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COMMUNITY AND JUSTICE

WORKING
THE SYSTEM
Claire Lightowler, Fiona Dyer and Debbie Nolan on the
lessons to be learned from the Whole System Approach
THE ‘Whole System Approach’ (WSA) to youth justice in Scotland launched by
the Scottish Government in 2011, involves articulating that collectively ‘the system’
should identify when children are in trouble and respond in a co-ordinated way
involving all relevant agencies, intervening early and providing support but, where
possible, doing so in a way that avoids labelling and criminalising children.
Are there any lessons that can be taken from the WSA and applied to the
question of reimagining community and adult justice?
The WSA has six core elements:
 early and effective intervention
 maximising opportunities to divert young people from prosecution
 providing court support to young people
 increasing community alternatives to secure care and custody
 managing high risk
 improving reintegration back into the community.
Local authorities were given financial support by the Scottish Government’s
youth justice team encourage this cultural change and WSA co-ordinators were
appointed to champion and drive this change, with support from a Scottish
Government representative. Partnership working was key as was ensuring all
professionals working in the field were signed up to making changes in ways of
working; investing more time and resources in early intervention; offering support
on a voluntary basis; generally working hard to keep young people out of formal
systems; and, where necessary, using the Children’s Hearings System rather than
adult courts (although as detailed below further progress could be made in this
area) and utilising secure care rather than custody.
The impact of the WSA
Since 2008 there has been a:
 45% reduction in detected crime and offences by young people
 reduction in the number of under 18s convicted in Court from 14 per 1000
children in 2006/2007 to under four per 1000 in 2013/14
 78% reduction in children referred to the Children’s Hearing System on offence
grounds
 70% reduction in number of under 18s in custody.
(Lightowler et al, 2014; Dyer 2016; SCRA 2015; Scottish Government 2015)
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The reasons for this decline are
unknown for certain but are likely to be due
to a complex range of social, economic,
political, policy and practice issues.
Our working hypothesis is that as
a minimum the WSA is not negatively
affecting the decline in offending by young
people seen elsewhere. Moreover by
discouraging negative labels and contact
with the youth justice system where
possible, it is likely to be supporting this
broader trend by encouraging the system
to better respond to children’s needs and
their deeds, and by giving them better
opportunities to develop another identity
and purpose away from offending. This
hypothesis is based on wider evidence
about what works in improving outcomes
for young people involved in offending. It is
also supported by practitioner perceptions
evidenced in two evaluations about the
WSA undertaken in 2015 and 2013.
The 2015 evaluation found that
practitioners believed the WSA improves
outcomes for young people because of
improvements in multi-agency working,
with partnership working and close
relationships critical; good information
sharing; and the incorporation of welfarist
values in decision-making (Murray et al.,
2015, p.64). Whilst good relationships
existed previously, the WSA appeared to
encourage joint working through setting
out a shared ethos, values and principles,
with all partners signing up to this.
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It is also worth reflecting on examples where the WSA has
not had the successes originally envisioned. The first underlying
issue is what we do not know and cannot evidence. This is a
block to our collective ability to understand what we are doing,
what the impact is and where improvements are possible. The
number of agencies involved and the inconsistency in recording
approaches means improvements to the data available are likely
to be slow and incremental.
The second example where improvements are needed is in
diversion from prosecution. Dyer (2016) has argued that further
diversion is possible because the majority of young people who
go to court could have had their behaviour addressed by the
Children’s Hearings System. This is supported by the fact that
the majority of jointly reported cases for 16 and 17 year olds are
dealt with by the Procurator Fiscal and 93% of the 2,101 young
people who appeared in court in 2013/14 were on summary
proceedings. The argument is therefore, that greater use of
remittal to the Children’s Hearings System is possible to avoid
children appearing in court.
Lessons for community and adult justice
Reflecting on both the successes of the WSA and issues still to
be resolved, we think it is possible to identify lessons which have
relevance for reimagining community and adult justice.
1. The importance of a shared vision. At its heart the WSA
articulated a vision of the principles and purpose of youth
justice, and an analysis of what actions were most likely
to improve outcomes for children and young people. This
situated youth justice in the wider context of Getting it Right
for Every Child (GIRFEC) so all professionals were able to
see their contribution and be clear about what they were
working towards collectively.
2. Champions. The Scottish Government funding to support
WSA coordinators was important to ensure capacity to
drive improvements at the local level. The existence of
cross-cutting champions (such as the National Youth Justice
Advisory Group, the YJIB and the three implementation
groups) also play a critical role in developing and
championing policy and practice changes at regional or
national levels.
3. Working Together. There is a core group of people involved
in youth justice who reflect on performance, identify and
develop improvements together. This approach is based
on mutual respect and, in particular, an appreciation of the
wisdom that practitioners bring, and the need for them to
have a key role in designing improvements.
4. Open dialogue, shared ownership and speedy action.
There are close relationships between practice, policy and
researchers in youth justice, with honest and regular dialogue
between stakeholders. There are regular opportunities to
reflect and discuss issues; with a free annual national youth
justice conference, and regular meetings of NYJAG, youth
justice implementation groups and WSA coordinators. We
also suggest that having an independent Centre for Youth
and Criminal Justice helps to facilitate dialogue by sitting
between practice, policy and research. All this discussion
would be meaningless if it was not for the sense of shared
ownership of the agenda, so that action follows the
identification for improvement.
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5. Practice support. The WSA has shown that practitioners
across Scotland do not always have the support, skills
or confidence they need to support the best possible
outcomes and achieve a common vision. Investment in
developing their capacity is therefore critical to ensure
they can maximise impact: in these times of economic
constraints there is a need to think creatively to share skills
and knowledge.
6. Data and Evidence. Data and evidence is vital to ensure
we understand what is happening and how improvements
can be made. It is embarrassing how little we can say
about the system and outcomes for some of our most
vulnerable children.
7. System change. At the heart of the WSA is an attempt
to keep young people out of formal systems and divert
them wherever possible. Changes are required across
legislation, policy and practice to fully achieve this, so to
be successful change needs to be at multiple levels and be
complementary.
A word of caution
There are of course no guarantees of continuing
improvement in youth justice. Since 2008, and the removal
of ring fenced funding, there has been a decrease in those
with specialist knowledge. In a recent survey undertaken of
local authority youth justice practice in Scotland we found
that less than 30% of local areas have a dedicated youth
justice team (Nolan, 2015). There are arguments that this
may be appropriate as we invest in early intervention and
prevention, thus children who offend are well served by
practitioners focusing on wider issues about child protection
and vulnerability. However, there is also something being lost
in the specific knowledge and skills that working with children
who offend involves. Therefore, the impact of the WSA and
the functioning of the youth justice system continues to
require close attention, and a group of professionals who are
able to spot issues and respond quickly to ensure we continue
to provide the best support we can to our children and young
people involved or at risk of becoming involved in offending.

Claire Lightowler is director, Fiona Dyer is
practice development manager and Debbie Nolan
is practice development associate of the Centre for
Youth and Criminal Justice based at the University of
Strathclyde.
Dyer F (2016) Young People at Court CYCJ
Justice Analytical Services as cited by Scottish Government (2015)
Preventing Offending Getting it right for children and young people
Lightowler C, Orr D and Vaswani N (2014) Youth Justice in Scotland: Fixed
in the past or fit for the future? CYCJ
Murray K, McGuinness P, Burman, M. and McVie, S (2015) Evaluation of the
Whole System Approach to Young People who Offend in Scotland
Nolan D (2015) Youth Justice: A study of local authority practice across
Scotland CYCJ
SCRA (2015) Statistical Analysis 2014-15

Scottish Justice Matters : June 2016

