“Friends involved in crime definitely act as a barrier. They influenced me 

badly.”(Parker). 

 

However, some young people were aware of the strong pull their peers have on them and their 

behaviour and took steps to try and minimise this influence. For instance: 

 

“In college there are two or three people I hang around with. One is negative and the 

others are positive… I just try and block him out.” (Ezra). 

 

And: 

 

“I try to stay away from them. I see them around but I just walk away.” (Jamie) 

 

And: 

 

“…You’ve got to walk off. It’s hard and that but you’ve just got to do it.” (Charlie). 

 

 

The findings of this study imply peer resistance training may be an effective means of 

increasing desistance from youth offending; this might be something practitioners could 

consider as part of their role; or at the very least, directing young people to such training.  

 

However, one practitioner reinforced the individualised nature of desistance and offending, 

indicating for some young people, peers might indeed feature heavily as a factor in their 

desistance; but for the next young person, not so much: 

 

“Peers can increase the likelihood of desistance but not in every case.” (Kennedy). 

 

This comment serves to highlight not only the individualised nature of desistance, but also the 

interconnecting nature of desistance as a factor, suggesting the influence of factors on a young 

person’s desistance will depend on the young person as an individual: their experiences and 

their biology; and how these factors impact each other.  
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Practitioners also suggested friends and peers are implicated not only in desistance, but also in 

promoting offending behaviour:  

 

“Peer groups. You can mix with people who are either positive or negative.” (Alfie, 

Social Worker). 

  

This is something reiterated by the young people themselves, with one young person saying: 

 

“I could go out with my friends and end up going back to jail…my friends have helped 

encourage me to desist since I’ve been out. They've been getting me home on time.” 

(John). 

 

The young person here draws attention to two things: on the one hand, they could go out with 

friends and get into trouble with the law (thus as a factor, friends could be seen to promote 

offending behaviour), but on the other, their same group of friends could increase the young 

person’s chance of desisting by offering them praise and encouragement when they abstain 

from offending.  These findings emphasise the dichotomous role of peers and friends as a 

factor in desistance and offending, and tie into the Differential Association Theory (Cressey, 

1960) and the Differential Social Support Theory (Drennon-Gala, 2010), which both suggest 

peers and friends exert both criminogenic and protective influences on individuals. The 

findings of this study also support findings by Mowen and Bowman (2018), which suggest 

peer crime can significantly increase the likelihood of offending, and peer support can 

significantly increase the likelihood of desistance.  

 

Findings of this current study suggest social support could serve to reduce the likelihood of 

the young person engaging in criminal behaviour, via the incorporation of both micro effects 

(such as supportive peer relationships) and also more macro effects (such as supportive 

societies, of which peers might be involved in); something that is also a factor in existing 

literature (Kort-Butler, 2017; Shader, 2003).  

 

Peers and Neighbourhood  

 

A further factor that ties in closely with peers and friends is the place where young people 

live; their neighbourhood, which at times, might largely be out of the control of the young 

people themselves. Whilst this can make desistance more difficult for some young people, 
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others seem to be able to take steps to work around it, such as staying away from peers who 

might act as a barrier to their desistance, as one young person indicated: 

 

“I make sure I don’t get myself dug into a bad crowd. In college there are two or three 

people I hang around with. One of them is negative and the others are positive. I just 

tried to block him out really. The only friend I hang out with where I live, he lives over 

the other side of the mountain. I speak to some of them on the Play Station and I see 

them on my bike. Places I go too. I think people are more important than the places I 

am.” (Jamie) 

 

 

Some young people, however, are able to move out of the area and away from their peers and 

friends:  

 

“I still see my friends on weekends when I go out but it did change me a bit. For the 

better. I was getting involved with all my friends. You get a bunch of boys my age and 

it’s more of a chance of me offending if I was down that area.” (Ezra) 

 

 

Moving to a different neighbourhood is perceived by some young people, as being an 

important factor in improving their chances of desisting. It is unclear however, whether this is 

because moving takes them away from their friends and peers, because it removes them from 

a particular area, or a combination of both factors. Moving to a different area, would likely 

result in a change of peers and friends, and some young people talk about the importance of 

having a fresh start by moving to a new area, which might bring with it, new opportunities 

such as a place on a college course and employment (education and employment as factors in 

desistance have previously been explored by this study in this chapter): 

 

“Maybe a couple of months ago I would just wanna go out with my friends and have a 

drink. But now I’ve moved away from all of them. I’m not saying they’re all a bad 

influence. Friends are friends like. I just thought if I move up here it will be better for 

me. I can get a job and go back to college. It is a fresh start. I do know quite a few 

people but I don’t socialise up there. I don't get involved with them.” (Ezra). 

 

Having a fresh start has been shown by existing literature to be an important factor in 

desistance (Stone, 2015; Weaver, 2016).  Some young people trying to desist perceive having 

a fresh start, in a new neighbourhood, to be a more important factor than meeting new peers 

and making new friends, with some being able to desist successfully, in a new area whilst 

keeping contact with old friends and peers (King, 2003). Such findings reaffirm both the 
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individualised nature of peers, as well as the individualised nature of desistance. However, 

Bennet (2011) highlights the importance of capturing the subtlety of young people’s social 

identity development, which highlights the need to formalise practitioner’s understandings of 

the complex relationship between “…cognition, context and action...” (Bennett, 2011, p. 

360). This has implications for youth justice practice in suggesting collaborative working not 

only between criminologists (and practitioners and academics within the justice-related field) 

and psychologists, but also between psychologists within the fields of developmental 

psychology and social psychology.  This theorises that to desist from offending, people need 

to develop a pro-social identity via a process of redemption, which involves ‘making good’ 

their past offending. 

 

When exploring the impact of the neighbourhood, it is also important to consider its effect on 

parenting. For instance, several studies have suggested parenting is influenced by 

neighbourhood factors (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson et al., 2002). In particular, 

literature indicates a disadvantaged neighbourhood triggers a more restrictive parenting style, 

which could be aimed at protecting young people from neighbourhood danger (Nair, 2009). 

Zubari (2013) examined which neighbourhood factors in particular were associated with 

parenting and found neighbourhood social organisation (in particular collective efficacy, 

which refers to the ability of members of a community to control the behaviour of 

individuals), can affect the well being of young people via their parents. Furthermore, 

collective efficacy was positively correlated to parental monitoring (which included parents’ 

knowledge of their children’s friends and locations; and rules regulating after-school 

activities), even when individual and family characteristics were considered.  

 

Victimisation and Peer Rejection 

Another factor implicated in the role of friends and peers in desistance is that of victimisation. 

One practitioner talked about peers acting as “alliances”; for some young people peers are not 

so much friends, but rather, a group who get together because of similar interests and or goals. 

One such goal could be to minimise the risk of victimisation; to survive: 

“For a lot of them they’ve gone around with their peer group; they might not have any 

other close alliances.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

Indeed one practitioner reiterated this: 
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“Sometimes they’ll say something like ‘if all of a sudden I stopped offending, I’d 

probably be quite vulnerable, as in friends asking why they’ve stopped offending. 

Almost like are you with us or against us? Are you giving information to the police? 

They would become targets themselves.” (Addison, Social Worker). 

 

These findings support existing literature, such as Rokven et al. (2017), which suggests living 

in close proximity to friends who engage in criminality increases a young person’s likelihood 

of offending, because daily interaction with friends and peers decreases their risk of becoming 

a victim, as delinquent friends are able to offer protection.  

Trempe et al. (2014) however, offers a slightly different angle; whilst peer victimisation and 

peer rejection, can be considered important factors in desistance, it is important to consider it 

might not be the young person who rejects their peers; instead, it might be the young person’s 

peers who reject the young person. Such rejection could potentially cause the young person 

adjustment problems, according to Trempe et al. (2014), which could negatively affect the 

young person’s ability to desist. Such rejection by peers is particularly problematic because it 

has the potential to increase the young person’s risk of developing more serious anti-social 

and conduct problems later on in adolescence (Burgers et al., 2015).  These findings not only 

highlight the role of peers and friends as factors in desistance, but also suggest these factors 

cannot be considered in isolation when looking at their effect on a young person’s desistance 

(the interaction of multiple factors is explored in more detail at the end of this chapter). 

Loneliness Versus Being Alone 

 

One young person talked about the role his friends played during the time his sister spent time 

in prison, in terms helping to alleviate his loneliness: 

 

“A lot of my friends get drunk and if I get drunk that's when I might get into trouble. 

Drinking. My friends encourage it. My sister helps me. She’s there for me. She was in 

prison but she’s out now. When she went to prison, I was left on my own in the house. 

My house was too big for me, and all my mates were around. My second house was 

too close to my mates. My friends aren’t a bad influence; they can be sound and 

sometimes can be dickheads.” (Parker) 

 

Whilst inviting his friends around to his house appeared to lessen the problem of not being 

left in the house on his own, it appears to have created another problem: that of the young 

person’s friends not always acting as a pro-social factor. However, this young person does not 

blame his behaviour on his friends, saying they are not a bad influence on him. This suggests 

the young person perceives he has a certain amount of free choice in terms of his behaviour; 
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even if his friends are behaving anti-socially, does not mean he has to behave in the same 

manner.  

 

However, as one practitioner highlighted, there is a difference between what young people 

perceive as being the case and what actually is the case, i.e. considering just how much free 

will a young person actually has when in the company of his friends: 

 

“When they are with their peer group and it becomes a bit of peer pressure, a bit of 

cajoling between them all; so it's the situation, the context and the people they are 

with. It is very unlikely that repeat offenders carry out offending on their own. I also 

think that maybe they think they are in control. If they are in a group and as a group 

they decide to burgle a house, at that point of course they can say no, but the fact of 

the matter is when they’re in that situation it is very unlikely they are going to say no, 

because they go along with their peers.” (Alex, Social Worker). 

 

 

It may also be impossible for anyone else to know the level of influence peers have on a 

young person.  What may be more important is working with what the young person 

perceives as being important and relevant. Interestingly though, in this quote the young 

person also commented his sister, since coming out of prison, is now there for him. Such a 

statement suggests that whilst on the one hand his sister could have previously been seen to 

be modelling criminal behaviour, on the other hand, more recently, his sister, since being 

released from prison, could be regarded more as a positive factor in his desistance, in that he 

regards her as a source of support. This serves to highlight the fluid nature of desistance 

factors. 

 

It is important also to make the distinction between loneliness and being alone.  Multiple 

friends can surround an individual and so they are not alone, but they can still feel lonely. 

Loneliness is defined by Mund and Johnson (2021), as the want of closeness. Furthermore, it 

is suggested that loneliness is a subjective experience, adding it is the emotion over the social 

fact that effects negatively the body and the brain, i.e. feeling lonely seems to be detrimental 

to a young person’s wellbeing (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009). Whilst research by Garvin and 

Kosalina (2017) did not find a statistically significant relationship between loneliness and 

crime, their findings did show loneliness and crime does indeed occur for some young people, 

and further suggests that young people could overcome this through socialising with friends. 

This posits then, that friends, as a factor might be more important in offending and desistance, 

than the feeling of loneliness itself. This is supported by Carrizales (2007), who suggests that 
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social support from friends, could act as a protective factor against offending.  However, it is 

important to emphasise that social support needs to be strong and of good quality (The 

importance of a good quality relationship was considered in detail in Chapter 8).  

 

Whilst none of the practitioners talked about loneliness, one practitioner did touch on the 

closely related factors of belonging and security, when they talked about a family they had 

previously worked with, where all of the children were in custody; where the children actively 

reoffended, as they perceived custody was preferable to their life outside of it, because of the 

sense of security and belonging that custody could offer them: 

 

“All three brothers who want to be in custody because it is better than not. Security, 

stability and a sense of belonging. Structure. It didn’t matter what I did, he was drawn 

back because that is where his sense of belonging is.” (Ethan). 

 

It seems that this practitioner perceives that it is possible that these young people felt rejected 

and cast aside by those around them outside of custody, such as their family, friends and 

neighbourhood; all of which could have fed into them gravitating towards custody. This 

might be particularly true for those young people who have spent time in the care system (as 

previously identified in this chapter, one of the five young people interviewed for this study 

had spent time in care). It might also be that feeling lonely is linked closely to rejection, so it 

might be rejection rather than loneliness that is most damaging to a young person (Shulevitz, 

2013), and as highlighted by Chen et al. (2015) previously in this section, a feeling of 

rejection has been linked to an increased likelihood of young people engaging in anti-social 

behaviour. However, it is unlikely that a custodial experience will make a young person feel 

secure, or create a sense of belonging or stability for young people. Thus, it might be that the 

practitioner does not have a full understanding of the reality of custody for young people. 

 

These findings have implications for youth justice practitioners, suggesting programmes to 

increase a young person’s likelihood of desisting should focus on building a good quality 

social support network.  This makes a young person feel wanted, offering them a sense of 

belonging. It might include not only friends but also the community and family members, and 

could include family therapy, as well as involving the young person’s family and friends in 

activities to increase the young person’s desistance likelihood.  

 

With this in mind, and with practitioners being aware of just how influential peers and friends 

can be in desistance, practitioners commented they perceive part of their role is to try and 
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introduce young people to new peers. These would need to be young people who are not 

involved in offending and who display pro-social behaviour; as well as attempting to show 

young people there are opportunities out there for them, that do not involve criminality. 

Introducing young people to new, pro social peers, could provide young people with 

opportunities to try new things and to build their social network (the role of the practitioner in 

highlighting alternatives for young people was explored in Chapter 6): 

 

“Trying to chase them away from what they're used to; either hanging around with 

their friends and stuff like that and giving them the opportunity to experience more 

than what they used to.” (Jo) 

 

An interesting finding of this study is the language used here by the practitioner, in saying 

“…chase them away from what they’re used to…” (Jo). To chase away implies you ‘do to 

someone’ and might be seen to have negative connotations, rather than the individual coming 

to the decision themselves (with the latter likely to be part of a longer process than the 

former). Some practitioners could see themselves as the expert, rather than the young person; 

seeing their practitioner role as active and that of the young person as more passive (which 

was explored in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7). These comments suggest that there might be a role 

for a more muscular and directive style of supervision. 

 

New Peer Groups 

 

When talking about peers and friends as factors in desistance, practitioners also talked of 

trying to empower young people to make new friends and to become part of different social 

groups:  

 

“We can try and empower them. It might not kick in for a few years.” (James, 

Educational Worker). 

 

However, this practitioner went on to comment they are only able to do so much to assist a 

young person to desist, such as introducing them to a new neighbourhood to help them meet 

new peers; suggesting the young person has to be receptive to the practitioner’s suggestions: 

 

“No matter how much information we give these people, these young people, when 

they’re in that moment it’s them making the decision isn’t it?” (James, Educational 

Worker) 
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What this practitioner says, about young people having to make the decision for themselves, 

when they are in ‘the moment’, supports the role of maturation factors (considered in Chapter 

4), and highlights the inter-dependent role of desistance factors, as well as highlight the 

themes of agency and structure. Furthermore, such a comment goes some way to emphasising 

the individualised nature of desistance and how individualised factors such as peers and 

friends, might affect desistance. This practitioner’s comment also emphasises the strength of 

pull peers and friends can have on some young people. This was reinforced by a second 

practitioner: 

 

“I worked with a young lad who was moved out of the area last year and his offending 

seems to have decreased somewhat… but some young people are going to migrate 

back to their friends wherever they live in the city, because they have the mentality 

that their friends are their life” (Jordan). 

 

 

This second practitioner indicated the young person’s offending behaviour had improved 

noticeably since he was distanced from his friends, which reinforces friends as a potential 

barrier to desistance for young people, suggesting for some young people desistance can at 

least partly depend on friends. However, the practitioner also indicated for some young 

people, the pull of their friends is so strong (as indicated by the practitioner likening friends to 

family), that young people might eventually return to the familiar. This could happen 

regardless of the new area where they are placed and despite positive efforts in their 

desistance process. Such comments made by practitioners serve again to reinforce the 

individualised nature of desistance, as well as emphasising the need for young people to be 

ready to desist (which touches on the developmental factors and factors of maturation, 

explored in Chapter 4).  

 

Peers and Identity 

 

Practitioners further discussed the role peers and friends play in affording young people a 

sense of identity. This again highlights not only peers and friends as factors in a young 

person’s desistance, indicating desistance is at least partly dependent on friends and peers, but 

also highlights the complex interplay between multiple desistance factors: 

 

“A lot of these young people get their sense of identity from their peers, because they 

are with their peers more than they are with their family.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 
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When practitioners highlight new opportunities, as well as support, and encourage young 

people to try new things and to meet new social groups, they may be helping the young 

people to change their narrative and identity. This comment also highlights the potential role 

of youth culture in desistance; something emphasised in existing literature (Carpenter, 2012; 

Claes, 2017; Laub & Sampson, 2001; Wigzell, 2021). As a form of ‘narrative repair’, 

practitioners could go some way to supporting the young person to repurpose their negative 

experiences as evidence that they can grow and change in a positive way. According to Stone 

(2015), this would allow the young person to interpret their past suffering and behaviour as 

being redemptive, affording them to use their past experiences as resources to draw upon in 

their new, pro-social life. However, Stone’s (2015) research was based on adults and so 

cannot be generalised to young people, where repair might be less of an issue. 

 

However, as pointed out by a second practitioner, trying to change a young person’s identity 

can be difficult because it is so deeply embedded in the group of peers they associate with: 

 

“I think once you've got in with a crowd, it’s very difficult to change that and I think 

it’s very difficult to change aspects of yourself because they are things that make us 

who we are. Their identity is going to be very much with that group of people.” (Alfie, 

Social Worker). 

 

 

This comment suggests the practitioner perceives identity to be fluid and contingent; and 

further highlights the importance of practitioners in trying to empower young people to 

change who they associate and socialise with, which can be linked to Maruna’s (2001) notion 

of ‘empowerment’ where a person receives support from an external force (which in this case 

could be a practitioner), and where this outside force (the practitioner) has belief in the person 

and their ability to desist and lead a pro-social life. This, according to Maruna (2001), can 

lead to the person wanting to give something back to society; and not wanting to let down the 

individuals who supported them and believed in them (the practitioner), as a form of 

appreciation (which also highlights the importance of having a good quality, working 

relationship, which was explored in Chapter 8). However, it is important to note that 

Maruna’s focus on empowerment was on adults, and that empowerment might not be the 

same for young people. Empowerment has been highlighted in existing research as being 

important to a young person’s desistance. Swan (2005) sees such empowerment as a type of 

identity verification, which has implications for youth justice policy and practice, in particular 

the role that youth justice practitioners play in empowering young people to desist (the role of 

the practitioner was explored in Chapter 6). However, Robertson and Wainwright (2020) 
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suggests when practitioners attempt to empower young people, they need to ensure they use a 

culturally sensitive approach where possible in their support plans. This could also be linked 

to ‘hooks for change’ (Giordano et al, 2002); practitioners could help young people to identify 

culturally relevant ‘hooks for change’, in a bid to increase their likelihood of desisting. 

 

Peers and a Sense of Belonging 

 

In addition to peers having the potential to offer young people a sense of identity, it is also 

important, to consider how peers and friends afford young people a sense of belonging, as 

illustrated by one practitioner: 

 

“... We all need to belong don't we? So if they’re not feeling that and not getting that 

at home, they’re going to get it from elsewhere.” (Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

 

In a sense, being part of a peer group gives a young person a sense of belonging; this might be 

particularly important for young people from fractured families, including those raised in the 

care system. This is supported by existing research (HMI Probation, 2016; Weaver & 

McNeill, 2015).  Furthermore, as one practitioner commented, being part of a peer group 

might be a matter of survival for some young people, particularly those who have to make the 

difficult decision to either (1) desist and be targeted by their peers, or (2) to continue 

offending but not be a target: 

 

“I think a lot of them couldn’t just stop offending. For a lot of them that’s their peer 

group they’ve gone around with; they might not have any other close alliances. They 

might not be close to their family so they see their peers as being important to them. I 

don’t know if they would class them as friends. They can see that if they move away 

from that, it could be quite hard for them; they’d be targets themselves.”(Kyle, Social 

Worker). 

 

It seems that, according to this practitioner, it might not be enough for practitioners to 

encourage young people to pull away from their peers; practitioners might also have to think 

about what they are pushing the young people towards; in a bid to replace one barrier to 

desistance with a factor more likely to increase a young person’s likelihood of desisting. 

 

The important factor of creating a sense of belonging for young people in a bid to increase 

their likelihood of desisting has implications for practitioners. Practitioners could not only 

encourage young people to spend less time with the peers and friends who might serve as a 

potential barrier to the young person’s desistance, but they could also encourage and indeed 
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empower them, to find other more pro social means, of gaining self-identity and a sense of 

belonging. However, this might be more likely to happen and be an easier process, for those 

young people who have family support; however for those young people who do not, and who 

are more likely to see their friends as their family, this might be more difficult.  

 

However, it was not just practitioners who touched on the importance of friends and peers 

being able to offer young people support, such as in the form of social control; young people 

interviewed also highlighted this as a factor in desistance. For instance, one young person 

perceived that some of his friends, who had previously offended but have since successfully 

desisted, serve as a form of support in his own desistance: 

 

“Some friends have been in the same position as me. Been in and out of jail but now 

they’ve sorted themselves out. They’re working and got kids and that. My friends have 

helped encouraged me since I’ve been out. They’re getting me home on time.”(John). 

 

It seems for this young person, his friends support him to desist in two ways: emotionally and 

practically. Other young people talked about using avoidance strategies to maintain 

desistance. This supports an earlier point made by practitioners when they recommended 

young people spend as little time as possible with friends who might act as a barrier to 

desistance, particularly for those who cannot move out of the area where their friends reside. 

For instance, one young person stated they often try to stay away from their friends they think 

are more likely to lead them back in to offending: 

 

“Friends involved in crime definitely act as a barrier. I try to stay away from them. I 

see them around but when they’re off to do stuff I walk away. I didn't care before and 

would just go with them.” (John). 

 

What is also clear from what this young person says, however, is the importance of the young 

person’ desire to desist. It seems staying away from the negative influence of some peers and 

friends is only part of the solution for this young person’s desistance; what also makes a 

difference for him is his attitude to desisting (which is something explored later in this 

chapter). 

 

However, as one practitioner highlighted, even if young people have friends with the potential 

to be a positive desistance factor, these friends have to be willing to provide such help: 
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“Even if you can see a positive role model in their family and friends, it’s about 

encouraging them to make a difference in the young person’s life. It is outside. But it’s 

also up to use to ensure it’s maintained for when we go away. We can’t be there for 

years and years. Identify people around them who are good role models” (Kennedy). 

 

What this practitioner highlights is the importance of young people having friends that are not 

only able to help them desist, but also willing to do so, particularly over the long term, after 

the young person is no longer involved with the YOS. 

 

Peers, Attitude and Choices 

 

Two other closely related desistance factors to peers and the sense of belonging they create 

are attitude and choice, with young people suggesting they desist when they want and choose 

to, regardless of their peers: 

 

“Some of my friends are still offending so I could go back to offending. I have two 

groups of friends. I’ve been trying to go with the ones that don’t get into trouble. I still 

see the others around but I don't hang around with them as much as I used to.” 

(John). 

 

It appears whilst peers and friends have the capacity to act as desistance factors, including 

having the potential to serve as barriers, it is also important to consider the role played by the 

young person’s attitude towards their peers and towards desisting more generally (which ties 

into the importance of developmental and maturational factors discussed in Chapter 4). 

 

It appears that friends and peers are not isolated factors in desistance; other factors, such as 

the young person’s desire to desist, attitude towards it, and whether they choose to, also play a 

role. This then ties into the previous discussion about a young person’s narrative, as well as 

being linked to maturation (which was considered in Chapter 4). This can also be linked to the 

Self Evaluation Maintenance theory (Tesser, 1985), which suggests people seek to maintain 

or increase a positive self-evaluation; and it could be posited that a peer group influences a 

young person’s behaviour via the young person’s motivation to seek positive self-evaluation 

(something also supported by Emler & Reicher, 1995).  Thus one way young people may gain 

positive self-evaluation is through reputation enhancement, with the Reputation Enhancement 

Theory (Carroll et al, 2001) suggesting the audience (i.e. peers) provides feedback to the 

young person, which serves to reinforce and maintain the young person’s identity. Thus, anti-

social and offending behaviour displayed by young people could be motivated by the various 
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social goals related to reputation enhancement (Hattie et al., 2009).  This has implications for 

practitioners, suggesting practitioners could focus their attention on finding alternative, pro 

social ways to enhance the reputation of the young people they work with. 

  

Peers, Hooks for Change and Turning Points 

 

Young people also referred to ceasing socialising with friends who commit offences when 

they feel they have something to lose, such as family or significant others.  This introduces 

another factor relevant to their desistance: hooks for change: 

 

“Since I’ve been out of jail I’ve stopped bothering with people who commit crime. I 

still see them now and again like but I don't go out with them. Hanging around with 

people is. I know people say it isn’t but it is. When you hang around bad influences it 

is. I mean my mates are my mates; they’re good boys. But they do get into a lot of shit. 

They just don't care. It’s not worth it anymore is it? But having people around me who 

don’t care does matter. My mum, my girlfriend, my life. They’ve got nothing to lose 

have they and I have so I’m just trying to keep myself out of it.” (Charlie). 

 

 

It appears from this young person’s perspective, socialising with his friends would increase 

his likelihood of further offending, which would increase his risk of losing his mother and his 

girlfriend, which to him is too much of a risk to take. In essence it seems this young person 

places a higher value on his mother and his girlfriend than on his friends, suggesting, whilst 

peers and friends might indeed be factors in desistance for many young people, what is key is 

how much value the young person places on them. This suggests practitioners might increase 

a young person’s likelihood of desisting if they can find something the young person values 

more than their anti-social friends and peers. However, it would be worth noting that what a 

young person values will likely change as the young person grows up (again reiterating the 

importance of maturation and developmental factors, discussed in Chapter 4). 

 

This young person also draws attention to another factor: temptation, suggesting that some 

peers can lure a young person into offending: 

 

“If you bother with burglars you are going to end up committing burglary. If you 

bother with people who smoke weed you are going to smoke it. Temptation. Peers do 

say come on do it, do it, but you’ve just got to walk off. It’s hard and that but you’ve 

just got to do it.” (Charlie). 

 

Temptation, as a factor in desistance, was considered previously in this chapter. However, this 

young person also implies here that he has a choice and he now chooses to resist such 
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temptation and ‘walks it off’; again reiterating the perception by many young people that they 

are in control of their behaviour; criminal and pro-social. This ties into the role played by 

developmental and maturation factors, explored in Chapter 4 and fits in with Meldrum and 

Miller’s (2013) notion of susceptibility to peer influence, mentioned previously in this 

chapter, when the importance of peer pressure was considered. For this young person, it might 

be they are less susceptible to the influence of others, supporting Walter’s (2018) findings that 

young people have the greatest chance of desisting from crime when they have both strong 

peer resistance skills and fewer friends and peers who commit offences. The implications of 

such findings are that practitioners could encourage young people to attend training sessions 

aimed at increasing their peer resistance skills, as well as trying to encourage young people to 

move away from socialising with anti-social peer groups and move towards those peers who 

have a pro-social influence on their behaviour. This suggests there might be a need for YOS 

practitioners using more detached youth work, with more work being out into the community. 

 

For one young person however, it seems that a significant event in his life was a major factor 

in his desistance: the birth and death of his son, which appeared to act as a ‘turning point’: 

 

“From August last year I had to go from a kid to being a father. That did change me a 

lot. When my son passed away that was it.” (Ezra). 

 

For this young person, it was not solely the birth of his son that appears to have increased his 

likelihood of desisting, but also his son’s death. It appears when his son was born he had to 

grow up, so in essence this young person feels like desistance was no longer his choice to 

make; the decision had been made for him. These findings support existing literature, which 

suggests becoming a father (Lattimore et al., 2018), and losing someone close to you can both 

increase likelihood of desistance (Tangney et al., 2011). Indeed existing literature suggests 

individuals who are motivated by guilt are more likely to take responsibility and will likely 

take pathways towards a more pro social life, with the desire to make amends for their wrong, 

as a way of self-redemption (Baldwin et al., 2006). It might be since the death of his son, this 

young person feels misplaced guilt, which has served to push him into acknowledging his past 

criminality as a form of redemption and as a way to offload the guilt he feels. 

 

However, whilst for this young person, the death of his son served to increase his likelihood 

of desisting, existing literature suggests this does not always happen, For instance, Vaswani et 

al. (2018) found by the time a young person gets to custody, rates of bereavement have 
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increased to 90% among young people under the age of 21. This might be because the link 

between bereavement and desistance is complex, with bereavement being linked to an 

increased likelihood of mental ill-health, substance misuse and risky sexual behaviour 

(Wright & Liddle, 2014). This supports the findings of this current study, which have 

identified substance misuse as a significant desistance factor for many young people. 

 

It is important to note however, that ‘turning points’ are not always the result of an abrupt 

change (such as the death of a child); they can also be incremental and gradual (Carlsson, 

2012), as illustrated by Laub and Sampson (1993, as cited in Tonry, 2001, p. 304) when they 

commented that turning points are ‘part of a process over time’.  Another incremental turning 

point that existing literature suggests is important in desistance is that of intimate partners 

(Barnes & Beaver, 2012; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Harding, 2014), which is explored next. 

 

Intimate Partners 

 

Another factor young people perceived as being important in their desistance is their intimate 

partner, particularly in terms of keeping their partner happy; the role their partner plays in 

their identity; and social capital.  

 

Keeping Partners Happy and Not Letting Partners Down 

 

Whilst all of the young people interviewed perceived intimate partners play a significant role 

in desistance, how partners have an effect was found to vary. For instance, some young 

people talk about desisting because they want to keep their partner happy: 

 

“I have a new girlfriend. She loves me and I love her. She’s already told me she 

wouldn’t be very happy. She would remind me of it everyday.” (Parker) 

 

This comment by the young person indicates their intimate partner increases their likelihood 

of desisting in more than one way: because the young person does not want to make their 

partner unhappy by reoffending and through the monitoring-type role that their partner plays, 

reminding the young person of this. It is also important to consider the role that gender might 

play when considering the effect of intimate partners, such as via a monitoring role. Wyse et 

al. (2014) found that whilst a relationship with an intimate partner can indeed encourage 

men's desistance (including via informal social control processes), the role of intimate partner 

relationships in women's desistance is more ambiguous. Furthermore, whilst Christian et al. 
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(2012) found that intimate partner relationships could increase the likelihood of desistance for 

both men and women, the effect was stronger for males. Such findings indicate then, that for 

females, the effect of intimate partners on their desistance might not be as significant. 

However, given that Wyse et al’s (2014) research and Christian et al’s (2012) research was 

focused on adults, it is important to note that the role and importance of intimate partners 

might be different for young people. 

 

It also seems that having an intimate partner might not be enough to increase a young 

person’s likelihood of desisting.  What is also evident from the message communicated by 

this young person is that he loves his partner. Thus, it might be that as a desistance factor, an 

intimate partner might only be one element; the depth of feelings the young person has might 

also matter; in essence, the amount of value the young person places on their intimate partner.  

 

This seems particularly important to those young people who have let their partners down 

previously and those with first-hand experience of how their offending behaviour affected 

their partner negatively.  This was illustrated by one young person: 

 

“My girlfriend was there for me when I was in jail and I wouldn't want to put her 

through that again.” (Charlie) 

 

It appears, then for this young person, having experience of the damage and hurt their past 

offending behaviour caused their intimate partner, is an additional factor worthy of 

consideration, when exploring the role of intimate partners as a factor in desistance.  

Some young people perceive offending and desistance as a matter of choice with some young 

people commenting that they choose their partner over offending: 

 

“I could choose to go offending again, at any time…but my girlfriend has made a 

difference. So I’m choosing to stop offending.” (Parker). 

 

For this young person, offending is their choice to make: they can either choose to reoffend 

and upset their intimate partner, or desist and make their partner happy.  Again, this appears 

to reiterate the importance of the depth of feelings a young person has for their intimate 

partner, when considering this as a factor in desistance. If a young person’s feelings towards 

their intimate partner were not that strong or deep, then the effect might be less impactful on 

the young person’s desistance. Furthermore, it is also important to consider the nature of 



 

 218 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

adolescent relationships, being intense and transient. Young people can become exclusive and 

intense when they first meet, which could result in them breaking ties with friends and peer 

groups, and other forms of support networks. However, if the relationship fails, then the 

young person could be left without a supportive network, which could serve to act as a barrier 

to desistance over the long term (Moore, 2016).  

 

Intimate Partners and Identity 

 

Other young people talked about their partner being an important factor in their desistance, 

not just because they do not want to let them down but also because they were afraid their 

offending behaviour might change how their partner viewed them: 

 

“My girlfriend wouldn't look at me the same way if I was that type of person.” (Ezra) 

 

This young person talks about himself as a ‘type’; indicating his narrative might have shifted, 

with him being able to mentally make the distinction between who he used to be (offender) 

and the person he is now (ex-offender); which fits in with Maruna’s Narrative Identity theory 

(2001). However, as the Narrative Identity Theory is based on adults, it might need to be 

modified for adolescents. It is also worth considering whether identity is relevant to 

adolescents. Indeed, existing literature suggests that the consideration of identity in young 

people’s desistance is questionable. For instance, whilst McMahon and Jump (2018) found 

that identity change did play a significant role for those young people with long term histories 

of offending, Wigzell (2021), found identity to be unimportant to many young people serving 

community sentences.  

 

The findings of this current study also support Wyse et al. (2014), who found that intimate 

partners were a key factor in desistance, for three possible reasons: (1) material support, 

which can reduce the young person’s need to turn to criminal means for financial reasons; (2) 

social bonds, which could offer social control in the form of monitoring the young person’s 

behaviour; and (3) emotional support, which could help a young person to deal with stressful 

situations. Wyse et al. (2014) also found that intimate partners can sometimes act as a barrier 

to desistance, as well as sometimes serving to promote offending behaviour, e.g. by providing 

access to substances, through negative social control, and through conflict and emotional 

distress within the relationship. However, this was not a finding of this current study, as none 
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of the young people interviewed who commented on intimate partners as being a factor in 

their desistance, spoke about their partners being a barrier.  

 

These findings go some way to offering support for the Social Control Theory (Hirschi, 

1969), reinforcing the role of intimate partners as a form of social bond, in increasing 

desistance. The findings of this study, that (1) being involved in a intimate relationship is a 

perceived by young people to be important in desistance, and (2) that the strength of that 

intimate relationship and the value that the young person places on it, are also important 

considerations, also support Nielsen’s (2018) notion of weak versus strong intimate bonds 

(that individuals with strong intimate bonds offend significantly less than those with weak 

intimate bonds).  

 

However, it is also important to consider break-ups and the effect that it could potentially 

have on young people’s desistance. Larson and Sweeten (2012), found that an individual 

experiencing a relationship breakup is directly related to a range of antisocial outcomes (such 

as substance misuse and criminality). However, findings also suggested that the level of 

impact that a breakup has on desistance depends on post-breakup transitions and is more 

likely to increase the likelihood of criminality among males more than females.  

 

It was a surprising finding of this study that none of the practitioners commented on intimate 

partners as being a factor in desistance for young people. However, it is important to consider 

that even though practitioners did not specifically mention a young person’s intimate partner 

as a factor in desistance, this is not to say practitioners did not perceive a role for partners. It 

is possible that practitioners perceived other factors to play more of a significant role. For 

instance, as this chapter has already explored, practitioners considered the young person’s 

family and peers, as being significant factors likely to affect young peoples’ desistance. This 

discrepancy between the perceptions of young people and practitioners in terms of the role 

played by intimate partners has implications for youth justice practice, and is an important 

theme for future research to explore further. To increase a young person’s likelihood of 

desisting, it is necessary for practitioners to have a clear and thorough understanding of the 

factors important to desistance, from the perspective of the young people themselves. With 

this knowledge, practitioners will be better placed to support a young person. 
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Substance Misuse  

 

Both practitioners and young people perceived substance misuse to be a potential barrier in 

desistance. 

Substance Misuse and Socialising 

 

According to one young person, peers and substance misuse often go hand in hand, with the 

young person commenting that socialising with his friends often involves taking substances, 

which increases his risk of further offending: 

 

‘If I go out with friends on the weekend. If I drink. Maybe that keeps the risk. But I 

know when to stop, whereas my friends don’t. When you are under the influence you 

can do and say things that aren’t true. (Ezra). 

 

However, whilst this young person acknowledges the role of both his peers and substance 

misuse as desistance factors, he also acknowledges his own, commenting he ‘knows when to 

stop’. This was something reiterated by a second young person who commented that, even 

though he acknowledges substance misuse is a barrier to his desistance, he still perceives 

ultimately he is the most significant factor, believing he still retains control over his own 

behaviour: 

 

“Smoking weed makes it harder but ultimately nothing can stop me except myself. I 

can make the decision at the end of the day.” (Jamie). 

 

Such awareness as this by these young people may be the result of comparative optimism or 

is something that has come with experience and maturity (Hahn et al., 2017). This notion of 

maturity being a factor worthy of consideration in desistance, was considered in Chapter 4 

when this thesis explored literature relating to maturation and developmental criminology; as 

well as the importance of individual factors such as cognitive processes (Paternoster, 2015); 

agency and responsibility (Liem & Richardson, 2014); identity transformation (Maruna, 

2004); and narratives (Maruna, 2001). 

 

Whilst a third young person also acknowledged the role of substance misuse in his 

reoffending, he demonstrated an awareness of the complex interplay of various factors in his 

desistance: 
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“Drug taking. They influenced me badly. Definitely made a difference coz all my 

crime has always been drug related. I just chill out now. I want to stop it now but I 

was thinking about stopping when I was inside too. I didn't care before; I just went in.  

Then when I was in I realised how much I missed the outside.  It was my third time in. 

It’s a waste of your life.  I want to be out of here with my family and friends. I want to 

start working and get my own house.” (John). 

 

It seems for this young person, a combination of factors increased his likelihood of desisting: 

(1) going to prison for a third time and missing his friends and family; (2) seeing offending 

behaviour and prison as a waste of his life; and (3) wanting to seek employment to allow him 

to purchase a house. This young person’s comment highlights the complexity of desistance; 

suggesting either multiple factors contributing to desistance, or multiple facets of a single 

factor around a life with more opportunities.  

 

The Importance of Factors 

 

Whilst the findings of this study thus far have highlighted the complex nature of desistance, it 

is not known which factors, if any, were more important in young peoples’ desistance, or 

whether all factors were of equal importance, from the perspectives of the young people 

interviewed. A change in the young person’s identity might also have occurred (which is 

something that has also been linked to desistance) (McMahon & Jump, 2018). What it does 

suggest is that perceived importance as constructed by the young person is crucial. Whilst 

early desistance research offers support for such individual factors being important, i.e. 

employment (Fletcher, 2001); peers (Maruna & Roy, 2007); and family (Osgood & Lee, 

1993); more recent desistance literature highlights the complex interaction of such factors in a 

young person’s desistance, offering integrated theories that consider desistance as an 

interaction between individual and socio-economic factors (Barry, 2010, 2013; Jump & 

McMahon, 2017; Burnett et al., 2008; Weaver, 2015).  

 

It was not only young people who perceived substance misuse to be a factor in desistance. 

Some practitioners also commented on drugs and alcohol being potential barriers to the young 

person’s desistance: 

 

 “The other barriers would be drugs and alcohol. The case managers get them to 

engage but they have to remember it when they’re out and about. We know the 

teenager’s brain is developing so it’s hard for them.” (Logan). 
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This practitioner also perceives they have limited powers in how much they can do to help a 

young person desist; acknowledging not only the role played by substance misuse, but also 

other factors, such as brain development and brain maturation. This fits with existing 

literature, discussed in Chapter 4, suggesting a young person’s brain continues to develop 

well into their mid-twenties (Ducharme et al.., 2015). 

 

Substance Misuse and Drug Culture 

 

One practitioner developed the role of peers as a factor in desistance by drawing attention to 

the role of culture, specifically drug culture. This practitioner perceived drug culture to be a 

significant factor in the lives of young people, suggesting that taking substances is often the 

norm for many young people, many having grown up surrounded by drinking and drugs:  

 

“I think drugs; the drug culture is massive. In terms of drugs, they’re everywhere now. 

I think drugs is more a normal way of life than alcohol.” (James, Educational 

Worker). 

 

This practitioner’s comment suggests they perceive that drug culture can be seen in wider 

society, and also highlights the role of peer culture as an additional factor in desistance, which 

is something supported by existing research (Lenkens, 2019; Nugent, 2016; Perrin & 

Blagden, 2016). Longitudinal research by Aldridge et al. (1998), found recreational drug use 

to be moving away from subcultures, into the centre of the majority of the youth; and by 

2002, they noted a significant increase in illicit drug use, from 60% in 1998 to 91%. Drugs 

were found to be more widely available not only in pubs and clubs, but also schools and 

colleges. More recently, when researching the extent to which recreational drug use has 

become normalised among young adults, McCarthy (2021) found the recreational use of 

cannabis to be normalised, with ecstasy and amphetamines being the next most commonly 

used recreational drugs. The findings overall suggested that recreational drug use has become 

even more normalised than in previous years and has distanced itself further from its 

association with criminality.  

 

Mental Health  

Mental Health Services 

 

Even though none of the young people interviewed mentioned mental health as a potential 

barrier to desistance, this is not a complete surprise considering that according to their case 
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files, none of the young people interviewed had formal diagnoses of mental illness. However, 

it is important to note that mental illness is diagnosed narrowly; and furthermore, there is a 

reluctance to diagnose and label young people. It is also worth considering that mental health 

goes beyond all of this; such as having someone to talk to; someone who makes you feel safe, 

etc.  

 

Three out of the five young people, did, according to their case files, appear to be at an 

increased risk of mental ill-health. One young person’s case file stated he met the criteria for 

mental ill-health and it noted he had a history of impulsive behaviour, with poor control over 

his temper and aggression. A second young person’s case file mentioned aggressive and 

violent behaviour, with a history of violence; and further noted the young person was working 

with a Mental Health Therapist because he was deemed to be high risk for self-harm and 

suicide. The third young person’s case file also detailed a history of behaving impulsively and 

of being unable to control his temper, but in addition to this, it also mentioned that his parents 

had mental health difficulties. Whilst his case file did note that the young person had no 

known mental health vulnerabilities, given his parents’ history of mental ill health, he could 

be said to be at a possible increased risk of developing mental ill-health himself. What the 

case files highlight is the difference between a formally diagnosed mental illness (which none 

of the young people interviewed had received) and mental ill health.  

 

Findings of this study seem to suggest that whilst the young people themselves did not 

comment on mental health being a factor in their desistance, mental ill-health might be a 

factor worthy of consideration; something some of the practitioners confirmed. Furthermore, 

the findings also illustrate why the medical model of mental illness is out-dated. In particular, 

one practitioner talked about barriers to mental health services: 

 

“Lots of barriers around mental health services too. If we are working with young 

people and we can see a need for referrals into mental health…just getting young 

people through the doors is a huge barrier. Trying to get their needs identified. We 

can see it but it’s getting them the right services and getting them through those doors. 

In terms of mental health services, they will send them three appointments and if they 

don’t keep them they are taken off the list.” (Jo). 

 

 

However, some of these referrals suggested by the practitioner may be inappropriate and 

suggest there might be a need for a mental health strategy. The comment also has implications 

for practice in highlighting the need for practitioners to receive support and training regarding 

how to effectively work with young people who suffer mental ill health. 
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A second practitioner reinforced the difficulty they often face trying to secure specialist 

interventions and support for young people with mental health issues:  

 

“Mental health conditions, quite a few are on the books for CAMHS and have 

diagnoses of ADHD and likewise. We don't really see young people receive the 

intervention they require for mental health and behavioural conditions.” (Jordan). 

 

 

This practitioner elaborated on this: 

 

“There’s a special school locally, for children who have statements for behavioural 

issues. You have the problem that you have all those children in the same place, who 

are then mixing with each other and maybe causing more problems. You’ve got a 

school that’s finding them difficult to manage; some are offsite, some are onsite. Even 

then, some are committing offences whilst they are there. We’ve had children who’ve 

been charged with criminal damage for smashing windows, for e.g. So although these 

children go to a specialist school for their behaviour, it doesn't always help to manage 

their behaviour.” (Jordan). 

 

For this practitioner, not being able to access specialist mental health support is one factor.  

However, specialist support does not always help the young person to desist, possibly because 

such an environment allows the young person to be surrounded by other young people with 

mental health and/or behavioural issues; many have also offended. In some instances, in this 

practitioner’s experience, it appears a school situation such as this can act as a barrier to 

desistance and could also serve to increase the likelihood of the young person reoffending, 

particularly when considering issues surrounding diagnoses, labelling and identity. Indeed, 

existing literature highlights the negative impact labels generally, can potentially have on an 

individual’s identity and desistance (McNeil et al., 2012; Rutter, 2020; Walters, 2020; 

Wigzell, 2021). 

 

It is worth considering whether schools could do more to keep children with mental health 

issues in mainstream schooling.  Existing literature suggests that children from some lower 

socio economic background, certain ethnic backgrounds and more boys than girls, are more 

likely to be transferred to ‘special schools’ (Department for Education, 2019b). 

 

The findings of this current study, that mental health is a potential barrier to desistance for 

some young people, support findings of existing literature. For instance, Dyer et al. (2014) 

suggest young people known to the police are three times more likely to have a mental health 
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issue; with Meynen’s (2013) research offering a potential explanation for this by suggesting 

mental health ill-health can alter a young person’s decision-making processes. This can 

negatively affect their behaviour, thus increasing the likelihood of offending and decreasing 

their likelihood of desisting.  

 

However, it is important to consider existing literature which suggests young people known to 

the justice system are also more likely to misuse substances, further increasing their risk of 

developing mental health conditions (Centre for Mental Health, 2019).  

 

Even though a couple of practitioners did perceive mental ill-health to be a barrier to 

desistance, it was a surprising finding of this study, that more practitioners did not mention 

mental ill-health, considering there is much literature highlighting the strong prevalence of 

young people known to the YOS with mental health issues. This is even more interesting 

considering that health is one of the policy areas devolved to parliament and the Welsh 

Government, and with the Youth Justice Board stating “The Youth Justice Board for England 

and Wales (YJB) and the Welsh Government work together to ensure that the mental health 

needs of children and young people in contact with the youth justice system are appropriately 

identified and addressed.”(Youth Justice Board, 2014, n.p.).  

 

However, it is also worth considering that often, young people who suffer with poor mental 

health might present with ambiguous symptoms, which might make identifying mental health 

issues more difficult. This has implications for youth justice practitioners; they need to be 

trained to identify mental ill-health, including hidden mental ill-health, and other safeguarding 

needs, to ensure each young person’s mental and emotional wellbeing is not compromised 

(Centre for Mental Health, 2019). This could possibly explain why more of the practitioners 

interviewed, did not comment on mental ill-health as a factor in desistance, and why none of 

the young people interviewed for this study mentioned mental illness as a barrier to 

desistance; at the time they were interviewed, none of the young people had a formal 

diagnosis of a mental illness, and it is entirely possible the young people were unaware of any 

mental ill-health they might have been experiencing. 



 

 226 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

 

 

A Structural Barrier that was not Identified by the Study 

Care System 

 

Whilst neither the practitioners nor the young people, mentioned the care system as a factor in 

desistance, this goes against findings of existing literature, which emphasises it as a potential 

barrier to desistance (Ford et al., 2007; Senkans et al., 2015). 

 

It was a particularly surprising finding that none of the practitioners interviewed mentioned 

the care system as a factor in desistance, even though young people known to the care system 

are over-represented in the CJS (Ministry of Justice, 2016). This is also an interesting finding 

considering that according to case files, one of the young people interviewed, had been 

removed from his family home, along with his siblings, and put on full Care Orders, due to 

domestic violence within the family home. The case file documented the young person had 

spent time in nine different placements, including foster care and residential care. Whilst none 

of the young people mentioned the care system as a factor in desistance, this is not entirely 

surprising. Even though all young people gave their consent for their case files to be read 

prior to being interviewed, it might be the young person who had spent time in the care 

system did not feel comfortable talking about such personal information to me during the 

interview.  This raises the issue of young people feeling comfortable to disclose information 

and highlights the importance of having a good quality working relationship. It is important to 

consider how being known to the care system has the potential to compromise a young 

person’s self-identity, which is closely related to a sense of belonging (which has also been 

shown to be comprised in children known to the care system). This is further compounded 

when you consider many of the young people in the care system will have added 

vulnerabilities, such as ACEs, trauma, mental ill health, substance misuse problems. 

However, it is also important to consider how a young person became known to the care 

system and how long they spent in the care system, as these factors also have the potential to 

affect young people’s identity (Colbridge et al., 2017).  

 

Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has explored the wider social contexts of: family; education, employment and 

training; peers and intimate partners, and the structural barriers of mental health and substance 
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misuse, as perceived by young people and practitioners. What this chapter has also shown is 

that wider social contexts and structural barriers are often interlinked and interdependent, 

which again serves to reiterate the complexity of desistance. The next chapter, the last 

findings chapter, discusses why a good quality working relationship is important for 

desistance. 
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Chapter 10: Why is a Good Quality Working Relationship Important for Desistance? 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter has explored the wider social contexts of: family; education, 

employment and training; peers and intimate partners; and the structural barriers of mental 

health and substance misuse, as perceived by young people and practitioners. This current 

chapter discusses why a good quality working relationship is important for desistance. 

Organised thematically, the chapter explores the effect a good quality working relationship 

has on a young person in terms of their: likelihood of engagement; quality of information 

disclosed; ability to influence; Education, Employment and Training (EET); and overall 

likelihood of desisting.   

 

Likelihood of Engagement  

Notions of Engagement 

Whilst Mason et al. (2008, p. 12) defined engagement as ‘… young people’s interest and 

willing participation in interventions or programmes of interventions intended to prevent or 

reduce offending’, the current study’s findings indicate that overall practitioners tended to 

define engagement more broadly, differentiating between engagement and participation. For 

instance, process-driven behaviours were more likely to be regarded by practitioners as being 

processes and more proactive behaviours were more likely to be seen as characteristics of 

engagement. However, it is important to note, that in line with Youth Justice Board (2010) 

research, the practitioners interviewed for this study did not always regard these two 

processes as being distinct. For instance, whereas some practitioners perceived young people 

turning up to YOS meetings, but having minimal involvement during the sessions as being a 

form of engagement, others support Mason et al.’s (2008) comment that engagement is about 

active participation in YOS services, in addition to a commitment to change by the young 

person. 

Some practitioners talked about the need for practitioners to adopt a flexible approach when 

considering engagement by young people.  They commented that seeing a young person’s 

level of engagement and participation in meetings, as being clear-cut is both unhelpful to the 

young person’s desistance and unrepresentative of what was occurring. One practitioner 

emphasised the need for practitioners to take a more fluid approach to supervisions, 

commenting that one week a young person might turn up to their YOT meeting and do little 
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in the way of actively participating, but might be much more active in their meeting the 

following week: 

“Sometimes young people will do just enough one week and next time young people 

will spend two three hours with you because they want to engage.” (Aiden, Youth 

Worker). 

 

The need for practitioners to take a more flexible approach when working with young people, 

was further reinforced by a second practitioner who said: 

“Potentially one session you have with the young person could be on edge because 

that person may just shut down and then may not disclose information. Giving yes or 

no answers and just wanting to be there for the minimum time possible.” (Kyle, Social 

Worker). 

 

It seems according to some practitioners, a young person’s level of engagement can be 

variable and can be influenced by the young person’s mood and feelings that day. The 

importance of emotions as a significant factor in engagement might be particularly relevant to 

those who have suffered trauma, with existing literature suggesting that childhood trauma is 

significantly linked to depression (Negele et al., 2015). The findings of this current study have 

implications for practice as they highlight the need for practitioners to take a flexible 

approach to supervision meetings and to be more tolerant and understanding of the young 

person’s narrative. This again highlights the importance of empathy as a characteristic of a 

good quality working relationship, as explored in the previous chapter.  

Furthermore, some practitioners perceived it is possible for a young person to turn up and 

actively engage in their YOS meeting, yet still choose to not implement what was discussed.  

They also perceived some young people might turn up to meetings and not engage in the 

session, yet the progress they make is clearly evident in the next session. This again serves to 

reinforce the importance of practitioners not reading too much into young people’s immediate 

behaviour and suggests practitioners may need to take time to become familiar with the young 

person. However, as the findings of this study have already highlighted, time is not something 

many practitioners perceive they have when working with young people. This is particularly 

important considering that, many young people do not trust easily or quickly, particularly 

those who have suffered childhood trauma, as this thesis has already discussed. 
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It appears the findings of this study support the YJB’s (2010) conclusion that a young 

person’s appearance cannot always be relied upon and that, in some cases, actions can indeed 

speak louder than words.  Research by the Ministry of Justice (2013) found young people 

who had face-to-face meetings with practitioners, were less likely to reoffend.  This reinforces 

the need for practitioners to encourage young people to attend face-to-face YOS meetings, 

regardless of whether these are held at or outside a YOS building and regardless of whether 

the young people are fully engaged when they attend.  

Young people talked about the impact of a good quality working relationship on engagement 

in how much time they invest in the YOS.  This will be explored in the next section. 

Investment of Time 

Both young people and practitioners perceived a good quality working relationship could 

impact how much time young people invested in YOS meetings. Young people indicated not 

having a good quality working relationship would likely result in less engagement on their 

part, with many of the young people commenting they would not want to spend time with a 

practitioner they did not have a ‘good quality’ working relationship with: 

 

“I wouldn't want to be with them.” (John). 

And 

“I would probably just walk out. I wouldn't stick around (Parker). 

 

 

It seems according to these young people, not having a good quality working relationship 

might result in reduced engagement with supervision meetings. Their comments suggest, 

whilst some young people might actually turn up to YOS meetings, they would not 

necessarily afford the practitioner much of their time or effort during the meeting. 

 

In agreement with the young people’s perceptions, practitioners also perceived young people 

would be less likely to invest their time and effort into working with the YOS, if they did not 

have a good quality working relationship. For instance, one practitioner commented:  

 

“They wont invest in a programme of intervention and would be resistant to that. You 

wont have the quality of the intervention because they’re not investing in it because 

they don't think you’re invested in it and think you don't care.” (Drew). 

 

For this practitioner, if a good quality working relationship does not exist between the young 

person and the practitioner, then this could be interpreted by the young person as the 
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practitioner not caring about them and not feeling they are worth the investment. In the 

previous chapter, young people talked of the importance they placed on reciprocity. For 

instance, one young person commented: 

 

“I wouldn't put in much effort with them if they didn't put effort in with me.” (Ezra).

  

 

It appears important for practitioners to develop a good quality working relationship, to send a 

clear message to the young person that they are worth the time and effort. The young person 

upon receiving this message might then, according to both young people and practitioners, 

reciprocate the time and effort that the practitioner has put in, thus making engagement and 

desistance more likely.  As existing literature has already established, desistance is made 

more likely if young people turn up to YOS meetings, regardless of whether they engage 

during the meeting or not (Wilson, 2013).  Therefore it is important that practitioners try their 

best to encourage young people to at least turn up to supervision meetings. 

 

However, as the findings of this study have already established (in Chapter 8), many 

practitioners perceived developing a good quality working relationship could take 

considerable time.  This is not always available to practitioners, particularly when working 

with young people who have suffered trauma.   

 

A second practitioner developed this by commenting if a young person and practitioner do not 

have a good quality working relationship, the young person might choose not to attend 

sessions with the YOS at all: 

 

“There’s potential they won’t comply with their order so well; they might not come 

in.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

From the perspective of this practitioner, not having a good quality working relationship can 

make it less likely that young people will turn up to meetings, which has the potential to put 

them at risk of being breached, sending them further into the criminal justice system, and 

possibly making it harder for practitioners to reach them to help them to desist. A third 

practitioner reiterated this: 
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“It will have a negative impact. They might even miss appointments and be on the 

verge of breach. They could even be breached for non engagement.” (Brooklyn, Social 

Worker). 

 

The findings of this study, which suggest that having a good quality working relationship can 

increase the likelihood of young people engaging with the YOS, is supportive of existing 

literature (Evans et al., 2020; Youth Justice Board, 2008). 

However, one practitioner indicated the YOS is aware of the negative impact of not having a 

good quality working relationship on a young person’s engagement and ultimately their 

desistance.  They commented the YOS managers do try and tailor the practitioners to the 

young people, based on the young person’s individual needs and narratives, as well as 

personalities, in a bid to aid in the development of a ‘good quality’ working relationship: 

“They’re going to shut down; they’re not going to do anything coz they don't want to 

be around that person. They do tend to tailor the case managers well: male, female, 

laid back etc.” (Logan). 

 

 

The findings of this study, in highlighting the importance of managers considering the 

individual young person when assigning them practitioners, are in line with the Youth Justice 

Board’s (2013) recommendation that practitioners should indeed take an individual approach 

to working with young people, to increase the likelihood of engagement and desistance 

(Ministry of Justice, 2013).  

 

Practitioner Investment  

Findings of this study also indicate it is not just young people’s engagement that can be 

negatively affected by not having a good quality working relationship. Findings have 

indicated that according to practitioners, when young people do not engage in supervision 

meetings this can affect practitioners in terms of how much time they invest in young people. 

For instance, once practitioner commented:  

 

“If you’ve got a young person who comes in and engages, then you have that 

relationship, you tend to lean towards doing more to help them. Whereas when you 

get the young people who come in and just grunt and don't give a lot you are not 

inclined to give your time to them.” (Blake, Social Worker) 

 

 

For this practitioner it seems they are making three judgements. First, they perceive the young 

person’s engagement to indicate a good quality working relationship; secondly, that 
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engagement can be measured by the level of active participation by the young person during 

meetings; and finally, the practitioner is more likely to invest their time and effort if they see 

engagement.  It is also important to consider whether practitioners are engaging in the right 

way with the young person, and whether the setting is right, in terms of its suitability for the 

particular young person. For some young people, it might be better to engage with them over 

a pool table or an alternative casual setting. This again ties into the important characteristic of 

‘comfort’ that young people identified in Chapter 8. 

 

A second practitioner also commented on the impact that a young person’s engagement can 

have on practitioner’s engagement: 

 

“You are making assessments as to whether or not they’re going to engage with 

additional support mechanisms. If you have a young person who has missed multiple 

appointments you are not going to continue. Practitioners can see when a young 

person is ready to desist.” (Drew) 

 

 

However this practitioner, in addition to the link between practitioner engagement and that of 

the young person, also commented on being able to tell if the young person is ready to desist.  

They appear to equate a lack of engagement during supervision meetings with them not being 

ready to desist. This has implications for practice in multiple ways. First, it suggests not all 

practitioners are fully adhering to a desistance-based approach when working with young 

people; an approach, which advocates practitioners working at the young person’s pace and 

being accepting of their voice and where they are in their desistance journey. Second, it 

appears to suggest some practitioners see themselves as experts who decide which young 

people are worth their time and effort. This also contradicts the desistance-based approach, 

which advocates the young person as being the expert in their own desistance (Drake et al., 

2014; Wigzell, 2021). Practitioners could refer to the Cycle of Change (Prochaska & Di 

Clemente, 1983), to help them recognise if young people are ready to change and if they are 

not, it could be used to help support young people to move closer to a more receptive stage 

(the Cycle of Change was outlined in Chapter 4).  Practitioners could use Motivational 

Interviewing (MI) (Royal College of Nursing, 2019) to encourage young people to engage 

during supervision. 

 

However, as a third practitioner commented, practitioners may have this perception and 

attitude towards investment in young people because they have to work within the constraints 

of the YOS: 
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“We’re all restricted by time and resources, so you’ve got to weight it up. 

Practitioners make judgements based on whether they think the young person is ready 

to accept help. They make a professional judgement.” (Alex, Social Worker). 

 

 

It seems, as perceived by this practitioner, that practitioners make a judgement call. This can 

involve taking into considering the young people they have to work with and the resources 

available to them as practitioners. Time was explored in Chapter 8 as a significant 

characteristic of a good quality working relationship, with practitioners commenting they 

often have insufficient time to work with young people. In line with a desistance-based 

approach, practitioners should afford every young person their time, regardless of how 

actively engaged they are during YOS supervision. This practitioner’s comment also suggests 

that practitioners should acknowledge and accept some young people might not be ready to 

actively engage in supervision meetings.  This could be particularly true for young people 

who have suffered trauma.  Lack of active engagement may be part of the desistance process 

and may not indicate a lack of readiness to change.  Further, non-engagement does not 

indicate the young person is undeserving of practitioner support. Indeed, one practitioner 

touched on this when they highlighted the importance of practitioners affording young people 

extra support, in a bid to increase their likelihood of engagement:  

 

“There are grey areas; depends on the individual. The young person might be quite 

anxious so meeting new people is difficult. They might be quiet during appointments, 

and might not give a lot; they need that extra support and nurturing to bring that out 

of them.” (Addison, Social Worker) 

 

It seems this practitioner perceives part of their role is to encourage a young person to engage 

during supervision meetings.  This is in line with the ECM approach, adhering to the TRM 

currently in place in the YOS. The importance of practitioners encouraging young people to 

engage in supervision meetings is acknowledged as an important part of the Cycle of Change 

model (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1992), with the model suggesting engagement is necessary 

to allow an individual to move between stages (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1992).   

 

Whilst some young people commented not having a good quality working relationship may 

lead to them not engaging in that they would either walk out of their meetings at the YOS, or 

not turn up at all, others talked about non engagement as not disclosing much information 

during their meetings. This will be explored in the next section. 
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Quality of Information Disclosed 

 

Overall, this study’s findings revealed, whilst practitioners touched on the importance of 

having a good quality relationship for gaining high quality disclosures from young people, 

generally young people talked about the importance of being able to talk to practitioners. 

Disclosure, in the context of this study, refers to making new information known; that is, 

when a young person tells a practitioner a new piece of information. This could be their way 

of constructing disclosure. For instance, one young person commented: 

 

 “Like CAMHS - I didn't trust them so wouldn't talk to them.” (Parker). 

 

For this young person it seems if they do not have a good quality working relationship, they 

will be less likely to open up during supervision meetings. What is also clear from this young 

person’s comment is they have a history of not disclosing information to practitioners unless 

they have a good quality working relationship. A second young person also highlighted the 

importance of a good quality working relationship to their likelihood of talking to 

practitioners, when they commented:  

                 

   “If I need someone to talk to, just come in.” (Charlie). 

 

 

However, it appears this young person perceives the impact of a good quality working 

relationship goes beyond talking during meetings; it also extends to them turning up to the 

YOS to if the feel they need to talk to practitioners outside of arranged supervision meetings, 

such as in the form of drop-in facilities, as highlighted by Deering and Evans (2018). From 

what this young person said, even if a young person does not disclose anything to a 

practitioner, just knowing the practitioner is there for them provides reassurance. Thus, it 

seems a young person disclosing information is not the only benefit of having a ‘good quality’ 

working relationship.  It is also important to consider the other benefits it can offer; including 

reassurance, sense of belonging, and the sense of security and safety in knowing someone 

cares.  This was highlighted by another young person who said: 

 

 “It makes me feel like someone is still there and I’m not on my own.” (Ezra).  
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Not Letting Others Down 

 

One young person perceived if they reoffended they would feel they had let the practitioner 

and themselves down: 

 

“Having a good relationship is like if you offend you will disappoint them as well as 

yourself. I wouldn't want to let them down coz if I let them down I would feel like I’ve 

let myself down too.” (Ezra). 

 

Young people not wanting to disappoint practitioners could also extend to supervision 

meetings; young people might feel a lack of disclosure during supervision meetings would 

disappoint the practitioner. These findings, of young people not wanting to let others down, 

has been highlighted in existing literature as being an important factor in desistance. Healy 

(2010) suggested that the strength, stability, and quality of social ties might play key roles in a 

young person’s desistance. Giordano (2014) also posited complex and interrelated effects of 

the relationships that an individual has with others, on desistance. This is reinforced by 

Weaver (2015), who commented the likelihood of desistance could be increased or decreased 

by the interdependent nature of the various social relations a person has, including 

relationships with professionals. 

 

Relationships Outside of the YOS 

 

The importance of not wanting to let others down was also extended to relationships outside 

of the YOS, with one young person commenting these relationships are of equal importance 

to them on their desistance: 

 

“Relationships with the YOS and relationships outside are equally important for me 

when it comes to talking to the workers at the YOS.” (Ezra). 

 

As perceived by this young person, having good quality relationships generally is important 

for their desistance.  This includes both the working relationship and non-YOS related 

relationships, such as intimate, family, and peer relationships (as discussed in the previous 

chapter). For those young people who do not have good quality relationships outside of the 

YOS, the ones inside may have more of an impact. This ties into the role played by 
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attachments, which has been considered previously in this thesis (particularly in Chapter 4). 

This was touched on by one practitioner who indicated young people would be more likely to 

disclose information if they perceived they could trust the practitioner: 

 “Sometimes it’s finding someone they can trust. Coz you’ve set the boundaries, they 

know what they can do. They know what you can do. Learning to trust again coz then 

you get a lot of disclosures because they know you will follow through what you say. 

Getting them to be in control of their own selves really.” (Logan). 
 

The importance of a good quality working relationship was considered as pivotal in turning 

young people away from crime, according to the HMIP (2016) report.  The importance of a 

strong working relationship was also emphasised by Hampson (2018), who commented 

having a relationship where the practitioner believes the young person can change, combined 

with the development of an action plan allowing young people to achieve their personal goals, 

are key to providing an environment which fosters desistance. Indeed, young people 

beginning to develop ideas about their future is an important element of desistance-informed 

practice and indicates they are moving away from offending behaviour to focusing on 

working toward their personal goals. However, Nugent (2016) highlighted the pains of goal 

setting for some individuals trying to desist. For instance, findings suggested that men who 

had been released from prison felt the pain of goal failure because even though they were no 

longer prisoners in custody, because they had not served their full sentence, they perceived 

they had not yet achieved a new identity. Findings also suggested that most of the men 

studied had employment goals, perceiving achieving such goals would allow them to become 

the person they wanted to be. These findings have implications for practitioners, in supporting 

young people (particularly those without good quality relationships outside of the YOS). 

Practitioners could help young people to not only set realistic, personal goals, which will 

assist in affording young people a sense of agency and control, but practitioners could also 

support young people through any pains they experience along their desistance journey; 

offering reassurance and praise if needed; something emphasised in the HMIP (2016) report. 

 

This practitioner (Logan) also touched on the impact of a good quality working relationship 

on a young person’s sense of self-control, which they perceived could impact the young 

person’s disclosure and ultimately their desistance. The importance of control links to 

Kennett’s (2001) notion of ‘diachronic self-control’, which suggests individuals who 

successfully desist actively make small changes in their lives to avoid putting themselves in a 

position which could result in them reoffending.  Youssef et al. (2016) found support for the 
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importance of an individual’s self-control in desistance, with offending being more likely to 

occur in those people with low self-control. Furthermore, Moffatt (2012) highlighted the 

importance of self-control in the desistance-informed approach to working with young people.  

This suggests it is the young person (rather than the practitioner) who brings about change, 

looking at the young person in the context of their life and community. This practitioner’s 

perception that the working relationship could impact a young person’s self-control aligns 

with the desistance-based approach, which advocates the young person taking control of their 

desistance process (Forrest & Hay, 2011; King, 2013). 

 

Young People and Resistance 

One practitioner perceived it is unrealistic for practitioners to reach every young person they 

work with: 

 

“You get some young people who are resistant. Individualised.” (Logan). 

 

According to this practitioner, sometimes practitioners have to accept they will work with 

young people who are highly resistant to disclose any information, to change, and to 

acknowledge the impact of the working relationship on their desistance. This could be related 

to the guilt, shame, and self-blame some young people feel following the trauma they have 

experienced (Malvaso et al., 2016; Proeve & Tudor, 2016; Tangney et al., 2011). However, it 

is also important to consider other reasons for why some young people might be resistant to 

change. There might, for example, be advantages for young people not changing, or they 

might perhaps feel trapped by circumstances. It is important for practitioners to delve deeper 

when working with young people who appear resistant; to attempt to dissect why this might 

be. This again highlights the importance of practitioners having sufficient time when working 

with young people, as considered in the previous chapter and also supports the use of the 

TRM (Skuse & Matthew, 2015) with young people who have suffered trauma. 

 

However, young people who have difficulty opening up may still benefit from having a good 

quality working relationship. The impact may be reduced or take longer to show because of 

the individualised nature of the process (as outlined by the TRM). However, as this thesis 

explored in the previous chapter, many practitioners perceived time is often lacking when 

working with young people. Resistance to change has also been highlighted in existing 
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literature as being more noticeable in those individuals who have suffered trauma. Foresell 

and Astrom (2012) suggested a change, such as disclosure, requires a release of control.  In 

some individuals this might trigger thoughts of uncertainty and isolation. This may explain 

why young people who have suffered childhood trauma can be more resistant to change and 

opening up to others. This study’s findings have implications for practice as they highlight the 

need for practitioners to consider the possible impact of childhood trauma on disclosure 

during supervision meetings.  They should not assume that a lack of disclosure on the young 

person’s part indicates them not being ready to desist. There are many reasons why young 

people may not disclose, and context is an important consideration also. Some young people 

may be in criminally exploitative relationships and/or abusive relationships, and as a result 

they may fear that if they were to disclose to practitioners, retaliation might be exacted on 

them or their families.   

 

These findings also highlight the importance of young people who have suffered trauma to 

receive specialised support and counselling (which is something considered by the TRM).  

This will allow them to be better able to disclose during supervision meetings. One of the 

many roles of the practitioner could be to put this individualised support in place. These 

findings also support the possibility that a different desistance-based practice would need to 

be employed for young people who have suffered trauma compared to those who have not.  

 

The Quality of the Relationship Versus the Quality of Disclosures 

 

Some practitioners commented they thought that the difference between having just a working 

relationship and a good quality working relationship was the quality of the information gained 

from the young person. Generally, practitioners agreed most could gain basic information 

from young people; however, if they had a good quality working relationship, they were 

confident they could gain better quality information: 

 

“The relationship between practitioner and young person is the most underestimated 

because that is the key factor in everything that any theories you apply, any 

assessment process you do. Yes you can get information but the quality of information 

and the quality of the intervention; the quality of the relationship all depends on that.” 

(Drew). 
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It appears, as perceived by this practitioner, the quality of information gained relates to the 

quality of the working relationship. A second practitioner developed this point when they 

indicated there might be a layered approach to a young person’s disclosure of information: 

 

“They’re more likely to talk to you and disclose information. Without that relationship 

you can have a working relationship but I don't think you are going to get under that 

layer and actually find out what’s going on – under the water then. Finding out why 

they’re offending.” (James, Educational Worker). 

 

For this practitioner, it is apparent that having a good quality working relationship allows 

practitioners to really help young people.  They are more likely to disclose details and this 

practitioner perceives that it is this level of detail disclosed that is highly important in 

allowing the practitioners to really find out why the young person is offending, in a bid to 

help increase the likelihood of that young person desisting. This raises the possibility of 

different characteristics associated with different types of good quality working relationship. 

Young people are unique because their journey travelled is individual.  Therefore perhaps the 

nature of a good quality working relationship, and its impact on desistance is equally 

individual. This has implications for practice, as it reinforces the need for practitioners to 

adopt a flexible, individualised approach when developing a good quality working 

relationship with young people, acknowledging there may be more than one type.  

 

Overall, practitioners felt strongly about the negative impact of not having a good quality 

working relationship on the information shared with them by the young people. One 

practitioner, for example, highlighted young people would be less likely to expand on their 

answers and volunteer information: 

 

“It will impact on everything you do. It will impact straight away on the amount of 

information you can gain because they tend to close down and not share information. 

They wont volunteer information and will tend to wait to answer questions rather than 

expanding and volunteering information.” (Drew). 

 

Meaningful Disclosures 

 

When exploring the impact of a good quality working relationship on the quality of 

information disclosed, there appears to be some disagreement among practitioners regarding 

what constitutes meaningful disclosure. For instance, one practitioner felt ‘meaningful’ 

should be guided by the young person, which falls in line with the desistance-based approach: 
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“Let them drive their interventions. Not one size fits all.” (Blake, Social Worker). 

 

 

For this practitioner, ‘meaningful’ refers to young people doing what makes them feel 

comfortable during supervision meetings; working at their pace, including the level of 

disclosure the young person feels comfortable with. 

 

Whereas another practitioner commented: 

 

“Giving yes/no answers and just wanting to be there for the minimum time possible. 

They might be ticking a box for national standards but in terms of the meaningful 

work you get off them, its limited.” (Kyle, Social Worker). 

 

Whereas the previous practitioner (Blake, Social Worker) perceived ‘meaningful’ to be 

defined by the young person, this practitioner (Kyle, Social Worker) appears to judge a young 

person offering only limited information during supervision meetings (i.e. ticking the boxes 

and satisfying their Court Order) as non-meaningful. However, it is important to also 

acknowledge that traumas and ACEs can come in many different forms, and are not confined 

to being within the family. The impact of poverty and the corrosive effects of living in a 

deprived neighbourhood also need to be taken into consideration. However, it is important for 

practitioners to be mindful that for some young people, particularly those who have suffered 

trauma growing up, giving yes or no answers (ticking the boxes), might be all they can 

manage at that point. In line with taking a desistance-informed approach, practitioners need to 

accept this.  

 

It is also worth practitioners noting that given suitable tailored support and intervention, a 

young person’s level of disclosure might well improve with time. Disclosures by young 

people who have suffered trauma can only begin when the young person feels safe (Dabel, 

2017). It might be part of the practitioner’s role to help a young person to feel safe and 

stabilised, in order to gain disclosures. Practitioners might also need to consider the 

possibility that there are different levels of disclosure. This could be linked to the level of 

trauma the young person has experienced, as well as being impacted by other factors, such as 

personality, culture, biology and cognition (which were considered in Chapter 4). 
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The Impact of Disclosure on Interventions 

 

One practitioner talked about the impact of a good quality working relationship on disclosure 

in terms of the intervention plans to address the needs of young people. This practitioner 

perceived if a young person only provides limited information, this will have a negative 

impact when identifying the young person’s needs and concerns, thus rendering any action 

plan limited in its effectiveness in supporting desistance: 

 

“It will have a negative impact. They might not be as open and forthcoming with the 

information we are trying to gather to allow us to create our intervention plans and to 

address the needs that we identify or any concerns. They’re not going to be receptive 

to you, so they’re not going to give you anything.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 

 

The importance of assessments and intervention plans being of a high standard was 

highlighted by the Youth Justice Board (2013), when it emphasised the need for practitioners 

to offer sufficient time and attention to each young person, to ensure assessments are of high 

quality. This also draws on earlier comments made by practitioners about time constraints, 

considering that producing an intervention plan of a high standard would likely involve 

practitioners spending sufficient time with each young person they work with; something that 

is not always realistic and needs to be considered in youth justice policy.  However, the Youth 

Justice Board (2013) also emphasised the need for practitioners to always remember an 

assessment is not a goal in itself; it is a process.  This emphasises the need for practitioners to 

consider the bigger picture and overall end goal of any intervention. This highlights the need 

for practitioners to consider the process, not just the individual elements. This was something 

reiterated by Deering and Evans (2020, p. 21), who emphasised the importance of ‘Light-

touch assessments wherever possible and appropriate’. 

 

 

The Impact on the Young Person Directly 

 

Whilst practitioners talked about the negative indirect impact of not having a good quality 

working relationship on the quality of the information shared with the practitioners, they also 

commented on more direct impacts. This highlights again, the need for practitioners to 
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consider the individual young person when conducting assessments and devising intervention 

plans. This again reinforces the individualised nature of a desistance journey: 

 

“Young people are less likely to tell you things; so you've got less of an idea about 

what’s going on. For them personally and offending.” (Aiden, Youth Worker). 

 

 

For this practitioner, if a good quality working relationship does not exist, then the young 

person is less likely to open up to the practitioner.  This has the potential to decrease the 

young person’s likelihood of desisting, because if practitioners are only given limited 

information, it will be harder to offer tailored support for the young person.  

 

However, it is also important to recognise that the nature of the working relationship makes it 

difficult for young people to offer full disclosure. They rightly view YOS practitioners as 

being a risk to them and so would be unlikely to be completely open; such as about their 

recreational drug use, for fear of this information being shared with the police, resulting in 

them being breached. 

 

This practitioner further indicates the potential effect of having a good quality working 

relationship on a young person’s mental and emotional wellbeing. This improvement in 

wellbeing could potentially lead to an increase in disclosures, which could in turn, increase 

the young person’s likelihood of desisting, particularly over the long term.  This might be 

particularly relevant to young people with a history of trauma. It also relates to the Good 

Lives Model (Fortune et al., 2012), which suggests all human beings seek activities or 

experiences that benefit them, and offending reflects a person’s attempt to obtain these goods 

in socially unacceptable ways. The model takes a strengths-based approach to increasing the 

likelihood of desistance. As highlighted by practitioners, having the opportunity to do this 

might be hindered if the good quality working relationship is not there between the 

practitioner and the young person. The importance of practitioners considering a young 

person’s wellbeing was also highlighted by the Scottish Government (2015) and the Youth 

Justice Board (2019).  It also relates to the Social Services and Well Being Wales Act 2014 

(which came into force on April 6th 2016) and the corresponding Code of Practice, which 

provides a legal framework aimed at improving the wellbeing of people who need care and 

support.  
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In addition to impacting the quality of information disclosed by young people (as well as 

increasing the likelihood of engagement, EET engagement and desistance), findings from this 

study also suggest having a good quality working relationship can potentially increase 

practitioners’ ability to influence young people; particularly in terms of influencing a young 

person’s motivation and self-belief, which is considered in the next section. 

 

Ability to Influence 

 

Some of the practitioners perceived having a good quality working relationship enabled them 

to influence young people to increase their likelihood of desisting, directly (such as through 

motivation), and indirectly (such as through their peers). 

 

The Indirect Ability to Influence 

 
When one practitioner talked about the ability of practitioners to influence young people, they 

commented on the role that peers play in this. According to this practitioner, one way to 

influence a young person to desist is by going via the young person’s peers. Thus it seems this 

practitioner perceives they can influence young people indirectly: 

 

“One impact is your ability to influence the young person. When you look at 

influences on offending behaviour on young people especially is peer pressure. It’s 

massive; probably in high 60% of influence. When I’m writing a pre sentence report, 

peer pressure comes up time and time again. If you change that to a positive influence 

then that's 60% of offending behaviour shelved.” (Drew, Social Worker). 

 

 

It appears this practitioner knows peers play a significant role in offending behaviour and 

desistance, and they use this to their advantage. This suggests there might be a need for more 

community-based youth work (including detached youth work) interventions.  The 

importance of peers (and related factors, such as peer pressure and resistance skills) was 

considered as a factor in desistance in the previous chapter). This practitioner suggests if they 

can influence them to change their peer group, desistance is made more likely. It appears then 

that there are two possibilities here and it is possible for both to be done (they are not 

mutually exclusive): (a) change the peer group through encouraging young people to join 

sports clubs, go to college, etc. (bridging social capital); and (b) work with existing peers via 

youth work-style interventions. 
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The Practitioner’s Ability to Motivate 

A few practitioners mentioned motivation when they were asked about the impact of a good 

quality working relationship. However, the context in which practitioners talked about 

motivation differed. One practitioner talked about the need to have both a good quality 

working relationship and motivation: 

 

“You can have a really good quality relationship and unless they’re motivated it’s not 

necessarily going to have a huge impact. But if they’re ready for it and you've got that 

good relationship then it’s essential.” (Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

 

What is interesting from this comment is the practitioner speaking about motivation and 

young people being ready to desist. According to this practitioner, if a young person is ready 

to desist then they will be motivated to do so; in essence, for this practitioner these two 

elements go hand in hand for desistance. Such a perception could be linked to the 

developmental factors explored in Chapter 4, such as brain maturity and psychosocial 

maturation. It might also have significant meaning for young people who have suffered 

childhood trauma; they might require more support to be ready to desist, which could have 

implications for the practitioner role in motivating young people. 

 

A second practitioner however, talked about their ability to influence a young person by 

motivating them to change: 

 

“You might be motivating them to change. Showing them they don't need to be defined 

by following the same path as maybe the older brother. Changing their mind-set.” 

(Brooklyn, Social Worker).  

 

 

This practitioner’s comment reinforces the potential role of Motivational Interviewing (Royal 

College of Nursing, 2019), and brings into play the Cycle of Change (Prochaska & Di 

Clemente, 1992); in particular, the first stage (pre-contemplation), where the individual is 

unaware that change is needed or is unwilling to make a change. Practitioners could help 

young people become more aware and/or more willing to change their behaviour via the use 

of motivational Interviewing. 

 

Whilst it is important for practitioners to take an individualised approach to desistance, it is at 

the same time necessary to appreciate that it is difficult for young people to insulate 
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themselves completely from neighbourhood dynamics.  Additionally, this practitioner’s 

comment highlights the complex and multi-faceted nature of desistance and suggests 

motivation, as a factor in desistance, cannot be separated from other factors. As implied by 

this practitioner, some young people have only known a life of offending.  This brings into 

play the process of socialisation, which includes family and neighbourhood, as important to 

desistance. The effect of socialisation on desistance was considered by Maruna (1997) and 

more recently by Jump et al. (2018). The process of socialisation also relates to a young 

person’s identity, with Farrall et al. (2011) suggesting the development of a new identity is 

key to desistance.  However, the suitability of identity in relation to young people has been 

questioned (Case & Haines, 2021; Wigzell, 2021), with suggestions made that identity issues 

are irrelevant to young people. According to Wigzell (2021) there are inconsistencies in 

existing literature concerning the role and nature of identity shifts in desistance amongst 

young people. Some literature suggests that identity does play a role for young people’s 

desistance (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021; McMahon & Jump, 2018), whilst other 

literature found mixed evidence for the role of identity change in desistance (Beyond Youth 

Custody, 2017). According to Farrall et al. (2011), for adults, identity change is something 

that is both internal and external, being influenced by broader social contexts and factors, 

including the process of socialisation. However, it is important to consider whether this is true 

for young people also. The need to address a young person’s sense of identity and self-worth 

is something highlighted in the HMIP (2016) desistance report and existing academic 

literature has highlighted motivation as one way practitioners can increase a young person’s 

likelihood of desisting (Barry, 2009; HMI Probation, 2016; Judd & Lewis, 2015; Maguire & 

Raynor, 2006; Sullivan, 2012). Alternatively, it might be worth considering the possibility 

that identity may simply be different with young people, rather than being irrelevant. Wigzell 

(2021) suggests that it might be that some young people experience cognitive shifts, which 

could be seen as part of the young people becoming who they are. It might also be the case 

that desistance-related theories centred on identity change might be relevant to certain young 

people, rather than all young people; in particular, being less relevant to young people who 

had little or no prior recorded criminal behaviour, and whose offending was short, infrequent 

or accidental (Wigzell, 2020). 
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The Practitioner’s Ability to Change Self-Belief  

 

Some practitioners talked about the impact of a good quality working relationship on a young 

person’s self-belief. However, one practitioner said that no matter how good quality the 

relationship is, it will have limited impact unless the young person is open to change: 

“It’s essential to have a good quality relationship, however, the person needs to be 

pre-contemplative to change and they need to have a degree of resilience to be able to 

navigate their way through the trial that are ahead.” (Jordan). 

 

 

According to Maruna (2016), the realisation that a person possesses agency and the freedom 

to choose is critical in desistance, regardless of barriers and structural constraints. However, it 

is questionable whether this applies to young people. Furthermore, Smithson et al. (2020) 

make the point that practitioners should acknowledge the obstacles that young people face, 

such as limited life chances and the issues young people have faced growing up. Indeed, the 

young people in Smithson’s (2020) research indicate that this acknowledgement makes a 

difference to them. Young people will also need practical help in terms of navigating these 

constraints and barriers, however, that sense of personal agency is crucial, if young people are 

to believe they have futures they can shape rather than pre-determined destinies.    

 

The combined importance of a good quality relationship and a young person’s readiness and 

openness to change fits in with the Cycle of Change model (Prochaska & Di Clemente, 1983) 

(which was considered earlier in this chapter), and suggests a potential role for practitioners in 

raising a young person’s awareness of the problem. 

 

However, it is also important to consider some young people might not believe change is 

possible for them, or they might not know how to make change happen. As perceived by 

practitioners, one of the benefits of having a good quality working relationship, is being able 

to get the young person to believe and trust in what the practitioner says; that it is possible for 

them to change their life, to desist.  The young person is unlikely to accept this, according to 

one practitioner, if they do not have a good quality working relationship: 

 

“I think that forming a good relationship, so they feel like you believe in them. That’s 

the best process.” (Kennedy, Police Officer) 
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This also implies that part of a practitioner’s role is to help a young person develop a sense 

that change is possible. However, as another practitioner stated, young people could lack self-

belief because they have not had sufficient opportunities growing up to acquire this: 

 

“Young people are vulnerable because they don’t have life experience. It might only 

take one person to make a difference. It’s about helping them believe.” (Brooklyn, 

Social Worker) 

 

This practitioner also implies that part of their role could be, in addition to helping young 

people to develop a sense of belief that change is possible, to support young people to make 

this change happen. The need for practitioners to offer young people support and motivation 

to increase their likelihood of desisting was not only a finding of this study, but was also a 

recommendation in the HMIP (2016) report.  

 

Recognition and Reward 

 
Motivating young people and changing the way they think and behave can be affected, as 

perceived by one practitioner, through praise and encouragement: 

 

“I think they need a lot of recognition and praise, even if they’re only making small 

progress. They’ll quite often beat themselves up because they haven’t seen drastic 

changes. Its only when I break it down, it might just be small bits, but it’s still a 

positive rather than a negative because if they have negative experiences, they tend to 

focus on negative.” (Addison, Social Worker) 

 

A practitioner’s ability to motivate young people to change using praise and encouragement is 

linked to the behavioural approach, particularly operant conditioning (Skinner, 1938), which 

uses reinforcement to increase desired behaviour. However, as practitioners have commented, 

it is important that practitioners offer praise for even the smallest of steps made by the young 

person. This is emphasised in existing literature. For instance, the Prisons and Probations 

(2019, n.p.) report recommended practitioners ‘recognise and reward their efforts to give up 

crime, and encourage and reinforce positive change’. Nugent et al. (2016) also highlights the 

role played by ‘relational desistance’, especially at the meso-level and macro-level, for 

recognition of change by others. Very often, what appears as a baby step to someone on the 
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outside, or to a young person who is fortunate to have only known a happy, secure life, is a 

huge milestone for some young people (Nugent, 2016), including many known to the YOS.  

 

The Importance of Attachment 

 

Another practitioner specifically talked about a good quality working relationship being 

particularly impactful for young people who lack attachments outside of the YOS, in terms of 

the young people turning up to supervision meetings and listening to what practitioners have 

to say: 

“A good working relationship is absolutely crucial because they’re not going to 

engage with you or turn up; or if they do turn up they’re not going to listening to 

anything you say. Again, a lot of young people who offend have a lack of good 

attachments anywhere else.” (Alex, Social Worker) 

 

Here the practitioner touches on multiple factors: (1) the importance of reward and 

reinforcement; (2) attachment and relationships; (3) engagement; and (4) listening to 

practitioners; which serves again, to highlight the multi-faceted, complex nature of desistance.  

This also reinforces the need for practitioners to take an individualised approach when 

working with young people. This includes practitioners needing to consider the young 

person’s social situation, including family relations, and past life events, including trauma. 

This is something documented in existing literature. For example, Miu et al. (2017) found 

individuals with a history of trauma reported reduced levels for reward and increased levels of 

sensitivity to punishment, compared to those with no history of trauma. However, existing 

research also suggests therapies which are not talk-based could be successful for children with 

attachment disorders and might be particularly useful for young people who have trouble 

opening up and disclosing information during supervision meetings (as explored earlier in this 

chapter). In particular, the Attachment and Trauma Network (2017) suggests bonding and 

attachment depends on connection, which highlights the importance of practitioners being 

able to connect to the young people they work with. However, as the thesis has previously 

explored, some practitioners have poor inter-personal and communication skills, which might 

make establishing a connection with young people difficult. Furthermore, as considered in 

Chapter 4, neuroplasticity research shows that a young person’s brain can, to a certain extent, 

be re-wired in response to positive events, including connections to others (Bennett et al., 

2018). Merck (2018) found the presence of a stable and caring adult could help to regulate a 

young person’s emotions, as well as serving to increase their emotional resilience, which will 

assist them in coping with adversity and challenges as they grow up. These suggestions have 
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implications for practitioners attempting to influence young people to desist, in that they 

highlight the need for practitioners to offer young people a stable and secure environment, 

whilst attempting to meet their individual emotional needs. This focus on stability and 

security can be seen in the use of the Trauma Recovery Model (Skuse & Matthew, 2015). 

 

One practitioner however, commented that sometimes practitioners come across a young 

person who they perceive might be beyond help, regardless of whether a good quality 

working relationship exists: 

 

“It’s quite difficult when you get cases like that when you just know you are never 

going to work through. For lots of different reasons, like social factors, attitudes 

forward you and what they've experienced and witnessed in the past. We’re not going 

to get in here; it might be a little bit too late.”(Blake, Social Worker). 

 

 

It seems from this practitioner’s perspective a combination of factors might cumulatively 

weaken the impact of a good quality working relationship on a young person; factors such as 

a young person’s attitude, social factors and past experiences.  Such a comment implies whilst 

a good quality working relationship has the potential to influence young people, other factors, 

often out of the practitioner’s control, might weaken the impact it has. This implication 

highlights again the complex nature of desistance. It was an interesting finding of this study 

however, that this practitioner’s comment about some young people being beyond practitioner 

help, appears not to be in line with the desistance-based approach employed in the YOS, 

which emphasises the need for practitioners to accept the individualised nature of desistance; 

advocating the importance of practitioners acknowledging and accepting that each young 

person has a unique narrative with unique needs. It might be that some young people, require 

more intensive, specialist support, from a multi-disciplinary team of practitioners, such as the 

ECM approach currently in place within the YOS for young people who have suffered trauma 

or who have complex needs. This practitioner’s comment also highlights the importance of 

practitioners having sufficient time to work with young people (which was explored in 

Chapter 8), particularly with more complex cases. It might be then, that no young person is 

beyond help and beyond the impact of a good quality working relationship; instead some 

young people may need more time and support for the impact of the working relationship to 

become apparent. 
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Another practitioner who suggested that a good quality working relationship is always 

impactful, supported this by suggesting that it might just be that in some cases, its impact 

might not be immediate: 

 

“Even if they’re not motivated to change or cognitively ready to change, it will still 

have a positive impact, in the future. Even if they’re not ready to change, it’s still 

going to have a positive effect. Its huge.”(Alfie, Social Worker). 

 

As perceived by this practitioner, for a young person who might not be ready to change, 

having a good quality working relationship is still important because of the later impact it 

could potentially have for the young person. Thus, findings of this study suggest the impact of 

a good quality working relationship can be measured in two ways: (1) immediately and (2) 

long term. Therefore, it is a suggestion of this study that future research could take the form 

of a longitudinal study, exploring the impact of the working relationship on desistance in both 

the short and the long term. 

 

It appears then, as perceived by practitioners, a practitioner’s ability to influence young 

people and their desistance comes in many different forms, including being able to motivate 

young people to make changes, indirectly through the young person’s peers and being able to 

help change a young person’s identity. However, what the evidence also emphasises is the 

complexity of desistance, and that a practitioner’s ability to influence a young person alone is 

not the only factor shown to increase the likelihood of desistance. 

 

Education, Employment and Training (EET) 

 

According to young people, one benefit of having a good quality working relationship was the 

impact that it had on reparation work. Young people suggested if they had a good quality 

working relationship, in that if they got on with the practitioners, they would want to be 

around them. For instance, one young person commented: 

 

“If you get on with them and have a laugh you don’t mind being with them. I do work 

with them like drug and alcohol work, allotment work (reparation). Keeps me busy.” 

(John). 

 

 

For this young person, it was not just about wanting to spend time with practitioners,  
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there was a more indirect benefit to a good quality relationship; keeping busy. This young 

person perceived keeping busy to be an important element in their desistance process, and this 

fits with the HMIP (2016) report, which highlighted the importance of keeping busy in 

increasing a young person’s likelihood of desisting. 

 

Confidence and Self-Belief 

 

Young people also reinforced the importance of a good quality working relationship on their 

confidence levels and self-belief, as well as highlighting more practical benefits, in terms of 

qualifications and the development of work-related skills: 

 

“These YOS workers are here to help you. They’re not here to put you down are they? 

So, if you build a bond and trust, they’re going to help you. Like they helped me get 

my CSCS, they helped me get my job. I know I didn't stick to it but I’ve got a new job 

now. They've helped me so much.” (Charlie). 

 

This young person indicates a good quality working relationship has two positive effects on 

their desistance: (1) their confidence and sense of belief is raised (with the practitioners 

talking to the young people rather than at them), and (2) the likelihood of gaining 

employment is increased by the practitioner helping to secure a place for the young person on 

the CSCS course, and by equipping them with practical employability skills (such as how to 

job search and interview skills). As perceived by this young person, if they did not have a 

good quality working relationship with the practitioner, gaining a job would have been highly 

unlikely.  

 

This practical gain for a young person in terms of employment and training was reiterated by 

another, who touched on the practicalities associated with employment and training: 

 

“They helped me find a place in college. They gave me regular transport when my 

father can’t make it. That means a lot coz I’m quite far away.” (Ezra). 

 

These practical elements of the working relationship support those highlighted in the Youth 

Justice Board (2018) report, where young people identified the practical benefits of having a 

good quality working relationship. The findings of this current study support existing 
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literature by highlighting the important role played by employment in increasing a young 

person’s likelihood of desisting (Jump & McMahon, 2017; Long et al., 2019; Wigzell, 2021).  

However, young people, whilst they acknowledged the impact of having a good quality 

working relationship on EET, also highlighted the role played by young people themselves: 

 

“The YOT workers helped me but they can only help me if I help myself. They can help 

me to help myself. They listen. They take me out. They are sound. I used to go every 

morning. They help me with education and employment but I didn't want to take it then 

but I would now.” (Parker). 

 

For this young person, having a good quality working relationship with the practitioner will 

have little immediate impact on their EET if the young person is not ready and willing to be 

receptive to any help offered, highlighting the importance of personal agency in desistance.  

This shows the importance of maturation and developmental factors, as considered in Chapter 

4 (e.g. Cauffman & Steinberg, 2000) and of a young person’s attitude (as highlighted by 

Giordano et al., 2020). This reinforces earlier discussions about the readiness of young people 

to change and the active role they play in their own desistance, which can be related to the 

Cycle of Change model (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1992), which could be used by 

practitioners to motivate young people to engage in EET.  

 

According to the Cycle of Change, individuals go through various stages on their way to 

changing their behaviour, and each stage progresses in a spiral, where it is proposed that an 

individual learns and grows from each relapse they experience and the length of time spent at 

each stage can vary. This reinforces the importance of ‘time’, discussed in Chapter 8, as an 

important element in desistance. In essence, relapse is part of the process of change; much 

like desistance can be seen as a process (HMI Probation, 2016).  The importance of 

individuals being ready to change, ready to desist (which could impact their readiness to 

engage in EET) is supported by existing literature. For instance, Yong (2017) found 

individuals in the Pre-contemplation stage (characterised by having no intention of changing) 

were less likely to reoffend compared to those in the Contemplation stage (who had an 

awareness of the problem but were not committed to changing). This suggests those who 

remain in the Contemplation stage may still be experiencing ambivalence towards change, 

which could impact their readiness.  Findings by Yong (2017) also suggest that individuals in 

the Action stage might be more externally motivated to change, which will likely result in 

short term rather than long-term change; which has implications for EET. For instance, if a 

young person is externally motivated to engage in EET, then their engagement with EET 
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might be short lived, which could mean their desistance might also be short lived. Yong’s 

(2017) findings support the findings of this current study, which also highlight the importance 

of a young person being ready to engage in EET; as well as highlighting the importance of 

practitioners using Motivational Interviewing. 

 

Such findings have implications for practice as they suggest there might be a need for 

practitioners to have an in-depth understanding of the young person’s stages of change to 

fully tailor any support or EET programmes offered.  This will increase their responsivity and 

their likelihood of desistance.  Such findings also emphasise the need for practitioners to work 

with young people to develop their internal motivations (which relates to the Cycle of 

Change), so they are less likely to draw on externally motivated factors (external motivations 

were touched on in the previous chapter, when the thesis explored wider social factors and 

structural barriers to desistance), to increase likelihood of desisting over the long term. Whilst 

much of the Cycle of Change literature has been focused on adults, some research has found 

support for its use with young people (Kamen, 2009; Scottish Government, 2012; Whitlock & 

Purington, 2012).  

 

Mental Wellbeing 

When young people talked about the effect of a good quality working relationship on EET, 

they also referred to the effect practitioners have on their mental wellbeing, which can impact 

EET in the sense that it has the potential to impact their outlook on life. For instance, one 

young person commented: 

 

“They have been making a big difference with me. They can make me do more in life. 

They make me realise there’s more to life” (Jamie).   

  

For this young person, it appears having a good quality working relationship not only impacts 

what he does physically with his life, such as engaging with EET, but also his psychological 

health, in terms of his outlook on life. Furthermore, it was noted in this young person’s case 

file, that he has a history of depression and an unstable family situation. Thus, it might be that 

having a good quality working relationship has more of an impact for those young people 

who suffer mental ill-health, or who do not have secure and caring family settings, as is the 

case for this young person. Indeed, Chapter 4 considered the reparative impact that the 

working relationship can have, particularly for young people who have suffered trauma, 
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including young people who are known to the care system (Czabafy, 2017; Ekamparam, 

2008; Furnivall & Grant, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, as one young person indicates, when a practitioner shows concern for their 

wellbeing, it gives the young person a sense of self-worth and value: 

 

“They take up time in their day to talk to me. They ask me questions, like how I’ve 

been. It’s nice to know someone cares. A couple of months ago I didn't think anyone 

cared but now I know they do. When they ring me up on a daily basis and ask me how 

I am and what I’m doing it proves they do still care.” (Ezra). 

 

For this young person, it appears practitioners showing concern for his welfare, such as 

through daily phone calls, has over time, showed the young person their welfare is important 

to practitioners and that they do care. This finding not only reinforces the importance of 

‘time’ as a characteristic of a good quality working relationship, as explored in Chapter 8, but 

also supports existing literature, which highlights the importance of a young person’s self-

worth in desistance (Hunter & Farrall, 2018; Osterman, 2018). 

 

Genuineness and the Care System 

Whilst none of the young people interviewed were under local authority care at the time of 

interviewing, one young person was previously known to the care system, having spent a 

short amount of time in foster care due to physical violence within the family. Thus, it is 

important for this study to consider the impact of practitioners’ genuineness in their concern 

for young people known to the care system, and the possible impact of labelling on identities. 

Research by Winter (2015) found that prior to coming into care (which can be regarded as 

being traumatic in itself), many young people will have experienced trauma in the form of 

frightening, abusive and chaotic care, and so enabling young people to receive good quality 

relationships with professionals, is important as it can help young people develop knowledge 

and experience of building meaningful, valuable and healthy relationships. This can also serve 

to afford young people a sense of security, safety, and being cared for, serving to increase 

their sense of self-worth and value, which can increase their likelihood of desisting. Thus, it 

might be a young person experiencing a good quality working relationship with practitioners, 

could serve to increase the positive way young people see themselves (something considered 

in Chapter 4), as well as providing them with important information and experience of 

relationships; something a young person could take forward with them and benefit from, 

including in future employment and training opportunities.  
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Likelihood of Desistance 

Young Peoples’ Perceptions 

 

Young people felt quite strongly that if they did not have a good quality relationship with 

practitioners they would be more likely to reoffend, with one young person commenting on 

the potential effect of an unsupportive practitioner on their likelihood of desisting: 

 

“It would be useless wouldn't it? If you had a shitty YOT worker who wasn’t there to 

help you, you’re just going to keep committing crimes. It would make it awkward.” 

(Charlie). 

 

This is interesting and ascribes more influence of the practitioner on the young people than 

some of the earlier findings of this study have suggested. It seems for this young person, 

having a practitioner who is unsupportive indicates a poor quality working relationship, which 

they perceived would have a detrimental effect on their likelihood of desisting. Whilst, in all 

likelihood practitioners do support young people as best they can to desist, this comment by 

the young person does demonstrate the importance of perception.  This indicates 

practitioners’, saying they support young people to desist, is not the same as the young people 

perceiving this to be the case (which illustrates the importance of genuineness in the working 

relationship). The importance of perception has been highlighted in existing literature 

(Nugent, 2016). This links to Maruna’s (2001) notion of self-perception, which suggests that 

individuals who perceive they can change, are more likely to decrease their offending over 

time, compared to those who perceive there is little chance of changing and avoiding crime. 

These findings have been supported by more recent literature (Johnston, 2016). As perceived 

by this young person, having a good quality working relationship is about having a 

practitioner who helps them, as well as who they feel comfortable being around (young 

people’s comfort was identified as a key characteristic of a good quality working relationship 

by the young people interviewed, and was explored in Chapter 8).  What is particularly 

interesting about what this young person said is just how low their expectations appear to be 

about what is ‘good’; indicating they are not setting the bar for future good quality 

relationships very high if they are just looking for someone to offer them non-specific help. 

This young person indicates, however, that it is less about how often a worker actually helps 

them and is instead more about truly believing the worker would be there if and whenever 

they needed help. This reinforces the importance of genuineness; in this instance regarding 

the availability of the practitioner, whether the young person accepts the offer of help or not. 

The negative effect of not having a good quality working relationship on a young person and 
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their behaviour, and perhaps indirectly their likelihood of desisting, was reiterated by other 

young people who commented: 

 

“I wouldn’t want to be with them if I didn’t get on with them.” (John). 

And 

“If I didn't have the people at the YOS I probably would go back out and offend.” 

(Ezra). 

 

 

For these young people it appears not having a good quality working relationship with 

practitioners will have a negative effect on their likelihood of desistance because the young 

people would not want to spend time with the practitioners.  This means they would likely 

have limited engagement with the YOS (which could include engagement with EET, explored 

previously in this chapter) and may result in limited disclosures (disclosures were explored 

earlier in this chapter). Existing literature supports the findings of this study in highlighting 

the importance of engagement in increasing the likelihood of desistance; engagement with the 

YOS, family, community and civil society (Judd & Lewis, 2015; McNeill et al., 2012; 

Weaver, 2015).  

 

Practitioners’ Perceptions 

 
Practitioners agreed with the young people that not having a good quality working 

relationship could decrease the likelihood of young people desisting, with one practitioner 

linking this to young people either not wanting to be associated with the YOS or to the nature 

of the association. For instance, one practitioner suggested some young people might not 

associate the YOS and the practitioners with anything positive; indicating part of the 

practitioner’s role could be to help the young person to develop a positive association with the 

YOS. However, as indicated by this practitioner this often takes time, which is something that 

practitioners have little of (as discussed in Chapter 8): 

 

“I think it’s more likely to increase crime. It’s like maybe they don't see YOS, the Case 

Manager and their Order as priority, because it’s just something that’s happening. 

They haven’t really linked themselves to it. Some young people who come here for the 

first time, you spend so long building that relationship. In the first session they might 

not even want to come here, they don't want to be associated with it. You have to take 

the time to build the relationship, so they are attending their appointments, they can 

pick up the phone and ring.” (Jordan). 
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The same practitioner went on to highlight the importance of building a good quality working 

relationship, in helping the young person to see the YOS as a positive factor in their 

desistance process: 

 

“I think if they’ve built that relationship, they might be in a situation and in the back 

of their mind they are thinking ‘oh crikey I have to go and see someone tomorrow so I 

better not do this’. They don't want to disappoint people. It might not be their parents; 

it might be a YOS worker; somebody who they've built that relationship with” 

(Jordan). 

 

For this practitioner, if they have not built a good quality working relationship with a young 

person, the young person might not see the value in working with the YOS and practitioners. 

However, if a good quality working relationship is developed between practitioners and 

young people, this has the potential to alter the young person’s thinking and they might be 

more likely to desist because they might not want to disappoint the practitioner. The 

importance of young people not wanting to let others down has been highlighted in existing 

desistance literature (Barry, 2010; Scottish Government, 2015; HMIP, 2016) and was 

explored previously in this thesis. From the perspective of this practitioner, having a good 

quality working relationship helps the young person to change the association they hold with 

the YOS. 

 

Another practitioner agrees not having a good quality working relationship can make 

desistance less likely, commenting young people are less likely listen to and value what the 

practitioner says: 

 

“They just carry on the way they are. Some young people stick two fingers up and 

carry on. Some young people haven’t had a relationship with a particular worker and 

you are banging your head against a wall then. If there’s not that respect and trust, I 

don’t think anything we say is going to go in really. Other practitioners might have a 

better relationship; that’s the way in. Some say it’s a waste of time but I think its 

invaluable – just spending time building that relationship.” (James, Educational 

Worker). 

 

However, this practitioner indicates sometimes you have to be realistic and accept you cannot 

always build a good quality working relationship with every young person. Sometimes, part 

of the practitioner’s role is to accept other practitioners might have a better quality 

relationship with the young person than they do. This might in fact be a true reflection of 

relationships in life generally, in that individuals do not always get on with everyone they 
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meet, and this is part of human nature. To a certain extent, this might be a positive learning 

experience for young people, accepting that human beings are complex and dynamic. This 

might also be linked to how some young people perceive themselves, with psychologists 

suggesting individuals with a strong sense of self-worth are less likely to need acceptance and 

approval from others (Ackerman, 2020) (the importance of individual, internal elements, such 

as self-worth, were considered in Chapter 4). Such a need to be liked by others could be 

linked to the process of socialisation and cultural norms, and the messages young people 

receive growing up regarding their worth and value (Abrams, 2017). This has implications for 

the practitioner and their role in helping to develop a young person’s self-worth and self-

esteem and highlights the importance of practitioners within the YOS to work collectively and 

flexibly.  The YOS should try, where possible, to match young people to the most suitable 

practitioners to increase the likelihood of a good quality working relationship developing, 

thus increasing the likelihood of the young person desisting. These findings also highlight the 

need for the working relationship to be flexible, in that it does not just need to comprise of a 

young person and one practitioner; multiple practitioners might need to make-up a good 

quality working relationship, in order for it to be particularly impactful for some young 

people. 

 

The Importance of Relationships Outside of the YOS 

 

For one practitioner the link between not having a good quality working relationship and 

desistance being less likely is not as clear-cut: 

 

“If they haven’t got any good attachments, they are much more likely to offend. It has 

a negative impact of the young person’s thinking mechanisms; their sense of self 

worth, belonging.” (Alex, Social Worker). 

 

 

For this practitioner, it is important to consider the role of other relationships, outside of the 

working relationship, not just on a young person’s desistance, but also on the young person 

more generally.  This reiterates early points made in the chapter, when practitioners talked of 

the particular importance of the working relationship for those young people who do not have 

good quality relationships outside of the YOS.  This is not just on a young person’s likelihood 

of desisting, but also on the way they see themselves, the value they place on themselves and 

their sense of belonging. In essence, whilst this practitioner can see the negative effect of not 

having a good quality working relationship on desistance, they can also see the importance of 

looking at the bigger picture, and the role of interacting factors, reiterating the complexity of 
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desistance.  Taking a holistic approach to a young person’s life fits in with the Good Lives 

Model (Ward, 2006). Being directly responsive to the aspirations, desires and interests of a 

young person, this strengths-based approach advocates developing intervention plans to assist 

a young person with skills, knowledge, and opportunities to achieve their life goals. This 

theory implies then, that practitioners could support a young person to achieve their life goals 

by being responsive to their aspirations, desires, and interests. The importance of having good 

quality relationships on a young person’s wellbeing is documented in existing literature 

(Scottish Government, 2015; Drake et al., 2014) and links to the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (Save the Children, 2020), specifically Article 24, which 

emphasises the right for every child to have the best health possible. 

 

The Importance of the Young Person’s Desistance Journey 

 

As commented on by another practitioner, the impact of a good quality working relationship 

on desistance is not a one size fits all approach; it is relative to the young person and the 

practitioner, and will depend upon both where the young person has come from and where 

they are currently: 

 

“I think the impact and the outcome are important because if you’ve got a really good 

relationship, building on that, you are more likely to get a better response and a better 

outcome. It’s completely based on the individual and where they are; their journey.” 

(Blake, Social Worker). 

 

 

The individual nature of the working relationship and its effect on desistance is something 

reinforced by existing literature (King, 2013; McNeill, 2006). The individualised nature of the 

working relationship and its potential effect can be linked to factors considered in Chapter 4, 

such as narrative, self-identity and life goals.  Existing literature has also identified the 

importance of these individual factors in desistance (Fitzpatrick et al., 2015; Maruna, 1997; 

Morash et al., 2020; Stone, 2015; Morash et al., 2018).  

 

However, not all practitioners perceived the impact of the working relationship on desistance 

as being so complicated, with one perceiving it to be more clear-cut: 

 

“The working relationship would reduce the likelihood of them going onto offend. The 

practitioner would have got to know them, so I like to think they’ve identified all of their 

needs, so that young person is open to receiving that support, so the likelihood of them 

reoffending is reduced.” (Brooklyn, Social Worker). 
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For this practitioner, it is not enough for practitioners to get to know the young person and 

identifying their needs. It is also important for the young person to be receptive to support 

offered. This practitioner perceives these factors are not only key to desistance but result from 

having a good quality working relationship. However, as the previous chapter identified, 

practitioners getting to know young people to be able to identify their needs, can often be a 

time-consuming process. Time was identified in Chapter 8 as a key characteristic of a good 

quality working relationship, particularly for young people known to the care system and 

those who have suffered trauma and multiple disadvantage. 

 

Another key element as identified by the practitioner is the young person being receptive to 

support, which is largely out of the practitioner’s control. Thus, it might not be as clear-cut as 

this practitioner appears to perceive it to be. That is, practitioners identifying and meeting the 

young person’s needs, to develop a good quality working relationship, is a complex process in 

itself.  

 

The Importance of Other Factors 

 

The complexity of the link between the working relationship and its impact on desistance was 

further emphasised when one practitioner commented on the role played by other factors, 

such as trust, likeability, attendance, engagement, and other relationships (some of which 

were discussed in Chapter 8 when the characteristics of a good quality working relationship 

were explored): 

 

“A quality working relationship is absolutely crucial because if they don't kind of trust 

you or like you, they’re not going to engage with you or turn up; or if they do turn up 

they’re not going to listening to anything you say. Again, a lot of young people who 

offend have a lack of good attachments anywhere else, so if they have no good 

attachments, they’re not going to desist; it's a lot less likely.” (Alex, Social Worker). 

 

For this practitioner, the working relationship is particularly important for those young people 

who have not had good quality relationships outside of the YOS. This is also reinforced in 

existing literature (Bowlby, 1988; Ainsworth et al., 1990; Allen et al., 1999; Ansbro, 2008). 

As Chopik et al. (2019) suggested, the development of appropriate close relationships (which 

would include working relationships) have the potential to alter how young people see 

relationships generally and have the ability to make young people feel more secure. Whilst 
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generally attachment style is relatively stable throughout a person’s life, it is not entirely 

fixed.  This suggests attachment style is at least partly shaped by future relationship 

experiences and the social demands a person experiences at different life stages (Chopik, 

2019). The practitioner’s comment has implications for youth justice practice in that it 

demonstrates the potential for a good quality working relationship to be reparative for some 

young people.  This also reinforces the applicability of the TRM in enhanced cases within the 

YOS. It seems these findings have particular implications for practitioners in the investment 

they make in the young people they work with, helping to amend how young people approach 

future relationships. The nature of a good quality working relationship might vary between 

young people, depending upon their life to date. Due to the varied nature of the working 

relationship, the effect of this on desistance might also be variable.  

 

This variability around the effect of the working relationship was also touched on when one 

practitioner contextualised it around ECM (Youth Justice Board, 2020) and TRM (Skuse & 

Matthew, 2015): 

 

“Some of these young people, by the time they come to us, have had so many 

professionals involved, or relationships that have come and gone, there are 

attachment issues with parents and professionals, that ECM and the TRM says you 

can’t even start to do offending behaviour work until you’ve built a relationship with 

that young person. So that has got to be the basis of any works that we do here. In the 

future, hopefully we will help desistance.” (Jordan). 

 

As perceived by this practitioner, whilst they can see the positive effect of a good quality 

working relationship on desistance for a young person, they also perceive for some young 

people, desistance is far down the line and at the bottom of the priority list.  According to this 

practitioner, for many practitioners and many young people they work with, desistance is 

something they can only hope for, seeing it more as the end part of a very long and 

complicated personal journey. Another practitioner illustrated this: 

 

“I think if you are trying to work towards stopping offending, nothing is going to work 

unless they've got all the security and looking at the TRM, have they got attachments? 

Because if they haven’t got any of that there’s no point trying to address offending if 

this isn’t here.”(Blake, Social Worker).  

 

 

Furthermore, as another practitioner commented, it also depends on where the young person 

is at the time the practitioner is working with them, which again serves to highlight the 

individualised and fluid nature of desistance: 
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“It depends on where that young person is at that time when you are involved with 

them.” (Drew). 

 

Tryon et al. (2018) suggests an individual’s desistance journey could be supported through 

practitioners affording the young person the opportunity to share their narrative, with findings 

suggesting that storytelling in this sense, is a powerful experience with positive effects on the 

teller. This also fits in with a desistance-based approach, which advocates both the young 

person’s voice and their narrative (HMI Probation, 2016). 

Chapter Summary  

 

This chapter set out to discuss why a good quality working relationship is important for 

desistance, from the perspective of practitioners and young people. Findings revealed a good 

quality working relationship could be important in five key ways: (1) engagement; (2) 

disclosure; (3) ability to influence; (4) EET; and (5) overall desistance. Overall, findings from 

this study strongly highlights the effect that a good quality working relationship can have on 

young people and their desistance, as well as suggesting the way in which it manifests its 

impact on young people can often be complex and comprised of multiple interrelated 

elements. Now that the thesis has comprehensively discussed the main findings of this study, 

the subsequent and final chapter brings the thesis together and offers implications for theory, 

policy and practice. 
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Chapter 11: Conclusions 

Introduction 

 
This concluding chapter draws the thesis together and performs 6 main functions: (1) to 

remind the reader of the study’s aims and research objectives; (2) to briefly outline the key 

findings of the study and how these findings contribute to existing literature; (3) to explore 

what I have learnt and progressed through conducting the research; (4) to consider the 

implications of my findings for policy, practice and theory; (5) to critically consider the 

limitations of this study; and (6) to offer directions for future research. 

 

Research Aims and Questions 

As outlined in the Introduction chapter, until fairly recently, the majority of desistance 

research had been based on adult offending, with youth desistance being a largely 

underdeveloped research area. With this in mind, the overall aim of the study was to provide a 

qualitative exploration into desistance from youth offending, focussing on the working 

relationship between youth justice practitioners and young people. More specifically, the 

study was interested in exploring how YOS practitioners and the young people known to the 

YOS perceived desistance, to see if discrepancies existed between them.   

 

With these research aims in mind, the study attempted to answer two specific research 

questions: (1) From the perspectives of practitioners and young people, what are the 

characteristics of a ‘good quality’ working relationship? (2) From the perspectives of 

practitioners and young people, why is the working relationship important for desistance?   

 

To achieve answers to these two research questions the study used a combination of four 

qualitative research methods: (1) semi-structured interviews with YOS practitioners and 

young people known to the YOS; (2) a focus group with YOS practitioners; (3) observations 

carried out within YOS offices; and (4) reading of YOS case files on young people. 
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Key Findings  

Overview of the Similarities and Differences Between the Perceptions of Practitioners 

and Young People  

 

The findings of the study found similarities but also discrepancies between the perceptions of 

practitioners and young people, in terms of: (1) the characteristics of a good quality working 

relationship; (2) the importance of a good quality working relationship in desistance; and (3) 

the wider social context and structural barriers linked to desistance. 

 

Characteristics of a good quality working relationship: Both practitioners and young 

people perceived ‘trust’, ‘reliability’ and ‘time’ were characteristics of a good quality working 

relationship. However, practitioners (not young people) perceived that being able to relate to 

young people was an important characteristic. Young people (not practitioners) perceived 

their comfort during supervision meetings was an important characteristic.   

 

Importance of a good quality working relationship in desistance: Both practitioners and 

young people perceived a good quality working relationship to be important for young 

people’s engagement, disclosing information and desistance generally. However, young 

people (not practitioners) perceived that having a good quality working relationship was 

important specifically for their engagement with EET. Practitioners (not young people) 

perceived that having a good quality working relationship was influential in terms of 

practitioners being able to influence young people’s desistance.  

 

Wider Social Contexts and Structural Barriers: Both practitioners and young people 

perceived family, peers, youth justice practitioners, substance misuse, EET and young people 

themselves, to be important factors in desistance. Young people (not practitioners) perceived 

intimate partners were a key factor in their desistance.   

 

These discrepancies mean that at times practitioners could be focusing their time and attention 

on things that are not as important to young people and their perception of desistance. 

Consequently, practitioners might not be affording sufficient time and attention to the things 

that are important to young people’s desistance.  This is particularly true for the working 

relationship; for instance, if practitioners are focusing on trying to relate to young people 

rather than focusing on making young people feel comfortable, this could be hindering young 

people’s desistance. However, it could be argued that making young people comfortable and 
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trying to relate to them are connected. Extending this further, if practitioners are unaware of 

the important role played by a young person’s intimate partner, they could be indirectly 

ignoring a key source of social capital; a source that could have the potential to increase a 

young person’s likelihood of desisting, particularly over the long term, after a young person 

has finished working with the YOS.  

 

Summary of the Characteristics of a Good Quality Working Relationship 

 

The HMIP (2016, p. 7) desistance report highlighted the importance of “building professional 

relationships, effective engagement and re-engagement, evidence of genuine collaborative 

working.” The findings of the current study expand on this by offering suggestions as to what 

a professional relationship might look like; as well as giving consideration as to the potential 

role of both the practitioner and the young person within the professional relationship, and 

what this might mean for collaborative working. 

 

Whilst both practitioners and young people perceived trust to be an important characteristic of 

a good quality working relationship, the meaning of trust varied between them. Practitioners 

emphasised having shared values and principles, as well as likeability; and young people 

emphasised being able to rely on practitioners and the genuineness of practitioners. These 

findings support many of the findings noted in existing research (Overall & Cross, 2019; Zink 

et al., 2017; Burnett & McNeil, 2005; HMI Probation, 2016; Judd & Lewis, 2015; Drake et 

al., 2014; Terry & Cardwell, 2015). However, whilst empathy has been well documented in 

existing literature for being important in building a trusting relationship between practitioners 

and young people (Drake et al., 2014; Evans et al., 2020; Terry & Cardwell, 2015), empathy 

was not a characteristic identified by the study. 

 

Practitioners emphasised the importance of relatability in a good quality working 

relationship, which referred to commonalities shared between practitioners and young people. 

Practitioners perceived relatability to be difficult for some young people due to age and 

gender differences, as well as differences in the values they hold. Furthermore, practitioners 

perceived that relatability was impacted by their ability to connect with young people, which 

they perceived was dependent on practitioner’s interpersonal skills. The background of the 

practitioner also seemed to be an important factor in relatability. The importance of 

relatability in relationship building is reinforced by existing literature (Dietrich & Nichols, 
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2018; Maxwell, 2019), and the background of the practitioner has also been shown by 

existing literature to be an important characteristic (Lewis, 2014a).  

 

Reliability was identified as being a characteristic of a good quality working relationship. 

Young people value practitioners who can be relied upon to be genuine; to be honest; and not 

to ‘mess them around’.  Practitioners particularly emphasised the practical elements of being 

reliable. Whilst there is a lack of existing literature exploring in detail, what constitutes a 

good quality working relationship, the literature that is out there does reiterate the findings of 

the study (Ansbro, 2008; Matthews & Hubbard, 2007; Offerman & Rosh, 2012; Hopkinson & 

Rex, 2003; Ansbro, 2008). 

 

Time was also perceived to be an important characteristic of a good quality working 

relationship by both practitioners and young people. Both practitioners and young people 

emphasised the importance of time in building trust and demonstrating reliable behaviour; 

however, how much time is needed to do this was found to be individualised and relative to 

the young person and their narrative. Practitioners perceived time to be a particularly 

important characteristic of a good quality working relationship for enhanced cases. However, 

practitioners also perceived that often, they are not granted sufficient time to spend with 

young people. Time has been identified in existing literature as being an important 

characteristic of the working relationship (Farrall & Calverley, 2006; HMI Probation, 2016; 

Skuse & Matthew, 2015; Weaver & McNeil, 2007).  Findings of the study also supports the 

TRM in suggesting that a lack of time has the potential to impact a young person’s self-worth 

and their ability to trust (Skuse & Matthew, 2015). Added to this, AssetPlus (Youth Justice 

Board, 2014), the Youth Justice Blueprint (Ministry of Justice and Welsh Government, 2019) 

and the Welsh Government Framework to Support Positive change for Those At Risk of 

Offending in Wales (Welsh Government, 2017), all emphasise the importance of practitioners 

using their professional judgement when working with young people, and there is much 

literature reinforcing the importance of time and flexibility, when working with young people 

(Bateman & Hazel, 2013; HMI Probation, 2016; Marshall, 2013; Taylor, 2016). 

 

Feeling comfortable was the only characteristic that practitioners did not perceive as being an 

important characteristic of a good quality working relationship; whereas for young people, 

comfort was a key characteristic. When young people talked about comfort they referred to 

laughing and getting on; having a sense of connectedness; a non-judgemental atmosphere; 

and a feeling of being understood. However, whilst practitioners did not specify a young 
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person’s comfort as being an important characteristic some practitioners did emphasise the 

importance being flexible and less formal during supervision meetings. Young people’s 

comfort has also been documented in existing literature, in particular, young people being 

understood and feeling a sense of connectedness (HMI Probation, 2016; Lauwaert & Aertsen, 

2015); and not feeling judged, but feeling valued (Lenkens, 2019). Existing literature also 

supports the study’s findings in identifying the need for practitioners to understand young 

people’s experiences and circumstances (Barry, 2010; HMI Probation, 2016; McMahon & 

Jump, 2018).  

 

None of the young people talked about the usefulness of particular interventions (such as 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and offence work etc.) (Which was also a finding of Farrall, 

2002); instead they emphasised the time spent with practitioners, as well as practitioner 

support and encouragement. 

 

 

Summary of the Importance of a Good Quality Working relationship on Desistance 

  

Young people perceived that one of the ways in which having a good quality working 

relationship can impact their desistance is in terms of EET, both practically and emotionally. 

Findings of the study support existing literature in suggesting that having a good quality 

working relationship has the potential to affect EET practically (Jump & McMahon, 2017; 

Long et al., 2019; Wigzell, 2021; YJB, 2018) and emotionally (Bain, 2019; HMI Probation, 

2016; Judd & Lewis, 2015).  

 

The likelihood of young people’s engagement was also identified as being impacted by the 

working relationship. However, whilst practitioners highlighted the importance of 

engagement, the meaning behind engagement varied between practitioners. Because 

engagement is difficult to define, practitioners also highlighted the difficulty of measuring it; 

commenting also, that it is not always helpful to try and measure engagement, in that it does 

not always give a true reflection of the young person’s progress. These findings are reiterated 

in existing literature. For instance, existing literature supports the finding that variations exist 

regarding what constitutes engagement (Mason & Prior, 2008a; Youth Justice Board, 2010); 

and further supports the finding that the appearance of young people during supervision 

meetings cannot always be relied upon (Youth Justice Board, 2010); and that young people 
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turning up to supervision meetings can increase the likelihood of desistance, regardless of 

whether they converse during the meeting or not (Evans et al., 2020; Mason & Prior, 2008b). 

 

Whilst young people did not specifically mention the impact on the quality of disclosures, 

they did however, emphasise its impact on them more generally (such as the likelihood of 

them talking generally to practitioners). Young people also perceived that whilst at times they 

might not feel like talking to practitioners, simply knowing they could, served to offer them 

reassurance and afforded them a sense of belonging and helped to increase their self-worth. 

Practitioners developed this further by emphasising the importance of a young person’s sense 

of self-control. They suggested that if they have a good quality working relationship, the 

young person would gain self-control from knowing practitioners are available for them to 

talk to; to disclose information. Practitioners perceived that giving back control to young 

people in this way is an important element of desistance. Findings of the study, in suggesting 

that disclosure is linked to self-control, supports existing literature, which suggests that high 

self-control increases the likelihood of desistance (Annison & Moffatt, 2012; Forrest & Hay, 

2011; King, 2013; Youssef et al., 2016). Findings of the study further supports existing 

literature in suggesting that disclosure requires a young person to relinquish control, which 

can be particularly difficult for young people who have suffered trauma (Foresell & Astrom, 

2012; Malvaso et al., 2016; Proeve & Tudor, 2016; Tangney et al., 2012). These findings also 

support the Trauma Recovery Model (Skuse & Matthew, 2015), which suggests that before 

young people disclose they need to feel safe.  

 

Practitioners further perceived that having a good quality relationship with young people 

increased their likelihood of being able to influence young people directly and indirectly. 

Whilst practitioners perceived that some young people are reluctant to change and so are 

reluctant to be influenced by anyone, including practitioners, they did perceive that one way 

practitioners could attempt to counteract this would be by trying to increase young people’s 

belief that change is possible. The findings of the study support existing literature, in 

suggesting a good quality working relationship can influence young people directly (HMI 

Probation, 2016; Judd & Lewis, 2015; Nugent, 2016; Prisons and Probation, 2019; Sullivan, 

2012); and indirectly (McMahon & Jump, 2018; Thomas, 2015; Walters, 2018). Furthermore, 

the findings of the study, in suggesting that some young people are resistant to change, 

particularly young people who have suffered trauma, is also noted in existing literature (Bîlc 

et al.., 2018). 
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Summary of the Wider Social Contexts and Structural Barriers 

 

Both practitioners and young people perceived family to be an important factor in desistance, 

which supports existing literature in suggesting that family has the potential to increase the 

likelihood of desistance (Schroeder et al., 2010; McNeill et al., 2013; Ministry of Justice, 

2013; Weaver and McNeill, 2015; Bodizek et al., 2016; Jacobson & Fair, 2017), as well as the 

potential to act as a barrier to desistance (Jardine, 2014a; Nugent, 2016). 

 

EET was also perceived by practitioners to be a significant factor in desistance, particularly in 

terms of offering young people the chance to gain qualifications or to earn money through 

legitimate means; but also in terms of affording them less time to offend.  EET was also 

perceived by practitioners to have the ability to help change a young person’s narrative and 

self-identity, which practitioners perceived to be important elements within the desistance 

process. However, practitioners perceived that it is not enough for practitioners to secure EET 

for young people; they also felt it is important that young people secure EET themselves, with 

their support; helping to empower young people. These findings are in line with existing 

literature, such as Ellis and Bowen (2015), in suggesting that employment has the potential to 

help individuals make an internal shift, serving to increase the likelihood of desistance; and 

Smithson et al. (2020) and Weaver (2015), in emphasising the need for young people to be 

afforded the chance to make a fresh start and to make new social connections. Furthermore, 

the study also supports the findings of McAra and McVie (2010), which suggest that keeping 

young people in education can significantly increase desistance. 

 

Practitioners also perceived poor mental health to be a barrier to desistance, particularly the 

difficulty many young people experience when trying to access mental health services; also 

commenting on the inflexibility of mental health services and how such rigidity itself acts as a 

barrier to desistance. These findings are in line with existing literature, in suggesting that 

mental health has the potential to act as a barrier to desistance (Meyen et al., 2013; Link et al., 

2018; Western, 2018). 

 

Both practitioners and young people perceived peers and friends to be a key factor in 

desistance, with the potential to both increase the likelihood of desistance and to act as a 

barrier. Specifically, practitioners talked of three different aspects: (1) peer attitude; (2) peer 

pressure; and (3) susceptibility to peer influence. Young people talked about the way in which 

they attempted to minimise the influence their peers have on their desistance, such as staying 

away from certain peers and moving out of the area. Young people also emphasised the role 
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peers and friends play in relieving loneliness and offering a sense of belonging, which seemed 

particularly important for those young people who might have felt a sense of rejection from 

others. These findings mirror findings in existing literature, in suggesting that peers have the 

potential to increase and decrease the likelihood of desistance for some young people 

(Brezina & Azimi, 2016; Colvin et al.., 2002; Walters, 2019).  However, whilst not much is 

documented in existing literature about the role of pro social peers (Barry, 2010), the findings 

of the study contribute to this area by suggesting ways in which pro social peers have the 

potential to increase young people’s likelihood of desisting.  

  

The HMIP (2016, p. 7) desistance report stated that “engagement with wider social contexts” 

is important in supporting young people’s desistance. The findings of this study suggest that a 

young person’s intimate partner should be considered within this.  Indeed, “meaningful 

personal relationships” was highlighted in the HMIP (2016, p. 7). Whilst young people 

perceived their intimate partners played a significant role in their desistance, the way in which 

they did this varied. Whilst the findings of the study, reinforces existing literature, particularly 

for individuals under the age of 30 years (Nielsen, 2018), existing literature also highlights 

the potential for intimate relationships to have a negative impact on desistance, which was not 

a finding of the study (Wyse et al., 2014).  

 

The youth justice practitioner was perceived by both practitioners and young people to play a 

key role in increasing the likelihood of desistance (practically and emotionally). However, 

practitioners were also perceived to be a potential barrier to desistance, in terms of the 

language they used, their attitudes, the training they received, their previous job role, their 

level of flexibility and their genuineness. One of the most striking findings however, was that 

a small minority of practitioners perceived themselves to be the expert who knows best, 

which goes against ideas of desistance and partnership working. On the whole, the findings of 

the study were in line with existing literature in emphasising the importance of the 

practitioner in desistance (Mason & Prior, 2008b), particularly regarding the training they 

receive (Ugwudike & Morgan, 2019). Furthermore, existing research also emphasises the 

importance of practitioners not being perceived by young people as being figures of authority 

(Creaney & Smith, 2014; Jacobson, 2016); however, this was not conclusively found by the 

study, with some practitioners regarding themselves as being figures of authority and experts 

needing to take the lead when working with young people. 
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Both practitioners and young people perceived substance misuse to be a potential barrier to 

desistance; however, the way in which substance misuse did this was found to vary. These 

findings support existing literature, particularly in suggesting that many young people known 

to the YOS, who misuse substances, are also found to have additional vulnerabilities (Office 

for National Statistics, 2020b). Findings of the study also support existing literature in 

highlighting that a significant proportion of violent offences are committed whilst under the 

influence of substances, particularly alcohol (Lawyer et al., 2010; Office for National 

Statistics, 2020). Moreover, in line with Dillion (2007), findings of the study also suggests 

that desistance is increased if young people are not only pushed away from misusing 

substances, but also pulled towards something positive.  

 

Young people perceived themselves to be the biggest factor in their desistance, with all young 

people perceiving desistance to be under their control and to be their choice.  Whilst in this 

sense, young people perceived they take an active role in their desistance, not all practitioners 

agreed. A minority of practitioners perceived themselves to be the expert and the ones better 

suited to take a more active role. Some practitioners suggested young people take both an 

active and passive role during desistance, depending on where the young person is along their 

desistance journey. However, a minority of practitioners did not perceive the role of the 

young person to be so clear-cut; perceiving the role of the young person to be individualised 

because it is relative to the young person’s narrative. Whilst existing literature supports the 

findings of the study in suggesting that young people are indeed a significant factor in 

desistance (McNeill et al., 2012), not that much is documented in existing literature about the 

role of the young person in desistance.  The finding of the study, that young people should 

take an active and collaborative role in desistance, supports existing literature (Annison & 

Moffatt, 2012; King, 2013c; Maruna & Mann, 2019). Furthermore, findings of the study are 

in line with existing literature, in positing that young people can take an active and passive 

role in desistance, particularly those young people who have suffered trauma and multiple 

disadvantage (HMI Probation, 2016), which also serves to reinforce the use of the TRM 

(Skuse & Matthew, 2015) and ECM (Youth Justice Board, 2020a) within the YOS. However, 

when considering the young person as a factor in desistance, the finding of the study, that a 

minority of practitioners perceived young people should take a passive role in desistance, 

goes against existing literature (Case & Haines, 2014; HMI Probation, 2016) and is not in line 

with the AssetPlus (Youth Justice Board, 2014) assessment tool currently used by the YOS or 

the CFOS approach, which is now a key element of the YJB approach. Furthermore, when 

considering young people as a factor in desistance, the perception by young people 
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themselves, that they are in control of their offending behaviour and that offending is their 

choice to make, is not supported by existing developmental literature (Ginneken, 2017; 

Leisman et al., 2015). 

 

However, whilst findings of this study identified these key factors as being important in 

desistance; what the study also revealed is that desistance is complex and that often, these 

factors are interrelated, sometimes interdependent and can be cumulative, which supports 

findings documented in existing literature (Alavi, 2011; Cook et al., 2015; Hammersley et al., 

2003; Walters, 2014).  

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The findings of the study have implications for youth justice policy and practice, which will 

be considered in this section.  

 

Implications for Youth Justice Policy  

The complex nature of desistance indicates that youth justice policy needs to recognise the 

role of various developmental, social and internal factors in desistance; and in doing so, 

encourage the development of more holistic interventions that consider all three broad factors. 

Practitioners involved in the delivery of interventions should be mindful of the complex 

interplay between these factors, which will likely vary from one young person to another. 

This supports the Welsh Government and Youth Justice Board’s joint strategy for Wales 

(Welsh Assembly Government, 2014), in having a vision to better support young people who 

(re)offend. In particular, the importance of taking a holistic approach; having a well-designed 

partnership approach that advocates diversion from the formal justice system; as well as 

ensuring young people are provided with appropriate support, tailored to their needs, which is 

of high quality.  However, this study further recommends this Strategy should ensure it 

affords sufficient focus to young people’s wellbeing, as well as asking young people 

individually what they think will help and/or hinder desistance. Indeed, focusing on the 

wellbeing of children is a principle stated in YJB Standards for children in the youth justice 

system (2019). The findings of the study supports the YJB Standards (2019) in highlighting 

the need for policy to consider the impact of wider social issues on young people’s 

reoffending behaviour, as well as advocating taking a strengths-based approach, which works 

to empower young people. In terms of empowerment, the findings of the study reinforce the 

importance of practitioners working with young people rather than doing to young people, 
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encouraging young people to take a more active role in their own desistance process. This 

advocates the rights of young people, particularly Article 12, which advocates respecting 

young people’s views. The study further supports the YJB Standards (2019) in emphasising 

the need for practitioners to work with young people’s social networks, not just family but 

also peers and friends, and intimate partners. Furthermore, with findings of the study 

suggesting that language matters, it is a recommendation of the study that any policy referring 

to children and young people refrain completely from using the term ‘offender’. Indeed, this 

is something that has recently been acknowledged by the YJB, with their 2021 Strategy 

document (YJB, 2021) detailing the YJB’s new strategic approach and guiding principle: 

Child First (CF) model, which advocates a progressive, child-friendly approach (YJB, 2021).  

 

Furthermore, the study supports the recommendation made by The Commission on Justice in 

Wales (2019), that justice should be devolved to the Welsh Government, as this would allow 

for a more integrated approach. This is an important consideration given the study not only 

identified various factors that have the potential to increase and decrease the likelihood of 

desistance (such as mental health, substance misuse and education) but also highlighted the 

complex interplay between these factors. Devolution would also allow for policy and practice 

to focus on Welsh culture and Welsh needs. Additionally, adopting a whole systems approach 

is something set out in the Youth Justice Blueprint for Wales (Ministry of Justice, 2019b).  

 

With findings highlighting the importance of a good quality working relationship, policy 

could place more emphasis on the working relationship, with little reference being made to 

the working relationship in youth justice policy; in particular, what constitutes a good quality 

working relationship. The YJB Standards for Youth Justice (2019), which details the 

minimum expectation for agencies that provide services focused on ensuring good outcomes 

for young people in the youth justice system, talks about the need for ‘supportive 

relationships’ (Youth Justice Board, 2019; p.7), but it does not offer any further detail, such as 

what a ‘supportive’ relationship might look like. Furthermore, whilst the HMIP (2016; p.7) 

report highlighted the importance of ‘building professional relationships’, it did not offer any 

detail regarding what constitutes a professional relationship.  Thus with the findings of the 

study highlighting the characteristics of trust, reliability, relatability, comfort and time, policy 

could consider making reference to universal characteristics of a good quality working 

relationship. However, it is important that when doing so, policy should also emphasise the 

unique nature of a good quality relationship; emphasising the likelihood that the 

characteristics of a good quality working relationship will vary between young people and 
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will also likely vary over time; highlighting the need for policy to emphasise the fluidity of 

the working relationship. Policy should also ensure that the introduction of new theories and 

ways of working are underpinned by a fully developed model of change that does not rely on 

a few days’ training. 

 

Implications for Youth Justice Practice  

The findings of the study have highlighted a number of implications for youth justice practice. 

With some practitioners seeing themselves as experts who know more and know better than 

young people, this could prove problematic as the youth justice sector moves towards a more 

desistance-based way of working, which requires practice seeing young people as the experts 

in their own desistance. However, whilst eliciting and respecting the young person’s 

perspective is clearly essential, this does not mean the practitioner is without expertise. The 

young person may also sometimes be wrong, just as the practitioner can be mistaken. Thus, it 

is a finding of the study that practitioners, when working with young people, focus on 

negotiating meaning and developing shared understandings. 

 

Furthermore, findings suggest it is possible that a distinction could be made between an 

intervention-based practice approach and a treatment-based practice approach; and that it is 

possible for certain interventions (including therapeutic interventions) to be compatible with a 

desistance-based approach. Just as ECM (Youth Justice Board, 2020a) and the TRM (Skuse 

& Matthew, 2015) are not inconsistent with a desistance-based approach, the same could be 

said for other interventions. This is something reiterated by Maruna and Mann (2019) who 

argue that there are ways in which what works and desistance can work together. 

Furthermore, with findings of the study suggesting there might be two different types of 

practitioners: (1) those who tend towards a treatment-based approach; (2) and those who tend 

towards a desistance-based approach, there might be a need for further practitioner training 

focused on the compatibility of a desistance-based approach and a treatment-based approach. 

Furthermore, with findings showing the potential for two different types of working 

relationship to be in existence: (1) atheoretical and (2) theoretical, there might be the need for 

practitioners to give serious consideration to how realistic it might be to take an atheoretical 

approach to working with young people, given the lack of resources (in particular time), that 

YOS practitioners face (as identified by the study). This possibly highlights not only the need 

for further practitioner training to ensure practitioners are adhering to the same practice model 

(with an element of practitioner flexibility and professional judgment), but also the need for 
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the YOS to be afforded more resources to allow practitioners to be creative and flexible in 

their approach to working with young people. 

 

With findings putting forward very clearly, the notion that desistance is unique and relative to 

the young person and their narrative, the study reinforces a one-size fits all approach will not 

work.  This recommendation aligns with a desistance-based approach to youth offending and 

could also fit with the treatment-based approach. In particular, there might be merit in using a 

different desistance-based approach when working with young people who have suffered 

trauma (which is focused on developing their needs and skills), compared to young people 

who have not.  

 

Even though the HMIP (2016, p. 37) desistance report commented that “there were wide 

variations in practitioners’ knowledge and understanding of desistance.” findings of the 

current study revealed there is still a significant lack of understanding by practitioners of 

desistance theory and how it can be applied to practice, even though YOS practitioners had 

undergone desistance training by the time the current study began collecting field data, i.e. 

some 12-18 months after the HMIP (2016) report was published. The report also suggests that 

all practitioners need proper, regular ‘clinical’ supervision with other staff, who are also 

completely au fait with desistance and TRM etc. 

 

Even though many practitioners are already employing some desistance-based practices, such 

as diversion, it seems that many practitioners are unaware these align with a desistance way of 

working. This seems largely to do with the way desistance was introduced to practitioners 

(particularly via AssetPlus) and because the YJB does not appear to have a long-term model 

for change, which emphasises the need for further practitioner training on desistance-based 

working, as well as the need for the YJB to have a long-term model for change, which can 

help practitioners embed new ways of working into their practice over time.  

 

Whilst many wider social factors and structural barriers have been shown to be important in 

desistance, what also matters is the readiness of the young person, which links to the Cycle of 

Change (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1992) and Motivational Interviewing (McMurran, 2009).  

Practitioners and young people demonstrated a clear awareness of the importance of the 

readiness to desist, however some practitioners either made that decision (based on their 

professional, expert judgment) for the young person, or appeared to minimise the amount of 

investment they put into young people who did not appear to be ready to desist (from the 
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perspective of the practitioner). This contradicts the desistance-based approach, which values 

not only the voice of the young person, but also accepts where they are in their desistance 

journey. Some practitioners appeared not to accept this, which suggests the need for further 

practitioner training on desistance-based working.  In particular, findings highlight the need 

for practitioner training with a model of change in place to consider what desistance means in 

day-to-day work, which incorporates the Cycle of Change and Motivational Interviewing. 

Such training also needs to emphasise the vital importance of individual levels of contact, 

range of intervention and sufficient time. Emphasis also needs to be placed on a whole 

systems approach, which has implications for courts, in terms of courts acknowledging that 

desistance is a complex and often, lengthy process, where reoffending, for some young 

people, is part of the desistance process.  

 

Furthermore, when considering time as a specific characteristic of a good quality working 

relationship, the study’s findings have important practice implications, particularly in terms of 

caseloads, practice style, the YOS, the wider CJS, and the importance of practitioners 

accepting the individual nature of change and its timeline. Regarding caseloads, it is 

important for practitioners to have sufficient time with young people, to build a good quality 

working relationship; a relationship built on trust, which affords practitioners time to 

demonstrate they can be relied upon (both emotionally and practically). However, how much 

time is enough to do this is not quantifiable, as it will vary between young people depending 

on their unique narrative. Practitioners would benefit from having fewer young people on 

their caseloads, thus affording them more time with each one. This then has implications for 

the YOS and the way that courts deal with young people who reoffend.  This includes having 

realistic expectations about the desistance process as a whole and what it entails and a young 

person’s individual desistance journey. The study’s findings also highlight the individual 

nature of change, suggesting courts should not adhere to a one-size fits all approach to 

desistance.  This acknowledges that the very nature of taking a desistance-based approach 

accepts the individual nature of desistance, embraces a young person’s individual narrative 

and accepts that desistance for some young people might take considerably longer and more 

work than other young people (particularly for young people who have suffered trauma or 

who have multiple ACEs). Findings of the study also suggest courts would benefit from 

acknowledging the distance travelled by each individual young person, even if this appears 

short.  For some young people, even a small improvement has likely taken much effort and is 

thus a very significant achievement.  
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Whilst findings suggest practitioners have a clear understanding that many of the young 

people that they work with who reoffend are troubled, at the same time practitioners perceive 

that often the system does not allow sufficient time to help such young people to desist, 

suggesting practitioners would benefit from having the freedom and flexibility to make 

informed decisions about young people’s desistance support. This includes being able to 

amend their desistance plans in response to a young person’s desistance progress or lack of.  

It also seems practitioners perceive young people, when trying to desist, would benefit from a 

more coordinated response package from agencies, including courts. Indeed, adopting a 

flexible and coordinated approach to working with young people is supported by existing 

literature (Bateman & Hazel, 2013; HMI Probation, 2016; Marshall, 2013; Taylor, 2016). 

  

Findings also have implications for practice styles, which appear to vary between 

practitioners. For instance, some practitioners seemed to focus more on the young person’s 

offending behaviour and the risk they pose, some more on the needs of young people and 

their vulnerabilities and others on reintegrating young people into society and creating 

partnerships with families and friends. These findings are in line with the practice models 

outlined by Smith and Gray (2018), who also found that multiple practice models were 

operating in parallel within the YJS in England. Such variations in practice styles identified 

by the study might reflect practitioner preference (based on their history and training), and the 

diversity of young people known to the YOS. Such diversity regarding practice styles could 

be seen to also reflect practitioners’ creativity and their use of discretion as professionals; 

something that according to Smith and Gray (2018), should be encouraged. Indeed, 

practitioners using their professional judgement and discretion is something emphasised in the 

AssetPlus framework and in existing literature (Judd & Lewis, 2015). The importance of 

practitioners being flexible, and being able to use their discretion and creativity, could also be 

applied to those young people transitioning from youth justice to probation; something 

supported by existing literature. For instance, YJB (2020) highlighted not only the importance 

of the young person’s transition plan being flexible and individualised, but also the need for 

youth justice system and the adult system to work together, including sharing information. 

The importance of systems, and the practitioners who work within them, recognising the 

distinct needs of young people and young adults transitioning from youth to adult justice 

systems, is something emphasised in the Youth Justice Blueprint for Wales (2019) and the 

Welsh Government’s Framework to Support Positive Change for Those at Risk of Offending 

in Wales (2017).  However, resources need to match the diversity within the YJS, as this 

would allow practitioners to be creative and individualised when working with young people 
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to increase their likelihood of desisting. Austerity, as a conditioning factor, needs to be 

considered as a barrier within the CJS to desistance. Since 2010 funding for services for 

young people has been cut by up to 70%, and funding to youth justice by 45% (GOV.UK, 

2015). In 2015/16, the YJB reduced the grant it paid to YOTs by £9 million. Whilst funding 

in England and Wales did increase slightly between 2016-2017, this was still below the rate 

of inflation (YJB, 2018).  In essence, whilst the study has identified time as a significant 

factor in desistance, it cannot be considered in isolation. If practitioners are to be able to be 

flexible and creative with how they use their time with young people, they need access to 

resources to allow this to happen. 

 

Overall, there seem to be some level of discrepancy between what young people perceive and 

what practitioners perceive as being important in desistance. It is important for practitioners to 

accept not only the individual nature of desistance in terms of key factors, but also the 

narrative behind them. This involves listening to the young person and why these factors hold 

importance for them, Findings also demonstrated discrepancies in the role played by the 

young person. For instance, whilst most practitioners perceived the young person to take an 

active role in desistance, a small minority of practitioners perceived young people to take a 

more passive role. It is important that practitioners do not ‘do to’ young people; but instead, 

support them to make changes. This includes amending the young person’s narrative and 

identity, thus increasing their likelihood of desisting; adhering to the desistance approach to 

youth offending. Again, this highlights the need for further practitioner training on desistance-

based working. 

 

Even though a good quality working relationship was identified by both young people and 

practitioners as being important in desistance, there were nevertheless discrepancies in what 

they perceived as important characteristics of a good quality working relationship. It is 

important practitioners are aware of the characteristics that young people value (such as 

feeling comfortable), as this will likely impact their level of engagement and disclosure, and 

ultimately their likelihood of desisting.  

 

Implications for Theory  

Whilst the study was not explanatory in design and so was not focused on developing theory 

to explain desistance, in exploring desistance further, the findings of the study nevertheless 

have theoretical implications. In particular, for the Trauma Recovery Model (Skuse & 

Matthew, 2015), and Desistance theory. 
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The TRM in Practice 

 

Firstly, adhering to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Mathes, 1981), the TRM suggests that 

young people need to achieve emotional stabilisation before any cognitive interventions can 

be used. This, according to the TRM, begins with redeemability (Stage 1): the belief that 

young people can be supported to have better life outcomes. However, findings of the study 

suggested that not all practitioners share this belief; with some practitioners perceiving it is 

unrealistic to believe that all young people can be helped, and others perceiving they are able 

to determine if a young person is ready to desist or not. Thus, the success of the TRM 

depends, at least in part, on practitioners buying into it, which includes the fundamental belief 

of redeemability (regardless of how young people present themselves to YOS sessions).  It is 

important then to consider the importance of the YOS intervention setting, which includes the 

YOS practitioners involved in the implementation of the TRM-approach when working with 

young people (and their attitudes and beliefs).   

 

Furthermore, whilst the findings of the study support the TRM’s suggestion that relationship 

building with practitioners is important (Stage 3 of the TRM), findings do highlight also, the 

importance of time; that is, practitioners having time to develop good quality relationships 

with the young people they work with. Indeed, this is something emphasised by the TRM 

itself; in particular time to engage young people and maintain young people in TRM-informed 

approaches. Findings of the study suggest that one possible way practitioners could engage 

young people might be to find commonalities between practitioners and young people. This 

could be difficult for practitioners, particularly when working with the more challenging 

ECM cases, given that practitioners perceived a lack of time to be an issue. This highlights 

the difficulty of translating the TRM theory into practice, given wider structural constraints 

and barriers.  

 

With the TRM being reliant on practitioner’s interpersonal skills and confidence, practitioners 

need to feel confident in using a TRM-based approach when working with young people, 

which highlights the need for proper clinical supervision. Whilst the TRM is not meant to be 

prescriptive, it does rely on practitioners understanding it and feeling confident in using it.  

With the findings of the study highlighting some practitioners lack interpersonal skills and 

can also lack confidence; it is feasible to also consider that some practitioners might take 

longer to understand the TRM and to feel confident in using a TRM-based approach. 
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Furthermore, practitioners might also be unconvinced by its efficacy, particularly as there is 

little research on its effectiveness. Thus, being agnostic or even critical of it are defendable 

positions. This highlights the need for practitioners to not only receive adequate TRM training 

(particularly focused on translating TRM theory into practice), but also training that is 

tailored to an individual practitioner’s concerns and weaknesses regarding the TRM and a 

trauma-informed approach to working with young people. Practitioner training was also 

something highlighted by the findings of the study, which includes on-going practitioner 

training rather than one-off training, as practitioner-needs will likely change over time and 

will also vary with every trauma-based case (particularly the more challenging ECM cases). 

 

A further implication relates to the collaborative approach that underpins the TRM. Given that 

practitioners perceived time to be a barrier to desistance, it is feasible to posit that time might 

also be a barrier for a TRM-based approach, in terms of the time needed for psychologists and 

YOS practitioners to meet to discuss ECM cases, particularly as psychologists are unlikely to 

be based in a local YOT (at least not on a permanent basis). As a TRM-based approach 

requires the collaborative working of a multi-disciplinary team of professionals, it is also 

likely to take time for reports to be produced following ECM consultation sessions.  

Additionally, with the study highlighting how language and terminology can sometimes act as 

a barrier to desistance, language and terminology might also be a problem for a TRM-based 

approach. This highlights again the need for practitioner training, particularly regarding the 

psychological language used in the TRM and a trauma-based approach more generally.   

 

An additional theoretical implication stems from the finding that young people perceived 

comfort to be an important characteristic of a good quality working relationship. With the 

study identifying the importance of young people’s comfort in the development of a good 

quality working relationship, it is important to consider the role comfort plays in a TRM-

based approach. Given that the TRM identifies trust and relationship building to be important 

in developmental stage 3, it might be worth considering how practitioners could make young 

people feel more comfortable, in order to help build the working relationship. With young 

people commenting that one way they feel more comfortable is by feeling understood by 

practitioners, the TRM could encourage practitioners to take time to try and understand the 

young people’s perspectives, which links to Stage 3 of the TRM; specifically interactive 

repair, helping to develop a young person’s sense of connectedness. As the study identified, 

comfort will be relative to the young person and is not something likely to be universal, so 

establishing the best way to make a young person feel more comfortable will involve 
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practitioners communicating with young people. Indeed, the TRM itself emphasises the 

importance of empowering young people and one way young people could feel more 

empowered is via practitioners acknowledging their suggestions for comfort and 

implementing them where possible. However, with the TRM highlighting the importance of 

routine, structure and a secure base, as part of the development of constructive relationships 

with adults, it is important that practitioners are afforded necessary time to implement this, 

which includes ensuring where realistically possible, sessions with young people are not 

cancelled, and that the times of scheduled sessions are not altered, as well as ensuring 

practitioners remain constant and allowing practitioners to be flexible regarding the format of 

the sessions (which ties into pro-social modelling).  It is also worth considering the need for 

ECM cases, particularly the more serious cases, to be allocated a minimum of two key YOS 

practitioners so that if one practitioner is unavailable for a session, the second practitioner 

could still run the session; therefore keeping the routine in place for the young person, 

minimising disruption and further trauma. This again serves to emphasise the systemic and 

structural barriers that can exist when translating theory into practice, as well as highlighting 

that at least in part, a TRM-based approach relies on practitioners understanding the 

importance of maintaining routine and structure for ECM cases (which again emphasises the 

importance of practitioner attitude, as well as practitioner training and practitioner 

understanding of trauma-based practice).   

 

It is also implied by the study that a trauma-based theoretical approach to working with young 

people who offend should not be constrained to the YOS; rather it is something than should 

be implemented across wider children’s services. In particular, with findings of the study 

highlighting the important role of schools and education more generally, in a young person’s 

desistance, there is a clear need for a trauma-informed approach to be used in schools, 

particularly as many schools tend to focus more on a young person’s behaviour rather than 

their needs. Often schools send contradictory messages to young people; on the one hand 

young people are taught that making mistakes academically is part of the learning process, 

however, when a young person behaves in an unacceptable manner in school, often their 

behaviour is met with sanctions.  

 

Lastly, with the findings of the study emphasising the importance of safe environments and 

trusting relationships between young people and adult practitioners (which can include 

teachers), for young people who have suffered trauma, schools also need to translate a 

trauma-based theoretical approach into trauma-based practice, by offering young people safe 
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spaces, and assisting in the development of working relationships with one or two key staff 

members. Furthermore, adopting a trauma-informed approach in schools, would involve 

schools and teachers responding to a young person’s emotional age rather than their 

chronological age, which is something emphasised by the TRM. However, the suggestion that 

schools adhere to a trauma-informed approach requires a whole-school approach that is 

culturally responsive, which requires organisational change, in addition to investment in 

schools (financially and in terms of time and effort). Such an investment will educate teachers 

and pupils about the impact that trauma can have on a young person and their behaviour, as 

well as the way in which a trauma-informed approach can help; including the important role 

they each play.  The findings of the study also emphasise that any trauma-based theoretical 

framework considers the role of structural factors in a young person’s desistance. For 

instance, once a young person reaches the cognitive readiness threshold (Stage 4), they have a 

better insight into their behaviour, and so the TRM could consider emphasising the 

importance of practitioners helping young people to navigate structural barriers to desistance, 

as a form of scaffolding (Stage 5). A thorough investigation is needed into the way in which 

TRM/ECM could be used in an overall desistance-based approach. 

 

Desistance Theory in Practice 

Whilst commonalities can be seen across various desistance theories, they differ in their 

explanations of how an individual comes to desist. Findings of the study support the notion 

that desistance is a complex process, which is made up of multiple elements; and reinforce the 

individualised nature of desistance, acknowledging that each young person has their own 

unique narrative. Being exploratory in nature, the study’s findings have implications for 

desistance theory in terms of being able to add to what is known about the wider social 

contexts and structural barriers linked to desistance; and the working relationship (from the 

perspective of young people and practitioners).   

 

The first implication for desistance theory is the need for consideration to be given to 

discrepancies that exist between youth justice practitioners and the young people known to 

the YOS. The findings of the study, in suggesting that practitioners and young people have 

different perceptions regarding the wider social contexts and structural barriers to desistance 

and the working relationship, has implications for translating desistance theory into desistance 

practice. For instance, it is a suggestion of the study that when practitioners adopt a 

desistance-based practice approach, they should consider the value that young people place on 
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feeling comfortable during supervision meetings and how it can impact their level of 

engagement and disclosures.   

 

Secondly, findings of the study reinforce the need for desistance theory to consider the 

potential for family, EET, mental health, peers and friends, intimate partners, practitioners, 

substance misuse, and young people themselves, to increase and decrease the likelihood of 

desistance.  Findings also underpin the need for desistance theory to consider how these 

factors are interconnected and interdependent; particularly the role they play for the individual 

young person and their narrative. 

 

A third implication for desistance theory relates to what makes a good quality working 

relationship. The findings of the study emphasise the need for practitioners to consider the 

characteristics of trust, relatability, reliability, time and comfort, when developing a 

professional relationship with the young people they work with. However, findings suggest 

that desistance theory should emphasise that when developing this relationship, practitioners 

should consider the individual young person and what these characteristics mean to them. For 

instance, the way practitioners relate to young people and develop a sense of connectedness 

(relatability) will vary between young people; and what makes a young person feel 

comfortable during supervision meetings is also subjective. This also applies to the 

characteristic of time; how much time a young person needs to develop a good quality 

working relationship will also vary. Findings also emphasise the importance of desistance 

theory to consider the possibility that (1) the wider social contexts and structural barriers 

linked to desistance and (2) the characteristics of a good quality working relationship between 

a practitioner and young person, will change over time, as the young person grows and as 

their narrative changes. This also applies to the way in which the working relationship could 

potentially affect desistance (for instance, engagement with EET, engagement with the YOS, 

the quality of information disclosed and the practitioner’s ability to influence young people), 

acknowledging that the impact of the relationship on desistance will likely change as the 

relationship develops and grows. Thus, an implication for the desistance theory is the need for 

it to be flexible, fluid and responsive to the individual young person. 
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Impact on me as a Researcher: My experiences and Learning  

 

Conducting the research benefitted me in multiple ways. In this section I will broadly reflect 

on how conducting the research has impacted my learning about desistance, and how it helped 

me develop both academically and personally. 

 

The interviews I conducted with the young people, along with the observations, the time I 

spent with the young people whilst shadowing practitioners at the YOTs, and through reading 

the case files, allowed me to gain a deep understanding of the difficulties young people face 

trying to desist. Examples are difficulties such as family discord or a lack of family, peer 

pressure, mental health issues, additional learning needs and substance misuse issues. 

Through conducting interviews with the young people, I was able to gain an insight into 

desistance from the perspective of the young people themselves. Additionally, spending time 

observing practitioners and conducting interviews and a focus group session, allowed me to 

see their perspective on the difficulties that practitioners face on a daily basis trying to support 

young people to desist. 

 

The knowledge I gained through conducting the research benefited me in my role as Module 

Leader for the module Introduction to Youth Justice, which covered many of the topics 

mentioned previously in this section. I was able to use this information to talk more 

confidently to the students and I believe that the messages I conveyed to the students had a 

sense of ‘realness’.  

 

Conducting interviews and shadowing practitioners afforded me opportunities to develop 

professional relationships with some very experienced youth justice practitioners, including 

police officers, social workers, youth workers, health workers, to name a few. I anticipate that 

in the future these contacts will act as gatekeepers for any future research I plan to conduct in 

the field of desistance.  

  

Conducting my PhD research has benefitted me as a person. Prior to conducting my research, 

the knowledge I possessed on desistance for young people was limited. As a result of 

conducting my research, I have become less judgemental and more empathic towards young 

people who have offended. It has also made me much more determined to support young 

people as best I can, who are vulnerable by the very nature of their age (regardless of any 
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additional vulnerabilities), to not only desist, but to also achieve their full potential and to lead 

happy lives. 

 

Lastly, my PhD journey has educated me on the role that I play within the research process, in 

that along with the participants, I too as a researcher, play a key role in the production of 

knowledge.  

 

Directions for Future Research 

Literature on desistance from youth offending is still relatively rare, in comparison to adult 

offending. In addition to going some way to filling a gap in the existing knowledge about this 

area, the findings of this study also highlighted the need for further research to be conducted in 

this area.  

Given that data collection for this study was conducted shortly after HMI Probation published 

their inspection report in 2016, which highlighted critical lessons to be learned in order to fully 

embed desistance theory into desistance practice in the youth justice field, it would be of interest 

to revisit YOS practitioners and young people to investigate whether desistance-practice has 

evolved and whether their perceptions have changed.    

Furthermore, whilst the findings of this study have offered insights into wider social contexts 

and structural barriers to desistance, and of the working relationship, they only reflect the 

experiences and perceptions of those who took part in this research. However, these findings 

could serve to form the groundwork for a larger-scale qualitative study. 

Future research should also consider (in addition to conducting a larger-scale study) 

investigating differences in perceptions between practitioners and young people as two 

separate groups, differences in perspectives between males and females. This is something 

that this study did not consider. It would be of interest to investigate the level of agreement 

between male and female practitioners, and between male and female young people, in terms 

of: what constitutes a good quality working relationship; why a good quality working 

relationship is important for desistance, and the importance of wider social contexts and 

structural barriers in desistance. 

In addition to considering gender differences, future research could consider also looking at 

age differences. In particular, this study recommends investigating whether discrepancies 
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exist in the perceptions held by young people, of different ages; such as younger adolescents 

(aged 11 to 13 years); middle adolescents (14-16 years); and older adolescents (17 years+).  

Concluding Comments 

This study into desistance from youth offending, has revealed the complex and multi-faceted 

nature of desistance, and the similarities and differences that exist between the perceptions held 

by practitioners and young people regarding desistance, in particular the working relationship.  

However, this research area is in need of further exploration, in order to be able to offer policy 

makers and youth justice practitioners research-informed recommendations on potential 

initiatives that could be put into use in Youth Offending Services, to help vulnerable young 

people.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Pilot Interview Questions 

 

Q1. How long have you desisted from offending? (young person only) 

 

Q2. What factors, processes and barriers do you think are important in desistance? 

 

Q3. What role do you play in your own desistance? (young people) 

 

Q4. What role do you play in desistance? (practitioners only) 

 

Q5. What role do you perceive young people play in their desistance? (practitioners 

only) 

 

Q6. What role do you perceive practitioners play in your desistance? (young people 

only) 

 

Q7. What do you perceive constitutes a ‘good quality’ working relationship? 

 

Q8. What do you perceive the impact of a ‘good quality’ working relationship is on 

desistance? (practitioners only) 

 

Q9. What do you perceive the impact of a ‘good quality’ working relationship is on 

your own desistance? (young people only) 

 

Q10. Do you perceive having a ‘good quality’ working relationship is the most 

important factor in desistance? 
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Appendix 2: Final Interview Questions 

 

 

Interview Questions – young person 

 

Theme 1: Perspectives  

1. Have you heard of the term desistance? If so, what is your understanding of the term 

desistance?  

2. Have you considered desisting/stopping offending? *note to self: why?) 

3. What factors/things/characteristics do you think are important in desistance/stopping 

offending?  

4. What processes (series of actions) do you think are important in desistance/stopping 

offending?   

5. Are these factors equally important? Or are some of them more or less important to 

you? Why? Do you think these individual factors have an effect on each other? 

6. What do you think are barriers (things that make it difficult) to desistance/stopping 

offending?  

7. In what ways are these barriers? What makes them a barrier?  

8. Do you think *workers share your views of stopping offending?  

9. What part do you think you play in you stopping offending?  

10. What role do you think workers play in stopping offending?  

 

Theme 2: The relationship between young people and practitioners 

1. What do you understand by a ‘good quality’ relationship generally?  

2. What do you think makes a  ‘good quality’ relationship between a young person and a 

worker?  

3. What YOT worker do you have a ‘good relationship’ with? What makes this a ‘good 

relationship’? 
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Theme 3: The Importance of the relationship between young people and practitioners in 

the process of desistance 

 

1. What are the benefits of having a ‘good quality’ relationship with workers in stopping 

offending? – can you give me an e.g.? 

 

2. What impact does not having a ‘good quality’ relationship with workers have on 

stopping offending? – can you give me an e.g.? 

 

3. There is some evidence that a ‘good quality’ relationship between the young person 

and worker is the most important factor in desistance/stopping offending. What are 

your thoughts on this?  

Practitioner Interview Questions 

Theme 1: Perspectives  

11. What factors and/or processes do you think are important in increasing desistance? 

Why? In what way? 

12. What do you think are barriers to desistance? In what ways are these barriers? What 

makes them a barrier?  

13. Do you think young people share your perspective of desistance?  

14. What do you think your role as a practitioner plays in the desistance process?  

15. What do you think the young person’s role in desistance is?  

 

Theme 2: The relationship between young people and practitioners 

4. What makes a ‘good quality’ relationship between the practitioner and the young 

person?  

 

Theme 3: The Importance of the relationship between young people and practitioners in 

the process of desistance 

 

4. What are the benefits of having a ‘good quality’ relationship with workers for the 

young person and/or desistance? 

 

5. What impact does not having a ‘good quality’ relationship with workers have on the 

young person and/or desistance? 

 

6. There is some evidence that a ‘good quality’ relationship between the young person 

and worker is the most important factor in desistance. What are your thoughts on this?  
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Questions 

 

 

 

Q1. One theme that came out of the interviews with practitioners, regarding potential barriers 

to desistance, was the youth offending team practitioner. What are your thoughts on this and 

the role of practitioners as barriers to desistance? 

 

Q2. An overwhelming theme that came out from interviews with young people regarding 

factors in desistance was peers/friends. What are your thoughts on this and the role of 

peers/friends in a young person’s desistance? 

 

Q3. The interconnectedness of desistance factors came out as a theme in the interviews. In 

what way do you think factors, processes and barriers might be interlinked in a young 

person’s desistance? 

 

Q4. Trust was a common characteristic of a good quality working relationship according to 

practitioners and young people. What are your thoughts on this and the importance of trust in 

desistance? 

 

Q5. A theme that came out of the interviews with practitioners regarding barriers to 

desistance was the lack of time practitioners have with young people. What are your thoughts 

on this?  

 

Q6. A theme that came out interviews with young people regarding the impact of the working 

relationship on desistance was that of their comfort. Practitioners did not mention this during 

interviews. Why do you think this might be? Can you comment on the impact of a young 

person’s comfort on their desistance? 
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Appendix 4: Information Sheet (Adult) 

 

 

 

INFORMATION SHEET – ADULT     

 

Research study looking at desistance from youth offending  

Researcher: Zoe Cross  

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans  

Supervisors: Dr Rachel Taylor and Dr John Deering  

My name is Zoe Cross and I would like to invite you to take part in my research study that will be 

looking at youth offending; in particular desistance from youth offending. Before you agree to take 

part in this study, I need you to fully understand why the research is being done and what it would 

mean for you. Please read the following information carefully and if anything you read is unclear, or if 

you would like any more information, then please let me know. It is important that you take enough 

time to decide if you would like to take part in this study or not.  

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The study will form part of a PhD thesis and the purpose of the study is to investigate two main 

things:(1) the importance of the relationship between workers at the Youth Offending Team and the 

young people they work with; and (2) the factors, processes and barriers linked to the stopping of 

offending; from the point of view of both the young person and practitioner. 

 

Why have I been invited? 

You have been invited to take part in the research study because you are a practitioner working for the 

Youth Offending Team. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

No, you do not have to take part in the study.  If you do decide to take part in the study, I will go 

through the information sheet with you and I will answer any questions you have. I will ask you to 

sign a consent form confirming you agree to take part in the study.  However, you are free to change 

your mind at any time and you do not need to give me a reason. 

 

What will happen to me if I take part in the study? 

● Taking part in this study will involve you being interviewed and/or taking part in a focus 

group. These will be conducted on different dates. 
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● The interview will last approximately 30-45 minutes; and the focus group will last 

approximately 60-90 minutes. Both the interview and the focus group will take place at the 

Youth Offending Team base.  

● During the interview only yourself and the researcher (Zoe Cross), who will be conducting the 

interview, will be present.  During the focus group, there will be approximately 4 other Youth 

Offending Team practitioners present, who will also be taking part in the focus group. 

● You will be asked a number of questions (approximately 14 questions) about stopping 

offending and the questions that will be asked to you will focus on two themes: (1) the 

relationship between you as a young person known to the Youth Offending Team and the 

workers at the Youth Offending Team; and (2) your views on the factors, processes and 

barriers linked to the stopping of offending.  

● You will be shown the questions before the start of the interview and before the start of the 

focus group, and you will be asked to confirm that you understand each question and that you 

are happy to go ahead with the interview and focus group.   

● You will be able to let me know if you would like any of the questions to change or if you 

would like any questions not to be asked at all.   

● The interview and focus group can be stopped at any time.  

● You have the right to change your mind about taking part in the study at any time.   

● You will have the opportunity to read your interview transcript and the focus group transcript, 

and will have the option to change bits or take out any information, if you want.   

● Before taking part in the study you will be asked to sign a consent form, giving your 

permission to be interviewed and/or to take part in the focus group.   

● Your signed consent form gives your permission for the information to be used as part of the 

PhD study, as well as to be used, potentially, in academic papers and conferences. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages or risks of taking part? 

There is a small risk of psychological harm, due to the sensitive nature of some of the questions asked.  

However, you will be shown the questions before the interview and/or focus group, and you will have 

the option to discuss them with the researcher; and have the option to change the questions if you 

would like. The interview and/or can be stopped at any time and as often as you would like.    

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

You will not benefit directly from taking part in the study, however the information you provide will 

help the Youth Offending Team and the Youth Justice Board understand desistance from youth 

offending, from the point of view of Youth Offending Team practitioner.  

 

What if there is a problem? 

If you have any questions then you can contact me, Zoe Cross, as the researcher, via email: 

97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk; or you could contact my supervisors via email: Dr Rachel 

Taylor (rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) and Dr John Deering (john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) or Dr 

Jonathan Evans, the Director of Study (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk). 

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential (private)? 

● Yes, the only people who would know about your participation in the study would be: 

yourself, the researcher, the researchers’ supervisors, including the Director of Study, and the 

Youth Offending Team.  

● Even though these people will know of your involvement in this study, only the researcher 

will see the full interview and/or focus group transcript.  All information will be kept private 

and you will be given a personal identification number, unique to you, which will be used 

mailto:97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk
mailto:Rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:john.deering@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
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throughout the study instead of using your name.  Only the researcher will know this number. 

Any information you provide will be assigned this number and if you change your mind and 

withdraw from the study, then this number will be used to identify and then remove all of the 

information you have provided.   

● Steps will be taken to ensure you are not identifiable, including not stating the name of the 

Youth Offending Team in the write-up.  

● Once the study has finished, all audio recordings of the interview and/or focus group, and 

transcripts, will be destroyed.  

● Audio recordings and transcripts will be kept secure, as they will be stored in a lockable 

drawer, in a lockable room at the University of South Wales.   

● The university’s computers that will be used to type-up the interview and/or focus group 

transcripts and to analyse the transcripts, are password protected and all university computers 

have up-to-date security software to protect your data. 

 

Can I change my mind and what will happen if I choose to change my mind and pull out of the 

study? 

You can change your mind at any time. If you do change your mind, then any information you have 

given will be removed from the study and will be destroyed.  Your details will be removed from the 

study altogether.  You will have until December 2018 to pull out of the study.  You can do this by 

taking note of your unique personal identification number and stating this number in an email to the 

researcher, Zoe Cross. 

 

How will my information be used? 

The results of this research will be used as part of a PhD thesis and it may also be used in academic 

articles and at academic conferences.   

 

 

Who is organising the research? 

The study will be conducted under the supervision of one Senior Lecturer and one Reader, both based 

at the University of South Wales: Dr Rachel Taylor (Senior Lecturer) and Dr John Deering (Reader). 

The research will be overseen by the Director of Study, Jonathan Evans, who is also a Senior Lecturer 

based at the University of South Wales. 

 

Where can I get further information? 

Researcher: Zoe Cross (97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk) 

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk) 

Supervisors: Dr Rachel Taylor (Rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) and Dr John Deering 

(john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this Information Sheet 

 

mailto:97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:Rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 5: Information Sheet (Young Person) 

 

INFORMATION SHEET – YOUNG PERSON   

 

Research study looking at the stopping of youth offending  

 

Researcher: Zoe Cross  

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans  

Supervisors: Dr Rachel Taylor and Dr John Deering  

 

My name is Zoe Cross and I would like to invite you to take part in my research study that will be 

looking at youth offending; in particular the stopping of offending. Before you agree to take part in 

this study, I need you to fully understand why the research is being done and what it would mean for 

you. Please read the following information carefully and if anything you read is unclear, or if you 

would like any more information, then please let me know. It is important that you take enough time 

to decide if you would like to take part in this study or not.  

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The study will form part of a PhD research project (thesis) and the purpose of the study is to 

investigate two main things:(1) the importance of the relationship between workers at the Youth 

Offending Team and the young people they work with; and (2) the factors, processes and barriers 

linked to the stopping of offending; both from the point of view of a young person. 

 

Why have I been invited? 

You have been invited to take part in the research study because you are a young person known to the 

Youth Offending Team. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

No, you do not have to take part in the study.  If you do decide to take part in the study, I will go 

through the information sheet with you and I will answer any questions you have. I will ask you and 

your parent/guardian to sign a consent form  confirming you agree to take part in the study.  However, 

you are free to change your mind at any time and you do not need to give me a reason. 

What will happen to me if I take part in the study? 

● Taking part in this study will involve you being interviewed.  

● The interview will last approximately 20-40 minutes and will take place at the Youth 

Offending Team base.  

● A Youth Offending Team worker will be present at all times during the interview, along with 

myself, as the researcher, who will be asking the interview questions.   
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● You will be asked a number of questions (approximately 14 questions) about stopping 

offending and the questions that will be asked to you will focus on two themes: (1) the 

relationship between you as a young person known to the Youth Offending Team and the 

workers at the Youth Offending Team; and (2) your views on the factors, processes and 

barriers linked to the stopping of offending.  

● You will be shown the questions before the start of the interview and you will be asked to 

confirm that you understand each question and that you are happy to go ahead with the 

interview.   

● You will be able to let me know if you would like any of the questions to change or if you 

would like any questions not to be asked at all.   

● During the interview, if you find any of the questions upsetting, then we can stop the 

interview at any time.  

● Also remember that you have the right to change your mind about taking part in the study at 

any time.   

● You will have the opportunity to read your interview notes after the interview, once they have 

been typed-up, and will have the option to change bits or take out any information, if you 

want.   

● Taking part in this study will also involve me having access to your Youth Offending Team 

case file. Having access to your file will allow me, as     

the researcher, to get to know you and your background.  

● Before taking part in the study you will be asked to sign two consent forms, which will require 

you to state your age. One consent form gives me, as the researcher, permission to access your 

case file at the Youth Offending Team, and the other consent form confirms you give your 

permission to be interviewed.   

● Both consent forms give your permission for the information to be used as part of the PhD 

study, as well as to be used, potentially, in academic papers and conferences. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages or risks of taking part? 

There is a small risk of psychological harm, due to the sensitive nature of some of the questions asked.  

However, you will be shown the questions before the interview and you will have the option to discuss 

them with the Youth Offending Team worker, and me; and have the option to change the questions if 

you would like.  You will have a Youth Offending Team worker present with you during the interview 

and the interview can be stopped at any time and as often as you would like.    

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

You will not benefit directly from taking part in the study, however the information you provide will 

help the Youth Offending Team and the Youth Justice Board understand the stopping of offending 

from the point of view of a young person.  

 

 

What if there is a problem? 

If you have any questions then you can contact me, Zoe Cross, as the researcher, via email: 

97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk; or you could contact my supervisors via email: Dr Rachel 

Taylor (rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) and Dr John Deering (john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) or Dr 

Jonathan Evans, the Director of Study (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk). 

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential (private)? 

mailto:97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk
mailto:Rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:john.deering@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
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● Yes, the only people who would know about your participation in the study would be: 

yourself, your parent/guardian, the researcher, the researchers’ supervisors, including the 

Director of Study, and the Youth Offending Team.  

● Even though these people will know of your involvement in this study, only the researcher 

will see the full interview notes.  All information will be kept private and you will be given a 

personal identification number, unique to you, which will be used throughout the study instead 

of using your name.  Only the researcher will know this number. Any information you provide 

will be assigned this number and if you change your mind and pull out of the study, then this 

number will be used to identify and then remove all of the information you have provided.   

● Steps will be taken to ensure you are not identifiable, such as not stating the name of the 

Youth Offending Team in the write-up, as well as changing the name of the school or college 

you attend (if you attend school or college) as well as changing the name of any groups you 

belong to.  

● Once the study has finished, all audio recordings of the interview and written interview notes 

will be destroyed.  

● Audio recordings and interview notes will be kept secure, as they will be stored in a lockable 

drawer, in a lockable room at the University of South Wales.   

● The university’s computers that will be used to type-up the interview notes and to analyse the 

interview notes are password protected and all university computers have up-to-date security 

software to protect your data. 

 

Can I change my mind and what will happen if I choose to change my mind and pull out of the 

study? 

You can change your mind at any time. If you do change your mind, then any information you have 

given will be removed from the study and will be destroyed.  Your details will be removed from the 

study altogether.  You will have until December 2018 to pull out of the study.  You can do this by 

taking note of your unique personal identification number and stating this number in an email to the 

researcher, Zoe Cross. 

How will my information be used? 

The results of this research will be used as part of a PhD research study (thesis) and it may also be 

used in academic articles and at academic conferences.   

 

Who is organising the research? 

The study will be conducted under the supervision of one Senior Lecturer and one Reader, both based 

at the University of South Wales: Dr Rachel Taylor (Senior Lecturer) and Dr John Deering (Reader). 

The research will be overseen by the Director of Study, Jonathan Evans, who is also a Senior Lecturer 

based at the University of South Wales. 

 

Where can I get further information? 

Researcher: Zoe Cross (97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk) 

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk) 

Supervisors: Dr Rachel Taylor (Rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) and Dr John Deering 

(john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this Information Sheet. 

mailto:97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:Rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 6: Interview Consent Form (Practitioner) 

 

        
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Interview Consent Form- Practitioner 
 

Research title: PhD: Desistance from Youth Offending 

Researcher: Zoe Cross 

Participant name: 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research project. Please read 

the accompanying Information Sheet (version 5, dated May 24th 2018), initial each of the 

statements below and then sign this consent form to confirm that you agree to the following: 

 Initials 

I am voluntarily taking part in this research project and I agree to be interviewed   

The interview transcript or bits taken from it, may be used in the PhD write-up (thesis)  

The interview transcript or bits taken from it, may be used in academic conferences, 

presentations and academic journals 

 

I have read the information sheet and have been given sufficient information about  

 

this research project and I understand my role 

 

I allow the researcher to take notes during the interview and for the interview to be 

audio recorded 

 

I understand that I have the right not to answer questions and if I feel uncomfortable in 

any way during the interview, I have the right to stop the interview for a break or to 

withdraw from the interview, at any time, and I do not need to give a reason to the 

researcher 

 

I agree that the researcher may publish documents that contain quotations by me, 

providing my name and other identifiable information, is not published 

 

 

Printed Name…………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Participant’s Signature……………………………………………………………… 

Date…………………………… 

 

Researcher’s 

Signature……………………………………………………………..Date……………………

……… 
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Contact Information 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the University of South Wales Research 

Ethics Board. If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact:   

Researcher: Zoe Cross (97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk) 

Supervisor: Dr Rachel Taylor (rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) 

Supervisor: Dr John Deering (john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) 

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:john.deering@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 7: Interview Consent form (Young Person) 

 
        

  
 

 

  

Interview Consent Form- Young Person 
 

Research title: PhD: The Stopping of Youth Offending 

Researcher: Zoe Cross 

Participant name: 

 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research project. Please read 

the accompanying Information Sheet (version 5, May 24th 2018) and then sign this form to 

confirm that you agree to the following: 

 

 Initials Signature 

I am voluntarily taking part in this research project and I agree to be interviewed   

The interview notes or bits taken from them, may be used in the PhD write-up (thesis)   

The interview notes or bits taken from them, may be used in academic conferences   

The interview notes or bits taken from them, may be used in presentations    

The interview notes or bits taken from them, may be used in academic journals   

I have read the information sheet and have been given sufficient information about 

this research project and I understand my role 

  

I allow the researcher to take notes during the interview and for the interview to be 

audio recorded 

  

I understand that I have the right not to answer questions and if I feel uncomfortable 

in any way during the interview session, I have the right to stop the interview for a 

break or to withdraw from the interview, at any time, and I do not need to give a 

reason to the researcher 

  

I agree that the researcher may publish documents that contain quotations by me, 

providing my name is not published 

  

 

 

 

 

Printed Name…………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Participant’s 

Signature………………………………………………………………Date…………………

………… 

 

Researcher’s 

Signature……………………………………………………………..Date……………………

……… 

 
 

Contact Information 
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This research has been reviewed and approved by the University of South Wales Research 

Ethics Board. If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact:   

 

Researcher: Zoe Cross (97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk) 

 

Supervisor: Dr Rachel Taylor (rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) 

 

Supervisor: Dr John Deering (john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) 
 

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk 
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mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 8: Focus Group Consent Form 

 

         
  

Focus Group Consent Form 
 

Research title: PhD: Desistance from Youth Offending 

Researcher: Zoe Cross 

Participant name: 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in a focus group as part of the above research project. 

Please read the accompanying Information Sheet (version 5, dated May 24th 2018), initial 

each of the statements below and then sign this consent form to confirm that you agree to the 

following: 

 

I am voluntarily taking part in this research project and I agree to take part in a focus group. 

The focus group transcript or bits taken from it, may be used in the PhD write-up (thesis). The 

focus group transcript or bits taken from it, may be used in academic conferences, 

presentations and academic journals. I have read the information sheet and have been given 

sufficient information about this research project and I understand my role. I allow the 

researcher to take notes during the focus group and for the focus group to be audio recorded. I 

understand that I have the right not to answer questions and if I feel uncomfortable in any way 

during the focus group, I have the right to stop the focus group for or break or to withdraw 

from the focus group, at any time, and I do not need to give a reason to the researcher. I agree 

that the researcher may publish documents that contain quotations by me, providing my name 

and other identifiable information, is not published. 

 

Printed Name…………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Participant’s Signature………………………………………………………………  

 

 Date…………………………… 

 

Researcher’s Signature……………………………………………………………..  

 

 Date…………………………… 

 

Contact Information 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the University of South Wales Research 

Ethics Board. If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact:   

 

Researcher: Zoe Cross (97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk) 

 

Supervisor: Dr Rachel Taylor (rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk) 

 

Supervisor: Dr John Deering (john.deering@southwales.ac.uk) 
 

Director of Study: Dr Jonathan Evans (jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk) 
 

mailto:97055719@students.southwales.ac.uk
mailto:rachel.taylor@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:john.deering@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.evans1@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 9: Case File Information on Young People Interviewed 

 
 ‘Young Person 1’ 

This young person was 17 years of age and had a total of 5 criminal offences stated in his case 

file: theft from a shop; assault of a constable; use of threatening or abusive 

language/behaviour; criminal damage to property; and possession of class b drug. 

Furthermore, he was known to have anger issues, as well as having ADHD. He used the 

recreational drug ‘spice’ on a daily basis, and was classed as low risk for vulnerability and 

safety, and posed no threat to children. However, previously, he was under Child Protection 

Services for neglect, with family breakdown problems being noted within his file. Because of 

this, he was under YOT Enhanced Case Management and worked closely with two main 

practitioners: a Social Worker and a Substance Misuse Worker.  This is because he fitted the 

drug criteria, the mental health criteria and general health criteria.  For overall wellbeing, he 

was classed as high-risk, as he displayed impulsive beahviour, and had poor control over his 

temper and aggression towards other people. In terms of his living arrangements, he had 

previously lived at home with his mum and her partner, before being placed in independent 

living. However, independent living was deemed unsuitable due to other drug users living in 

the same vicinity. Following serving 8 months in a Young Offenders Institution, he was first 

placed in a bed and breakfast, with no supervision, before being placed by Social Services in 

his final placement within residential care.  It was noted in his case file, that significant adults 

failed to communicate with him or show interest in him. Whilst he had no formal contact with 

his biological father, he did have a positive relationship with his mum’s partner. Assessment 

by the YOT suggested he had special educational needs (SEN) in that he struggled with 

literacy and numeracy. His file also noted he had experienced bullying by other peers, but that 

he did not engage in bullying himself. There were no issues surrounding his rate of physical 

health, emotional wellbeing; and no issues regarding his self-identity, self-esteem, and 

mistrusting of others. He was also deemed to not have a criminal identity. He was deemed to 

have an appropriate understanding of how his behaviour causes problems, and shows 

evidence of wanting to deal with his issues and wanted to stop offending. His file notes that 

he will receive support to stop offending from his family and friends, and that he is willing to 

cooperate with family, friends, the YOT and external agencies.  Regarding positive factors, 

his education and training was seen to enhance his self-esteem, and was also seen to offer him 

opportunities to gain formal qualifications to help him secure employment. He was also noted 

as having life goals, ambition and possessing a sense of direction; and had previously engaged 

with interventions. Whilst he had strong, stable relationships with at least one parent or family 

member, his parents did not value education, training and employment, which practitioners 
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noted as being a risk factor for him. Furthermore, his family members did not model prosocial 

norms, which was also noted to be a risk factor. As a result of displaying negative behaviour 

in primary school, he was placed on extra curriculum programmes since year 11 of secondary 

school.  AssetPlus assessment predicted that he was at a high risk of reoffending. 

 

 ‘Young Person 2’ 

This young person was 17 years of age, and had received a Referral Order for violence 

against the person and for carrying a sharp object in public. There were 4 

practitioners/agencies involved with him at the YOT: Social Services; Clinical 

Psychologist/Mental Health Nurse; Speech and Language Therapist; and Special Education 

Teacher. He was in college full time and received EMA of £30 a week for attending his 

course. Regarding his living accommodation, he was living at home, which was deemed as 

suitable. He was deemed as low risk to staff, but there were hygiene issues noted in his home 

(that is, dog mess). His parents were noted as having mental health difficulties, however, he 

had no known vulnerabilities recorded, but it was stated in his case file that he had moderate 

learning difficulties (reading, writing and speech/language), was at risk of self-harming and 

had experienced bullying by his peers because of his nationality. He posed no risk to children 

and his overall safety and wellbeing was classed as medium. Whilst he was never subject to a 

Care Order, never subject to local authority accommodation and never remanded to a Youth 

Detention Centre (YDC), his file did note that he was previously identified as a child in need. 

Children’s Services were previously involved with his siblings, who were deemed to show 

challenging behavior. Due to concerns surrounding the welfare of all the children in the 

family, the grandmother temporarily looked them after.  He experienced some difficulty 

explaining things and sometimes his speech difficulties made if hard for other people to 

understand him, and it was necessary for staff to use simple vocabulary when communicating 

with him (this was also something I took into considering when interviewing him). Whilst his 

parents worked, mum was employed on a zero hours contract and father worked shifts; and 

both parents experienced credit card debt. His case file noted clear evidence of deprivation. 

However, his file noted an apparent close and supportive relationship with his parents and is 

also supported by extended family members who live near by. Living in an ex-mining area, 

there were high levels of unemployment, high levels of deprivation, and the village in which 

he lived was isolated, but did have good transport links. He had few close friends and he was 

noted to keep himself to himself.  He was noted to not given any consideration to the 

consequences of his action and was noted as not appreciating the gravity of his situation. He 

had a history of self-harm as a result of bullying, but was not deemed to be at risk of suicide. 
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At times, he was deemed to act impulsively and would lose his temper often but it was also 

commented in his file that at times he is able to deal with situations in an appropriate manner 

and that he would like to receive help dealing with conflict. AssetPlus assessment predicted 

he was at low risk of offending.   

 

‘Young Person 3’ 

This young person was 15 years of age and committed multiple crimes, his first offence being 

committed at the age of 12 years and the age of his first conviction was 13 years of age. 

Offences included: handling stolen goods (three times); theft from a shop; theft of a motor 

vehicle; burglary other than dwelling, with intent to steal (twice); burglary dwelling and theft 

(without violence); and affray (assault of person and assault by beating). He was given a 

Detention and Training Order (custody) for 6 months. Regarding his family situation, he was 

1 of 6 siblings and all had been removed from the family home and put on full Care Orders 

because there was a history of domestic violence within the family. According to his case file 

he also had issues regarding appropriate behaviour in terms of aggression and violence and 

had a history of violence. There were 3 practitioners/agencies involved with monitoring his 

behaviour: Social Services; Health Visitor and Mental Health Therapist. His vulnerabilities 

included being place on the Child Protection Register and the Child In Need Plan because of 

neglect. Furthermore, his file notes that he was known to abscond from care accommodation 

and he had experienced a family breakdown with his father going to prison. His file also 

stated that he wanted no contact with his mother, with his aunty being is listed as his foster-

carer. In total he had experienced a total of 9 different living accommodations in a 5 year 

period: foster care (2014); immediate family (2015); residential care (2015); YOI (2016) – 

which was unsuitable and so he was again placed in residential care (2017) – which was 

deemed suitable; and in 2017 he moved into secure accommodation but due to his offending, 

he went into a YOI in 2017, before going into private residential care in 2017 and then 

independent living (post-16 training flat) in 2018.  His AssetPlus assessment noted he had 

physical health concerns, in that he was drug-dependent (cocaine addiction, but also admitted 

to taking other drugs including alcohol, cannabis, amphetamines and methadone) deemed 

high risk for self-harm and suicide; and his overall safety and wellbeing concerns were noted 

as medium risk. His case file stated that he showed limited remorse, saying that offences took 

place under the influence of cocaine. He had to complete Victim Empathy work as part of his 

order. He was aware of the seriousness of his offence and had completed letters of apology 

for his victims. However, he denied he was a woman beater like his father and also 

commented that certain circumstances and motives can offer justification for such behaviour; 
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commented that he sees some people as victims and that some victims deserve it. The case 

file stated that his family, who display pro-criminal attitudes, heavily influences him. He was 

also reluctant to engage with education and training.  An additional risk factor stated in his 

file is his pro offending peers and adults, who are known to the police. He was also noted as 

having medical health conditions, including chronic idiopathic purura and a leaky heart valve; 

however, these were not regarded as impacting his life in any way. Regarding opportunities, 

his file noted he wants to work with cars in a garage, or as a builder; but has little motivation 

to make this happen. His self-assessment questionnaire given him to by the YOT revealed that 

he experienced arguments at home; he had lost someone special; sometimes got along with 

his family; stated that sometimes his family cared about him; he regarded his mother and 

siblings as being most important in his life; had no intention to stop using drugs; and 

occasionally gets angry and loses his temper. His likelihood of reoffending was stated as 

being high.  

 

‘Young Person 4’ 

This young person was 17 years of age and had used threatening and abusive language 

(homophobic abuse) to cause alarm, on two separate occasions. He completed a Community 

Resolution Programme voluntarily and a Youth Rehabilitation Order. He posed no risk to 

children, had a standard intervention level and overall safety and wellbeing concerns was 

stated as being medium. Furthermore, according to his case file he engaged in part-time 

education and training.  He was previously identified as a child in need and was placed on a 

Child Protection Plan, and was noted as having emotional issues. Children’s’ Services were 

currently involved with his siblings and had been since 2002, because his parents misused 

substances and there was a history of domestic violence in the home. He had witnessed 

domestic violence and had experienced the death of his child. Regarding his living situation, 

there appeared to be a great deal of warmth in the household and he appeared to Social 

Workers to be happy. His father was also supporting him to secure training or employment. 

However, his family was reliant on benefits and the area in which he lived experienced high 

unemployment, and his file also noted his mother is highly dependent upon him. According to 

his file, he used drug after the child’s death, but realised it was not the way to deal with the 

pain he was feeling; and was now open to receiving support and specified the desired to have 

bereavement counseling. He understands the negative consequences of any further offending 

and strongly believes he can change. The notes in his file also state that he has positive life 

goals and aspirations, and would like to not only find a job but to get involved in playing 
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sport recreationally. He does not regard himself as an offender, and has not only a strong 

work ethic, but also has a strong sense of self and is resilient.  

 

‘Young Person 5’ 

This young person was 16 years of age and had committed 2 offences, which included 

aggression and violence: common assault (as he was involved in the robbery of a shop); and 

possession of a knife/weapon. His file stated he was not on the Child Protection Register and 

was not looked after. His AssetPlus assessment stated that his likelihood of reoffending was 

high and his intervention level was deemed to be high. He posed no risk to children and had 

medium level overall safety and wellbeing concerns. Regarding his intervention type, he was 

given a Detention and Training Order (custody followed by community supervision). In total 

there were 3 practitioners/agencies involved with this young person: Senior Social Worker; 

Transition Staff; Social Services (to offer family support and anger management).  
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Appendix 10: Research Sites 

 

The sample group of 18 participants were taken from across 3 YOTs in Wales. Whilst all 

YOTs are overseen by the YJB, and are guided by government policies, it is important to note 

that there will still be localised differences, based on local culture and demographics. The 

success of the youth justice system in England and Wales is based on organisations working 

together; with some of these organisations focusing more on the welfare of young people 

(such as health, social services, housing and education), which are areas devolved to the 

National Assembly of Wales; whilst others focus more on law enforcement (such as police 

and courts), which are non-devolved areas. Whilst the term YOS is set out in legislation, more 

recently, some YOTs have taken to adopting names that they feel better reflect the services 

they offer the young people they work with; names such as Youth Offending Services; Youth 

Justice Services; and Youth Offending and Prevention Services (Youth Justice Board, 2020b).  

YOTs must be made-up of both nominated and seconded staff from statutory partners. 

Statutory partners include Local Education Authorities, Local Social Services, Probation 

Service, and the Health Service. Non-statutory partners include, for example, local secure 

accommodation providers, police and crime commissioners, Families First, elected council 

members, magistrates, Careers Wales, Community Safety Partnerships, housing providers, 

finance officers and victim representatives (Youth Justice Board, 2020b). 

In the thesis, Site 1 was based in a city centre and had the largest population of all three YOT 

sites involved, of over 360,000. The average age of residents was 38 years, and 6% were 

young people aged between 12 and 18 years. Site 2 was based in a town centre and has the 

smallest population of all three sites involved, of over 60,000. The average age of residents 

was 40 years, and 6% were young people aged between 12 and 18 years. Site 3 was also based 

in a town centre and had a population of 240,000. The average age of residents was also 40, 

and 7% were young people aged between 12 and 18 years (AdminStat, 2020). 

 

 

 

 


