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CYCJ’s contribution to the youth justice sector in Scotland is three-fold: it produces 
information which is of use, and robust, for its audience; it offers boundary-spanning 
linkages to break down the silos between organisations, services, and kinds of practice; 
and it maintains a focus on seemingly intractable issues in the sector, providing a multi-
pronged approach to untangling and unsettling the barriers to change. 

The case studies in this report give examples of the kinds of impact CYCJ has 
achieved:

CYCJ is more than these particular contributions. Taken in isolation, this work is 
impressive. But it’s the combination of these activities – it’s the ability to work at the 
highest echelons on policy making and governance and into the depth and detail of 
day-to-day practice that makes CYCJ effective.

Executive Summary

• Support to individual practitioners – CYCJ offers support for innovative 
approaches to custody and the argumentation to ensure that planning is 
successful and a young person’s support is tailored to their capacity and 
need.

• Support for service development – CYCJ has supported the transformation 
of services through its research and training. 

• Support to develop the vision of youth justice in Scotland – it is the view of 
some stakeholders that CYCJ has and expanded the discursive space of 
what’s possible for children and young people in Scotland. 

• At a resource level – CYCJ has created new information, new evidence and 
new ideas which have improved the knowledge and understanding amongst 
its collaborators.

• At a relationship level – CYCJ has facilitated groups, supported difficult 
conversations to occur, and linked people together in aid of the safe 
transition of young people into and out of custody. 

• At a system development level – CYCJ has co-created the infrastructure 
for good practice and policy implementation, e.g. through its work on the 
Youth Justice Standards, the Secure Care Standards and the Guidance for 
Diversion from Prosecution.

But there are still a range of challenges which are affecting progress in the sector. 
Practitioners, service managers, policy makers, academics and civil society leaders 
interviewed as part of this research described the following barriers for the sector: 
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1. Power differentials between adults and young people.
2. Loss of specialist identity and expertise amongst youth justice professionals.
3. A lack of financial resources in the sector.
4. Competition between different parts of the youth justice sector.
5. Instability of relationships in the sector.
6. Inconsistency of practice.
7. Short-term project funding as a core driver for innovation and the challenge 

of maintaining momentum when funding ends.
8. Barriers between different parts of the sector, e.g. different social work teams.
9. Balancing relational ways of working with transactional ways of working

The challenges of the sector are also CYCJ’s challenges. How does its current work 
address issues facing the sector in 2019/2020? 

• CYCJ has strong focus on addressing power differentials, the loss of specialist identity, 
support for momentum even when dedicated funding ends.

• CYCJ has made some interventions into the instability of relationships in the sector 
and inconsistency of practice. Depending on the need, CYCJ can offer a strong 
connection to others. It can also provide robust training in certain elements of 
practice, e.g. START:AV. 

• CYCJ also has made some interventions to support a more relational way of working, 
e.g. around its research and training on trauma and bereavement.  

• CYCJ works to bridge and knit together different parts of the youth justice sector, 
but there may be other divides to be addressed, e.g. between youth justice and 
criminal justice or between youth justice and children and families approaches. 

• CYCJ does not currently work on issues around financial resources, competition, 
commissioning or service design. 

CYCJ’s contributions are occurring within a climate where there is a strong values 
alignment amongst collaborators. Strategic leaders were consistent in their 
discussion of three touchstones: Kilbrandon, GIRFEC, UNCRC. Practitioners were 
similarly consistent in their view that young people engaged in, or at risk of, offending 
behaviour were deserving of support. 
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Why commission an evaluation?
The Scottish Government and CYCJ commissioned this independent evaluation. The aim of the 
evaluation was to identify and document CYCJ’s processes, stakeholder perceptions, impact 
on policy and practice as well as areas for change. As an organisation that sits in the midst of a 
complex and challenging world, at CYCJ we were conscious that we needed to reflect on what 
we do, how we do it and how we could do things better. CYCJ has existed for over six years 
and we were coming to the end of our organisational strategy as well as Scotland’s strategy for 
children and young people involved in offending. The timing felt right to reflect on both where 
we want to go next as a youth justice sector, and as an organisation.

This evaluation wasn’t driven by external partners wanting to know whether CYCJ was doing 
a good job or offered value for money. It was motivated by a desire across the CYCJ team 
to better understand our work and challenge ourselves about how we can build on what we 
do to deliver more impact. It was important to us to question and be honest with ourselves 
about whether we are doing the best we possibly can for children in conflict with the law, and 
those who support them. We were also conscious of the pressures of finances across Scotland, 
so we wanted to understand how we could improve our impact without requiring additional 
resource. We know we are not alone in grappling with these questions, as across the youth 
justice landscape (and beyond it) organisations, services, teams and individuals are reflecting 
on how they can keep doing the same, or how they can do more, for less. 

We were also aware that we needed to really ‘live’ our values and ensure we were open 
to the type of evidence-based challenge that we so often pose others. If we did not 
undertake an exercise such as this, and openly, it would undermine our credibility as an 
organisation and we could not expect others to respond positively to the constructive 
challenge we are happy to give. We are human, we make mistakes, and don’t always act 
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as we should. In owning up to this we hope to enable 
others across the youth justice world to talk about 
these things too. After all, in order to improve we need 
to start by identifying the areas requiring improvement. 

This evaluation has been published in full, unedited 
by CYCJ and the Scottish Government, who jointly 
commissioned the work.
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Logic model
What’s the 
problem?

Assets Work Reach Reactions Outcomes
Quality of 

engagement
Long term 

contributions

Information
silos

Different 
kinds of 

knowledge

Tenacity of 
focus

Different 
methods for 

development

Information 
work

 Relational 
work

System 
development 

work

Reach within 
different kinds 

practice
(depth)

Geographic 
reach across 

Scotland 
(breadth)

Reach within 
different 
levels of 

power and 
control 
(depth)

 Information 
that is 

needed is 
received

Problems 
solved and 

people 
connected

Sector
develops and 
new ideas for 
improvement 

emerge

Treatment of 
young people 

within the 
justice system 

improves

Young people 
are diverted from 
custody, included 

in supportive 
systems and have 
opportunities to 

flourish

A rights-
based system 

of justice is 
advanced in 

Scotland

Knowledge
silos

Relationship silos & 
path dependency

Differences in 
power and control

Supportive Responsive

Challenging Committed



10 11The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Introduction

In 2015, the Scottish Government opened its Youth Justice Strategy with the following 
statement: “Our vision of Scotland as the best place to grow up extends to all of our 
children and young people” (Scottish Government 2015, p2). 

Putting children and young people at the heart of the systems designed to support 
them has been an important feature of the Scottish approach to youth justice since 
Kilbrandon. But, as many of the people interviewed for this research suggest, there is 
still a gap between the vision and reality of youth justice system in Scotland. CYCJ, like 
many others in the field, are working to close that gap. 

This report provides insight and evidence on their particular contributions to the sector. 
This work is offered as an evidence bank for CYCJ and the Scottish Government – a 
document of CYCJ’s contribution as of 2019/2020. This research was also designed to 
coincide with the CYCJ’s strategic planning and its subsequent three-year strategy. 

This report it the culmination of a 60-day embedded research and evaluation project 
with the CYCJ. The research took place between June and December 2019. We used an 
innovative approach to the research, combining appreciative and ethnographic inquiry 
with robust theory-based evaluation. The CYCJ team wrote about their experiences of 
this research on the CYCJ blog.

This report provides insight in two ways:  

 

The evidence presented in this report was derived from interviews with 25 of CYCJ’s 
collaborators and stakeholders, one focus group with policy makers, and dedicated 
work with CYCJ staff, including: 60 days of embedded research, two full-team 
workshops and ten interviews.

1

Introduction
As a reader, you can use this report to understand the role of boundary-spanning 
organisations, the impacts of CYCJ, and the degree to which its work fits with current 
challenges faced by the youth justice sector. The evidence is offered as an insight into 
CYCJ’s way of working as well as the particular strengths, ambitions, and challenges, 
within the youth justice sector in Scotland in 2019. This research offers an opportunity 
for both CYCJ, and its collaborators, to reflect on their vision for youth justice and the 
dynamics which can enable, and disrupt, that progression. 

• First, this research describes the work that CYCJ does, details the impacts 
it has, and explains the mechanisms which enable those impacts to occur. 
The theory of change and impact case studies provide evidence and 
explanation of CYCJ’s role and impact. 

• Second, impact is best understood in light of the context – and the particular 
challenges that occur with the youth justice system. To that end, this report 
includes an analysis of the ‘fit’ between CYCJ’s approach and the issues 
that collaborators are facing. 

11
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CYCJ uses the language of “improvement” throughout its 2017-2019 strategy. As such, 
this evaluation sought to demonstrate the different ways that CYCJ’s activity influences 
and enables improvement. 

For CYCJ, improvement looks like the following four outcomes (CYCJ annual workplan 
2019-2020):

• There is a good understanding of what supports, and what are barriers to, children 
and young people being safe and flourishing.

• Youth justice practice and policy are informed by our best knowledge and evidence. 
• Youth justice stakeholders work together to design, develop and implement 

improvements.
• Youth justice practitioners have the skills, confidence and support they need to best 

help children and young people.

          Purpose of this research

To provide evidence and insight which will (1) clarify CYCJ’s role in the youth justice 
sector, (2) demonstrate the kinds of impacts it has had on the sector, and (3) illustrate the 
mechanisms that lead to impact and change. 

Deliverables:

• A robust theory of change for CYCJ that is developed collaboratively through the use 
of an embedded approach.

• An evidence bank with examples of CYCJ’s impact.
• A contextual account of the system levers which enable, or limit, improvement in the 

criminal justice system. 
• Participatory and reflective activities which encourage sensemaking and shared 

ownership of the findings within CYCJ. 
• Knowledge exchange activities which facilitate learning amongst and between CYCJ 

and its stakeholders.  

          Phases of research

1. Discover (June – July, 15 days)
• An agreed project plan, methodology and timeline
• A scoping review on intermediary organisations
• Embedded activities to familiarise the researcher with CYCJ and the context 

of youth justice – e.g. 1-2-1 meetings with staff team, the annual Youth Justice 
conference

• Presentation and discussion with Scottish Government Youth Justice team  

2. Define (July – September, 14 days)
• A workshop with the CYCJ team
• Approximately 5 interviews on the wider context of youth criminal justice in 

Scotland 
• A scoping review on policy and practice change in the youth justice system
• A draft theory of change for CYCJ
• Reflective practice activities at CYCJ 

3. Develop (September - October, 18 days)
• 20 additional interviews on CYCJ’s activity and impact
• Ten interviews with CYCJ staff 
• Presentation and discussion with Scottish Government Youth Justice Team  
• A refined theory of change for CYCJ 

4. Deliver (November - December, 13 days)
• A final report on CYCJ role and impact with the Scottish criminal justice system 
• Clear evidence of CYCJ’s impact, context and barriers and enablers for change
• Deeper understanding amongst CYCJ staff of the organisation’s role and 

impact 
• A celebration planned for February 6th, 2020

Methods
2The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Methods



14 15

          Approach to research

I use an innovative combination of embedded participatory research, theory-based 
evaluation and appreciative inquiry.

This combination provides an organisation with: 
• A logical, articulate, and meaningfully measured account of their contribution.
• A high-level of engagement and learning amongst staff teams through both the  

process and the findings of the evaluation. 
• A foundation for organisational development and ongoing research. 

          Embedded and participatory research

There is an increasing use of embedded research models (see Eyre, George, and 
Marshall 2015) as a way of understanding complex systems. They rely on a long tradition 
of ethnographic research (see Weiss 1979, Geertz 2001, and Gabbay and le May 2004) 
as well as more recent ‘user-focused’ approaches to evaluation (see Quinn Patton 1986). 

An embedded research approach is driven by a desire to research ‘with’ rather than 
‘on’ people. By getting to know the context, and working/living alongside research 
participants, this kind of research produces robust descriptions and insights which would 
not otherwise be possible. 

An indistinguishable element of embedded research is its participatory nature. 
Participatory research assumes the study’s participants are collaborators in research. 
Some common elements of participatory research include: Generating evidence ‘with’ 
people rather than ‘on’ them, learning, negotiation with researcher users around process 
and outputs, recognition of different kinds expertise (Minkler 2000).

          Contribution Analysis

Contribution Analysis (CA) is part of a family of evaluation approaches called theory-
based evaluations. CA begins with a theory of change, which Mayne (2012) suggests is 
“a logical model for an intervention showing a results chain of how outputs are expected 
to lead to a sequence of outcomes” (2012, p.271). People who use contribution analysis 
describe it as an innovative extension of theory-based evaluation methods. Its particular 
strengths are outlined below, followed by some of the current debates surrounding its 
development. 

1. Contribution Analysis is typically conducted in six stages (Mayne 2010): 
2. Determine the cause-effect issue to be addressed. 
3. Develop a theory of change and risks to its success. 

The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Methods

4. Generate evidence in response to the theory of change. 
5. Assemble the contribution story, and outline the challenges to it. 
6. Seek out additional evidence. 
7. Revise and strengthen the contribution story.

Over the last seven years I have evolved and advanced my approach to contribution 
analysis (CA) – based on the learning from previous evaluations (Stocks-Rankin et al 2013, 
Stocks-Rankin 2014, Stocks-Rankin 2015, Stocks-Rankin et al 2018). 

Since Contribution Analysis is still a relatively new evaluation methodology, I strengthen 
the approach in the following ways:  

• I use an appreciative inquiry approach (Cooperrider and Srivastva 1987) which puts 
learning at the heart of the evaluation process. 

• I use ethnographic sensibility to generate a “thick description” (Geertz 2001) of 
the work of CYCJ, which ensures that the theory of change was grounded in the 
realities of the organisation’s day-to-day activity. 

• I use grounded theory (Charmaz 2008, 2013) to ensure that findings were robustly 
interrogated.  

          Developmental and appreciative research 

Appreciative inquiry focuses on people’s strengths and the opportunities for growth and 
development. As an approach to asking and answering questions, it assumes that the 
research participants are the experts in their own lives. I drew from (Cooperrider and 
Srivastva (1987) and used their five core principles to guide our appreciative approach: 

• The purpose of inquiry is to stimulate new ideas and possibilities for 
transformation. 

• The process of inquiry is the beginning of the change process. 
• Value of story as way of understanding organisations and views the development 

as a “co-authored” process. 
• Our imagined future drives the actions we take today. 
• Sustainable change requires positive feelings — therefore joy, enthusiasm, 

camaraderie are all thought to increase cognitive flexibility and support 
innovation. 

2
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          Interview selection

Recruitment of interviewees was based on recommendations from the CYCJ team 
and the Scottish Government Youth Justice Team. These individuals were selected for 
interview based on their knowledge and engagement with CYCJ. 

The selection criteria has been deliberate in its focus on people who have engaged 
with CYCJ. The scope of this research is too narrow, and the time-scales too tight, to 
provide analysis on CYCJ’s reach and impact across the entirety of the youth justice 
sector. Instead, the focus has been to examine existing patterns of engagement and use 
these as illustrative examples of where impact can occur.  

CYCJ’s reach is as deep as it is broad. The breadth of CYCJ’s reach includes research 
communities, practice, policy and people with justice-experience. CYCJ’s reach also has 
depth across the power structures and hierarchies within these four worlds. CYCJ works 
with professionals engaged in direct support of young people as well as the managers 
of that service; it engages with young people who have been accommodated as well 
as the Directors of those secure units. Selection of interviewees needed to ensure 
representativeness amongst these levels of power, discretion and control. Selection also 
needed to include ensure a balance of perspectives from across these four worlds. 

Formal interviews were also conducted with 10/14 CYCJ staff. These interviews were 
conducted alongside the participatory workshops, informal meetings, and embedded 
work of the evaluator described below. 

          Interviews with external stakeholders

These interviews include people working in different parts of the youth justice sector: 
civil society (5), national public sector (5), third sector service delivery (4), local public 
sector (8) and universities (3). 

These individuals have different professional roles in relation to the care and support of 
young people: direct work with young people, service management, national strategic 
roles including senior leader, director/chief executive and other senior policy roles (within 
and outwith government) and academic.

25 interviews were conducted:
• Practice = 4 interviewees (3 public sector, and 1 third sector),
• Service management = 8 interviewees (5 public sector, 3 from third sector),
• National strategic roles = 10 interviewees (5 from civil society, 5 from the public 

sector), 
• Academic: 3 interviewees.
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          Workshops and interviews with staff

Two full-team workshops were had with staff in July and October. The first workshop 
developed a draft theory of change for CYCJ. This theory of change was tested with 
stakeholders. The evidence presented in the theory of change section of the report is 
the combination of CYCJ’s own practice wisdom and the views and experiences of its 
collaborators. 

An additional 10 interviews were conducted with CYCJ staff about their work. These 
interviews had a particular focus on ‘impact’ and focused on tracing the pathway from 
the work that CYCJ does to the change it enables. The section of the report titled ‘impact 
case studies’ provides analysis from these interviews. 

          Approach to interviews

Interviews typically lasted 60-75 minutes. The topic guide for these conversations focused 
first on the interviewee’s role and context. It is important for this research to spend time 
capturing the activities that affect young people in each part of the system (research, 
policy, practice). After approximately 30 minutes of discussion about the local context 
and the issues affecting young people as well as practice and service development, a 
conversation about CYCJ’s support for these issues is explored. 

By focusing, first, on practical issues facing the interviewee, I find the insights offered 
about CYCJ’s role in supporting the sector to be more grounded. Without this initial focus 
on context, interviewees tend to offer a more superficial perception of CYCJ. 

Consent was secured at the beginning and end of the interviews and follow-up emails 
were sent at the close of the project to ensure all interviewees were aware of the final 
outputs from the work. 

All interviews were transcribed. Data will be deleted six-months after the close of the 
project in July 2020. This six-month delay is to ensure that any issues or clarifications 
can be easily done through the use of the source material. 

          Gaps in the reach of this research

There are some clear gaps in the reach of this research to date. Most notably, there is a 
gap in insight from justice-experienced young people. Initial plans were made for a focus 
group session with the Youth Just Us group which is co-hosted by STAF and CYCJ. The 
intention of this focus group was to dovetail the evaluation of CYCJ with the group’s own 
reflection on its role and purpose. Research of this kind puts a high priority on values, and 
the usefulness of research, for both the participant and the evaluator. 

2
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The group is young-person led and the circumstances and direction of the group changed 
during the course of the evaluation project. It was no longer appropriate for the focus 
group to go ahead, so a conversation with the lead staff member was organised and some 
early reflections on the group’s impact were shared with the evaluator. Unfortunately, 
there was limited time to set up additional interviews with justice-experienced young 
people about their experiences with CYCJ. 

A next step for this research might be to test the key themes and findings from the 
research with the Youth Just Us group. The themes around stigmatisation and vulnerability 
amongst professionals employed in the sector might be particularly worthy of discussion 
amongst justice-experienced young people. 

          Values and ethical research practice 

I worked with six values in my research with CYCJ. I used these values in two ways. 

• First, I used them in my own weekly reflective practice sessions to ensure my work 
was consistently meeting these values and to identify any areas which needed to 
be improved. 

• Second, I used these values as a way of ensuring accountability with the project 
advisory group and CYCJ staff team. We discussed these values and any issues 
that were arising around my research practice. 

• I am collaborative: I research ‘with’ people, ot ‘on’ them. I rely on knowledge 
of the team and their stakeholder - they are the experts. I bring the methods 
which harnesses that expertise.

• I am transparent: I show my work. I share the project plan, the methodology, 
the progress, the learning I’m doing.

• I am flexible: I work with the team to make the evaluation fit with their 
professional roles and activities. I respond to my own learning and reflective 
practice. I respond to emerging evidence. 

• I am appreciative: I assume that that collective efforts of the team at CYCJ 
is having an impact. I am inquisitive about where and how that impact is 
occuring and how it can be strengthened.

• I am ethical: the information that is shared with me is confidential. I will 
be clear bout when information is being used in the evaluation, I give 
collaborators and opportunity to read and discuss emerging findings. 

• I model importance of joy, fun and camaraderie as part of all learning.

2The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Methods
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Background on boundary - 
spanning organisations
CYCJ is not a service provider, though it has provided a therapeutic service. It is not an 
academic unit, though it is based in a University. It is not part of the Scottish Civil Service, 
though it is primarily funded by the Scottish Government. CYCJ is not a representative 
body for youth justice workers, though many in the team have that practice background. 
Nor is it a representative body for justice-experienced young people, though it funds and 
supports a group led by young people. 

Given this list of ambiguities, what exactly is CYCJ?

This section gives background on the boundary-spanning organisational form that CYCJ 
takes up. It provides: 

• A definition of intermediaries
• An overview of their purpose 
• A description of the work that an intermediary does 
• Commentary on the kinds of the depth and scale that can be expected 

          What are intermediary organisations?

The work of intermediary organisations is best summed up by Sturm (2010, p1119):

Boundary spanning institutional intermediaries [are] pivotally located 
catalysts with the capacity to mobilize multi-level sustainable change. 
These institutional intermediaries operate across multiple systems, 
organizations, and fields of knowledge and practice. They have the 
potential to serve as the instigators of institutional change, the linkages 
for cross-institutional learning and collaboration, the leverage to induce 
institutions to rethink themselves, and the architecture to sustain these 
networks of learning and accountability”.

This definition is useful for three reasons:

• First, it captures the spectrum of work that intermediaries can take up – from 
inspiring new ideas, producing insight and evidence, linking and coordinating, to 
facilitating a change in behaviour and practice. 

• Second, the definition emphasises the role of these organisations as ‘boundary 
spanners’ and  shows that organisations of this kind sit ‘between’ different 
communities. For example, CYCJ sits between communities like youth work, social 

work practice, research, policy and the activism of lived experience.  
• Third, and most importantly, the definition suggests that intermediaries can 

address systemic issues. They do this by activating change across the breadth 
of different fields of practice and within the depth of the power structures within 
these communities.  

          Why is it important to understand the role of
          intermediaries? 

As Sturm suggests, “multi-dimensional problems require multi-dimensional solutions” 
(2010, p1119). Addressing the immediate manifestation of social ills rarely addresses 
the deep roots of these issues. In order to create sustainable and long-term progress, 
a recognition of the complexity of the problem is needed. But understanding is just the 
first step, what’s really needed is an intervention which can harness that complexity and 
work with it to influence system-wide change. 

Intermediary organisations can offer valuable contribution to system-wide change. A 
marker of success for an intermediary is its ability to advance a paradigm shift in the way 
that issues are addressed at different levels of power and in different fields of practice. 
The greatest risk for an intermediary is the possibility that it may reproduce the status 
quo and fail to support system-wide development. 

          Who do intermediaries work with? And why?

Boundary spanning is best thought of as a three-dimensional reach across the breadth 
of communities and down into the depths of the work within these groups. 

Communities can include fields of practice and expertise, such as social work, youth 
work or community development. It can also include sub-sectors of service delivery, 
such as the public sector or third sector. It can include different levels of government, 
such as the Scottish Government and the 32 local authorities. CYCJ describes itself 
as crossing – and harnessing – four communities: practice, policy, lived experience 
and research. 
 
A boundary-spanning role offers three important resources to an intermediary: (1) 
connections (2) overview and (3) in-depth knowledge. Boundary spanners have an 
overview of the issues, activities and interventions in the system. They also have a detailed 
understanding of the way those issues might manifest in different places or parts of the 
system. And finally, the connections that boundary-spanning work provides gives the 
organisation an ability to challenge and support development.  
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          What does the work of an intermediary look and
          feel like?

Intermediaries tend to do a wide ranging spectrum of work. They build relationships 
– of different depths and stability (from introductions to the creation of established 
alliances). They develop and making use of knowledge – to educate or forecast trends. 
They creating infrastructure for change to occur (Noviaristanti 2018, pp 31-34). The solve 
problems (Puttick, Baeck and Colligan 2014). They link exchange and broker knowledge, 
relationships and understanding. They develop and fostering networks. They create 
new resources, such as research evidence. Some also ensure that self-reflection and 
evaluation are core activities (Davies, Nutley and Powell 2015).  

Various frameworks have been created which describe the work of the intermediary (see 
for example: Davies, Nutley and Powell 2015, Noviaristanti 2018, and Puttick, Baeck and 
Colligan 2014). 

The common threads between these frameworks is that the work described can be 
distilled into three core activities which involve moving knowledge into action. Best and 
Holmes (2010) offer a distillation of the various descriptions of knowledge mobilisation 
activity and suggest that there are three main kinds of activity: 

1. linear approaches where knowledge is produced and acted upon as a product, 
2. relational approaches where knowledge is produced and acted upon through 

linkage and exchange and, 
3. systems approaches where knowledge is produced and acted upon as part of a 

complex array of formal and informal structures, feedback loops and cultural norms.

          How do intermediary organisations work to address 
          multi-dimensional problems?

Given the breadth and depth of an intermediary’s focus, they tend to do work of differing 
scale and intensity. An implicit assumption within the work of intermediaries is that they 
are tailoring their activity to fit with the issue they are trying to address.    

One way of describing the work of an intermediary is that it operates to address the 
information needs in the system, the relational need for connection, facilitation and 
coordination, as well as particular problems which have proved resistant to change. 

These needs arise for particular reasons. Well-designed intermediary work addresses 
the root causes of these needs. For example:

• Information work addresses imbalances in the system in which some groups have 
greater access to information than others. 

• Relational work addresses the problem of siloed-working in which people tend 
to build strongest connections within their own community, and struggle to share 
insight and understanding across to other groups.  

• System work addresses long-standing issues which are entrenched in long-
standing patterns of behaviour or unspoken assumptions. 

          What are an intermediary’s contributions to
          system change?

For Strum the “remediation” of structural inequality “requires operating not only deeply 
within particular contexts (to get at the microlevel and cumulative interactions) but also 
broadly across contexts (to enable the reworking of the environmental conditions and 
incentives that shape internal practices)” (2010, p1125).

Intermediaries are capable of contributing to system change. Their work to redress the 
imbalances of information, to connect and share insight across groups, to coordinate 
groups to collaborate on key issues, and their focused intervention on seemingly 
intractable issues can come together to create paradigm shifts in the system. 

Paradigm shifts are substantial changes in the system at several levels – the space of 
ideas and language where what’s possible is imagined and described, the space of 
governance where tools like the law, legislation and policy are used to give structure to 
these and finally the space of culture and behaviour where we do the work of making 
real the world we’ve imagined. 

Diagram 1: Satir model of transformational change

The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Background
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Paradigm shifts are a normal part of a change process. If we apply a systems lens to the 
youth justice sector, then we see there is no way to achieve the ideal system. There is 
no stasis. Instead, development looks like iterative change processes where the system 
responds and adjusts to the interventions it receives. 

One way of understanding the change process is the Satir model of change (1991), which 
shows how a paradigm shift will lead to the creation of a new status quo. In order for 
sustained development to be achieved, each new status quo will need to be challenged 
and a new paradigm shift created. 

Intermediaries can offer the ‘foreign element’ through their intervention, i.e. new idea, 
research evidence or approach. But this foreign element is just as likely to be an event 
like a change in government or a crisis within the system. Intermediaries can also offer 
the ‘transforming idea’ and support the system to work through the chaos into a process 
of integration and stabilisation. 

Evidencing this contribution is challenging – in part because the thinking about 
intermediaries is still so new, but mostly because tracking systemic change requires 
dedicated study to monitor shifts at the micro level of behaviour and practice as well as 
the macro level of ideas and imagination. 

Some efforts to track these kinds of shift was done in the evaluation in context of the 
Scottish social services and the role of Iriss, an intermediary with a remit to support 
“culture change” around the sector’s approach to evidence use, knowledge sharing and 
innovation. The framework created for Iriss clarified the way that certain kinds of work 
lead to particular outcomes. Importantly, it also includes the assumptions which further 
explains the expectations that intermediary organisations have of their audience and 
collaborators. Without this clarification, there is a danger that the work of intermediary 
organisations remains descriptive – with little or no tools for ensuring accountability or 
measuring success.

Meaningful measures are needed to ensure that the work of the intermediary is aligned 
with their purpose. A theory of change can produce these measures – and will further 
ensure transparency for the intermediary so that the breadth, and depth, of its work is 
made clear. 

The complex boundary spanning work of the intermediary can produce high expectations  
of its impact. There is a risk that the intermediary needs to be ‘all things’ to ‘all stakeholders’ 
– thus creating unreasonably high expectations of the change it can create. In fact, it has 
limited formal authority and no legislative power to enforce action or change.
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Intermediaries need to be measured according to the work they to do to address 
information gaps, translation problems, and the more entrenched social justice issues 
within their particular system. The definition and research on boundary-spanning 
organisations like CYCJ is still very new. Organisations like CYCJ would do well to work 
with their funder, governance body, stakeholders and users to clarify the expectations 
of their work – so that everyone is agreement about the contribution, and limits, of this 
particular organisational form. 

This report supports the clarification of CYCJ’s role and shows the pathway which creates 
change. CYCJ is not a service delivery organisation It’s not part of government. It’s not 
a research unit. It’s not led by young people with justice experience. But it does bridge 
the interests and needs of all these groups. It is a boundary spanner. Given their location 
in the system, boundary spanners are well placed to create system-wide change which 
enables the development of the sector. 
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CYCJ’s theory of change, with 
evidence from collaborators
Scotland’s social services have developed a strong outcomes culture in the last ten 
years. With the help of interventions like a Talking Points Approach (Cook and Miller 
2012) and champions within the health and social care sector (Wimbush, Montague and 
Mulherin 2012) – the way that we look at impact has moved dramatically from output 
driven to outcomes focused. 

Evaluation has mirrored this shift as Scottish Government, social services and the 
Scottish NHS have become champions of Contribution Analysis approach (Beeston et 
al 2011). This evaluation method puts the focus on the pathway to impact and the way 
outcomes are achieved. This focus on contribution, over attribution, places a higher 
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value on the many people and organisations that work together to create change. 

This evaluation uses a contribution analysis approach. The method is a participatory 
one, which iteratively collects evidence and tests findings. This theory of change was 
developed through an initial workshop with the CYCJ team (July 2019) and interviews 
with professionals in the sector who have worked with or used CYCJ’s resources (July-
November 2019). The theory of change was tested with team members in October 2019. 

Theories of change show the pathway to impact from resources through to concrete 
changes. The pathway is best read as a journey. It has the following stages: 

A PROBLEM
TO BE SOLVED

The journey 
begins with 
a focus on 

some of the 
system-wide 
issues which 
a boundary-

spanning 
organisation 
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address.

ASSETS 
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of CYCJ to 

address these 
problems. 

OUTPUTS

Tangible 
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result from that 

work.

WORK 

CYCJ’s day-to-
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and improve 

things.

REACH 
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who work with 
CYCJ to make 

changes.
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In order for CYCJ 
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the reactions to 
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robust. It’s not 
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shared. CYCJ’s 
work supports 
and enables, 

challenges and 
provokes. But 
the changes 

that take place 
happen within 
the practices 
of statutory 
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third sector 
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the young 

people who 
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and the policy 
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fund them. 
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Ways of 
working 
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understanding is not only contained by some, but shared across to others. Progress and 
change requires system-wide shifts. A change in one part of the youth justice sector will 
necessitate knock-on changes in another part of the system. Relationship silos and hard 
boundaries between groups can slow the pace of change. So too, unspoken assumptions 
can delay progress. 

Differences in power and control:

Power imbalances are a feature of all of these issues. Information can be held by 
organisations or communities which is not easily accessed by others. For example, 
academic or policy knowledge tend to carry more influence than the knowledge that 
comes from being a social worker with a case load. Professional and personal connections 
tend to make in-groups and out-groups. 

Power and privilege can be leveraged to create change. But change needs to be driven 
from the best understanding, the most robust accounting, of what needs to be done and 
why. Equalising power dynamics helps to ensure that the vision for change is the most 
robust it can be. 

          2. CYCJ’s assets

CYCJ draws on a range of resources in its work, not least its funding from the Scottish 
Government and hosting from the University of Strathclyde. 

The majority of interviewees talked about the strength of the staff team as a core 
asset. The CYCJ staff team have specialist knowledge on the policies, legislations and 
procedures, the history and trends in the sector, as well as topic specific knowledge 
about issues affecting young people and the workforce, i.e. trauma. The staff team also 
bring particular skills around facilitation, research and relationship building. 

While all of these assets are important to CYCJ’s sustainability, the evidence from this 
research suggest that the following three assets provide a significant foundation to its 
theory of change:

• The use of different kinds of knowledge, such as practice wisdom, lived experience 
and research evidence.

• Tenacity – staying focused on the wellbeing of young people and system 
development, over time.

• The ability to apply different methods of development, e.g. research into key 
issues, co-authoring policy and practice guidance, co-creation of standards, test 
of change projects. 
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This theory of change draws in evidence from stakeholders to provide a robust 
demonstration of the way that CYCJ creates impact. Readers can test the robustness 
of the theory by testing out whether the comments from stakeholders seem to validate 
and verify the claims at each stage of the journey. CYCJ can use this theory of change for 
strategic development and monitoring of its work. The Scottish Government and CYCJ 
Executive Governance Group can use this theory of change to assist with accountability. 
The logic model on pages 8-9 is a useful guide to the stages.

          1. What are the problems that CYCJ is trying to solve?

The following four issues are problems that most complex systems face. As a boundary 
spanner, CYCJ’s contribution is to help knit the system together so that information is 
shared, there is an appreciation of different experience, groups of people work together, 
and power differentials are acknowledge and, where possible, remediated.  

Information silos:

Evidence from research is often difficult to access. Peer-reviewed research evidence 
tends to sit within academic journals which have a pay wall. Many people are not able to 
(or not comfortable to) access. Evaluations or project reports are held by the organisation 
with no easy mechanism for them to be shared beyond existing stakeholders. If one is 
connected to the organisation and knows about the work, then it’s easy to access. But if 
one is outside those circles, it can be difficult to find.

Knowledge silos: 

Not all knowledge is formalised into a briefing note, academic paper or formal legislation. 
Much of the knowledge in the youth justice sector sits with people. Knowledge of how it 
feels to be a child at a hearing, or the compromises that are needed to develop and pass 
new legislation, or how to recognise and assess a young person’s progress in the context 
of complex and highly risky behaviour are all insights which are held by individuals, or 
communities of people, who have experienced these events. 

Relationship silos and path dependency:

Knowledge can accumulate in groups and become a set of unspoken assumptions. 
Ways of working, common practices, and expectations of behaviour are also solidified in 
groups, over time – this can create path dependency, where it is very difficult to change 
a way of working because ‘it’s what we’ve always done’. 

Working across groups helps to challenge assumptions and ensure that knowledge and 

4
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I think that actually being able to apply treatments at those different 
levels and deriving legitimacy from working directly with practitioners 
and then being able to kind of aggregate that learning into the policy 
work, the campaigning work and then feeding that forward into the 
priority planning for the research work. I think that’s the strength there. 
(National Public Sector 1). 

In practical terms, these different “treatments” might look like the following: “We would 
link in with the CYCJ for information, knowledge and skills development. We would look 
to them I think if we were looking at development. Building capacity definitely. Knowledge 
exchange” (Public Sector Service Manager 2). 
 
Using different methods, and drawing from different kinds of knowledge, helps CYCJ to 
knit together the different parts of the youth justice sector in Scotland. These assets were 
valued by stakeholders because they help to break down barriers and silos between 
groups, and between different experiences of youth justice. Boundary-spanning work 
relies on bridging and linking and exchanging. Over time, this bridging work helps 
organisations like CYCJ to find ways to tackle the more intractable issues in the sector. The 
view that CYCJ’s tenacious approach is part of its success comes through the comments 
that CYCJ put children and young people at the heart of their work. 

          3. CYCJ’s work 

CYCJ’s work can be grouped into three categories: (1) information work, (2) relationship and 
translation work (3) system development work. 

Information work is primarily focused on the dissemination of information, ideas, knowledge 
and evidence, with the aim of ensuring that people in the sector have access to high quality 
and relevant research and insight. 

Relation-building and translation work is focused on moving that information around so 
that it can help address particular problems. Linking people together and facilitation is also 
a part of this work. The aim of relational work is to problem-solve and to reduce barriers 
between groups of people and the different kinds of knowledge and experience they have.

System development work is focused on addressing entrenched issues in the sector 
through dedicated attention. System work takes time. It usually requires different methods 
and different attempts so that issue is worked on from different angles, in different places, 
with insights and learning shared across these levels. System development work can 
also involve the creation of infrastructure which supports change, such as new policy or 
guidance. Sometimes system development looks like a new idea which helps advance 
the vision for youth justice in Scotland. 

The need for a combination of knowledge was echoed by a member of the youth justice 
workforce: “We need a combination of research that is evidence based but also taking 
people’s lived experience and takes into account a practitioner’s voice. We need a 
combination of all of those things” (National Public Sector 1). CYCJ’s contribution for bringing 
different kinds of knowledge was observed by others in the sector. In particular, CYCJ’s 
focus on bringing in different kinds of knowledge within their own team was praised.  

I think CYCJ kind of insisted that those different forms of knowledge 
should be around a table when we were having conversations about 
the development of our systems and responses and practices from the 
outset. So simple things like having modern apprentices that had relevant 
life experience and skills was important I think. Culturally important in 
the CYCJ but also different in the sector. It hadn’t really been done that 
much unless you were an organisation that looked after young people 
(Academic 1). 

Combining different kinds of knowledge in this way ensures that CYCJ’s work knits 
together different perspectives and prevents it getting stuck within one vantage point, or 
one groups’ needs. 

CYCJ’s tenacity was also valued: “And when they come to the table, they’re very robust, 
they’re very thorough, but they’re like a dog with a bone about what needs to be done” (Civil 
Society 5). Tenacity was demonstrated by some in the consistency of CYCJ’s messaging: 

In terms of the CYCJ’s presence, they’re at pretty much every forum that 
I’m at. So certainly youth justice improvement board, children’s hearing 
improvement partnership, they were at Glasgow youth justice strategy 
group, they are on advisory group for age of criminal responsibility. So 
everywhere I go they’re there. And I hear them saying the same thing. I 
think their cohesion to their message is really clear. So at every possible 
forum they are saying the same thing about what they want to influence, 
which I think is really quite powerful (Third Sector Service Manager 3).

Research participants mentioned CYCJ’s focus on a number of major issues for the 
youth justice sector over time, e.g. diversion, secure care, trauma and bereavement, 
managing risk, and a right’s based approach. In particular, collaborators note value of 
the organisation’s focus on the rights of children and young people: “I think they are 
phenomenal when it comes to children’s rights … I think the children’s rights element 
would potentially be lost if they weren’t there” (Public Sector Service Manager 6).

CYCJ was praised for its ability to apply different methods to support development:

4
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I think the e-bulletin that they send out is always just so comprehensive 
and so informative. And I’m going to say this, I get loads of e-bulletins for 
lots of organisations and some of them that I wouldn’t necessarily read in 
terms of relevancy. But I know that that one is going to be about people 
like me, and how it will make us better. (Third Sector Service Manager 2) 

Users praised the relevance and accessibility of the information – not just for their own 
learning, but for helping them to make the case for change:  

Their information and their research, just the stuff they produce like their 
little leaflets about Care and Risk Management for example. When they do 
a leaflet, you can go to your managers with it and say: “Why don’t we do 
this? And here’s a synopsis of it, we’re not asking you to read 500 pages of 
research, here’s the synopsis and here’s how it works. Can you have a look 
at it?” So things like that are really helpful. (Public Sector Practitioner 2) 

Alongside the information work, CYCJ also creates spaces for people to come together 
and share insight with each other: 

The conference which was a just a huge big buzz about what’s going on 
and letting people share ideas about what they were doing. There was just 
lots of people with lots of knowledge there that could help you and you 
can make links with people. So it was about helping with communications, 
really, and sharing information. (Public Sector Practitioner 2).

Relationship building work also involves translating insights across different kinds of 
practice or different organisational boundaries: “They’re the ones who would link in with 
local authorities to see what’s working and what’s not working. I would expect them to 
feed into different groups within the government”(Public Sector Service Manager 2).  

A number of research participants talked about being able to call CYCJ and work through 
issues or problems over the phone with the support of CYCJ staff: “I suppose CYCJ would 
be our first point of contact. We would phone them up and speak to somebody and say 
what do you think about this? Or have you got anything on that?” (Public Sector Service 
Manager 1). Phoning up CYCJ for support might involve asking for specialist help to 
support a young person leaving custody and transitioning back to living in the community: 

They were good to pick up the phone to and email and just speak to and 
to get their take on things. And if I wanted help, I could speak to them and 
get advice or ask if they could perhaps advocate for that young person. 
Perhaps if it was an unusual case or a local authority who don’t have 

Information work includes: 

• Publications such as the CYCJ: E-bulletin, the blog, briefings and reports
• Media appearances 
• Roadshows and presentations 
• Training 
• University lectures
• Giving evidence to parliament
• Consistent messaging in meetings and events 

Relationship building and translation work:

• Practitioner support service, i.e. over the phone support for the youth justice 
workforce 

• Over the phone support for other people who have contact with the justice system 
in Scotland, e.g. family members of young people in contact with the justice system

• Facilitation of meetings in the sector
• Coordination of policy implementation groups
• Introductions between individuals 
• Monitoring of key issues in the sector 
• Support to apply learning from training or research to a particular context

System development work includes: 

• Research 
• Projects which test new ways of working, e.g. The Inclusion as Prevention project 
• Development of policy guidance
• Development of standards for practice 
• Policy development 
• Vision for the treatment of children and young people 

Stakeholder’s had insights into the value of these activities for the sector. CYCJ was 
called a “first port of call” by one user: “CYCJ produces a huge amount of really useful 
practitioner information, learning updates resources. It’s one of our first ports of call, not 
only in terms of latest practice, but also the impact of changing legislation on practice” 
(Third Sector Manager 3). The sentiment that CYCJ provides up-to-date, relevant and 
needed information was echoed by another research participant: “Whatever kind of issue 
comes up, I would go first to the CYCJ to find out what information they had on it” (Public 
Sector Service Manager 2). Busy practitioners and policy makers struggle to read all the 
information that is available. One user emphasised the relevance of CYCJ’s resources: 

4
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at data and to look at patterns, to look at issues, to look at things through 
a rights prism, to look at things through a welfare prism …They have 
provided a lot of provocation and challenge to government around things 
like the balance between secure care and custody. They have provided 
a lot of challenge and provocation around prosecutorial policy. And the 
fact we’ve seen shifts in that already in terms of flipping over some of 
the presumptions within the current office towards much more 16/ 17 
year olds being retained within the system where we can. (National Public 
Sector 2)

Having the “opportunity and the space” to think, to look at “patterns”, “data”, “issues” 
is one of CYCJ’s core contributions to the development of the sector. This attention to 
the sector, and its development over time is an important role for the organisation. The 
outputs of this system development work are myriad. In 2018-2019, CYCJ supported the 
development of guidance on child protection, guidance on diversion from prosecution, 
the updated guidance on care and risk management, the standards for secure care, the 
youth justice standards, and the core elements of early and effective intervention. 

          4. CYCJ’s outputs 

This work leads to a number of products which can be tracked and measured as 
demonstrable outputs of CYCJ’s work. Outputs tend to take the form of publications and 
events. As such they reflect the information work that CYCJ does for the sector – but not 
its more in-depth relational or system development activity. 

Examples of top cited journal articles: 
• Adverse Childhood Experiences paper, 2nd most downloaded paper from 

the Strathclyde repository in 2018, with 596 downloads as at Feb 2019
• The ripples of death: exploring the bereavement experiences and mental 

health of young men in custody, cited by 24
• Persistent offender profile: focus on bereavement, cited by 20

Examples of most downloaded resources: 
• Factsheet 27: Attachment Theory and Offending Behaviour (140 views)
• Info Sheet 57: The Good Lives Model (130 views)
• Info Sheet 79: (89 views) Supporting and managing children who pose a high risk

Examples of top blog posts: 
• Negative youth justice (488 views)
• Just a wean in care (256 views)
• Join our resolution (242 views)
• Life is hard in general (412 views)

many people in custody in terms of that age group. Because you’ll have 
a number of local authorities in Scotland at any one point who wouldn’t 
have anyone [in custody] who are 16 or 17. Their kind of specialism would 
be diminished if you’d like. In those types of cases, we would get the CYCJ 
involved (National Public Sector 3).

System work is about opening up the space of imagination and ideas around an issue. 
For one interviewee, the power of new ideas is key contribution of CYCJ: “The idea that 
you would actually value the life experience alongside other skills was quite radical. It 
shouldn’t have been, it should have been obvious. That should have been happening a 
lot longer. I think that was a really key contribution of CYCJ” (Academic 1). 

System development work also involves taking those ideas and asserting a vision for 
the youth justice sector. For some stakeholders, CYCJ’s vision has provided important 
leadership for the sector: 

CYCJ I suppose are the kind of flag-bearers. People need somebody to 
follow, don’t they? Somebody needs to actually put that really aspirational 
stake in the ground and go “this is what we’re doing.” Yeah. So somebody’s 
got to otherwise we’ll just all be faffing about forever, I think. (Civil Society 4)

Ideas and vision are only one part of the system work that CYCJ does. Crucially, they 
also work to address the gaps between vision and reality, ideas and implementation. A 
number of interviewees talked about the distance between Scotland’s vision for young 
people and the reality of many people’s experience of the youth justice system. 

I think [there is] that disconnect between policy and practice or between 
kind of values and vision and the reality. I think that Kilbrandon was so long 
ago and Scotland still hides behind it as if that report made that culture 
real. But it’s not actually the culture that we’ve got. And children who come 
into contact with the justice system now, still have poorer outcomes. And 
so I think it’s sometimes used as a bit of a kind of cloak by government 
to say this is the kind of country that we are. When actually our practice 
doesn’t meet that. And children and young people’s experiences don’t 
meet that (Civil Society 3). 

CYCJ works with government and with practice to help make the aspirations of the 
sector a reality. At times their vision for children and young people challenges current 
convention. It is this challenging role which some interviewees felt was necessary for 
supporting the development of the sector. 

CYCJ have created the opportunity and the space and the time to look 

4
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• Look, Listen (253 views)
• Dual Diagnosis in Scottish prisons (228 views)

Examples of most used resources: 
• A Guide to Youth Justice in Scotland (562 views) 
• Factsheet 27: Attachment Theory and Offending Behaviour (267 views)
• Info Sheet 57: The Good Lives Model (247 views) 
• Adverse Childhood Experiences in Children at High Risk of Harm to Others: A 

Gendered Perspective (431 views)

Practitioner support service: 

• 813 phone calls for support in 2018-2019 

This list of products does not capture all of CYCJ’s formal outputs. For example, CYCJ’s 
contribution to guidance and standards are not currently reported to Scottish Government 
as ‘outputs despite the significant role these publications will have on the sector. Products 
of this kind – even those that have a significant contribution – are also only one part of 
CYCJ’s work. The other two kinds of work – relational work and system work – are not 
currently evidenced by these CYCJ in its list of outputs.

Relational and system work is more easily understood in the role that CYCJ takes up – e.g. 
facilitation of policy implementation groups, relationship brokering, hosting of meetings, 
development of new approaches, generating funding for innovation. These roles are 
described later in the theory of change in an exploration of CYCJ’s engagement with the 
youth justice sector. 

What this evidence does reveal is the breadth of issues that CYCJ covers – from attachment, 
bereavement and the experience of being in custody to interventions like the Good Lives 
Model and ways of analysing young people’s experiences like the ACEs framework. 
Perhaps what’s more telling from this evidence is the insight it gives into the sector itself. 
These outputs reflect the issues that professionals, young people and family members 
searched for on CYCJ’s website. CYCJ’s insights into the sector could provide some very 
useful year-on-year analysis based on the issues they encounter from the sector – through 
the phone calls they receive and the topics which are most frequently downloaded from 
their website. 

4
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          5. CYCJ’S reach in the youth justice sector
 
The boundaries of the youth justice sector are difficult to define. For some interviewees, 
there was a sense that the sector centres around local authority social work departments. 
Others were focused on the Scottish Government and policy landscape. For some, 
there was a strong sense of the role that the third sector plays and the long history of 
some of the third sector providers in Scotland. 

There are many professions who consider themselves part of the sector, from social 
work to prison officers and police to youth workers, drug and alcohol advisers, academics 
and researchers. At the centre of the sector are young people. Surrounding each young 
person is their own network of contacts, including family members, friends, partners, 
educators and their wider community. After six months working with CYCJ, it’s not clear 
to me where the sector begins or ends and that in itself is a significant finding in this work. 

CYCJ’s reach is best understood in three ways: Reach within the different levels and 
kinds of practice, reach across the different organisations that make up the youth justice 
sector and reach across the geography of Scotland. 

Reach within practice – from Ministers, Directors, Senior Policy Officers, Senior Managers 
to practitioners with caseloads, youth workers, family members, activists and justice-
experienced young people, CYCJ works with people with different levels of formal power 
in the youth justice sector. 

Reach across the wider justice system – CYCJ works with a wide range of organisations 
and groups in the sector: the Scottish Government, all 32 local governments, the Children’s 
Reporter, the Children’s Commissioner, the Crown Office and Prosecutor Fiscal, the STARR  
group, NYJAG, third sector providers, residential care, secure care, Polmont, the health 
service, educators, other civil society organisations, universities. This is by no means an 
exhaustive list. It illustrates the breadth of their reach across the formal groups which 
work within the sector and are a core part of its ongoing development.  

Geographic reach across Scotland – CYCJ has links to all 32 local authorities. Staff 
members within the Practice Development Team each have contacts which they 
maintain within local authority social work departments. But CYCJ’s reach within the 
different communities in Scotland is more nuanced than the formal boundaries of 
the local government. In some areas, they have long-standing connections with third 
sector providers, the local authority and with specific practitioners and managers who 
work within a particular locality in that Council area. In other areas, they may only have 
contact with one social worker and few links with the local youth justice system. 
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Reach in terms of geography 2018-2019
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understanding … That’s where I see the biggest value for my work” (Civil Society 2) 

CYCJ uses this expert role to both support and challenge the sector. CYCJ’s supportive 
role for people in the workforce involves offering advice or practical help to resolve an 
issue. For example, one senior manager talked about the value of having CYCJ’s help in 
supporting the transitions from custody back into the community: “In terms of getting the 
right support for a young person transitioning back into the community. I could then ask 
CYCJ for some, either advice, or if they could perhaps advocate for that young person” 
(National Public Sector 3). 

For another interviewee, the support from CYCJ helped them to work through particular 
challenges in trying to innovate and be creative about the supervision of one young 
person in their care:  

I think the support I got from CYCJ has helped me massively. And I think 
even just in terms of being able to be confident in giving recommendations. 
Saying well I know this.  And I know if they query it I’ve got CYCJ there that 
know their stuff and do this all the time”. (Public Sector Practitioner 1)  

CYCJ’s approach is sometimes felt to be challenging for the sector. CYCJ’s challenge was 
valued for its directness: “CYCJ don’t do that polite bit. They challenge” (Public Sector 
Service Manager 6). Challenge was seen to be useful by one stakeholder because it 
prompted them to “deepen their understanding” (Public Sector Manager 5): 

I think because they challenge you about what you’re doing and you’re able 
to see what they see.  And I suppose try and put things right.  Or they’ll able 
to track or identify where there isn’t data.  And help you to have a good in 
depth understanding of your business. (Public Sector Manager 5)

CYCJ’s approach involves offering expertise, supporting and challenging the sector. 
This quality of engagement addresses the information, knowledge, relationship silos 
by bringing insight and information from one part of the system to another. Their work 
to broker relationships and link people together was valued by professionals who are 
busy working in their own patch. By directing their attention to helping to problem solve 
particular issues as they come, CYCJ helps to support development. Where they offer 
challenge, the value for collaborators was in the expert knowledge, insight and evidence 
base they bring alongside that challenge. 

          6. CYCJ’s role and quality of engagement

Across these different geographies, fields of practice and levels of power – CYCJ’s role 
is multi-faceted. At times they are viewed as a facilitator and relationship broker. At other 
times, they are seen to be a campaigner or voice for change. For some, they seem to act 
as an alarm bell and draw attention to crises in the sector. 

For the majority of interviewees, CYCJ are viewed as an expert, a support for the sector, 
a challenger who prompts improvement.

The vast majority of interviewees talked about CYCJ as an expert in issues related to 
youth justice. The kinds of issues that participants mentioned were wide-ranging, from 
legislation like the Age of Criminal Responsibility Bill to international commitments like 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, or issues like the legal and practice limitations 
for the treatment of 16 and 17 years within the justice system, or CYCJ’s research on 
trauma and bereavement or secure care. 

CYCJ’s role as an expert in youth justice was articulated well by one interviewee who 
voiced their trust in the Centre’s resources:  

For me it’s a kind of centre for excellence. So they’ve researched a particular 
way of working which is great ‘cause I’m not going to have the time to do 
that.  So I would think right, we’ve got somebody involved in knife crime. 
You’re not going to go to Google and look it up. You know if you go to the 
centre for excellence they’ll have some up to date research and evidence-
based practice.  So for me it’s great that, it’s a big part of sharing knowledge 
and building capacity. (Public Sector Service Manager 2)

CYCJ’s expertise also extends to the foundations of how knowledge is used (and valued) 
within the justice sector: 

CYCJ’s leadership was I think in the Scottish context, certainly in the 
criminal justice end of the Scottish context, ahead of the game on that 
and getting us all thinking differently about how we imagine the whole 
process of engagement with academic partners in making research that 
did something in the world. (Academic 1) 

CYCJ’s role as an expert involves linking that academic evidence base with the practice 
insight and specialist understanding of the legislative and policy context for youth justice in 
Scotland: “The expertise that they bring around youth justice is unique – CYCJ occupies a 
very special place in the heart of that – linking in the academic expertise with real practical 
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CYCJ respond to things, they pick up some really acute issues. Things like 
detention of children, suicides in Polmont, things like that, where CYCJ 
has been able to engage in issues very quickly because of their expertise 
and the contacts they’ve had. I’ve had a phone call from CYCJ that has 
alerted me to a really urgent issue (Civil Society 2). 

For others, CYCJ’s responsiveness is valuable for filling gaps in evidence and supporting 
the development of policy.

CYCJ are definitely very responsive in terms of our work and they really 
help us to fill gaps. They’ve provided us with more detail on youth service 
restraints within young offenders. They’re brought to us issues around access 
to mental health services in detention and that was something again that 
we didn’t have on our agenda until they brought that to us. They provided 
extra information to us around suicides in detention that we didn’t have. 
And we were relied strongly on their expertise when we were reporting to 
the UN committee on that. The number of secure placements, which again 
is linked into the suicides in detention. That was an issue that they brought 
to us that again hasn’t come in from [anywhere else]. (Civil Society 3)

CYCJ’s responsiveness is prized for bringing knowledge and insight which is otherwise 
difficult to access. For policy makers and civil society, CYCJ’s knowledge is rooted in the 
realities of people experiencing the justice system as practitioners, family members or young 
people themselves. For practitioners, CYCJ’s knowledge and responsiveness is prized for 
offering an insight into what works and to practical problem solving. In this example, one 
practitioner describes calling CYCJ for help with one particular young person:

So I phoned [CYCJ] and I was like is there anything else that you can think 
of that other people do?  And we spoke about a structured deferred 
sentence. And I’d never heard about that. So they told me like well because 
he’s 18 you have to get Head of Service approval and authorisation for 
myself to remain involved.  And they told me all the kind of steps, the 
steps involved in requesting that.  So we had a meeting.  Like the team 
around [the young person].  And we agreed right, this is what we’ll go for. 
(Public Sector Practitioner 1)

CYCJ’s responsiveness is a core feature of their theory of change. Being responsive 
means being thoughtful, being evidence-based, being knowledgeable. Responsiveness 
is different from reactiveness. CYCJ’s responsiveness is valued by stakeholders for its 
measured, and robust, contribution to fill a gap in knowledge. 

          7. Reactions to CYCJ’s work and role in the sector: 

Interviewees consistently reported their sense that CYCJ was committed to their work, 
responsive to the needs of the sector and well-connected enough to give them a useful 
overview of the system as a whole. For one interviewee, being committed is demonstrated 
by CYCJ ‘walking the walk’:

They’re tenacious, they are committed to making things better for people 
with justice experience, and trying to improve structures and improve 
practice. They walk the walk, you know, they’ve got their prisoner project 
that people come from different prisons to do some work experience so 
they actually, you know, they put their money where their mouth is and 
they’re not… some organisation are a bit flimsy about what they do. They’re 
not. I think they’re genuinely committed individuals and that makes the 
organisation, it’s the individuals that make the organisation (Civil Society 5). 

CYCJ’s commitment and passion were noted by one interviewee as useful because it 
draws in other people in the sector who want to be part of the system change: “People 
want to work with CYCJ. They see it as an organisation that makes changes and makes 
a difference. People who want to make a change, value the kind of academic rigour 
passion that you see in CYCJ (Civil Society 3)

Even where interviewee’s offered constructive criticism of the Centre, there was a sense 
that CYCJ’s committed stance is a necessary part of their work: 

So if we know that CYCJ are going to go in hard in principle and ethical 
as they must, we need to warm people up to hearing those messages. 
And CYCJ similarly need to acknowledge that we need to inhabit an 
uncomfortable space here to take Ministers and other senior contributors 
with their own pulls on a journey (National Public Sector 1). 

CYCJ was viewed as a responsive to the sector – both in terms of strategic needs and 
policy making as well as to the issues facing young people and the practitioners and 
professionals who work with them. For some, CYCJ’s responsiveness is a way for the 
organisation to build and maintain trust with the sector: “It’s important to the team to 
be seen to be responsive to those cries for help and that’s all part of building trust 
and credibility and incentivizing people to be candid about where they feel they’re at” 
(National Public Sector 1).

For others, CYCJ’s responsiveness is important because it alerts people to issues and 
crises in the sector:  
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reach, output, quality of engagement, reactions and impact. The theory of change is as 
much a tool for demonstrating impact as it is for strategic development and accountability. 
Informing work involves the linear ‘transfer’ of knowledge and insight, which means 
that the impact is highly dependent on the recipient’s efforts to make use of the insight. 
Interviewees gave some examples of how CYCJ’s resources have been useful to them. 

For one stakeholder, it’s a simple matter of ‘finding’ the information that’s needed:

I can’t say I go on CYCJ’s website a lot, but I know if I do have something… 
I was on there the other day looking at something to do with interventions 
and vulnerable youth, and I just needed a bit of information that I could put 
into something for the Minister. So I will come and use their website and the 
practice guide that they have is really helpful. (Policy Focus Group 1)

This example of ‘finding’ information show the transactional nature of some information 
work – i.e. it fills a gap. Other interviewees talked using CYCJ’s information resources to 
prompt reflection and create the conditions for change:
 

Because I think in a busy working week you don’t do all these [reflective] 
things.  So you need to link in. Like if I get the newsletter from CYCJ, ‘ oh 
I’ll just go and have a look’.  Makes me a bit more reflective.  Makes me 
build capacity.  Makes me have responsibility as a manager to build that 
capacity with the team. So that we’re not just doing the same old same old 
same old and not being very effective. (Public Sector Service Manager 2)

New insight prompts improvement for this interviewee. Improvement can also look like 
using information to advocate for change. Some of CYCJ’s messages have prompted 
others to take up the same argument:

CYCJ have been going on and on and on about 16, 17 year olds in the 
justice system for years. And that’s an example where, if I hadn’t known 
that CYCJ and the reasons why they were going on about this, I wouldn’t 
have thought to make sure that was absolutely part of [the Council’s] 
youth justice strategy data. So now we can say actually, here’s information 
from [this Council] that backs up what you’ve been saying all along (Third 
Sector Service Manager 1). 

Support for keeping up with best practice was another way of using CYCJ’s resources. 
One interviewee talked about the way that CYCJ’s training was a concrete addition to the 
way that they support young people in their service.  

CYCJ was described as connected. For these interviewees, CYCJ is part of the youth 
justice sector. It’s connected to government, connected to practice, connected to 
academia and connected to justice-experienced young people. For one interviewee, this 
connectedness means that CYCJ has an important “awareness” function: 

CYCJ is very well connected. They have an awareness function because 
of their connections in the system. Because there is a lot of trust and 
credibility, they’re able to engage with those that deliver services, you’re 
talking about Polmont, secure care units, the criminal justice system, 
prosecution and so on (Civil Society 2). 

This awareness function was significant for another interviewee because they felt it 
gave CYCJ relevance or “traction”, and in turn offered them and their collaborators an 
influencing role in the sector: “They are connected to practice and to emerging new 
phenomena. This connection to practice gives them traction and gives them influence 
and therefore it gives us that” (National Public Sector 1). 

Reactions from stakeholders show a strong link between CYCJ’s own view of its approach 
and quality of engagement. CYCJ’s challenges. Collaborators values CYCJ’s strong sense of 
commitment. CYCJ is supportive. Collaborators value the Centre’s responsiveness. CYCJ’s 
expertise is valued – though for many this was framed in terms of their connectedness. 
Connections to research, to communities of practice, to young people with justice 
experience, to the government, to others in civil society. For the sector, knowledge and 
evidence come from more than Universities and research – they come from evaluations, 
from projects and innovations, from analysis of routine data and FOI requests. 

These reactions to CYCJ show its value to the sector as a boundary spanner that bridges 
the different parts of the system and brings knowledge and expertise to the forefront. The 
combination of a supportive and challenging role was validated by the sector’s view that 
CYCJ is both responsive and committed to the development of the system as a whole. 

          8. CYCJ Impacts

CYCJ’s work with the sector takes three forms: information work, relational work and system 
development work. In each of these activities, CYCJ tends to adopt a role of an expert, a 
support and a challenger – each with the aim of improving the youth justice sector. 

What kinds of impacts does this work have the youth justice sector? The boundary spanning 
work is aimed at bridging silos of information, knowledge and relationships. The following 
examples are not an exhaustive list of CYCJ’s impacts. They are exemplars of the kinds of 
contributions that CYCJ makes and show the final stage in the pathway from assets, work, 
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The three social workers in our team have now all been trained in START-AV 
which obviously is something that’s been pushed by CYCJ. So we made sure 
they were trained in that … I do think that the START-AV training, that’s a very 
specific training for a very specific purpose. So I think really that has a worth, 
because you can then say to people well, you’re trained in that. That’s a risk 
assessment tool so you need to use that (Service manager/practitioner 2)

 
The nature of information work is that it is a transfer of insight and knowledge from 
one place to another. The user of that insight does the bulk of the work to make that 
knowledge usable in their context. 

CYCJ’s relational work involves dialogue, debate and a tailoring of information to suit the 
issue at hand. It’s different from the informing work in that it tends to involve more in-depth 
conversation and a more bespoke approach to the issue. For some interviewees, the impact 
of this work is that they receive good advice and practical help with practical real-time issues, 
which in turn allowed them to be a better support to the young person in their care.

I was supporting someone and when he turned 17 and I think the law, the legal 
status changed  ‘cause he was in between two systems. So in terms of what I 
could do, I did not have the same kind of power if you like when he was 16. So 
again, I was on the phone to CYCJ. I was like what else can we do? ‘Cause the 
court were saying it was a closed court and I wasn’t allowed entry. Whereas 
CYCJ were able to tell me ‘well no you actually are and here’s legislation you 
can quote’. And if it was not for the support that I was able to access through 
the CYCJ I would have been stuck. (Public Sector Practitioner 1)

For this interviewee, getting support of this kind has had a knock-on impact of improving 
their confidence, which in turn helped them to feel able to share their newly gained 
knowledge with others.  

I’ve learned a lot from this case. It’s been hard work and really intense but 
I’ve learned loads. If I’m looking for a silver lining. I’ve been more confident 
with other people.  Like the information that I got from CYCJ. I’ve passed 
it on to the people that should be aware of it.  I’ll get people phoning me 
saying oh, what do you do with the MRC (Movement Restriction Conditions) 
or this or that with the tag? (Public Sector Practitioner 1)

Relationship building and translation work will have a robust impact on the individual, but 
the wider context might not change. For this practitioner, the use of tagging was a benefit 
to the young person she was supporting and important learning for her. But the use of 
this approach was yet to become standard in her area. 

4

System development work involves working on structures that shape the youth justice 
sector. This could involve creating the infrastructure which articulates best practice, e.g. 
the development of the standards for secure care. Or it can involve testing out a new 
approach, e.g. The Inclusion as Prevention project. Sometimes system development 
work involves doing research to produce a deeper understanding e.g. CYCJ’s research 
on trauma and bereavement or its census of secure care. 

The impacts of this work may take longer to appear, and involve a collaborative effort 
across a range of contributors across the sector. Interviewees offered insights into where 
CYCJ has helped support a shift in the culture and practice of youth justice in Scotland. 

A focus group with policy makers involved a discussion about the ‘big changes’ that 
have happened in the youth justice sector, such as: The Age of Criminal Responsibility 
Bill, the Whole Systems Approach, Early and Effective Intervention and most importantly 
for this group, the reduction of referrals to the children’s hearing system, the numbers 
of young people sentenced, and even the rate of sentencing, have all reduced.  When 
asked about their role, as policy makers in those shifts – the response was one which 
also emphasised CYCJ’s role as a support for those changes: 

Interviewer: And so when we think about those big shifts, what do you 
think your role has been professionally in some of those shifts?

Respondent 5: Good question. Yeah, I suppose we’ve been the ones 
working with Ministers to drive forward that change, either legislatively 
or just with practitioners, and CYCJ supported that work and have been 
instrumental in any shift or change. (Policy Focus Group 1)

In more specific terms, the group went on to discuss the specific ways that CYCJ supports 
system development: 

Respondent 5: They have done a lot and obviously we’ve had a Youth 
Justice Strategy, four years ago and coming into the final year. And 
they were heavily involved in that work, and they’ll be heavily involved 
in whatever iteration of that. And also the subgroups, there’s secretariat 
support for that. And it’s not just secretariat as in taking notes, they do a 
lot of work. Because actually trying to get everyone else to do it round 
the table, all different organisations who’ve got their own day jobs, they 
all see it as important to everyone but just don’t always have the time. I 
think a lot then does get left to CYCJ to drive forward. So yeah, definitely 
appreciative of all the work (Policy Focus Group 1)
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The challenge of system work is that it takes time and requires work from different angles 
and within different parts of the sector. Maintaining a focus on key issues, over time, is an 
important enabler for a boundary-spanning organisation like CYCJ. In order for the system 
to develop, learning needs to be captured and shared across. CYCJ’s connectedness and 
commitment to change are also core enablers for system development work of this kind. 
CYCJ isn’t alone in their commitment. As the policy focus group shows, there are many in 
the sector who have made the improvement of the youth justice system their life’s work. 
Collaborations who have a commitment is another enabler for system change. 

          Conclusions on CYCJ’s theory of change

At the beginning of this section, a series of ‘problems’ were introduced as issues for the sector. 
These issues are deep-seated and a common feature of most complex systems. There can 
be hard boundaries around information – who knows what, who has access to what kinds 
of intel; knowledge – who has experience and understanding; relationships – who is part of 
which group, who is excluded; and power – who gets to change things, who gets to resist. 

The theory of change shows the ways in which CYCJ works to address these problems. 
The theory of change begins with a core set of assets: use of diverse kinds of knowledge, 
application of different methods and a tenacity of focus on the issues in the sector. Having 
a tenacious focus on power imbalances, on intractable issues, on the rights of children 
is what keeps CYCJ grounded. Boundary spanners need to be ‘insider/outsiders’ – they 
need to be supportive enough within each world to belong, but different enough that they 
can challenge when need be. Having a tenacious and grounded focus on progressing 
the sector, and ensuring that children are valued and respected within it, seems to be an 
important anchor for the organisation. 

CYCJ’s work to develop and share robust information, expert opinion and evidence is 
well received by stakeholders. The information needs of its collaborators are often met 
through a search of the website or a phone call to the Centre. 

What’s the Impact of informing work? 

CYCJ makes a contribution to filling information gaps and addressing information 
needs in the sector. Their reach is diverse, which means that the information they 
share can cross into many parts of the sector – from senior level managers to frontline 
practitioners, from civil society organisations to third sector service providers, from 
secure care units and Polmont to the Scottish Government’s civil service. 

What’s the impact of the relationship building and translation work? 

CYCJ makes a contribution to the movement of ideas and evidence into action. It 
also makes problem-solving interventions to connect people to each other, or to 
connect people to solutions. 

CYCJ’s position as a boundary spanner across different parts of the sector means 
that they do work to facilitate exchange across relationship and knowledge silos. This 
work can involve problem-solving conversations to support individual practitioners, 
or work to host groups of practitioners/service managers from across Scotland 
to translate policy into practice. Some of their work in this area can seem small – 
such as linking a practitioner in one part of the sector to the necessary throughcare 
support in another Council area. In this example, that work can involve supporting 
those practitioners with a young person’s transition home. A more systemic level of 
translation might involve turning their research evidence into practical action, for 
example through the development of a funding bid and test of change project. 

What’s the impact of the system development work? 

CYCJ’s role in system development goes deeper and seems to involve prolonged 
attention to issues in the sector, such as risk assessment, diversion, the pathway of 16 
and 17 year olds into/out of the system, prevention of offending behaviour, the kind 
of environment and support offered to young people through secure care, trauma, 
children’s rights and so on. Their work on these issues involves research, data gathering 
and census, the development of guidance and standards, training and the important 
work of imagining, and conceptualising, alternatives to the current status quo. 

CYCJ has supported the sector to address entrenched issues through its offer 
of new ideas, the infrastructure to support best practice, the examination of 
difficult experiences.
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What enables CYCJ to make these contributions described above? And what are the 
challenges they face. In this section, evidence from stakeholder interviews is used to 
draw out five areas for development for CYCJ. 

          Enablers

First and foremost, CYCJ’s reach into the sector is a significant enabler of its contribution. 
As a boundary spanner, it must find ways to cross not just organisational boundaries, but 
the boundaries of power within organisations and fields of practice. Given the diversity 
of Scotland’s 32 local authorities, CYCJ boundary spanning will also need to include its 
geographic reach. 

From the perspective of stakeholders, CYCJ’s work is effective because they balance 
a supportive offer with one which also challenges the sector. The combination of these 
two approaches is what seems to draw people to CYCJ. Where they need support – 
with training, with information, with problem-solving – that support is on offer. And yet, 
CYCJ was also described as an organisation that challenges the status quo, that prompts 
development, that champions the value and rights of children – regardless of their 
behaviour or circumstances. 

Stakeholders reacted to this combination of challenge and support by saying they 
felt CYCJ was responsive and committed. Stakeholders felt that CYCJ was responsive 
to challenges by being an alarm if need be, and committed to the progression of the 
sector. But that CYCJ was also responsive to problems and calls for help and that their 
commitment to problem-solving meant that they were felt to be non-judgemental in 
their offers of support.

          Risks

Some stakeholders did offer constructive criticism as a way of supporting the 
organisation’s development. 

In particular, CYCJ’s main challenge is its reach across and within the sector. Stakeholders 
did inquire about CYCJ’s reach and its role in working in areas that were harder to reach, 
either geographically or in terms of the constraints which might hinder development. 
There are expectations that CYCJ cover the entirety of the youth justice sector, despite 
an acknowledgement that this is difficult to define. There are also expectations that CYCJ 
represent ‘practice’ to policy, to research and to civil society – despite the fact that ‘practice’ 

in youth justice covers a number of different sub-sectors and disciplines, such as youth 
work, social work, prison officers, lawyers, the judiciary, the prosecutor fiscal, education 
and so on. And yet – CYCJ itself describes itself as working with practice and having links 
with all 32 local authorities. There is a clear need for the organisation to further examine its 
reach and define its engagement and relationships with these different groups.

Another challenge for CYCJ is in the variety of its roles. CYCJ’s work may be grouped into 
three categories – information work, relational work and system development work, but 
in actual fact, the roles that it might take up when doing this are numerous. A short list 
of roles that was tested with the team included: Expert, support, trainer, policy insider, 
monitor, researcher, alarm bell, service provider, facilitator, campaigner, connector and 
innovator. For CYCJ, these roles were illuminating in their breadth and diversity. For 
others working with CYCJ, there was a desire for greater clarity about which role CYCJ 
was taking up in different circumstances. Moving from being a trainer, to a researcher, to 
a campaigner, to an alarm bell might be features of boundary spanning work and CYCJ 
themselves may have grown comfortable with those shifts between roles, and issues 
and parts of the system. But for many of the interviewees in this project, being able to 
work effectively with CYCJ requires a clearer understanding of the kind work and role 
that CYCJ is taking up. 

Of all the roles that CYCJ takes up, its role as an expert was commented upon by the 
majority of stakeholders. CYCJ’s expertise is grounded in different knowledges that it knits 
together: academic knowledge, policy insight, practice wisdom, and lived experience. The 
risk for CYCJ is understanding which kind of knowledge is needed to address the issue 
at hand. For example, CYCJ’s links to practice were highly valued by policy makers and 
academics. These connections are rare within the policy and university landscape. CYCJ 
was viewed by these stakeholders as being most effective when it was able to draw on 
robust intel and insight from the practice context. That said, CYCJ, as an organisation, has 
also developed its own expertise – based on the experiences of staff and the shared work 
of the organisation over the last five years. There will be times when it, rightly, reflects 
its own practice wisdom. CYCJ could do more to determine what kind of knowledge a 
particular issue or stakeholder requires. Further, CYCJ can feel confident to articulate 
their own practice wisdom – particularly if it is based on robust reflective practice. 

CYCJ’s connectedness was praised by the majority of stakeholders. With that 
connectedness comes a risk that CYCJ “represents” the diversity of views of the different 
worlds it traverses. For academics and policy makers, there will be an understandable 
desire for CYCJ to ensure its work is robustly representative of practice. As discussed 
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above, the boundaries of the youth justice sector are difficult to define. As a result it 
will be a challenge for CYCJ to effectively capture the views of the sector. Despite this 
challenge, it would benefit CYCJ and their collaborators to explore assumptions about 
reach and representativeness, in order to maintain trust in evidence and insight which 
CYCJ presents.
 
A final challenge for CYCJ is in robustness of its approaches. CYCJ adopts a range of 
different methods in their work – many of which will seem slightly invisible to others 
in the sector. There are clear research methodologies at work behind the scenes of 
their research projects. And there is some considered thinking about the development 
work they undertake in projects like Inclusion as Prevention. But much of CYCJ’s work 
is responsive – a clear benefit for many stakeholders. The challenge of responsive work 
is that it mirror the issues and behaviours of the system. For CYCJ, transparency and 
reflection around their different approaches to development is recommended. 

CYCJ’s challenges are within its control to address. There are also other challenges within 
the sector, most of which will require collaboration from across the sector to shift. These 
challenges are explored in the section on ‘what hinders the development of the youth 
justice sector’ later in the report. 
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Impact case studies
In this section, we direct our attention to the change process for a small selection of 
interviewees. The ‘devil is in the details’ as they say. Understanding the pathway to change 
requires attendance to the context. We will look at specific narratives of change from 
the perspective of CYCJ’s collaborators and from the vantage point of the CYCJ staff 
themselves. 

The previous section offered a theory of change and evidence of the process of change – 
from resources and strengths through to reactions and impacts. These case studies give 
examples of impact in the way that collaborators and CYCJ staff talk about their work. The 
themes from the theory of change are present throughout. In each example, there are 
instances of information work, relationship and translation work and system development 
work. Case study examples also highlight some of the contextual risks and enablers which 
either help or hinder the change process. 

          Impact case studies from CYCJ’s collaborators
          & stakeholders:

1. CYCJ has made impacts on individual practice and, in turn, practitioner’s 
engagement with and treatment of a young person. 

2. CYCJ has supported transformation at a service level. 
3. CYCJ has had an impact on the imaginative space within the sector and demonstrates 

the value, for some stakeholders, in CYCJ’s vision for the sector and its development.

1. Impact on individual practice 

CYCJ has influenced individuals in the way they work with young people. One practitioner 
was clear that “my practice wouldn’t be where it is today without CYCJ” (Third Sector 
Practitioner 1). For this interviewee, there was a strong sense that her practice had developed 
substantially over the last ten-fifteen years, from one in which she was mostly focused on 
“reducing offending” to today where she can work with the “bigger picture” of a young 
person’s background, family, circumstances, strengths and aspirations. 

This interviewee’s engagement with CYCJ has included a range of activities, including: training, 
participation in strategic groups, peer-review from the practice perspective, the Youth Justice 
Conference, and reading the bulletin and on-line resources. We talked at length about the 
START:AV training that CYCJ provided and how this supported her ongoing shift to a more 
asset-based way of working with young people. In looking back at her own development, 
this interviewee commented: “no wonder I wasn’t effective before” – from her perspective 
that initial focus “reducing offending” was too narrow (Third Sector Practitioner 1). 
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Another practitioner described finding CYCJ during a google search whilst looking for 
creative solutions to custody for one of the young people she was supporting (Public 
Sector Practitioner 1). An initial sense of overwhelm was met with a responsive, supportive, 
offer of help from CYCJ who gave her advice about tagging and Movement Restriction 
Conditions. CYCJ continued to support this practitioner through the different challenges 
and creative solutions that she worked on with the young person in her care. Tagging was 
put in place three different times for this young person and each time the social worker 
needed to make the case for why it was the best option. She had a nuanced view of ‘what 
works’ in supporting this individual and often felt she had to argue that the support was 
working – that setbacks and mistakes were a normal part of development and growing up.

The panel were like well why would you try it again?  It didn’t work. And I was 
like it did not end well I said but it did work. For like four months it worked. 
And then he cut it off ‘cause he went on a bender. I was like, but that period 
of time where he was stable was like huge for him. And it’s trying to say well 
people are allowed to make mistakes.  It’s what you learn from. So they did 
let him try it again but I had to keep saying ‘stop saying that it did not work 
because it did - to some extent’. (Public Sector Practitioner 1) 

For this practitioner, being creative and arguing the case helped her relationship with the 
young person: “So we’re trying to kind of break that cycle for him.  And he was up for it, he 
was asking for it. So it probably helped our relationship. ‘cause I was like well, we’ll work 
as a team and give it a try kind of thing” (Public Sector Practitioner 1). For this practitioner 
CYCJ’s support to put tagging in place, and problem solve the issues that came up around 
supporting this one young person was invaluable: “I think the support I got from CYCJ has 
helped me massively” (Public Sector Practitioner 1).

A final example shows the influence that CYCJ’s wider collaborators have on practice 
(Public Sector Practitioner 2). In this example, practitioner’s learned about CYCJ through 
their links with a local social work department. By being introduced to CYCJ, they were 
able to attend seminars and information sessions. At these events, they were inspired by 
the approaches taken by others in the sector toward diversion and decriminalisation of 
behaviour in residential and secure care. Their local social work team champions trauma-
informed practice and diversion. In this case, then, the messages from CYCJ are shared 
by collaborators and the two reinforce each other. In our conversation, this practitioner 
emphasised the growing value they place on good conversations, trauma-informed 
practice and diversion.
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2. Impact on service development 

CYCJ has influenced the development of organisational practice and service delivery. One 
interviewee talked about CYCJ’s role in the service transformation (Third Sector Service 
Manager 2). For this interviewee, the organisation has moved from a punitive approach to 
the treatment of young people towards a strength-based, trauma-informed, service. 

CYCJ was referenced in terms of the training which was provided “for free” on concepts 
like trauma, particularly in a context where staff had not received training for a number of 
years. CYCJ was also referenced as a support “on the other end of the phone” when issues 
arose and support was needed. 

A number of indicators were referenced as evidence for the service transformation – 
including the reduced incidents of police involvement, the sickness rates of staff, the use 
of restraint for young people, the incidents of staff experiencing violence. Anecdotal stories 
were also shared around young people’s experience of the service and emphasis was 
placed on the reduction on the use of restraint and one young person’s view that “that was 
a thing of the past” (Third Sector Service Manager 2).

This interviewee talked about the range of resources which they drew upon to lead this 
transformation. CYCJ was cited as important support alongside their network of other 
practitioners and leaders who “share my values” (Third Sector Service Manager 2). For 
this interviewee, a clear vision for the treatment of young people as well as their own 
life experience were also core resources which they drew upon to support this service 
transformation. Finally, the interviewee talked about the time commitment and professional 
perseverance which was required to see the team through to a new way of working.

But the one thing that I always find when I look back, it was just a belief and 
a fecking determination that these kids were going to have to have it better. 
… But when I came here, staff hadn’t had any training in five or six years. So 
they had just given up. … And I got on the phone, picked up the phone and 
I phoned CYCJ and I said ‘I need help and I need it in whatever form you 
can give me’. And true to their word, they were here, with their diaries were 
coordinated that day. (Third Sector Service Manager 2)

3. Impact on the vision for young people and the justice system 

For the four interviewees involved in national roles, there was a sense that CYCJ had 
made tremendous efforts to shape the national policy conversation about children 
and young people. There are a range of issues for which CYCJ is viewed as being a 
champion – including the voice and participation of justice experienced young people 
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(Academic 1, Civil Society 4, Public Sector Service Manager 6) and the Age of Criminal 
Responsibility (Civil Society 2, 3, 4, 5, Third Sector Service Manager 1, National Public 
Sector 5). 

Interviewees talked about the important role that CYCJ had had to be a “flagbearer” 
in the national conversation on the rights of children and young people. When asked 
to describe this role of “flagbearer” one interviewee commented on the importance of 
having someone in the sector who has a clear vision and forges ahead – “that people 
need someone to follow” (Civil Society 4). Another interview commented that CYCJ’s 
“messaging is very clear” – that she encounters members of the team in different 
meetings and that everyone is consistent in their message on the need to view children 
as children, to focus on rights, and to be aware of trauma in the care and treatment 
of young people when they encounter the formal justice system (Third Sector Service 
Manager 1). 

Constructive criticism was given from one interviewee about wanting to make sure that 
the voice of CYCJ was reflective of “all practice” – when team members were claiming 
to speak from a practice perspective. Likewise, this interviewee commented that they 
wanted to be sure that some of CYCJ’s challenges to government were not “just the 
opinion” of staff members – but robust and reflective of the evidence base (Public 
Sector Service Manager 6).

The impacts described above take place in challenging contexts – for individuals, for 
services, for policy and for the sector as a whole – and show CYCJ’s reach into these 
different levels of the system. The following examples giver fuller insight into ‘how’ 
CYCJ sees itself working in these environments. 

          Impact case studies from the CYCJ team 

Interviews with CYCJ staff members about the impact of their work revealed several 
common pathways to impact. 

• Information that impacts the sector needs knowledge exchange, i.e. through 
visualisation of evidence and a mobilisation process, i.e. training or a test of change 
project. (Case study 1)

• Relationships with impact involve care and ‘tending’ whether those are with young 
people or the press. (Case studies 2-4)

• System impact can involve “changing the narrative”, i.e. around the nature of 
“participation” with young people or quality of “prevention” in the youth justice sector. 
(Case study 5)

• System impact can also involve creating the structures that enable change to occur, 
i.e. through a national training programme. (Case study 6)
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1. Research on trauma and bereavement, leads to training and service development  

This research focused on the experiences of trauma and bereavement within a 
group of young people housed within the Polmont Young Offenders Institution. The 
research had several components. Initially, it involved an exploratory research project 
– which, by design, isn’t focused on delivering an ‘impact’. Instead, the aim is directed 
at deepening the understanding of an issue (CYCJ staff member 1). 

According to the CYCJ team member who led this work, one of the enablers for the 
research was the buy-in from the, then, governor of Polmont as well as the fact that 
the research didn’t deliberately focus on the “practice” at Polmont. Since the focus 
was on the experiences of young people, there would be broader appeal and less 
deliberate scrutiny of organisational culture. 

The research produced useful insights, and many stakeholders referenced this 
work in their discussions of CYCJ’s “expert” role in the sector. The attention that the 
research gained within CYCJ’s audience can be linked to the “informing work” which 
the organisation did to share the findings – e.g. through reports, blogs, presentations 
and informal conversation.

But the research project did not end there – the research work was followed by a 
more “collaborative” phase in which CYCJ and the leadership at Polmont worked to 
develop training for staff in order to adopt a more trauma-informed way of working. 
In addition, CYCJ was involved in supporting the development of new services at 
Polmont and Barnardos’s which would incorporate some of the insights from the 
research. 

The informing work which has taken place here is to move from a research project 
which informs through dissemination of findings, to one which translates findings into 
the design of new services and training. The creation and enactment of new services 
and new training is a form of system work. As the case study above details, some 
of the deep-seated assumptions about young people’s behaviour were unsettled 
and a different way of engaging young people offered, and in some cases, adopted. 
The enabler for this work was the leadership from Polmont which made the research 
possible and worked with CYCJ to make use of the evidence and develop. The challenge 
for the ongoing sustainability of the changes seems to lie in the organisation’s ability to 
embed change. As the CYCJ staff member observes, there was a desire from staff to 
have more training and ongoing support for this way of working. 
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2. The Ivy Service, supports practitioners, reduces violent behaviours and helps to 
create a safer environment for young people 

The Ivy Service was a pilot which CYCJ initiated. The service has recently moved to Kibble. 
In the time it was based at CYCJ, staff involved in the service observed changes for young 
people being supported. The most tangible of these changes involved a reduction in 
violence for the group of young people referred to the service.

The therapeutic service is enabled by a focus on “going where they go” and being a service 
which fits with this group of young people for whom “other mental health support has failed, 
or is inappropriate” (CYCJ staff member 3). One of the challenges of this service is in the 
helping to fill a gap and support young people with “building” the supportive infrastructure 
they want for their lives. As one staff member put it, “the violence goes, and then we’ve got 
some young people who are left very vulnerable – we’ve kind of taken their armour away, 
but we’ve not given them anything else, and it’s harder for people to fill that gap” (CYCJ 
staff member 3).

Alongside the therapeutic intervention are the other supports which Ivy offered to the 
workforce in terms of consultations to practitioners working with young people at risk 
of, or engaged in, offending. These consultations help to shore up the system – both in 
terms of supporting practitioners with much needed help to confront difficult issues – not 
just with the young people in their care, but within the system of support itself:

Quite often the consultations, it’s very basic child protection issues that 
we get. It’s not, this person’s offending, how do we keep the community 
safe? It’s quite often very basic things like a child being left alone with a 
very harmful adult. And there’s teams that come and they can’t hear that, 
they cannot accept that that needs to stop. And I don’t know why. And 
my only guess is that if that worker goes back to their team and says, you 
need to change this, they’re not getting supported. Or there’s something 
wrong in that person’s team that makes it unacceptable for that harm to 
be talked about or unacceptable for that team to say, this is awful and 
we’re powerless to stop it. (CYCJ staff member 3)

The Ivy Service is doing system work in that it offers support, and challenge, to the systems 
which surround young people. The therapeutic work on offer was for young people. The 
system development work on offer was for teams of practitioners engaged in the highly 
complex work of designing the right support and intervention for this group of people 
within their care. 
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3. Participation work with justice-experienced young people leads to changes 
for people in the ‘Youth Just Us’ group as well as new insights into the nature of 
“participation”

The ‘Youth Just Us’ group is designed to be a space for justice-experienced young people 
to “come together” share their experiences, develop a sense of community and belonging 
with one another and – where they wish to – share their views on the justice system in 
Scotland (CYCJ staff member 5). The group is the formal steering group for the Youth 
Justice Voices which is a national participation project for care and justice experienced 
young people. The project is co-hosted by STAF and CYCJ.

‘Youth Just Us’ is intended to be “young people-led”. The support from professionals 
employed by STAF/CYCJ has two functions – (1) to create an enabling environment for 
young people to take leadership in the group and direct it towards their own aims and (2) 
to translate the insights from young people into policy and practice through governance 
structures like the Scottish Government’s Youth Strategy Implementation Groups.  

From the perspective of the staff involved in this project, a variety of impacts have already 
occurred for the young people involved. Leadership roles have been taken up. Individuals 
have been able to get some things to make a comfortable home for themselves. Others 
have been supported to have an ongoing relationship with a previous worker from their 
residential accommodation. 

A large focus of the group involves supporting young people to develop skills and 
confidence to participate and voice their opinions as a youth-led steering group. Support 
from STAF/CYCJ can involve helping people to engage in the group, even when they have 
received a custodial sentence. 

From the perspective of CYCJ/STAF, one of the biggest benefits of the group is a sense of 
connection. Members develop a sense of connection and develop relationships with other 
members. Individuals also gain a sense of belonging by being part of the steering group. 

The group has engaged in influencing the sector. They have participated in the Independent 
Care Review, research with Middlesex University on the meaning of family for young 
people in the justice system, added their voice to a consultation on digital rights for care 
experienced young people, produced and submitted a response on UNCRC incorporation 
and participated in Planning Aid Scotland and Heritage Hero community consultations.
The group has also had some high-profile contact with government – such as a podcast 
with MSP John Swinney and a meeting with MSP Marie Todd. 

The relationship work that the staff member’s role has done has helped to broker the link 

to the “material goods” and “lobby” the young person’s previous service so that they could 
maintain a relationship with their worker. The focus on relationships is significant in this case 
as the most substantial changes for young people are on their self perception, individual 
circumstances and sense of connection. For CYJC/STAF, the deeper work of changing 
power dynamics involves – first and foremost – creating a sustainable and safe space for 
young people to take the lead. 

4. Communication work to develop good relationships with the press leads to 
“thoughtful” and “fair” coverage of CYCJ’s work

CYCJ’s profile in the press has increased over the last year or so. According to the staff 
member who leads the communications strategy, there is has been careful consideration 
of CYCJ’s contribution to the more public debates about youth justice. 

There have been some notable media appearances in 2019 – particularly CYCJ’s appearance 
on the BBC where they offered expert opinion about stop and search of a child and the 
Guardian’s coverage of the IVY Service. 

In these instances, the knowledge mobilisation work is a kind of informing work. And its 
contribution is to try and “change the narrative” around young people and around the 
concept of justice for people who engage in offending behaviour. 

From the perspective of CYCJ, their public voice on these media platforms is designed to 
be that of an “expert” – and a “steady voice”, at times even a “voice of caution”, in the highly 
complex, and emotionally turbulent, public discourse on youth justice. 

The relationship work that CYCJ does is designed to ensure that their voice is robust. An 
enabler for CYCJ’s approach to this public discourse has been its caution and care – so as 
to “cultivate” and “tend” to the relationships. As the staff member put it, this isn’t about sales 
or the self-promotion of a “brand”. Instead it’s about shifting the perceptions of children 
and young people, and shifting the perceptions of the kinds of support which help change 
behaviour: “if we have any presence in the media at all, that’s what we’re trying to do: 
change the narrative” (CYCJ staff member 7). 

5. New conceptualisation and research on the concept of prevention leads to test of 
change project in South Lanarkshire Council

At the time of writing, CYCJ’s Inclusion as Prevention project is just completing its first year 
of work with partners in South Lanarkshire Council. The project is funded by the Big Lottery 
and has an additional four years to test a concept of prevention which puts the inclusion of 
young people at the heart of its work. 
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This project has two beginnings. It began with a the 2017 SACRO lecture from CYCJ’s 
Director in which the concept of inclusion was proposed as a way of genuinely preventing 
offending behaviour. Its second beginning sits in the curiosity of a researcher to trace the 
underlying drivers for – and patterns of – reduced offending in Scotland amongst under 
18s (CYCJ staff member 8). 

The combination of conceptualisation and research was enabled by a PhD project, 
supported by CYCJ, which produced national insights on the approaches to prevention 
and Early and Effective Intervention in Scotland and a produced a theoretical framework 
to support practitioners to understand the importance of inclusion for young people at risk 
of, or engaged in, offending behaviour. 

This research work was disseminated through presentations and workshops, and visualised 
by a graphic artist. The knowledge exchange activity was enabled by dedicated funding 
from SCCJR and the Scottish Government with ongoing support from CYCJ. 

The research did not stop with informing work and funds were sought from the Big Lottery 
to build on the insights of the SACRO Lecture and this research. Funding was sought to test 
out the approach in one local area. Initial insights from this ‘test of change’ project, suggest 
that one of its contributions will be around how groups of people from different parts of the 
sector work together to effectively establish new structures and practices. 

In this example, CYCJ is undertaking a kind of system work which involves imagining a 
new paradigm of care and support for young people at risk of, or engaged in, offending. 
Changing the narrative in this case is based on strong leadership, vision, research that 
challenging the status quo and a conviction that the system can improve.

6. Research on risk assessment tools, leads to a national recommendation for 
new approach to risk assessment and national training programme for the youth 
justice workforce

CYCJ is well known for its coordination of the training programme on START-AV, which 
staff describe as an approach (and not just a tool) for risk assessment with young people 
at risk of, or engaged in, offending behaviour. The origins of this training programme began 
with research to review different tools/approaches to risk assessment as well as current 
practice in Scotland (based on case studies from CYCJ’s IVY service). In the words of the 
CYCJ staff member who lead this work, the review led to a “black and white” assessment of 
the different risk assessment tools available as well as the made recommendations about 
how to “move practice forward” (CYCJ staff member 2).

The recommendations were adopted by NYJAG and the Scottish Government’s Youth 

Justice Team, who went on to offer financial support for the first 100 training places, and a 
train the trainer programme. 

One of the enablers for the adoption of a new approach to risk assessment, in the views of 
CYCJ, was the existing concern from the sector that current approaches were inadequate. 
According to CYCJ, “practitioners had a huge appetite for change” and strategic leaders 
had already been debating new approaches for some time. An additional enabler was felt 
to be the leadership from a Social Work service manager seconded to the Youth Justice 
Team within Scottish Government, who championed the recommendation and found ways 
for the funding to be secured so that training could be delivered. 

The boundary-spanning process at work here is the move from research which reviews 
and recommends to the translation of those recommendations into the design of training. 
The system work which is taking place is at a national level in which CYCJ coordinates the 
national training programme, with key support from four Local Authority social workers 
trained in the approach.

The primary enabler for the training is that its free to attend. CYCJ and the other Local 
Authority trainers deliver their training as part of ongoing workflow, so there is no additional 
cost for Scottish Government or the Council. 

The primary challenge for the embedding of this approach to risk assessment may be 
organisational context. In one example, a Local Authority had ensured that the Start-AV 
measures were added to their record system, which enables practitioners to use it as part 
of their regular processes – there is no additional data entry or recording needed. This kind 
of system-wide embedding is a helpful enabler, but may not be occurring in other areas.

          Discussion: Learning from successes and
          failures in impact  

One of the unintended consequences of this work, and these impacts, is the developing 
of CYCJ’s knowledge about system development, translation, argumentation, relationship 
building and effective dissemination. 

Across the interviews for these case studies, staff members commented on their 
understanding of ‘what works’ in supporting the system to change. For example, CYCJ 
has robust insight into ‘what works’ to help practitioners make the case for deviating from 
the norm and being creative in their approach to planning support for young people (Staff 
member 6). The Inclusion as Prevention project is developing new knowledge about 
partnership working and the “Assumed knowledge, assumed shared understanding, 
assumed values” that it reveals (CYCJ staff member 8). 
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The insights from the three research projects described above show that CYCJ has 
developed robust knowledge of the knowledge to action cycle through its work to 
produce sector-relevant research, tailored dissemination, translation into the design of 
new services, and training. 

Where CYCJ has tried to broaden the idea of justice, and the assumptions about young 
people, they have done so through lectures, media appearances, and the day-to-day 
practice of doing things differently, i.e. through their participation work.  

What’s striking is that CYCJ does not seem to routinely capture the common patterns of 
this information, translation and system development work. There is immense knowledge 
about the health of the youth justice sector within these different activities. Further reflection, 
and study, of ‘what works’ in these projects – and what doesn’t – could be highly useful 
intelligence for strategic actors also seeking to support development of the sector. 
The first section of this report show how CYCJ functions as a boundary spanner and the 
issues of complex systems that it tries to address. This section focuses on the sector-
specific challenges that youth justice in Scotland faces – based on insights from across 
CYCJ’s collaborators and stakeholders. 
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What hinders the development
 of youth justice in Scotland?
The impact case studies show some of the gritty detail of how change occurs. CYCJ’s 
work is clearly having an impact. But is it the right impact? What is the fit between 
CYCJ’s work and the current needs of the sector? 

This section focuses on the sector-specific challenges that youth justice in Scotland 
faces – based on insights from across CYCJ’s collaborators and stakeholders. These 
challenges are laid out in detail and tested against CYCJ’s theory of change in the 
following section. It is not a perfect fit. But documenting the challenges in the sector is 
an important evidence base for CYCJ and can help it direct its strategy going forward. 

There was agreement across the policy and practitioner interviews for this project 
that Scotland’s approach to Youth Justice had improved significantly in recent years: 
“I mean because I’ve been in social work for so long, I have seen the changes in policy 
and the changes in legislation and it’s fairer now. And I think we can attribute that to 
a lot of work, a lot of research and also the systems that we use. Needs not deeds” 
(Public Sector Service Manager 2). 

Interviewees observed that Scotland’s progress has not been straightforward. The 
movement to a welfare and rights-based approach may have begun with Kilbrandon, 
but interviewees emphasised that there have been large swaths of time when the 
policy and practice environment used a more punitive approach to children and 
young people’s offending behaviour. Interviewees referred to the punitive approach 
to justice within the Scottish policy environment of the late 90s and early 2000s. 
In this context, the policy framing advocated for a ‘tough on crime’ approach, and 
interviewees talked about the use of ASBOs, curfews, physical restraint and so on. 

Some interviewees note the move away from ‘tough’ or ‘soft’ responses to offending 
behaviour towards a more evidence-based approach: “There’s been a total rejection 
of tough and soft – it’s in the Forward of the Youth Justice Strategy. It’s about being 
smart and evidence led and sticking it and not bending with the wind” (National 
strategic interview 3). 

The view that progress has been made from those punitive approaches in the 90s 
and 2000s was universal: “Think back to 2003, think about the language of anti-social 
behaviour, the about the language of ASBOs, the language of curfews, we came so 
far, the work we’ve done around systems and institutions to only involve themselves 
in children and young people’s and their families lives only when it’s appropriate and 
necessary has been really helpful” (National Public Sector 1). 
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Progress has been made, but interviewees talked about several challenges which still 
need to be addressed if Scotland is to live up to its aspiration of “being the best place 
in the world for children to grow up” (Civil Society 3). These challenges vary depending 
on the perspective of the interviewee. So policy makers and national strategic leaders 
voiced very different challenges to people working directly with young people. Similarly, 
service managers had a set of concerns which different from those in ‘frontline’ 
practice. Academics voiced different challenges – both for the sector and to their own 
professional contributions to system change. As CYCJ works with all of these groups, 
the challenges within these communities are also CYCJ’s challenges. 

The following section details these challenges in turn, covering the perspectives from: 
policy and strategic leadership, service management, practice and academia. 
 

          Challenges for policy makers and
          strategic leadership:

For interviewees from a policy or strategic vantage point, the challenges fell into three 
categories: (1) power dynamics between children and adults, (2) the space for justice-
experienced young people to inform governance of the sector and (3) a loss of capacity 
and capability amongst professionals in the youth justice sector.

For some interviewees, a key barrier to change is the power dynamics that exist between 
adults and children. There was general agreement amongst the interviewees that “children 
don’t have the same political power and [that they] need a champion for their rights” (Civil 
Society 2).  Another interviewee commented that the issue lies in the “the inequity between 
children and adults … that children are seen as being in ownership of adults, that sometimes 
creates the conditions where abuse and neglect can take place” (National Public Sector 
2). Power was central to the issue for another interviewee who commented: “I hate to say it 
but it’s about power, because children have no power and our system responds to power 
… It’s attitudes [that need to change]. We think these are bad kids. It’s a deep rooted belief. 
It’s about social control. We’re scared of these kids” (Civil Society 1). 

This power differential is mirrored in governance of youth justice in Scotland. Despite the use 
of consultation and more recent advancements in co-production with justice-experienced 
young people, these engagements tend not to be strategic. Consultation can provide 
feedback on strategic direction, but by design consultation tends to offer adjustments to 
policy and so the voice of justice-experienced young people is not able to shape strategic 
direction from the outset. From this interviewee’s perspective, the inclusion of the voice 
of people with experience of the justice system cannot be underestimated: “the voice of 
young people who have been through the justice system is shamefully underexplored 
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other than in a consultative way” (Civil Society 1). This perspective was echoed by a service 
manager who spoke about her own vision for the youth justice sector:

I suppose young people being able to develop services in line with what they 
need. I think they can do it better than we could. They need to be heavily involved 
in developments. So I think I’d like to see in five, ten years’ time, not somebody 
going on about youth justice but somebody of that age group talking about 
where they go and what they do. (Public Sector Service Manager 2)

A number of interviewees discussed the precariousness of the position in youth justice 
within the wider social services and public sectors. Interviewees felt there was value in 
being embedded within children and family teams (both at a national policy level and 
within local authority service delivery), but also a challenge that being embedded can 
mean a loss of specialism. For one interviewee, there was a real concern that capacity 
and capability in youth justice has been diminished in Scotland: “We used to ringfence 
youth justice services and resource them very specifically within local areas, having 
taken off that ring fenced approach we’ve seen quite a lot of services dissipate … we’ve 
lost some of that capability and capacity at the higher end of need so that when it comes 
to complexity and risk some of our workforce that were built up over a number of years 
have disappeared or been absorbed in more generic services where their skills aren’t 
being fully used (National Public Sector 2). 

          Challenges for service managers:

For this group of interviewees, the key challenges were focused primarily on (1) financing 
for services and the associated issues of commissioning and competition (2) stability of 
relationships in the sector and (3) inconsistency of practice. 

The issue of money is a stark one. As one service manager put it: “There’s no cash at all” 
(Public Sector Service Manager 6). For this interviewee, working in the current climate of 
austerity meant that they were very sensitive to how money was spent and whether other 
organisations seemed to be “flippant” with their resources. Having to “make the case” 
and justify not just the cost but the time spent on anything other than core services was 
a dominant theme for this interviewee. 

For others in the sector, the challenge of justifying resource is made more complicated by the 
complexity of an interdependent system. The reality for one interviewee is that investment in 
one part of the sector could lead to savings somewhere else (and on someone else’s budget). 

And I suppose there has to be some evidence that this can save money, it 
has to be evidence based. It’s hard to evidence, it’s hard to quantify, like if 

we keep ten young people out of the criminal justice system, how does that 
save money? Because it might not save the Council money, it might save 
the court money, it might on a national level be advantageous. But at micro 
level, they can’t see it. So it’s really hard (Public Sector Practitioner 2). 

The focus on the “micro level”, as this interviewee intimates, is too narrow. Showing the 
financial value of certain youth justice interventions requires an analysis at a macro level 
which encompasses different parts of the sector. 

The interdependent nature of different parts of the youth justice system was discussed 
by a number of interviewees. Interviewees used phrases like “Whole Systems Approach”, 
“multi-agency-working” and “integration” to describe this feature of the system. When 
asked about the ‘Whole Systems Approach’, one interviewee gave this insight: 

So I suppose ‘whole system’, if you Googled it, you would come up with 
some engineering type thing. But it probably just means integration, multi-
agency working. And that if everybody puts their bit in, the whole jigsaw 
fits. (Public Sector Service Manager 4)

The idea of a jigsaw reveals this sense of interdependence. It also hints at the importance 
of collaboration across the different parts of the sector. Relationships between agencies, 
and a common theme – and challenge – for interviewees.  

At a service management level, some of the tensions around relationships centred on the 
commissioning of services. One interviewee described a recent decision they’d made to 
“pull back” parts of a commissioned youth justice service due to a lack of clear outcomes 
data and evidence on value for money (Public Sector Service Manager 3). From their 
perspective, they weren’t able to understand the level of support provided by the third 
sector provider or the quality of those interventions. Their forward focus was trained on re-
establishing a youth justice service within their local authority. 

A subsequent interview with a practitioner employed by a third sector provider gave insight 
into the other side of this tension. This practitioner voiced a concern that the complex work 
she undertook with young people and families was not easily captured in the monitoring 
information submitted to the Council. At the end of our interview, her comment was: “If 
only the Council could have been here for this interview, I feel like they’d have a better 
understanding of the work we do here” (Third Sector Practitioner 1). 

This tension between local authority and third sector was summed up by one senior leader 
from a third sector provider: “I mean, there’s no doubt local authorities are not only our 
commissioners, they’re also our biggest competitors. And there’s a cycle within youth 
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justice where after a few years they say: ‘ah, we can do that in house’. And then they realise 
they can’t do it in house. And recommission it” (Third Sector Service Manager 1). 

The competitive element of this relationship is demonstrated by the difference in 
perspectives and the strong opinions that were voiced from both the Council staff member 
and the third sector employees. At the heart of the tension was a need for better information 
and better mechanisms for capturing the ‘real work’ being done. 

There were also tensions around “multi-agency” working, particularly the sustainability of 
these networks:

I’ve had really good multi-agency buy-in locally. And I suppose that’s the 
bit about relationships. So we’ve had key people like the Reporter, and our 
Inspector from the police, our support from Scottish government move on 
or retire. So that was quite a big hit from a group that was functioning really 
well and really, really supportive. So I’ve gone out of my way to get the new 
police person who’s going to come along. Scottish government’s confirmed 
that they’ll come along again. (Public Sector Service Manager 4)

Sustainability of networks can become increasingly important when service managers 
are championing a paradigm shift in the treatment of young people who encounter the 
justice system. 

And it’s about trying to move the peoples’ perception of young people 
involved in offending away from the traditional view of them being a little 
ned and they’re going to land up in the jail anyway. Personalities make a 
difference. So we had a really good Fiscal who bought into our approach. 
And she’s moved to a new job as well. So it’s that bit about we need to work 
really hard to the next person that comes in to see the benefits of our work 
and see that we’ve actually seen a reduction in offending. (Public Sector 
Service Manager 4)

Interviewees often referred to the progress that had been made across Scotland around 
reductions in offending. But those successes were almost always caveated by concerns 
over more intractable issues – and a fear that there isn’t enough consistent support for 
some young people who are living in complex circumstances:

I would say that support is patchy across all elements of the service. So 
your offending, your substance misuse, sexual exploitation, mental health 
stroke emotional health, that’s a real problematic area. I think other local 
authorities seem to be far more proactive in working with our very chaotic, 

our very traumatised and distressed young people than we are here. But I 
think there’s probably a bit of a lack of an overview at the moment in [our 
area] as to youth justice practice – about who’s got the knowledge, who’s 
got the skills, the training needs across localities, so that there’s a lack of 
consistency. (Public Sector Service Manager 1) 

Inconsistency of practice brought this interviewee back to a desire for knowledge about 
the ‘state of play’ in their area: “I don’t think that anyone has really looked at across the 
piece for the last probably number of years. I don’t think there’s been an overview of where 
our youth justice practices are really” (Public Sector Service Manager 1).

This lack of overview and desire for more intelligence on the gaps in practice and the 
training needs of the workforce was echoed by another interviewee, who had a range of 
suggestions about where performance insight might be gleaned. 

So who do we provide assessments for? We provide assessments to the 
court, provide assessments to the Children’s Reporter. What’s their feedback 
on the quality of the assessments that we’re producing? What’s missing 
from our assessments? What’s missing from our interventions? We know 
there’s been an increase in the use of secure care in Scotland. Why is that? 
Why are we not using movement restriction conditions more? Is there a gap 
in knowledge on movement restriction conditions? You would hope that 
local areas would be doing some quality assurance with that. But where 
does that training needs analysis that go? (Public Sector Service Manager 6)

          Challenges for practitioners:

People working directly with young people also raised concerns over (1) funding and (2) 
relationships – though these stemmed more directly from the way these issues impacted 
on particular young people or particular kinds of practice. Where service managers were 
concerned with “patchy practice” and a need for an overview, frontline practitioners were 
focused on (3) “defensible decision making” and getting the time away from (4) “transactional 
ways of working” to meaningfully support young people. 

Funding was talked about in terms of creating “momentum” around a new way of working, 
such as Diversion, Early and Effective Intervention, or the Whole Systems Approach. For 
one interviewee, the experience of gaining momentum around a new way of working and 
then losing it when the project funding ended was “desolate”: 

Basically the Scottish government were given money for local authorities to 
set up projects, and part of the remit of the funding was to prove sustainability. 
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And I think the people who were driving it in each authority were quite 
convinced that it was sustainable, but I think, well … when that momentum 
stops, then it was felt like people aren’t supportive, it’s that they forget or 
there’s something else that takes priority (Public Sector Practitioner 2).

For this interviewee, adopting a more preventative approach was enabled by funding, which 
in turn secured strategic buy-in from a range of partners. When that funding disappeared, 
the focus has shifted in the Council and this practitioner now views themselves as a “minority” 
voice. Other practitioners echoed this feeling of being isolated. For one interviewee, this 
sense of being a minority voice came through in their discussion of trying to be creative in 
their planning for a young person.  

He was on a seven day lie down at one point in Polmont. And again I was 
like, I need to get him out.  And we’d got secure authorisation but there was 
no beds so I was trying.  At that point, I felt, I just totally had to wing it myself 
again.  So I felt not that supported through the council at times. And just 
being like, I don’t know what to do and there’s nobody that’s done this before. 
So I’ve got nobody else to really ask advice (Public Sector Practitioner 1). 

When interviewees expressed a sense of being isolated and a “minority” voice, they were 
usually discussing their efforts to be innovative and adopt a new approach, e.g. movement 
restriction conditions or diversion.  

Whilst being innovative seemed to lead to a sense of isolation, working within the existing 
approaches to youth justice seemed to leave Interviewees feeling frustrated. There was 
a sense from some practitioners that they don’t get a chance to do the work with young 
people that they’d really like to be doing. 

I think there’s a lot of things just for us to bear it in mind which might be 
enough to make a big difference in terms of perception of adults and 
building trust between kids and the adult world again. But, what we think 
we should be doing and what in reality we are able to do are probably two 
different things (Public Sector Practitioner 3).

For some interviewees, there was a tension between working within standard procedures 
and their efforts to be creative and responsive to the needs of individual young people. The 
balance between the more “transactional” ways of working and “relational” way of working 
was summed up by one interviewee: 

I think the transactional stuff is that people get showers, people get fed at 
the right time, people getting hot meals, people getting access to recreation. 

All that kind of stuff takes time and effort to do that, and it’s easy to get stuck 
in that, if you know what I mean. Not stuck in that, but you have to figure out 
a way within that transactional stuff … to think about, what am I going to do 
this week to progress a young person’s life? (National Public Sector 3) 

Where interviewees described innovation and creative planning for young people, there 
was a sense that these required building relationships and promoting the new approach 
across different parts of the youth justice sector. For example, one interviewee talked 
about the work that she did to build up consensus around diverting young people from 
prosecution. 

I think that we had the procurator fiscals on board, we had the police were 
coming on board. But it was about constantly educating. We’d go along to 
briefings for the fiscals every three months and just remind them there was 
a service out there, they didn’t have to refer everything to the court. We 
went and spoke to sheriffs and made ourselves known in the court so they 
were aware of us. (Public Sector Practitioner 2)

The work of adopting, and embedding, a different approach to youth justice seems to 
require relationship building across different silos in the sector, as well as the tailored 
support and creative planning described above. This kind of partnership working seems to 
require dedicated resource. For one practitioner, the change of funding around Diversion 
meant that there was no longer time for the necessary promotional work which ensured 
other parts of the system were working towards the same goals. 

I think in the early stages, there was a fear that if the people that were 
implementing it were to disappear then it would all disappear, and I think 
that proved to be quite true. There’s wasn’t dedicated funding. So the 
service got amalgamated and that meant as a worker you had other things 
to do as well so there wasn’t time and space. It was more about contact 
time with clients rather than promotional time to be talking to other services 
and other stakeholders. That’s what kind of fell away. (Practitioner 3)

The need to build relationships across different parts of the youth justice sector, e.g. local 
authority social work and the prosecutor fiscal, is mirrored by a need to build them up 
within organisations and teams as well. In the following example, a social worker describes 
her attempts to continue supporting a young person engaged in offending behaviour after 
the age of 18 and the challenges she faced in trying to work across two services – two silos 
– within – her organisation. 
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I’d quoted some parts from other CYCJ research about structured deferred 
sentences and how for young people that are used to working with Children 
and Families, it’s probably quite a good package for them. But then Adult 
Criminal Justice Social Work refused to submit my report. They said it was 
very presumptuous of me to assume that they would want any information 
from myself.  So I was really annoyed and really upset. I was like what is 
even the point? All this CARM and supervision orders. And adverse child 
experiences. What is the point of Children and Families?  (Public Service 
Practitioner 1)

While this example reveals the tensions between different parts of the social work team in 
one local authority, it also shows the way practitioners build a case for their recommendations. 
For this practitioner, being “thorough” and showing there was a “contingency” plan were 
core to the work she did to “fight the case” for this young person  (Practitioner 1). 

Other practitioners referred to this work of planning in terms of “defensible decision making”. 
For these interviewees, there was a clear need to be able to show, concretely, that risk had 
been “managed”. Practitioners may wish to be creative in their planning, but they must also 
be thorough and accountable for each decision they make. 

When you’re making decisions about putting people back in the community, 
you always have to think about defensible decision making. Not defensive 
decision making, but defensible decision making. Could we say we’ve done 
everything we could in order to move this person on and it was the right 
decision to make at that point in time? We don’t have a crystal ball, we can’t 
see into the future, so there is an element of risk about those decisions, but 
that is our job. Our job is to manage that risk. (National Public Sector 3)

Practitioners face the challenges of working creatively and responsively with individuals 
whilst balancing more tranctional ways of working, the need for defensible decision-
making, good risk management and strong adherence to policy and procedure. At times 
they are equally frustrated by a lack of support for innovation or a lack of sustainability 
when innovation occurs. Managing relationships and keeping them strong, despite 
changes in staffing and short-term projects, is a core enabler for good practice for 
these interviewees.  

          Conclusions

Interviewees identified nine core challenges to their work, and to the development of 
the youth justice sector:

1. Power differentials between adults and young people.
2. Loss of specialist identity and expertise amongst youth justice professionals.
3. A lack of financial resources in the sector.
4. Competition between different parts of the youth justice sector.
5. Instability of relationships in the sector.
6. Inconsistency of practice.
7. Short-term project funding as a core driver for innovation and the challenge of 

maintaining momentum when funding ends.
8. Barriers between different parts of the sector, e.g. different social work teams.
9. Balancing relational ways of working with transactional ways of working.

As one interviewee put it, “it’s not necessarily within the gift of CYCJ to sort” all of 
the issues raised here. Even where CYCJ cannot address some of these issues, the 
documentation of these challenges offers it – and its funders – evidence on the 
concerns that this group of interviewees carried with them. 

The following section gives an analysis of the ‘fit’ between CYCJ’s work and the 
challenges raised here.
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Fit between challenges within the youth 
justice sector and CYCJ’s approach 
          Practice needs and CYCJ’s approach

Practitioners working directly with young people talked about their challenges and needs 
in three ways:

1. Short-term project funding as a core driver for innovation and the challenge of 
maintaining momentum when funding ends 

2. Barriers between different parts of the sector, e.g. different social work teams
3. Balancing relational ways of working with transactional ways of working and the 

need for defensible decisions 

How does CYCJ support practitioners in the sector to address the challenges they face? 

Where project funding ends, CYCJ has had a role in supporting practitioners / services to 
maintain momentum. For one practitioner, the offer of training and sense of support helps 
her to keep the “enthusiasm” going on the issue:

So from a personal level I’ve really relied on CYCJ to help promote in our 
area because it’s not something that’s been developed as I would have 
hoped back in the early stages. So them coming down, they do training 
for us, and they keep up to date, it keeps the enthusiasm going if you like, 
which is what I would say the focus is just now. It’s quite difficult to promote 
a diversionary approach beyond that. (Practitioner 3). 

Being unable to embed a diversionary approach, for this practitioner, seems largely due 
to her Council’s focus on other priorities as well as the ever-present focus on the financial 
sustainability of the service: “it’s all about finances, at the end of the day”. As a result, the 
“corporate approach” has shifted its focus and the application of a diversionary approach 
is down to individuals within their own practice. 

So CYCJ will come down and deliver a training or an input and everybody will 
be really enthusiastic, and then work takes over. You think, well, what about 
all that stuff they said? Remember that? Yeah, so it’s like they’re supporting 
individual thoughts rather than the corporate approach, if you like.

CYCJ’s contribution cannot address the funding gaps, but it can offer a support and 
a continued focus on key issues and approaches in order to keep up “enthusiasm” and 
“momentum”. In this case, the practitioner’s own commitment to this way of working and 
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interest in securing CYCJ’s ongoing support is a clear enabler for the continued conversation 
about diversion in her area. 

Some practitioners commented on CYCJ’s role in supporting them to navigate between 
different parts of the sector. In one example, a practitioner talked about the value of 
having CYCJ’s support to “advocate” for a young person with their local social work team – 
particularly where that team might not be used to working with young people transitioning 
back to the community after being in custody (National Public Sector 3).

Support with ad hoc advocacy is mirrored by another practitioner’s example in which 
CYCJ helped them to advocate for a young person in custody. In this case the practitioner 
described her concern for a young person and her efforts to get to see him. 

He’d never been looked after. And I was like I need to get him out. And 
nobody would let me speak to him. So I phoned up CYCJ and then somebody 
phoned me back and I got in to see him. I was like it should not take that. 
I was in the position where I had not been through the stuff I’d been with 
the other young person [where CYCJ helped], I wouldn’t even have known 
probably that the CYCJ could help with stuff like that. (Practitioner 1)

In these two examples, CYCJ’s links within the sector were useful to practitioners who 
needed support and advocacy to help young people transitioning into and out of custody. 
Good relationships with CYCJ were an enabler for each individual asking for help, as were 
CYCJ’s knowledge and relationships across the sector. 

There is a risk to this work, however, in that the support offered by CYCJ seems to be ad 
hoc and informal. While one practitioner wishes that others in the sector knew about CYCJ: 
“It’s a free support. They’re there to help. But nobody in [my area] really seems to know that 
much about them” – it does raise questions about the why there is need for these informal 
negotiations of this kind within the sector, and whether support for transitions of this kind 
should rest on the good relationships between different parts of the system. 

Alongside the barriers between different parts of the sector and the challenges with 
short-term funding, practitioners also talked about the need for more relational ways of 
working with young people. One practitioner described CYCJ’s efforts to create a space for 
reflection through their training on adolescent brain development and trauma. 

What I would say is that in the last four or five years we’ve had, as I said, bespoke 
training on adolescent brain development, trauma bereavement and loss. We 
understand that much more. It did have an impact on staff’s practice, particularly 
the ones that are more perhaps switched on (National Public Sector 3). 
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This practitioner went on to describe the way that practice has changed for staff and how 
it might have affected the young people they were working with: 
 

I think if you look at the 16/17-year-olds in particular, you see a real sea 
change in terms of how people were interacting with them, much slower to 
use sanctions for example. Much more dialog with the young people in terms 
of, why did you do that? And the training really helped take the emotion out 
of things. If you’re able to take the emotion out of a natural occurring event 
and say, well, why did you do that? What was going through your mind? The 
training really helped with that perspective (National Public Sector 3).

Attempts to slow down and to create space for dialog and understanding of behaviour 
were outcomes of CYCJ’s training for this practitioner. CYCJ’s contribution, for this 
practitioner, was enabled by staff members “being switching on” and willing to take in 
information and adapt their way of working.

          Service management and CYCJ’s approach

Service managers working on the design, configuration, and sustainability of services 
talked about their challenges in three ways: 

1. A lack of financial resources and competition between different parts of the youth 
justice sector 

2. Instability of relationships in the sector 
3. Inconsistency of practice 

CYCJ’s work tends to focus on the issues facing practice, rather than the design of services 
or their sustainability. For the service managers interviewed as part of this project, their work 
involves high levels of negotiation, strategic planning, influencing and political intelligence 
to secure funding for the support work they offer. 

In one example, a service manager described the changing pattern of offending behaviour 
and the challenge of “static” budgets which don’t shift to reflect these evolving issues 
within her local population: 

So we need to recognise in a more deep way that the way young people 
offend is probably a bit different from even ten years ago. For example, our 
MAPPA ones have totally increased. Like people who are charged with even 
non-contact sexual offences have increased.  So over the past decade the 
volume of MAPPA ones just went up like that in volume and MAPPA two’s 
went down like that. And the budget hasn’t changed. It’s remained to be 
static over that period of time.  So there’s no additional funds really coming 
from that. (Public Sector Service Manager 5)

As a way of addressing this gap, this particular service manager was trying to improve 
her “influencing” skills to secure different funding to address these changing patterns of 
offending behaviour and ensure that resource is in place to work with young people who 
are engaging in lower-level, but still serious, harmful sexual behaviour: 

In terms of some of the work that we’ve been doing, we’ve funded quite a 
lot of it from the Section 27 Justice Social Work budget. And I’m trying to 
improve my influencing and negotiation skills in terms of trying to get some 
of the different funding from the Health and Social Care Partnership. (Public 
Sector Service Manager 5)

Most of the service managers interviewed had similar insights about the juggling 
work they were doing to ensure that the resource of their service was matched to the 
need. However, there were numerous challenges – the static nature of certain kinds of 
funding, the way that need is assessed, the lack of clear outcomes data, the challenge of 
evidencing preventative work, and the reality that “savings” from good projects and good 
work might not appear on your own budget line and show up instead in the savings of 
another service or organisation. 

Stable relationships seemed to come easily for some service managers, whilst others had 
to work harder to maintain these. Much seems to depend on whether the relationships 
are part of a multi-agency partnership or a more personal/professional network which 
an individual carries with them from role to role. 

In the first instance, multi-agency partnerships seem to have a high level of fluidity. 
As a result, service managers have a challenge to keep the partnership together and 
functioning. When key members leave or change roles it can be “quite a big hit for a 
group that was functioning really well and was really, really, supportive” (Public Sector 
Service Manager 4). In this case, CYCJ can sometimes offer a presence on the group 
and a helpful “overview” (Public Sector Service Manager 4). But in many instances, the 
partnerships that are needed are local ones.

On the other hand, the professional network that an individual develops over the course of 
their career is much more stable. In the following example, a service manager describes 
their use of their own professional contacts to support a struggling service and team. 

Interviewer: 
So what helps you to do that leadership? What are the resources that you 
drew on?

Respondent: 
I mean it’s a really good question because I’m asked that question actually 

The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Fit - Youth Justice & CYCJ 8



86 87

an awful lot. How did you get the place to where it is? And how did you keep 
going at times when I felt physically, and emotionally and mentally that I 
had nothing else to give. Some of the resources or the people around me. 
Human resources. (Third Sector Service Manager 2)

In this case, they draw on their professional network to support them – including “forensic 
psychologists and CBT therapists” (Third Sector Service Manager 2) and CYCJ’s offer of 
“free” training: 

And I got on the phone, picked up the phone and I phoned CYCJ and I said ‘I 
need help and I need it in whatever form you can give me’. And true to their 
word, they were here, with their diaries were coordinated that day. And they 
came out, ‘What do you need?’ I said ‘I need stuff around attachment and 
criminalising young people’. There was a whole plethora of training. And they 
came and we just put it in the diary, staff get freed up, came and did the 
training and said ‘I’ve not had any training in five years. That was amazing’. 
(Third Sector Service Manager 2)

An important enabler for this contribution was the existing relationship between CYCJ and 
this service manager. As the service manager put it: “I have made long lasting relationships 
with CYCJ. That have influenced me personally as well” (Third Sector Service Manager 2). 
  
Some service managers raised a concern about the “patchy” practice they observe – 
within their own service and across local authority areas (Public Sector Service Manager 
2). For one service manager, there was a view that CYCJ was now the main organisation 
responsible for offering training to shore up that capacity and capability. But there 
doesn’t seem to be enough information on the nature of those training needs. In this 
example they describe some of the ways the sector could determine where there are 
gaps in capacity:

So if CYCJ are the main organisation that are going to train the youth justice 
workforce then what are the training needs of that workforce? And is that best 
done through questionnaires?  Who should answer these questionnaires?  
Should it be the practitioners?  Should it be the managers?  Should we maybe 
be looking at the feedback from the court administration?  What do they think 
are the weaknesses in the assessments that they’re receiving about children 
involved in offending?  So why do we not pull together information from all 
those sources? (Public Sector Service Manager 6)

For some of the sector, there is a need for a better overview of the gaps in practice, the 
training needs, and a way to analyse the outcomes being achieved. It’s not clear where 
CYCJ’s role begins and ends in this work and who else might be responsible for developing 

this kind of overview (e.g. NYJAG, Social Work Scotland, The Scottish Government’s Youth 
Justice Team might all have important insight to offer here). 

CYCJ might not offer that standarised overview of gaps in practice, but it is valued for its 
ability to connect the national with the local, research with practice.  

I think they’ve got a mutually beneficial relationship with us because they 
obviously need local authorities to participate in research activities and to 
inform them about what’s developing into really good practice and what’s 
blocking practice. And then they share that learning nationally (Public Sector 
Service Manager 4).

CYCJ makes contributions to the challenges that service managers face through their 
relationships and offer of support, e.g. training as well as they role in connecting information 
across local and national strategy and the different domains of research and practice. 

But these contributions seem to align less closely with need than those of the practitioners 
described in the previous section. The challenge of keeping a multi-agency partnership 
stable, or finding ways to creatively resource interventions that address emerging issues in 
offending behaviour do not seem to be challenges which CYCJ addresses at the moment. 
Further work to understand and support the work of service managers could be an area of 
expansion for CYCJ. 

          Strategic challenges and CYCJ’s approach 

National strategic leaders working to create the conditions for the development of the 
youth justice sector talked about their challenges in three ways:

1. Loss of specialist identity and expertise amongst youth justice professionals
2. Power differentials between adults and young people 

Some strategic leaders in the sector suggested that Scotland may have lost some “capacity 
and capability” within the youth justice workforce:

We’ve lost a bit of that capacity and capability at the more complex end 
of need to be able to effectively work with young people in their own 
communities to stop them from further immersing in the criminal justice 
system, the children’s hearing system, or pathways into institutional care 
(National Public Sector 2). 

As discussed above, CYCJ has taken on a role in offering training to the youth justice 
workforce. One of the key examples of CYCJ’s contribution to this need is the national 
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training programme on START:AV. This programme was mentioned by the majority of 
interviewees and continues to be a popular area of work for CYCJ. But the sense that 
this a “capacity” issue as well as a “capability” issue is one which CYCJ does not seem 
able to address. From this research, it’s not clear how many people are part of the ‘youth 
justice workforce’ or where the boundaries of that workforce can be drawn. Does it include 
education? Does it include the judiciary? 

A number of interviewees referenced the way youth justice teams have become 
amalgamated into children and families teams (Interviews 3, 4, 7, 9, 10, 18, 20). In these 
conversations, interviewees commented on the ambiguous benefits which can be gained 
from being part of a more generic, and perhaps more holistic service, to the sense of loss 
– both in terms of status as well as protected ring-fenced funding. 

CYCJ’s contribution to the challenge of identity in the sector is evident in the positive views 
that stakeholders had about the annual Youth Justice Conference: “I have to say, in terms of 
building relationships, just the youth justice conference alone I think is absolutely brilliant” 
(Policy Focus Group 1). In specific terms, the conference was thought to offer a sense of 
identity and focus for the sector:

This year’s conference was a really, really good conference, lots of dialogue, 
lots of challenge, lots of cross-UK and international perspectives. So they 
give that big annual focus on youth justice. There’s actually loads of stuff 
that happens on a month to month, week to week basis that culminates in 
the annual conference. (Policy Focus Group 1)

The focus and the sense of identify which can be generated through the conference adds to 
the training to address some of the capability issues raised. And yet, there remain important 
questions about who gets to be counted as part of the sector how their professional needs 
are determined. 

These questions about ‘who is the youth justice sector’ are relevant to the deeper questions 
about power that many strategic leaders voiced in their interviews. Most of the power 
dynamics that were discussed had to do with the differentials between children and adults:

Much of our history of children and young people is one of abuse and 
neglect, which has been as a result of this mismatch between adult rights 
and children’s rights. The inequity between children and adults rights, that 
children and somehow seen in that very paternalist way and being somehow 
in ownership of adults. It’s this that sometimes creates the conditions for 
abuse and exploitation to take place, because children and adults are not 
seen as having equal rights in our society. (National Public Sector 2)

CYCJ makes a clear contribution to shifting this dynamic through their work with justice-
experience young people. A number of interviewees talked about the importance of CYCJ 
“walking the walk” (Civil Society 5) and their contribution in helping to create the conditions 
where lived experience is beginning to be valued on par with other kinds of knowledge. 

There are other power dynamics at play in the sector however which are reflected in the 
number of interviewees who talked about the perception that youth justice is a “Cinderella 
service” (Public Sector Service Manager 4). Interviewees talked about a vulnerability in 
their work which seems to cut across policy work, service management, practice and 
even academic research. 

One strategic leader described their challenge as follows: 

We’ve not always had the most traction and we’ve not always been able to 
get to the table and we’re not always a welcome voice.  And we don’t often 
bring good news and happy endings.  So it’s been difficult to make that 
impact. (National Public Sector 1).

This view was echoed by a service manager who described her view that the power 
dynamics experienced at the local government level are mirrored within the civil service: 

So a youth justice team is like the poor relation. Because children and 
families and child protection is always seen as the crème de la crème. And 
that’s the same in government.  I can’t work out whether or not are our local 
authorities are functioning like that because our government functions like 
that or is our government functioning like that because that’s the way the 
local authorities are.  And I can’t get to the root of that. But it’s a mirror 
image. (Public Sector Service Manager 6) 

It could be that the issue is far more pervasive than even this one interviewee could have 
imagined. Vulnerability and sense of ‘stigmatisation’ was present even in the academic 
departments that study and work with youth justice: 

Social work academics are also insecure because of their place in the 
academy and so they’re kind of fighting for credibility. Being denied it by 
their kind of higher status subject fears. And being denied it by the field 
they’re trying to serve. So they’re also kind of stuck in this double bind. 
(Academic 1)

CYCJ’s work to address power dynamics could extend to focus on the way that professionals 
feel a sense of marginalisation in the sector. Exploration of common themes of stigmatisation 
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across lived experience and professional identify could be a fruitful way of deepening our 
understanding of justice in Scotland.  

          Discussion and conclusions on CYCJ’s ability to
          address the challenges facing the youth justice
          sector in Scotland  

CYCJ’s offer is most closely aligned with the challenges faced by practitioners and strategic 
leaders. In both of these areas, CYCJ offers support to address practical challenges through 
its information, insight, ability to link people together and practical support in the form of 
training and project work. CYCJ also creates opportunities for development of the sector in 
its focus on power dynamics between children and adults as well as its ongoing focus on 
key issues and support for the identity of the sector. 

Expansion of CYCJ’s offer could involve a more close alignment with the needs of service 
managers, particularly around the dynamics of financing, commissioning, service design as 
well as the work that managers do to influence, and the kinds of evidence and resources 
that are needed to do that brokerage work. 

Finally, CYCJ could support the sector by making some of its insights around power more 
explicit. There was a striking commonality of sentiment around the stigmatisation amongst 
the professionals working in the youth justice field. CYCJ’s overview and connection to 
these different parts of the system could provide a powerful intervention into addressing 
these feelings of powerlessness, with a view to enabling this group of professionals to feel 
strengthened and better resourced in their engagement with young people. 
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Conclusions 

The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development | Conclusion

CYCJ has three core resources which enable it to support and develop the youth justice 
sector in Scotland: a distinct voice which focuses on the rights and wellbeing of children, the 
use of different kinds of knowledge such as practice wisdom, lived experience and research 
evidence, and the ability to apply different approaches to development across the sector, 
e.g. training, development of standards, etc.. These resources combine to ensure that CYCJ’s 
work has a clear focus – on children, a diverse contribution – in terms of knowledge and 
insight, and a range of applications. 

CYCJ’s greatest asset is also one of its biggest challenges – its reach. CYCJ has a remit to 
support the youth justice sector. CYCJ’s reach is broad in that it can include young people, 
families, researchers, practitioners, policy makers and strategic leaders. The practitioners 
amongst this group might be working in statutory public sector services or the third sector. 
Researchers might be working in universities or third sector organisations or government. 
Policy makers and strategic leaders might be located in government – at the national or 
local level – or outwith, within civil society organisations or other public bodies. 

CYCJ’s reach is also deep within these fields of practice. At times they are working with 
directors, chief executive officers, minsters, senior civil servants, professors or senior 
managers. At other times they’re working with people who have a case load and work 
directly with young people and their families. Or they are working with those young people 
and families directly. 

The work that CYCJ does with these different groups of people, and within these different 
fields of practice, takes three forms: (1) informing work, (2) relationship building and translation 
work and (3) system development work. 

Informing work aims to put good quality resources, research, expert opinion and insight into 
the sector. CYCJ’s blog, monthly bulletin, training and roadshows are all good examples 
of this work. There is work to facilitate conversations, problem solve particular issues and 
connect people to each other. This work is called ‘relational’ work because it involves a 
deeper relationship between CYCJ staff and the specific person, issue or context. The third 
kind of work involves long-standing attention to a particular issue – such as diversion from 
prosecution or the kind of support offered by secure care, and tends to be tailored to address 
particular barriers which are preventing change. 

In doing this work, CYCJ’s mode of engagement involves balancing being supportive and 
challenging. This balance was valued by stakeholders who described CYCJ as responsive 
and committed. 

The impact of this work occurs at the level of individual practice, service and organisational 
development as well as in the imaginative space where the an improved vision of the 
youth justice sector is debated and developed. In working at these three levels, CYCJ is 

able to track knowledge between the conceptual space of ideas to the practical realities 
of individual young people and the support they receive from their worker. In between 
the space of ideas and practical realities, CYCJ works with the architecture of the system 
by supporting the development of legislation, guidance and standards. And it works 
with service managers to shape the practices, and cultures, of organisations delivering 
interventions and support. 

The central risk to CYCJ’s work is the breadth of expectation around its reach. In order to 
be an effective boundary spanner, CYCJ will feel compelled to work in as many parts of the 
system as possible. And the system itself values CYCJ highly for this reach.

A corollary to this risk is CYCJ’s ability to make sense of its many roles, locations of work, 
relationships and insights. The system values CYCJ for its overview and perspective as well 
as its ability to be targeted and effective in its problem-solving . Given the complexity of 
youth justice – and the many fields of practice, geographies, life experiences – that it touches, 
CYCJ will need to ensure it remains grounded and focused in its analysis. 

The approaches that CYCJ take to system development involve a variety of methodologies 
– some of which are more explicit than others. The robustness of their work will continue to 
depend on the robustness of their methods. Greater clarity on these approaches will also 
help others to develop a deeper understanding of CYCJ’s work and learning.  

CYCJ’s particular contributions can be observed in the case studies in this report – which 
give examples of its research impacts around trauma and prevention, its analysis and 
recommendations around risk assessment and coordination of a national training programme, 
its work with individual practitioners to innovate, and organisational leads to shift the culture of 
their service from a more punitive approach to one which is trauma-informed and therapeutic. 

CYCJ is more than these particular contributions. Taken in isolation, this work is impressive. 
But it’s the combination of these activities – it’s the ability to work at the highest echelons 
on policy making and governance and into the depth and detail of day-to-day practice that 
makes CYCJ effective. CYCJ’s interventions are diverse, from information sharing to the 
design of governance. 

CYCJ work with the public sector, the third sector, national actors, local governments, civil 
society, universities and justice experienced young people. Through these collaborations, 
they share insight, translate information, build connections and a sense of identity. Their 
work is an important contribution to the coherence of the sector. 

More importantly, they have an eye on key issues in the sector and have worked over time 
to change the narrative about young people and their rights, and to change the paradigm of 
youth justice in Scotland so that it reflects the positive aspirations of Scotland’s government 
– that Scotland is best place in the world for children to grow up.
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Recommendations
          How can CYCJ strengthen its contribution? 

95

Continue 

• To fill information gaps, support argumentation, help with problem 
solving, broker relationships, and work on entrenched issues from 
multiple angles.

• To be a hub in the sector that maintains a tenacious focus on the 
workforce, on children, and on addressing key issues over time.

Be transparent

• About reach and representativeness.
• About role and method.
• About the evidence need and CYCJ’s offer.

Collaborate

• With the sector to document the size and scale of youth justice 
workforce

• With all of CYCJ’s stakeholders to explore precariousness and 
vulnerability within the sector. 

Expand

• CYCJ offers to fit with the particular needs of service managers.
• CYCYJ’s existing measurement of activity and reach to offer intel 

to the system about key issues, challenges, and opportunities for 
improvement.

• CYCJ’s reflective practice to support regular synthesis of learning 
and effectiveness of action.  

• CYCJ’s use of this research to support analysis of its offer as a 
boundary-spanner in the youth justice sector. 

9
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What will we do differently?
Some of these actions will be implemented quickly and others will take us time; regardless 
we will share details of our progress at the end of 2020.

We would like to thank everyone who gave their time to engage so constructively with 
this evaluation, to the research participants and the evaluation advisory group members 
who have generously offered guidance to support this work to fruition. We are immensely 
grateful to everyone for their input and are determined to now build on it to improve what 
we, and what we all, do. 

Claire Lightowler and Fiona Dyer 
(CYCJ Director and Deputy Director)

The contribution of CYCJ: Boundary-spanning and system development 

Those who have worked at CYCJ have put their heart and soul into this endeavour, as 
well as a wide range of analytical, practical, relational, strategic and reflection skills and 
knowledge. This evaluation demonstrates that our work makes a significant difference 
to a range of outcomes in a variety of ways, but also that the youth justice sector values 
our work and sees our commitment, determination and tenacity. 

The evaluation powerfully describes the difficult balancing act we face as a boundary-
spanning organisation in providing both support and challenge, how unsettling this can 
be for our colleagues in policy and practice settings, and crucially, how both roles are 
absolutely necessary. The evaluation has provided us  with a powerful reminder of the need 
to be compassionate and understanding of the issues and challenges our stakeholders 
face, whilst always being true to the evidence and our determination to deliver for children 
and young people. We are committed to reflecting on how we can balance compassion 
and understanding with our unflinching resolve to bring about change.

In reading the evaluation we have also reflected on more specific actions we should 
take. We are developing an action plan to respond to these, including: 

• Improve our offer of support for service managers, particularly in relation to 
strategic leadership and service redesign 

• Explore research funding opportunities to support work about:
1. financial models, commissioning and realignment of resources
2. system change
3. professional marginalisation  

• Improve our mechanisms of collating information, and communicating about, 
our reach of our work across geographical areas and professions

• Better capture and share on a routine basis the system diagnostic information 
we hear on a daily basis to provide more robust intelligence to system leaders 
about the state of youth justice in Scotland 

• Ensure we use the theory of change articulated in this evaluation to inform 
what we intend to do when planning projects and as a framework to help us 
monitor our impact on an ongoing basis 

• Be more explicit about the methodologies being used across our work, to 
help people assess the validity and robustness of our inputs

• Share learning from this evaluation for other intermediary/boundary spanning 
organisations to build on

• Build in more time for reflective practice across CYCJ
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Contact us
Centre for Youth & Criminal Justice
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141 St. James Road Glasgow G4 0LT

T: 0141 444 8622
E: cycj@strath.ac.uk

Connect with us

A picture from the Artivism project which is a joint collaboration between 
Youth Justice Voices and Articulate. This new collaboration will host 
eight creative workshops, led by Glaswegian artist Scott Lang. Project 
participants are exploring identity through various art forms: using spray 
paint, stencil, photo montages and more to express what being care and 
justice experienced means to them. The workshops will culminate in an 
exhibition showcasing the work created by the group. Get in touch with 

ruth@staf.scot to hear more! Photo by Laura Frood from Articulate. 


