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The Youth Justice Board recently published their
Strategic Plan which identified child first as their
central guiding principle (YJB, 2021: 10). This
represents a significant policy shift for the Y)B
away from the risk factor prevention paradigm
(RFPP) (Bateman, 2020; Case and Haines, 2016;
Wigzell, 2021). However, despite this shift, there
remains within national legislation the principle
aim of youth offending teams to ‘prevent’
offending (s37 (1) The Crime and Disorder Act
1998). Risk assessment and management have
become how the statutory responsibility to
prevent offending has been executed. As a result
of this and other key pieces of legislation, a 'risk
culture’ (Case and Haines, 2016; Hampson, 2018)
has dominated both youth justice and wider
criminal justice practice for the past quarter of a
century.

In a recently published article in Youth Justice

- based on 14 interviews with youth justice
staff - | have argued that the policy shift away
from risk is being met with several challenges on
the ground. Previous research has argued that
despite attempts by the Y|B to move towards
desistance and child first approaches, the risk
culture continues to dominate front-line practice
(Hampson, 2018).

Dr Anne-Marie Day
Criminology Lecturer
Keele University

My own research offers further insight into how
this cultural shift manifests on the ground, and
emphasises the importance of listening to front-
line staff about the direction of youth justice
policy and practice. Ideological shifts in policy
often seek to trigger equally sudden shifts in
practice. Such shifts, however, can often lead to
a number of challenges for practitioners and it is
these which | explore in this article.
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On the Ground - Resistance,
Contradiction and Confusion

Resistance and a culture of fear

Evidence emerged that staff feel that risk should
continue to form a central part of their work
with children. Practitioners discussed striking

a balance between risk and welfare-based
approaches such as child first:

‘The risk stuff, I'm not with the school of
thought that says risk has no place in a
child-centred system, because I think it
does.' (YOT Team Manager 1).

There was a perception amongst staff that,
should a serious incident occur, the risk
assessment and management systems provided
some protection and clarity about why decisions
were made. Although this may be true to a
degree, risk-based approaches can also be used
as evidence of ‘poor’ decision-making and thus
serve to responsibilise practitioners. It is apparent

that the 'risk culture’ within youth justice practice
goes beyond interactions with children, and has
created a 'risk averse culture’ and workforce that
is fearful of ‘getting it wrong' and being subject
to scrutiny:

‘There are so many specialist risk
assessments, that the fear is that you
haven't got time to do them all, so you
leave yourself exposed’ (YOT Officer 3).

There was also concern about how children
deemed to be ‘dangerous’ would be safely
managed in the community if risk management
controls were removed:

.the reality is in the here and now they are
dangerous, they do present a significant
risk of harm to other people. The important
bit for me is actually..what you put around
them to contain and support..that keep
them safe as much as other people safe’
(YOT Team Manager 3).
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Evidence of a resistance and reticence to
completely abandoning RFPP emerged strongly
from the data. There appear to be several reasons
for this including: a fear of ‘getting it wrong’

and that the RFPP provides some protection; an
uneasiness about how to manage children who
are deemed to be ‘dangerous’; or a perception
that an inherent part of working in the youth
justice system involves the assessment and
management of risk. It is possible that emerging
practice on the ground supports Goodman et al's
(2017) thesis that the development of criminal
justice practice should be understood as a
complex blend of many competing approaches,
rather than a ‘pendulum swing' between risk and
child first.

Apparent contradictory messages from Her
Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation (HMI
Probation) and the Y)B about whether youth
justice practice should focus on risk or child first
approaches was causing some challenges on the
ground. An inspection of a youth justice team
that had adopted a child first model had been
subject to criticism of its risk assessment and
management processes, leading to a negative
outcome. This had a huge impact on practice in
that youth justice team, and in neighbouring
areas:

‘But just off the back of the inspection,
we've gone back down, we've totally
changed our risk management processes.
They're much more labour intensive for
case workers now and that's only off the
back of the inspection. So, for me, | see
we've gone down the wrong route because
we've taken workers away from being with
young people.' (YOT Senior Practitioner)

The contradictory messages from HMI Probation
and the Y)B appeared to be increasing workloads,
with staff trying to meet the competing demands
of two differing approaches. This resulted in
increased levels of bureaucracy, less time spent
with the children, a return to deficit-focused
offending behaviour work, and bifurcated practice.
For example, a number of YOTs sought to amend
their practice to focus on risk, and meet the
demands of the Inspectorate, whilst also seeking
to work with a child in a way that is child first. In
response, some YOTs had created their own ‘child
friendly’ plan:

1just think it's a bit more user friendly. It's

a bit more young person friendly. And |
think it focuses on the critical elements that
you need to focus on...And | think that the
intervention plan AssetPlus doesn't really
do that' (YOT Worker 4).

It was apparent in interviews that the
implementation of a child first/desistance-based
initiative had created a tension for both front line
staff and managers: they have a tool, AssetPlus,
which, although seeking to introduce elements of
desistance, still requires them to assess risk and
consider historical, deficit-based factors.

‘Who wants to talk about something bad
that you've done repeatedly? It's thinking
about how do we move away from
backward facing and negative formulated
plans and work that we're going to do with
young people to be more future orientated
and positive' (YOT Team Manager 1).
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A final comment outlined how a YOT Practitioner
felt a child’s risk’ could be managed by completely
embracing a child first approach, and abandoning

Confusion about how to work according to child
first and desistance-based principles with children
was also evident. Interestingly, staff wanted more

guidance, training, and a toolkit that they could
use with children:

‘Obviously, I've got the slides, but it
would've just been nice to have had a bit of
guidance or some work that we could use
with our young people’ (Youth Offending
Team Worker 3).

However, evidence-based practice, intervention
guidance and toolkits tend to be quite
prescriptive and are considered part of the risk
paradigm. Again, this suggests that staff have
a degree of reticence about ‘how’ and ‘what’ to
do with children without a prescriptive guide,
suggesting that even where staff are trying to
move away from risk and embrace child first
approaches, they are still dependent on risk-
based methods to mobilise this.

Finally, confusion emerged about how to strike
the 'hard balance’ between risk assessment and
management, and child first/ desistance-based
approaches:

So, it's about relationship building really,
isn'tit? And it's about having the time

and the space to do that and potentially
the paperwork and the policies and
procedures around managing risk can
undermine that..But there's a balance, isn't
there? You know;, it's a tricky one. It's a hard
balance to find' (YOT Worker 2).

the risk paradigm:

‘Probably one of our biggest challenges,

is risk and how we manage risk. At the
moment we've got a young person who
carries a knife. We say we put him on

the Knife Crime Programme, yes, calling

it lives matter, and then we complete a
safety plan. And that is how we say we're
managing his risk....

So, if we can get him involved in something
within his community, whether it be
education, some positive activity, if he gets
involved in that and that's how he sees
himself and if that where he sees his future
going, | would say, he would stop carrying
a knife, so you've managed his risk...But
you know what, if I'm going to play football
with my mates, | don't need to carry a knife.
If 'm going to walk the street and I'm 15,
16, and I'm doing certain illegal activities,
then actually, I'll carry a knife to protect
myself. And you can write as many safety
plans as you want, but that piece of paper
isn't going to stop me from getting stabbed’
(YOT Senior Practitioner).

PROBATION QUARTERLY ISSUE 24



m IT'S AHARD BALANCE TO FIND

This paper has highlighted the importance of
engaging in a meaningful dialogue with youth
justice practitioners about the impact changes
in central policy narratives are having at the
‘coal face’ (Case and Hampson, 2019: 33).
Several challenges are evident on the ground to
implementing the Y)B's vision to become a ‘child
first youth justice system’ (Y|B, 2021: 9). The
confusion and concern caused by the competing
narratives of the Y)B and HMI Probation must
be urgently addressed and resolved centrally by
engaging in a dialogue with practitioners locally.
The mobilisation of child first is completely
dependent on how youth justice practitioners
interpret and understand this approach. However,
until academics, policy makers and senior
management structures meaningfully engage
with practitioners about the challenges on the
ground, there is a danger that the risk culture
cloud will loom heavily over the emerging child
first world.
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