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Abstract 

Can we start to say Race again when discussing youth and justice? This demand emerges from 

the findings of the participatory action research reported in this article. Fifty young people, in 

custody or in contact with youth offending teams (YOT), discussed the support that would 

enable them to desist from offending behaviour. Race was a prism through which they saw 

their experience. Rather than naming racism, family appeared to be a covert, legitimate, way 

of talking about identity, solidarity and difference. Family ties, overlaid with experiences of 

race and racism, could be reasons for engaging in behaviour that was seen as criminal. Family, 

overlaid with ethnicity, could become a source of support to enable young people to cope with 

the challenges of being involved in and desisting from offending behaviour. At a time where 

policy and political language has shifted from rac(ism) to a culturalist discourse focused on 

ethnicity or religion, naming Race and racism remains vital. Only by acknowledging the 

differentiating power of Racism can the experience of young people in contact with YOT be 

understood. Only by appreciating the value of shared experience of race (within families and 

communities) can appropriate pathways towards alternative futures be offered. 
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Introduction 

This paper explores the issue that is ever present, but often overlooked by practitioners and 

policy makers in the UK and elsewhere in Europe when considering young people1 and 

offending. Whilst discussing practice and policy for young people primarily in the UK, 

comparison will be made to issues of rac(ism) in the US. The issue is silenced by policy 

discourses within the UK and some other European countries and in young adults’ 

discussions of their life experiences (Gendrot, 2006; Harries, 2014). The issue is race2, 

ethnicity and racism. The paper will draw on research on young people’s perspectives on 

what works in addressing their offending behaviour (Larkins and Wainwright, 2013).   A 

participatory reflective action research methodology, drawing on ideas that dialogue enables 

actions and change (Friere, 1973), was used to encourage young people to reflect on what 

was important in their lives, why they felt they became involved in offending behaviour and 

what they thought was important to help them stop re-offending.  Issues of race and ethnicity 

were recurrently present, but barely named.  In defence against this silencing, we draw on 

                                                            
1 The young people referred to in this paper, range from 11- 18 years of age who are protected by Council of 

Europe (CoE, 2010) guidelines on child friendly justice. In the UK they are deemed to be of the age (of criminal 

responsibility) with which UK Youth Offending Teams work and can be placed in custody as set out by the 1998 

UK Crime and Disorder Act.  Although, only one participant was 11 years of age, and most (86%) were 15 to 18 

years of age. 

2 Race is not a satisfactory term as it is a social construction based on negative ethnic characteristics.  

However, it is used in this article as a means of articulating differentiation as a tool for analysis of this 

difference. 
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what was said and what was not said by the young people to suggest ways in which naming 

can support young people in their journeys out of offending.  

Race, Ethnicity, Naming and Shaming     

 

Since the election of Obama it had been argued that US and UK society is viewed through the 

prism of a ‘post-race’ era,  where the experiences of racism for Black, Asian  and Minority 

Ethnic (BAME)  communities has diminished,  and in the UK in particular, there has been  a  

vacuum in analysis and production of policies that address issues race and racism  (Harries, 

2014; Kapoor, 2013; Lentin, 2014; Winnant 2004, 2006).  However, the shooting of Michael 

Brown in Ferguson, Missouri and the last words of  ‘I can’t breath’ by Eric Garner before he 

died in New York, are just two of many recent incidents involving US police officers, that  

undermine this utopian ‘post-race’ vision (Guardian, 2014;  Mullen, Blake, Crook & Martin 

2014) .  Trump’s surprise presidential win and support from the white nationalist right in the 

US has further challenged these assumptions (Lawrence 2017).   Yet, many policy makers in 

the UK, have for a long time argued that the ‘problem’ of race no longer exists, rather the 

discourse is that of immigration, cultural difference and integration, and the threat of Islamic 

terror (Afshar, 2013; Cantle, 2001).  These differences are posited in a way that provide a 

world view of ‘Us and Them’, which is not defined by any understanding of race or ethnicity, 

but an essentialist view of the ‘Other’ that wants to threaten our way of life, by attempting to 

illegally cross our borders or change the nation’s religion by stealth, or force  (Afshar, 2013; 

Kundnani, 2012a).  Multiculturalism is blamed for the alleged cultural and religious 

undermining of the cohesion of communities, and portrayed as the antithesis to integration; 

whilst diversity and equality policies are promoted as the panacea to these ‘challenges’ 

(Cantle 2001, 2005; Kundnani, 2012b; Lentin, 2014. As Harries describes: 
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‘Race has been replaced by terms of ambiguity that permit confusion and obscure the 

relations of power. Most obviously this has been documented through the move 

towards ethnicist and culturalist discourses, which have been interrogated in 

particular through representations of certain ethnic ‘groups’.   (Harries 2014, p.4) 

This change of language from rac(ism) to a culturalist discourse enables a focus on Islam and 

its perceived threat locally and globally (Afshar, 2013; Lentin, 2014; Poole 2018). The focus 

on Islamic terror has been exacerbated with daily media reports of, and politicians responses 

to, UK born ‘jihadists’ travelling to Syria and Iraq to fight for the creation of an Islamic state.  

However, neither local Islamic threats, nor UK jihadists are discussed in terms of the 

significance of race or racism, rather of importing or exporting Islamic terror (Kundnani, 

2012a; Lentin, 2014). Yet, as Lentin notes, racism is central to these discourses: 

‘the furore over multiculturalism as leading to segregated societies, promoting the 

growth of Islamic extremism, or enabling the success of the extreme right is not 

separate from the story of racism; rather, it is its contemporary manifestation.’ 

(Lentin 2014, p.6) 

 

The new Youth Offending Team 3 (YOT) race: Diversity  

The apparent inability to name racism in UK government and media discourse has changed of 

recent with the government’s own sponsored research on the discrimination BAME people 

experience in UK society (MacGregor-Smith, 2017), and the publications of the Lammy 

(2017) and Young reports (Mullen et al 2014) into the experiences of Black, Minority and 

                                                            
3 Youth Offending Teams (YOTs) are the statutory agency in the UK that work with children and young people 

to prevent them from offending or desist from this behaviour. 
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Ethnic (BAME) and / or Muslim young men in the criminal justice system.  However, 

recognition of racism has not percolated through to Youth Offending Team (YOT) 

practitioners and managers where any understanding of the impact of racism is clouded in the 

language of diversity and policies of Equality (Kapoor, 2013; Kundnani, 2007).   The denial 

of the impact of rac(ism) on BAME and white young people’s lives in their daily experiences 

and within the youth justice system poses serious difficulties regarding the effectiveness of 

YOT interventions (Goldson & Chigwada–Bailey, 1999; Hill, 2007; Williams & Clarke, 

2016).   It shamefully contributes to a narrative that many young people accept; one of 

ambiguous denial, it is out there, but it is not openly acknowledged.  As Harries points out 

from research with young people in Manchester,   

‘respondents who are not read as white-British become caught up in a series of 

contradictory processes as they talk about multiple levels of experience. These 

respondents are faced with a particular challenge. They all experience racism and 

recognise it as such, but in light of ‘deracialised’ narratives of the city there is a 

difficulty in naming it. …In interviews with black and Asian respondents this denial is 

often in response to the potential to be read as ‘victim’, but also forms part of the 

grander narrative about tolerance within the UK and Manchester context in which 

they are a part.’ (Harries, 2014, p. 6) 

Thus, the ‘micro-aggressions’ of racism that young people often feel, experience and 

confront in their lives are neither represented nor acknowledged in the everyday talk of young 

people or the language of welfare policy makers and practitioners (Hill, 2007; Rolon- Dow, 

2011, p. 164).  Instead, the discourse is of culture, Islam, and a patriarchal, social and violent 

menace from predominantly Pakistani and Bangladeshi men (Chantler, Gangoli & Hester, 

2009; Franceschelli & O’Brien, 2014; Toor, 2009). 
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Police and thieves in the street . . .  

Police perception of BAME young people in the UK as the ‘usual suspects’ when offences 

are committed, has changed little over this same period (Lammy, 2016; Williams & Clarke, 

2016; Wilson, 2006).  The Machpherson report (1999) may have dampened stop and search 

activity, but stereotypes regarding African/Caribbean youth as violent criminals, and south 

Asian young people as terror suspects are as vivid as ever (Kundnani, 2012a; Williams & 

Clark, 2016).  Thus, initial contact with the criminal justice system, is based on negative 

stereotypes the police hold on the basis of perceptions of race, as much as evidence of 

offending behaviour (Apena, 2007; Goldson & Chigwada-Bailey 2009;  Home Office 2016; 

Sharpe & Atherton 2007).  These stereotypes persist within the youth justice court system 

and impact on the sentences BAME children and young people receive in the UK (Lammy, 

2016; Mullen et al, 2014; Taylor, 2016)  

 

The socio-economic conditions experienced by many BAME, particularly African/Caribbean 

young people, mean many find themselves brought up in environments where it is more 

difficult for them to resist being involved in offending behaviour, or if they are involved in it, 

to desist from these activities (Allen & Williams, 2015; Bramley et al, 2015; Nichols, 2017; 

Wilson, 2006; YJB, 2010).   Pathologising African/Caribbean young people informs the 

negative stereotypes of the community in the UK, US and elsewhere; including a 

disproportionate tendency to ascribe categories of poor mental health, sexual promiscuity, 

violence, limited academic achievement,  single parent families, and a future only in sport 

and music (Apena, 2007; Equality & Human Rights Commission, 2016).  These 

pathologising stereotypes inform the young person’s experience of offending behaviour in the 

community, and decision making process through the youth justice system, even though 
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locating their experiences of racism is understood as taboo (Apena, 2007; Goldson & 

Chigwada-Bailey 1999; Harries, 2014).  

A young person of BAME heritage’s experience of racism, poverty and marginalistion may 

also inform their judgements in whether they resist becoming involved in offending and 

desist from continuing this behaviour (Mullen et al, 2014).  The environments may differ for 

African/Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi young people, however how their ethnic 

heritage is perceived and interpreted by other young people and criminal justice authorities, 

has a direct and relatively consistent effect on their experience of offending and the criminal 

justice system (Calverley, 2013; Nichols, 2017; Rolon–Dow, 2011).   

 

YOT Workers: Saying it as you see it . . . 

Racial identity is critical in engaging with BAME young people, of African/Caribbean and 

South Asian heritage as this defines their experience within the criminal justice system and 

the wider community in a negative sense, along with paradoxically, engendering a positive 

identity regarding who they are in UK and US society (Apena, 2007).  Work can be 

undertaken that engages African/Caribbean, South Asian and dual heritage young people that 

experience negative responses to themselves in society and in the criminal justice system.  In 

the late 1980s in the UK, some youth justice workers addressed issues of race and racism that 

impacted their lives and both the positive and less constructive elements of Black and south 

Asian culture, enabling YOT interventions from both white and BAME practitioners to be 

more meaningful and effective for Black, south Asian and white young people (Apena 2007).  

Yet, the words race and racism are not present in Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation 

2016 review of UK desistance interventions. Further, in the UK Youth Justice Board library 

of effective practice, whilst 50 documents do note that either there is monitoring of race 
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within youth justice, there are structural inequalities related to race and some young people 

have racist attitudes, only one resource mentions how addressing the experience of racism 

can reduce offending. Even our own publication on that site (Larkins and Wainwright, 2013) 

refers to naming ethnicity and identity, but not how to unsilence racism on the path towards 

desistence. The conversations with the young people reported in this paper therefore provide 

much needed guidance on how addressing race now, in the 21st Century, can enhance work 

with young people who have been involved in offending behaviour.   

 

Methods 

Freire’s (1973) approach of reflection, dialogue and action was adopted based on previous 

research (Rogowski, 1995; Torre & Fine, 2006; Larkins, 2016) and used to engage a core 

group of four young people in custody. This core group met for five research sessions in 

which they reflected on their own experiences and developed interview schedules and 

activities (which were used by the researchers with a further 46 young people who were 

attending a YOT, some of whom also had experience of being in custody). Custodial 

restrictions meant the core group were not permitted to meet with other young people directly 

however, they developed an initial analysis of the emerging findings. The 46 young people 

were sampled from anonymised YOT databases to reflect the cohort distribution in the 

previous 6 months regarding location, offending history, sentence, age and gender plus 

purposive sampling to ensure inclusion of young people with a range of experiences, for 

example, homelessness, being in care, substance misuse.  After they left custody the young 

people in the core group chose to no longer be involved in the action research, but other 

young people continued to inform the research direction and outputs.  
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Research Participants 

 

Participants were recruited from one local authority in Northern England, via open invitation 

to all young people in one custodial setting where we had NOMS4 ethical permission for 

access, and via YOTs. To protect against participants being pressured into interviews, 

researchers reviewed consent at the start of interviews and gave research participants a gift 

voucher (£10) whether or not they participated in the research. Interviewees were sampled 

from anonymised YOT databases, to reflect age, gender, ethnicity, sentencing and offending 

history across the population. To protect anonymity, young people quoted in this paper are 

referred to by pseudonyms and without further identifying details.  In total, the research 

involved 50 young people of whom nine (18%) were female.   Of the 50 young people, four 

were of Pakistani heritage, or British Asian, two were of dual heritage (African/Caribbean – 

white) and one self identified as white Irish (representing 12% of the total cohort 

interviewed).  Whilst it is important to acknowledge the self-reported ethnic identities of 

these (and all) young people, it is equally critical to understand that ethnicity and self-identity 

are sometimes crude markers for difference, that do not provide a complete picture of an 

individual’s heritage and their understanding of the same (Harman & Barn, 2005; 

Wainwright and Ridley, 2012).  For instance, it is quite possible that one or more of these 

young people that self-reported as white may have a grandparent who is (or was) of dual 

heritage.  Thus, when it comes to ethnicity and identity, what one sees, and what one thinks, 

is not necessarily what one gets (Alibhai-Brown, 2001; Bell, 1996).  To emphasise, an 

individual or young person may outwardly present as white British, but actually could self-

identify as being of dual heritage.  Conversely, a young person maybe of dual heritage, but 

                                                            
4 National Offender Management Services 
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deliberately promote a self-identity of being white British    This is important because, when 

it comes to reflecting on the young people’s responses, at times there was an aspect of their 

identity that was unspoken,  that appeared to be really relevant to their lives, their sense of 

selves and the way they viewed the world.   That which was unspoken was their 

understanding of their experiences of race, ethnicity and their identity (Harman, 2009).  

Data analysis 

The research data was initially loaded into NViVo data analysis software and analysed using 

themes identified by the core group. As the silenced issue of ethnicity and race emerged from 

this process (Maiter & Joseph, 2017), the researchers then undertook secondary grounded 

analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 2015) to identify transcripts in which race or ethnicity appeared 

to be present or silenced and then explored these using the question: ‘What issues of race or 

ethnicity are present/silenced here?’.  

 

This paper draws on the data from young people who self-identified as being south Asian or 

dual heritage5 , but just as importantly, it discusses occasional responses from those that self-

identified as white where race emerged as present or silenced. Sometimes the discussion will 

not mention, race, ethnicity or difference, but it will be there, in the room, like an unnamed 

elephant or difficult Uncle   that keeps trying to ask the awkward questions, but cannot quite 

find the language.  To illustrate this unspoken tension, this article presents what was said and 

our interpretation of the silences (Spyrou, 2016).  

                                                            
5 Dual heritage is one of many terms used to describe people who have parentage of more than one ethnicity. 

Just as mixed race, or mixed ethnicity is not really satisfactory, neither is dual heritage.  However, this term 

focuses on the positive characteristics and differences of ethnicities without ossifying and reifying difference 

through the term race. 
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Findings: It’s a family affair . . .  

For those respondents who identified as being of BAME heritage, issues of race, ethnicity and 

racism were never explicitly named as reasons for being involved in offending behaviour, or 

as means for reducing their offending. However, family appeared to be a covert, and legitimate, 

way of talking about identity that made implicit reference to ethnicity. In the first subsection 

below we provide one discussion which revealed the complex but vital significance of race in 

young people’s lives. In the second subsection we show how family ties, overlaid with 

experiences of race and racism, were reasons for engaging in behaviour that was seen as 

criminal. We then turn to how family overlaid with ethnicity could and did become a source of 

support to enable young people to cope with the challenges of being involved in and desisting 

from offending behaviour. 

What the eyes don’t see . . . 

As already shown, when identifying causes of, and strategies for, reducing offending 

behaviour, the young people we interviewed never explicitly mentioned race, ethnicity or 

identity. Yet in other aspects of the research, identity, race or ethnicity and culture did clearly 

matter to young people we interviewed because it defined who they are, how they see 

themselves and how others (for good, or not so good), perceive them.   

In our discussion with the core focus group of four young people in custody race and 

ethnicity from time to time came into the conversation6.   Sometimes discussion arose 

through making reference to some of the tensions based on race and ethnic divisions between 

                                                            
6 These discussions were not prompted by any questions by the researchers, but it is possible that our physical 
‘race’ presence was a prompt.  One of us self identifies as a white British woman, the other as a man of dual, 
African/Caribbean – white, heritage. 
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communities.  Here, the tensions were apparent through racist views and behaviours within 

the custodial setting, also from within the white community in any particular town, 

Yeah, there seems to be loads of them, there's this, it's like where I live there's a 

big Asian community and [SMALL TOWN] is big in the Asian community, people 

tend to be racist.   

 

This comment was made with reference to the amount of African/Caribbean and Asian young 

people located in a different wing in the custodial setting.  However, the young person 

articulated a wider appreciation of the divisions based on racism in his home town.    This 

conversation was between ostensibly four young white men, who throughout acknowledged 

that race and ethnicity was a key signifier of difference, and often, conflict.  However, at no 

stage in the discussion did the young people express any views that could  be deemed as 

racist or discriminatory, but ethnicity was clearly identified as a point of difference and 

conflict for them and their peers, both inside and outside of custody.    Yet, it was a 

discussion between four white young men that the next comment even caught us as 

researchers, who saw themselves as seasoned observers (experienced) around these issues, by 

surprise, 

I don't see why people should be racist, I've got, I've got my, my sister and brother 

are half Asian, you know what I mean, come from an Asian family so.  If I were to 

be racist, I'd be racist towards my family, you know what I mean.  Don't see point.  

What the hell's that?   
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This young man identifies that some of his family members, are south Asian, of dual heritage, 

and that although he can identify and feel at ease in a culture that is predominantly white, 

working class and northern, there is, in fact, much more nuance to his experience than a one 

view of dimensional ethnicity and culture.  Having a family that comprises of at least two 

ethnicities is very much part of his biography, his story and his sense of belonging and being, 

but up until that moment, because he is white, and is read as such, there is no sign of an 

understanding or appreciation of how it may feel to experience racism and discrimination 

based on ethnicity.  It could be suggested, that he has a whole life at home located in an 

appreciation of ethnic and cultural diversity, or at least dual ethnicities, and another separate 

life outside the home that is predominantly concerned with white male working class culture.    

Yet, by this very comment it is evident that he has given it some thought and come to a moral 

conclusion concerning the pain and hurt that racism can cause people.   

 

The other three young men absorb without direct comment this announcement about his 

family, his identity and his identification with family members of south Asian heritage.  But, 

the conversation continues as another young man explains how divisions around race and 

ethnicity are played out in custody, 

 

 

And same thing there, you know what I mean, if it's a black person or white person 

who's fighting, you're going to obviously back …the white person and they'll do same 

with the black person, it's same things in a way, so that's like, if there is trouble in here 

and out there, if you get what I'm saying.  That's what most people get excluded for, for 

doing silly little things like that and we're all human at end of day, and still doing it, 

never change 
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So it matters.  Race, racism and ethnicity matter in these young men’s social relations in their 

own communities, at home, or in and through their negotiation and conflict in custody.  

Through the negotiation of identities and belonging people take sides based on their 

purported identities.  To be human is to belong and through necessity of survival in custody 

and their own communities these young men understand that they need to takes sides. 

However, the nuanced understanding of common humanity, albeit through difference, and 

often conflict is understood by them.  

One says, 

‘Both human’ 

Then one of the other young men, 

‘Only skin colour isn’t it, you know what I mean?’ 

This last comment is made by the young man who had just declared that he had members of 

his family that were south Asian and of dual heritage.  But both participants demonstrate a 

sensitivity to difference in race and ethnicity, a commonality of human experience and an 

ability to discuss these issues sensitively. 

  

What the words don’t say . . . Getting into trouble 

Two young Asian women who were part of the same family, Aisha and Shazia, discussed how 

they become involved in offending behaviour and consequently why they started attending a 

YOT.    As south Asian young women of Pakistani/ Muslim heritage they had moved from one 
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area of England to another and were in the process of settling in, establishing themselves and 

dealing with bullying.  Aisha explained: 

‘They were teasing a friend of ours, a close family friend, and she was scared so she 

came and told me… The girl [who had been teasing my friend] …knew who I was, 

because obviously you're new to the area, people know you. And she came up and she 

was saying “I like your brother, I want to marry him”, and stuff like that, she's like 

swearing out  

 

Shazia explains how she felt obliged to fight back to protect this close family friend and her 

family member Aisha:  

She started on my family then, Aisha. And Aisha couldn't move away. So that girl then 

grabbed Aisha. So obviously I tried to drag her off my family and she went and 

grabbed my hair, so I grabbed hers. So, you know, I had a bandage, stitches on mine 

so I couldn't use one hand, I only could use the other one. So somehow we got done 

for it! We had to pay a fine. ‘ 

 

The discussion then centred on the young woman trying to protect her family and their patch 

as they were new to the area.   

 

Throughout this conversation there is no reference to their ethnic and cultural difference 

between themselves and the girl who insulted them, or how they experienced where they lived 

whilst committing the offence, and attending the Youth offending team. This could be because, 

quite rightly, they viewed their own ethnicity, their own identity as normal.  Yet in this dispute, 

and their subsequent behaviours in the fight, their difference, as young south Asian, Muslim 

women, appears to be context to their reason for their actions.  The new social networks they 
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were establishing were with family friends. The insult against the brother, which sparked the 

fight, related to issues of marriage and swearing. We read the silences within this discourse to 

suggest that the family friend was of a similar south Asian background. And, based on evidence 

from other research with south Asian young women experiencing bullying at school (Mirza 

and Meetoo 2018), the swearing and insults about the brother are likely to be taunts within the 

context of their ethnic/cultural differences related to identity and possibly marriage practices. 

To survive in this hostile world, these young women, Asian women, Muslim women, relied on 

their family, and defended their identity/culture and each other as family members with shared 

racialised identities. 

 

 

What the words don’t say . . . Getting out of trouble 

The importance of family in dealing with (in) difference and disengagement with those around 

them including their Youth Offending Team was evidenced by two young men. The first, a 

young man of dual heritage, Colin, demonstrated indifference in his halting inarticulate 

responses.  The discussion centred around whether he felt he gained anything from attending 

the YOT team and Colin’s responses reflect a total disengagement from the whole process: 

Well I do sometimes do some work or sometimes, …do you know what I mean like,… I 

don't know, don't know what I expect of her [YOT worker] like, don't expect much of 

her, to be honest.   

This is one of several responses from Colin that indicates he sees no value in attending the 

YOT.  His worker has not engaged him and he does not see her as offering him anything 

much.  Either way, he does not want to be there.  When asked whether the YOT, his worker 

or the entire experience has been beneficial to him at all he says,   
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It is, is, to some people maybe but to me like I don't know, it's different really, do you 

know what I mean?  It's just, I don't know, I don't know, it's, know what I mean? 

With prompting he continues: 

I wouldn't really be bothered to be honest if there's anything, you know, not, I just want 

to get it done, it's just coming here that just, it's annoying, do you know what I mean, 

having to take it out your day to come here in'it, know what I mean? 

 

Colin’s reply is brutal and honest and could be argued to reflect how many young people feel 

when mandatory orders oblige them to attend YOTs.  However, there was something in the 

way that he said “different” together with his physical appearance that led the interviewer to 

think the difference he was in part referring to, may relate to race. The discussion echoed the 

interviewer’s own experience and that of working with African/Caribbean young men. This 

interpretation was in part corroborated when the interviewer named his understanding of 

young people’s experience of racism and Colin responded by talking more openly. It could be 

because there is nothing in Colin’s experience, his sense of identity, that chimes with being at 

the YOT every week. This lack of relevance may be exacerbated because his YOT worker is 

white and female, and the area where he attended a YOT is predominately white. This 

difference may have been informed by gender, and/ or race, and the fluid experiences of 

intersectionality, identity and (not) belonging (Mullen et al, 2014; White, 2008)   There is a 

further contrast between his discussion of YOT and when Colin started to talk more 

expansively about his father, who is also of dual heritage. Since school, Colin has worked for 

him: 

Got his own painting and decorating business innit, so I'm doing it with him, I've done 

loads of jobs like. I wasn't in school, I got kicked out of school and I was like, in Year 
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Nine or something. Yeah, I've been out of school since then, eight, Year Eight or Nine 

or summat, know what I mean, so?   

Colin’s relationship with his father and how he gains personal satisfaction and fulfilment in 

working with him appear to be his main priority.  He is engaged and committed to this.   

So how are we to interpret how completely dismissive Colin is of the whole process of 

attending a YOT which has failed to engage with him on any level?  Colin may be 

disengaged with the YOT because of his personality and his sense of self.  Where he feels he 

is in his journey in life may be a key factor.  Maybe because he does not have the words to 

express how he feels, or possibly because he does. However, learning from research with 

other professionals (Apena, 2007; Harman, 2009) and our reading of the word “different” and 

the silences, suggests the dismissiveness of YOT also relates, in part, alongside issues of 

gender, to the absence of naming race, racism and engaging with these issues.   

Although it may seem like a stretch, on the basis of this one example, to link lack of 

engagement with YOT with lack of engagement with issues of ethnicity, a third example, is 

where a YOT worker appears to engage with issues of family, identity and dual heritage 

(although this is never clearly articulated). A young man, Jamie, described his increasing 

engagement with YOT.  Jamie’s parents lived apart and he had grown up living with both of 

them at different times. He described being kicked out by every member of his family after 

having ‘behaved like a scumbag’ by stealing to feed his drug habit. He described his first 

YOT worker as unpredictable: 

He was just being, everything, just little things, just being awkward and that, he 

breached me, he'd go, try and go mad if I was ten minute late or summat like that, so, 

being awkward … Like sometimes I'd speak to him and he'd be like, be alright. And 

other times he'd just be a bit of a knobhead.  
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When Jamie’s YOT worker was changed Jamie became more engaged. Jamie described his 

second worker as someone he could talk to about anything.  Although during his interview, 

Jamie made no mention of discussing his dual heritage with this second worker, it is apparent 

that the worker had encouraged him to re-establish a connection with his father (of 

African/Caribbean heritage). 

Yeah, well YOT helped as well, because they were saying about, it's important to have 

a relationship with your Dad. My dad plays football and so he's a good footballer.   

 

Earlier in the research interview Jamie had also identified support he had received from the 

second YOT worker and an assistant to get back into playing football. Jamie training as a 

coach had been a crucial part of him getting out of offending behaviour. At the end of this 

interview (65 minutes) and glowing with pride, Jamie described how he had managed to turn 

his life around and stop offending by building his relationship with football and his father.  

I played with him [my Dad] not long ago, and that's first ever time. He's forty-one, 

and he was saying to me he can hang his boots up now because he's played with me 

and my brother, the same team, so, it's alright.   

 

Whilst with both of these examples it would be possible to argue that the crucial factor may 

be relationships with fathers, or meaningful activity, rather than ethnicity, this combination of 

factors (meaningful activity, fathers and reduced offending) was much more evident in 

interviews with BAME young people than with other young people in the sample. 

Spontaneous conversations about the role of fathers happened in three of the nine interviews 

with BAME young people, compared with only one of the 41 White British young people. 

This could also be because BAME men (as fathers) are statistically more likely than white 
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men to have been incarcerated at some point in their lives, and therefore, the relationship with 

their fathers even more important if they are not in prison (Hopkins, 2015; Lammy, 2016). 

 

Feeling useful or engaged in a meaningful activity also appears to be important, as Hamid, a 

British Asian young man (of Pakistani heritage) described.   First, he is talking about his 

relationship with his YOT worker:  

You don't want to feel useless and stuff, you want to be listened to.   

INT And do you think, does that happen?   

[…..long pause…. No answer} 

Unlike Jamie and Colin, Hamid did not seem to benefit from relationships with family 

members or YOT workers who could enable him to access to the kind of meaningful 

activities he wanted to engage with. However, family was still an important source of support 

for him, 

telling your problems to a stranger? You'd rather tell, rather go to one of your family 

members or someone you know close, like a close friend.   

Hamid does however talk about the kind of community work that he would want to engage in 

through YOT: 

 the community work you have to do is like leafleting and like burning things, what's 

that got to do with anything? Like you may, if you have to do community work at least 

be summat like having to go help someone out or something, like that, you know what 

I mean?  Summat useful. … so at least like someone could say “I've been helped out, 

it's like someone helped me out.”   
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Hamid, in these extracts, talked about YOT workers as strangers, but he was keen to provide 

support to people he did not know; he did not specify which community members he thought 

he should be helping. However, extrapolating from the cases that show it may be productive 

for YOT workers to name issues of race and racism when working with young people, it may 

also be useful to consider ethnic/cultural constructions of community and community work. 

This suggestion is reinforced by research which indicates cultural differences in how forms of 

community volunteering are valued (Peucker, 2018).  Ethnically appropriate community 

work might enable young people who do not have family-based opportunities (working or 

doing sport with fathers), to take part instead in meaningful activities in communities which 

could provide the sorts of rewarding interpersonal interactions Hamid seeks. Naming issues 

of race and racism here would mean exploring whether activities in communities enable 

young people to have a sense of shared identity or at least where their ethnic identity is not 

the source of further unspoken racism.  

 

Discussion  

The purpose of this paper was to explore the experiences of fifty young people in the UK 

criminal justice system through a participatory action research project.  In particular, how 

their experiences of race, racism and ethnicity could be better understood and empowered by 

YOT workers to enable them to desist from future offending.  

The silences from the participants who were of a different ethnicity, Asian, dual heritage 

(African/Caribbean- white) and the discussions from the white young men in custody indicate 

that race and ethnicity is very much the elephant in the room.  It is still very often thought 

about and acted upon, yet in many cases not identified, discussed or named by YOT workers.  

Aisha’s and Shazia’s responses and the conflict in their local community arose not only 
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because of their ethnicity and culture. But, their response towards the other girl was located 

within their cultural understanding of their difference and the differentiation they were 

experiencing, as south Asian Muslim young women in an unfamiliar new neighbourhood.  To 

protect family and a family friend, was paramount.  Providing mechanisms for the reporting 

and discussing racism at school may help avoid an experience of racism turning into 

experience of the youth justice system.  This could be through a school ambassador or lead 

for equality working with teachers to provide safe spaces for young people to feel 

comfortable to discuss such experiences. Enhanced teacher understanding of racism is also 

needed (Mirza and Meetoo 2018).  Attention to providing effective approaches to dealing 

with bullying in schools is particularly important in this time of Brexit transition within the 

UK and school league tables, as the British Youth Council and Equality and Human Rights 

Commission report that racist taunts are on the increase and racist bullying is being ‘swept 

under the carpet’ in order to avoid poor Ofsted inspection results (Pells, 2016).  Clear school 

policies to address bullying that is manifested through discrimination and racism should be 

developed within the context of a Brexit anti-migrant culture, that articulates, and is sensitive 

to,  the intersectional experiences of difference for young Muslim women and other BAME 

young people (Glynn, 2016). Along with delivery of training on the impact of racism to 

professionals within the legal, youth justice and education systems.  

Colin, albeit very reluctantly, was aware of his evident difference, but this difference 

appeared not to be named, he just felt different.   It is possible that he still would have been 

reticent to engage in the YOT’s activities even if his ethnicity was acknowledged as a 

positive part of his identity, but his sense of difference seemed to exacerbate his antipathy to 

all things related to the YOT.  When Jamie’s worker did appear to engage with difference, 

related to his dual heritage, his engagement with YOT increased and he moved closer to 

desistance. However, just as with Colin, in Jamie’s description of this process, and in the 
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worker framing of the importance of a relationship with his father, race and ethnicity 

remained un-named. Learning from comments by young adults slightly older than Jamie (see 

Mina in Harries, 2014), this may be a process of self-silencing, in which a young person who 

has experienced racism hesitates to describe the importance of shared identity (and the 

feelings of safety that can be associated with this). In Mina’s case, and so possibly in Jamie’s 

case, this was because she feared being thought of a racist against white people. As Harries 

(2014) reflects, Mina’s self-silencing may have been particularly strong as the interviewer 

was white British. Jamie was also interviewed by the white British researcher in our study, 

and although we tried, we were unable to set up a further interview with the lead author of 

this paper, whose race identity, or insider position (Obasi, 2014) may have made self-

silencing less likely to occur.  

Where it is not possible to provide young people with options of engaging with YOT staff 

who share an insider position, white researchers and YOT workers could learn from the four 

young men who, although they appeared to have no biographical insider experience of 

difference based on race and ethnicity, were far more forthcoming about the problems and 

conflict that can manifest in divisions based on this difference.  If professionals start 

unsilencing race and racism in their interactions with all young people by actively naming 

and providing safe spaces to discuss it, overlapping layers of identity and structural contexts 

may be better understood and paths towards desistance carved out in these territories 

(Nichols, 2017).   Here there may be lessons to learn from the Anti-Racism Collaborative of 

the American Public Health Association Learning which suggests inquiry into strategies for 

naming and dialogue, education, implementing international rights provisions and unpicking 

historical patterns within institutions and linking to communities, as well as developing the 

research excellence and policies and values to enable change (Jones 2018).  
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A further clearly effective pathway to desistance appears to arise from increasing engagement 

in meaningful activities with a family member of shared minoritized identity. In the limited 

examples available to us in this study, the family member was always the father, so shared 

gender identity may also be significant. As Hamid suggests, and our further research shows 

(Larkins, 2019), where (male) family members are not able to provide these roles, then elders 

or broader community members may also have a positive effect where there are opportunities 

to engage together in meaningful social contributions which result in positive feedback.  

 

These experiences are yet more manifestations of the paradox of race and ethnicity.  On the 

one hand as the boys/young men in custody point out, there are clear markers based on these 

differences (Gunaratnam, 2003), yet on the other, notions, and our perceptions, of race and 

ethnicity are in a constant state of flux constantly being (re)-negotiated in a dialogue between 

individuals and communities (Caballero, Edwards & Puthussury, 2008).  Hence, notions of 

ethnicity can be seen, in the case of the young man with south Asian siblings, as neither fixed 

nor singular, but fluid over different spaces and places (Hall, 1991; Wainwright and Ridley, 

2012).  Further, as with this young man, within the difference of the experience of dual 

heritage individuals and families, there is an ‘ordinariness’ in the way they negotiate their 

lives (Caballero, Edwards, Goodyear & Okitikpi, 2012).  This may manifest itself in a 

positive way, if it is re-affirmed as such by others around them, or a negative way if the 

experience in a micro location is one of racism (Harman, 2009).  This constant (re)-

negotiation can be seen in the experience of the young people that participated in this 

research, be they south Asian young women, engaged in conflict in their new local 

community, two young men of dual heritage or/ and one south Asian young man not wanting 

to engage with YOT workers when they were read as strangers and showed no clear 

indications of what could be expected of their understanding of race, ethnicity or identity; or 
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the four white boys/young men who were painfully aware of the markers of race, ethnicity 

and difference.  These markers are manifested in separate and alienated Muslim/ Pakistani 

communities (for the young women), difference in biography, heritage and physical 

appearance for the dual heritage young men, and the violence that can erupt from racism (for 

the four young men in custody). 

Conclusion 

These experiences of difference, of race, ethnicity and, in some cases the consequent racism, 

have implications for interventions with young people in contact with youth justice services 

in the 21st Century. Although this study was conducted within the UK, these implications are 

of international relevance given the context of the Council of Europe Guidelines (2010) 

which expressly ban discrimination on the grounds of race, but which fail to identify 

strategies for remedying ongoing experiences of racism.  If professionals are to engage 

meaningfully with young people (however they self-identify, whatever their complexion, 

whether difference is visible to the eye or not), professionals need to find the language, the 

medium, to enable their interventions to have real meaning.  This will involve practitioners 

being comfortable discussing rac(sim) with young people and actively encouraging young 

people to feel able to do so. Placing practitioners of BAME heritage in a team working with 

young people who engage in offending behaviour is a start. BAME practitioners provide the 

opportunity to share insider status and work with BAME young people individually, in 

groups and can enable a culture, where teams of both white and BAME practitioners can 

discuss issues and develop polices in a safe learning environment.   But, this will not address 

the shifting sands of identity, ethnicity and racism, that these young people have articulated 

here and about which other young people have raised concern in the context of Brexit 

(Larkins, 2017).  There needs to be a re-engagement with young people, by all professionals, 

to unsilence and explore their experience, their daily lives, how they are negotiating race and 
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ethnicity and how it effects, or not, their chances of (re)-offending.  This can be done by 

placing rac(ism) right at the front and centre of any contract of engagement with BAME 

young people in contact with services focused on reducing offending.   Gaining an 

understanding of these diverse and fluid experiences should inform the way professionals 

work with young people in the future.  Thus, practitioners need to learn and listen about the 

experiences of BAME young people, and BAME colleagues in all their heterogeneity through 

focused training and team discussion. The wider research from which this study on ethnicity 

is drawn shows that young people want to develop meaningful relationships with their 

workers to help them navigate their lives to stop re-offending (Larkins and Wainwright, 

2013).  Identifying, naming and addressing race, racism and ethnicity, that big clumsy 

elephant in the room, is a key part of this process. 

 

This study provides pointers for future research regarding working with young people of 

BAME heritage who have been involved in the criminal justice system.  In particular, 

exploring narratives, the stories, of Muslim/ Pakistani and African/Caribbean young people 

(of both genders) and those of heterogeneous identities of dual ethnicity who have ended up 

in contact with criminal justice systems across Europe. In particular, research should focus on 

how their multiple, diverse and intersectional identities inform their experience of offending 

and how to support strategies to resist. 
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