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Executive summary

Rationale for this study

This research report investigates the role of services in shaping children’s identity
formation, and how these identity-forming experiences in turn influence children’s
involvement in violence in England.

Previous research has highlighted how services can help protect children from (or
increase vulnerability to), involvement in violence. There is, however, relatively limited
research specifically exploring how children’s identity development fits into these
dynamics.

This study addresses a critical gap in the evidence base by focusing on the ways in
which systems of support — including education, social care, youth justice, mental health
and youth work services — affect children’s sense of self, and how this influences their
vulnerability to engaging in violence.

It contributes rich, qualitative evidence both from professionals working in the system of
support, and from children and young people themselves, with the aim of informing more
effective and equitable approaches to violence reduction.

Methodology

The study was designed with a strong emphasis on co-production, youth-centred
perspectives, and anti-racist principles. Key components included:

¢ Professional Interviews: 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted with profes-
sionals from a range of services, including education, police, youth justice, children’s
social care, health, clinical psychology, youth work, local authorities, and violence re-
duction partnerships.

e Young People’s Consultations: Four one-to-one interviews and three workshops
were held with a total of 15 young people aged 15 to 23, all with lived experience of
various services and systems of support.

e Co-Design Process: The study team engaged with an Expert Advisory Group (EAG)
of experienced practitioners and a Young Researchers Advisory Panel (YRAP) to
shape the research questions, theoretical framing, data collection tools, and interpre-
tation of findings and insights.

e Thematic Analysis: Transcripts of interviews and workshops were analysed using
both deductive and inductive thematic analysis to identify patterns, supported by en-
gagement with our EAG and YRAP to inform the focus and results of analysis.

Findings and insights

Mechanisms by which services shape children’s identity development



Children’s experiences with services can significantly influence their sense of self, self-
worth, belonging, security, and aspiration. Our analysis identified several key themes that
illustrate how these interactions shape identity development:

¢ Negative and positive labelling: The labels used by services — whether negative
(for example, ‘perpetrator’) or positive (for example, ‘resilient’) — can have an im-
portant influence on children’s sense of self. Negative labels can be internalised, rein-
forcing harmful identities, while affirming language can help to promote a sense of
self-worth.

e Binary and nuanced thinking: Categorising children in narrow, binary terms (for ex-
ample, as either ‘victims’ or ‘perpetrators’) oversimplifies their lived experiences. Par-
ticularly in the context of work to address children’s involvement in violence, dichoto-
mised thinking — especially when it results in children being viewed predominantly
through a negative lens — risks obscuring not only their vulnerabilities but also their
capacities and potential. This can in turn influence how children come to see them-
selves and their sense of belonging.

e Thin and thick narratives: Relatedly, focusing on ‘thin’ narratives (i.e. reductive,
problem-saturated characterisations of children) risks framing children through their
challenges alone. Focusing instead on the ‘thick’ narrative (i.e. a more complex, rich,
nuanced and multi-faceted picture of a child’s challenges, but also their strengths, in-
terests, resilience and capacity for growth) is an important part of fostering a positive
sense of self, aspirations and hopefulness.

¢ Doing to and doing with: ‘Doing to’ approaches — where decisions about children’s
support are made without their involvement — can feel disempowering for children.
Collaborative, ‘doing with’ approaches that meaningfully involve children in decisions
about the support they receive can help to foster children’s sense of empowerment.

¢ Inclusion and exclusion: Exclusion from services, particularly schools or mental
health support, can reinforce feelings of rejection, alienation, and hopelessness. Con-
sistently accessible and genuinely inclusive support helps children feel valued, under-
stood, and connected.

¢ Trusted relationships: Stable, empathetic relationships with professionals can pro-
vide crucial emotional security to vulnerable children, scaffolding resilience, self-be-
lief, and positive identity development. These relationships also serve as a vital con-
duit through which children’s aspirations can be supported, and emerging needs iden-
tified and effectively addressed.

e Fragmented and coordinated systems: When services operate in silos, children
may experience support as fragmented and inconsistent, leading to feelings of fa-
tigue, hopelessness, and a sense of not being heard or understood. This can under-
mine their ability to form trusting relationships with professionals. Coordinated, multi-
agency approaches are essential to provide stable, holistic support and foster positive
identity development for children with multiple complex needs.



Broader influences: Children’s identity formation is shaped not only by services but
also by wider contextual factors, including family, peer groups, socioeconomic condi-
tions, and experiences of systemic discrimination. These not only shape identity di-
rectly but also mediate how children experience and interpret their interactions with
services. Children’s identity formation is influenced not only by their interactions with
services, but also by broader contextual factors such as family dynamics, peer rela-
tionships, socioeconomic conditions, and experiences of systemic discrimination.

Experiences of services that can have a transformative influence on
children’s identities

Participants described a range of service experiences — both positive and negative — that
they felt could be particularly influential or transformative in shaping children’s identities:

Education: School environments can profoundly shape children’s sense of compe-
tence, belonging, and aspirations. The experience of exclusion from school was
viewed by our participants as often having lasting negative impacts, reinforcing feel-
ings of disconnection and limiting future opportunities.

Criminal justice: Adversarial interactions with law enforcement services and other
elements of the criminal justice system can erode children’s sense of security and
trust in authority. Experiences of stop and search can leave children with a sense of
being under suspicion, while punitive criminal justice responses may undermine chil-
dren’s feelings of safety and belonging. Labelling children as offenders may also re-
sult in self-fulfilling prophecies.

Children’s Social Care: Supportive, consistent relationships with trusted social work-
ers have the potential to foster positive identity development. However, high turnover
and inconsistency in care can disrupt this potential, sometimes contributing to feelings
of instability, rejection, or invisibility. Young people also highlighted the importance of
social workers consistently using positive, strengths-based language and practice,
that emphasises and helps children to reach their potential.

Mental health services: Barriers to accessing care — such as long waiting times or
high thresholds — can leave children feeling dismissed and undeserving of support,
particularly during periods of vulnerability. On the other hand, innovative models of
community-based, co-produced mental health support can provide transformative
support to children with high levels of need who might otherwise not have engaged
with more traditional delivery models.

Youth work: Relational, flexible, and strengths-based approaches commonly associ-
ated with youth work were viewed as especially impactful, offering children trusted re-
lationships, emotional safety, and opportunities for growth, agency, and aspiration-
building.

Broader practices: Approaches that centre children’s strengths, meaningfully involve
them in shaping services, and prioritise early, preventative support were seen as play-
ing a particularly important role in fostering resilience and supporting positive identity
development, across service settings.



How children’s experiences of services are patterned by intersecting
characteristics

The study suggests that children’s experiences of services are shaped by intersecting
characteristics, which can influence how they are perceived and treated:

o Ethnicity: Participants highlighted concerns about structural inequalities, bias, and
stereotyping, which they felt may contribute to the disproportionate exclusion and
criminalisation of Black children and children from Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller com-
munities.

o Special education needs and disabilities, and neurodivergence: Gaps in profes-
sional training and limited resources were seen to contribute to the misunderstanding
and mislabelling of children who have special education needs and disabilities or are
neurodivergent, potentially escalating conflict and increasing the risk of marginalisa-
tion.

e Socioeconomic background: Children from economically disadvantaged back-
grounds were perceived to experience harsher disciplinary responses (for example, in
education and criminal justice systems), lower expectations, and greater stigmatisa-
tion, compounding existing inequalities.

e Gender: Gendered stereotypes and normative expectations were reported to shape
service responses. Some participants expressed concern that services may have less
expertise in, or confidence responding to, girls’ involvement in violence, with existing
approaches often more geared towards boys.

e Family reputation: Children from families with a history of service involvement were
seen as being at risk of being judged on their family’s reputation, rather than as indi-
viduals. This was viewed as working to reinforce cycles of disadvantage and limit ac-
cess to fair and supportive intervention.

o Experience in care: Looked after children were described as facing heightened in-
stability and disrupted relationships with services, making it more difficult to build
trust, security and a positive sense of self. Children living in residential care settings
were also reported to be at risk of disproportionate criminalisation.

« Intersectionality: These factors do not operate in isolation. Participants emphasised
how overlapping forms of disadvantage may intersect to shape children’s experiences
and identities in complex ways, potentially reinforcing exclusion, mistrust, and aliena-
tion.

Links between identity-forming experiences of services and
involvement in violence

This report identifies a set of mechanisms through which children’s identity-shaping
experiences with services can, in turn, influence their involvement in or protection from
violence.



Violence as a self-fulfilling prophecy: When children are repeatedly labelled as
‘risky’ or as ‘perpetrators’, they may begin to internalise these identities, leading to be-
haviours — including violence — that align with how they are perceived.

Violence as a search for belonging: Exclusion from mainstream institutions can
leave children seeking connection and status elsewhere, including in peer groups in-
volved in violence that offer a sense of acceptance and identity.

Violence as a response to hopelessness: When services fail to nurture children’s
aspirations or provide viable pathways to a better future, disillusionment can take
hold. In these contexts, violence may appear to offer agency, opportunity, or hope.

Violence as self-protection: Where children feel unsafe in their communities and
lack trust in services to protect them, violence can be seen as a rational response—a
means of defending themselves in the absence of reliable protection.

Violence as a response to hypervigilance: Children who experience chronic inse-
curity and mistrust in support systems may develop heightened sensitivity to threat,
resulting in reactive or pre-emptive aggression.

Violence as a tactic to retain support: In some cases, children may view violence
as a means of securing continued service engagement, using it to maintain access to
support they fear would otherwise be withdrawn.

Violence as a form of self-expression: When children feel overlooked, unheard, or
denied recognition, violence may become a way to assert identity, autonomy, or emo-
tional pain, particularly in the absence of other affirming outlets.

Protection against and resilience to violence: By contrast, services that offer
trusted relationships, emotional safety, and opportunities for growth can foster a
strong sense of self-worth and belonging. These protective experiences help children
process emotions, disclose risks, and reflect critically on alternatives to violence,
strengthening their resilience in the face of adversity.

Insights for strengthening systems of support

The study identifies a set of insights which, if adopted and embedded throughout the
system of support, would help promote positive identity formation and reduce children’s
vulnerability to violence:

Build trusted, consistent relationships: Prioritising relational practice helps ensure
children have stable, long-term relationships with professionals who provide con-
sistent support.

Adopt strengths-based approaches: Focusing on children’s assets, interests, and
aspirations — rather than solely their challenges — fosters self-worth and resilience.

Provide new opportunities: Creating avenues for children to explore their interests,
build skills, and develop aspirations supports growth, confidence, and a positive
sense of the future.



e Ensure inclusivity and accessibility: Adopting flexible, inclusive approaches ena-
bles marginalised children to access the support they need and feel recognised and
valued.

e Balance early intervention with responsive support: Meeting needs early — while
maintaining the flexibility to respond to crisis — helps prevent escalation and builds
trust in services.

e Carefully manage transitions and endings: Preparing children for service transi-
tions or endings helps reduce feelings of rejection and supports long-term emotional
security.

¢ Involve families and communities: Meaningfully engaging families and communities
helps build more supportive environments around children, to scaffold positive identity
development.

o Equip staff with skills and support: Providing staff with the right training, resources
and supportive leadership strengthens their ability to deliver and embed relational,
trauma-informed, and inclusive support.

e Strengthen collaboration across services: Coordinated, multi-agency working en-
sures more coherent, stable support and reduces the risks associated with frag-
mented service experiences.

e Prioritise co-production with children: Involving children in shaping the services
that affect them helps to foster agency, self-efficacy, and a stronger sense of belong-

ing.
e Address structural inequities: Tackling systemic bias and discrimination is vital to

help bring about fairer, more equitable systems where all children can feel respected
and supported.

e Secure sustainable funding and resources: Long-term, strategic investment is
needed to enable services to consistently deliver approaches that support children’s
identity development and protect them from violence.

Services can’t act alone, however. While frontline services play a crucial role in
supporting children’s identity development and reducing vulnerability to violence, they
cannot achieve this in isolation. Meaningful and lasting change depends on political
action to create the conditions in which supportive, inclusive practice can thrive. This
includes investing in communities to ensure children in disadvantaged areas have access
to high-quality education, healthcare, and youth services; promoting inclusion and equity
by addressing wider structural inequalities, and societal attitudes that sustain exclusion
and marginalisation; addressing economic inequality and promoting fair access to
opportunity through action on child poverty, housing insecurity, income support, and
secure employment; and strengthening family support by expanding access to mental
health care, parenting programmes, and other family-focused services. Embedding these
changes requires strategic political commitment, cross-sector alignment, and sustained
investment beyond the remit of any single service.



Contributions to evidence and why they matter

This study makes several important contributions to the evidence base on children’s
identity development and involvement in violence:

¢ Youth-led, co-designed evidence: By centring the voices and lived experiences of
children — alongside the perspectives of professionals — this research offers rich, con-
textualised insights grounded in young people’s realities. Our participatory approach,
co-designed with young people, strengthens the legitimacy, depth, and relevance of
the evidence base.

¢ New insight into how services shape identity: The study provides a nuanced anal-
ysis of the ways in which services influence children’s developing sense of self, feel-
ings of belonging, and aspirations. It identifies a variety of pathways through which
services can support or hinder the development of positive identities.

¢ Linking identity formation to vulnerability to violence: The research contributes to
current understanding by exploring the mechanisms through which identity-shaping
experiences of services directly shape children’s vulnerability to or protection from vio-
lence.

¢ An intersectional lens on service experience: The research foregrounds how inter-
secting inequalities relating to ethnicity, gender, neurodivergence, socioeconomic and
family background, and care experience, shape children’s encounters with services,
and how this can compound marginalisation and hinder equitable access to and en-
gagement with effective support.

o Systems-focused recommendations: This study moves beyond analysis to offer
clear insights for improving systems of support. It highlights inclusion, trusted relation-
ships, coordination, early intervention, co-production, and structural reform as critical
levers for change.

Overall, the purpose of this report is to provide critical evidence for policymakers, service
leaders, and practitioners seeking to build more equitable, holistic, and child-centred
approaches to preventing violence and supporting children to flourish.
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Introduction

Context and rationale

This study is part of the ‘serious youth violence research programme’, which is co-led by
the Department for Education (DfE) and the Youth Endowment Fund (YEF), and aims to
explore ‘how systems of support may protect young people from, or expose them to,
involvement in serious youth violence’. ‘Systems of support’ are understood here as all
the different services that work individually and together to support children, including
education, health, social care, justice, and youth services.

Findings from previous research conducted as part of the serious youth violence
research programme suggested that systems of support may play a role in the
development of children’s identities, in ways that are relevant to children’s vulnerability to,
or protection from, violence (Open Innovation team, 2023). There is, however, relatively
limited research exploring perspectives on the complex and dynamic relationships
between children’s experiences of services, their identity formation, and their
engagement in violence in the UK.

This study, commissioned by DfE, builds on that previous work and contributes to the
expansion of the (relatively limited) evidence in this area. Taking a view of ‘identity’ as
one’s ‘sense of self’, the study explicitly examines whether, and if so how, interactions
between children and systems of support in England influence children’s identity
development in ways that affect their involvement in violence. It aims to identify lessons
on how strategic changes to systems of support could better address children’s
vulnerabilities and bolster protection against violence.

RAND Europe and Dartington Service Design Lab conducted the research from
September 2024 to March 2025.

Methodology

This study involved in-depth qualitative consultation with two groups: children and young
people affected by violence, and professionals working in a range of services across the
system of support.

Research questions

The study provides indicative answers, based on the perspectives and insights of
children and young people and professionals participating in this study, to the following
research questions:

11



1. How (if at all) do children’s interactions with services influence the development of
their identities?

2. What experiences (if any), with which services, are most important in influencing chil-
dren’s identities?

3. How (if at all) are children’s experiences of services patterned according to their inter-
secting characteristics?

a. How (if at all) does this influence children’s identities?

4. How (if at all) do identity-forming experiences of services in turn influence children’s
involvement in violence?

5. What (if anything) can services do that may influence children’s identity development
in ways that contribute to reduced involvement in violence?

Co-design

To inform the design, conduct and results of the study, we convened and worked in
collaboration with an Expert Advisory Group (EAG) of professionals from across police,
social work, health, clinical psychology and youth work services with significant insight
and expertise on the issues under study, and also engaged closely with Young
Researchers Advisory Panel (YRAP) based at the Safer Young Lives Research Centre at
the University of Bedfordshire.

These two groups were engaged by the research team towards the start of the research
project, and shaped the formation of research questions, theoretical frameworks and data
collection tools, as well as supporting the recruitment of research participants. Their input
was instrumental in ensuring that data collection tools, including topic guides for
consultation with young people, were sensitive to young people’s lived experiences and
particularly the effects of trauma, and grounded in a nuanced understanding of young
people’s contexts.

The research team also consulted with these groups towards the end of the project, to
inform the interpretation of findings, and develop key messages and implications. This
participatory approach ensured that the research remained anchored in the realities of
those directly affected, while also reflecting the practical insights of professionals
providing frontline support.

The study was designed with young people at its centre and developed in close
partnership with them. It was shaped to be sensitive to the impact of trauma on young
people’s lives, creating space for their voices to be heard safely and respectfully. The
research also took into account how racism and inequality influence young people’s
experiences and aimed to respond to these issues through inclusive and thoughtful
research practices.
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Interviews with professionals

RAND Europe research team members conducted online, hour-long, one-to-one, semi-
structured interviews with 20 professionals working across education, police, youth
justice, children’s social care, health, clinical psychology, youth work, local authority
inclusion services, and violence reduction partnerships.

Stakeholders were invited to participate by email and were provided with full information
about what participation would involve. This included providing them with a Participant
Information Sheet and Privacy Notice. Informed consent to participate was re-sought at
the start of each interview.

The professionals we interviewed were purposively sampled, which involved identifying
and recruiting individuals with particular knowledge and expertise related to the topics of
interest. Some were known to members of our EAG, while others were identified through
literature or online searches. A total of 91 professionals were invited participate, to reach
our target sample of 20. The number of interviews was largely determined by pragmatic
considerations of the timeline and budget of the research.

Professionals were asked a set of interview questions exploring topics related to our
research questions, the focus and wording of which were co-developed in collaboration
with the YRAP and EAG, and reviewed and approved by the Dartington Service Design
Lab research ethics committee (LabREC), DfE and YEF.

Interviews and workshops with children and young people

Dartington Service Design Lab conducted online on-to-one semi-structured interviews
with four young people aged 16 to 22 years with experience of contact with a variety of
services including police, education, children’s social care, mental health and health
services. Subsequently, we also conducted three workshops with a total of 11 young
people aged 15 to 23 years with experience of the same range of services. These young
people were recruited through YRAP and the London Violence Reduction Unit (VRU)
Young People’s Action Group (YPAG).

Young people were invited to express their interest in taking part through contact with a
range of gatekeeper organisations and individuals, including the VRU YPAG, Safer
London and contacts in the youth justice system provided by YEF and our Expert
Advisory Group members. These organisations and individuals were provided with
information about the study to share with potential participants. Interested young people
were given an information sheet and offered time to ask any questions they had before
taking part. All young people provided fully informed written consent prior to participation.

13



Support was put in place for participating young people, with staff at gatekeeper
organisations debriefing and/or offering to check in with young people following their
participation.

The topic guide and study materials were reviewed by the YRAP with several
amendments being made to enhance their accessibility, sensitivity and meaning.
Materials were also reviewed and approved by LabREC, DfE and YEF. Young people
were asked a series of questions about their interactions with services, and influences of
service interactions on identity formation and behaviour.

To inform discussions in the three workshops, data from the four interviews were first
analysed thematically and any overlaps with emerging findings from the professional
interviews were identified. From this, four broad topics reflecting greatest overlap with the
professionals’ findings were used to guide group discussion (trusted relationships, being
treated like an individual, mental health, and labelling). This allowed us to sense check
the topics, to explore each topic in greater depth, and to refine themes within those topics
from young people’s perspectives. For each topic, we facilitated in-depth discussion,
exploring their experiences across different services they had interacted with. We invited
participants to respond to prompts about how interactions with services influence
different groups of young people in their experience. Also, to identify practical
implications and suggestions for how to improve the system of support.

All young people received a gift voucher as a token of gratitude for their time (a £20
Love2Shop voucher per hour of participation).

Data analysis and reporting

Interviews with professionals and consultations with children and young people were
recorded and transcribed, and data were analysed thematically. Thematic analysis
involved systematically identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the
data. Deductive coding was guided by the research questions, while inductive coding
allowed novel insights to emerge." Initial inductive codes were generated by reviewing
transcripts, and recurring patterns were grouped into broader themes. Analysis of
interviews with professionals was led by RAND Europe, and analysis of interviews and
workshops with young people was led by Dartington Service Design Lab, with regular
communication throughout the analysis period to share emerging codes, themes, and
insights.

" Deductive coding involves analysing data based on predefined themes or concepts (in this case, our
research questions). Researchers create a coding framework before analysing the data and apply it
systematically to categorise information. Inductive coding involves identifying themes directly from the data
without a predetermined framework. Researchers read and analyse the data iteratively, allowing themes to
emerge organically based on patterns, meanings, or repeated ideas.
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Once initial findings had been generated by the research team, meetings with YRAP and
EAG members were held to discuss, interpret and refine findings and implications. This
enabled the study to benefit from their expertise and experiences.

The findings set out in this report are labelled with anonymised participant identifiers to
illustrate how widely concepts were reported. For professionals the labels P01 to P20 are
used, while for young people the labels YP01 to YP04 and YP group 1 to YP group 3 are
used.

Ethics

This study was co-designed with YRAP and EAG members, and the study protocol was
approved by Dartington Service Design Lab’s research ethics committee (LabREC).
Further information on the ethical considerations informing this study and on how we
protected participants’ data is available in Annex 1.

Limitations

This research project was subject to a number of limitations.

The participant sample size was small, consisting of 20 professionals and 15 young
people. As a result, findings are not expected to be representative of any particular group
or experience, nor generalisable beyond the sample. Our reliance on purposive

sampling, which identified potential participants from networks and online searches rather
than using a random selection, introduces the potential for bias in our sample, which may
have influenced the range of perspectives included in the study. Additionally, the study
did not achieve data saturation, meaning that certain perspectives or themes may not
have been fully explored or captured. While every effort was made to incorporate diverse
viewpoints within the sample, the study was constrained by practical limitations of time
and resource availability.

Further, this study did not include any comprehensive review of relevant literature, and
this may have limited the extent to which the research is grounded in existing theory and
evidence.

The findings should therefore be understood as indicative rather than definitive insights
into the experiences and perspectives of children and professionals working with them.

Nonetheless, the significant overlap observed between young people’s and
professionals’ insights on the mechanisms linking experiences with services, identity
formation, and violence does help to enhance confidence in the relevance of our findings.
Further research would be beneficial to build upon and refine the central themes our
study has identified. The alignment between stakeholder perspectives also suggests that
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the findings offer a useful starting point for generating hypotheses that could be tested in
future research to further understand causal pathways.

Our theoretical frameworks

Before setting out the findings of this research, we first seek to clarify our understanding
of two central concepts under study here: children’s risk of becoming involved in
violence, and children’s identities.

Our understanding of risk is informed by contextual and complex safeguarding
frameworks. These approaches emphasise that the nature of children’s needs, the risks
they face, and how they experience those risks, often change from early childhood to
adolescence. Children may come to face a new set of complex risks — including the risk
of involvement in violence. As Firmin et al. (2016) note, this risk may:

e often manifest in extra-familial environments such as schools, public spaces and
online platforms

¢ Dbe informed by peer relationships and norms
e involve children engaging in harmful behaviour as well as being harmed
e be beyond the control of parents

e sometimes present as though it is the result of perceived ‘choices’ made by a
child, but often involve grooming, coercion, threat, and exploitation that can create
a climate of fear and reduce engagement with services

Our approach to understanding children’s identities is informed by work on ‘identities in
practice’, which views identity as constantly in development and improvised in the flow of
social contexts (rather than stable and unchanging).

The concept of identities in practice was first developed by US scholars Dorothy Holland,
William Lachicotte Jr., Debra Skinner and Carole Cain in their book Identity and Agency
in Cultural Worlds (1998). Central to the concept of identity in practice is that identities
are not fixed, but always ‘unfinished and in process’ (Holland et al., 1998), mirroring
previous sociological and philosophical understandings of identity as constantly in
development (Hall, 1996).

Identities are also ‘improvised — in the flow of activity with specific social situations — from
the cultural resources at hand’ (Holland et al., 1998). In this way, identities in practice can
be considered not as ‘things’ that we have or are, but as what we do in order to become
who we want to be (Watson, 2008). Identities therefore unfold through our interactions
with the world and cannot be separated from the contexts within which they develop.
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This concept of identity allows for the influence of both structure and agency. Holland et
al. (1998) draw upon these ideas to conceptualise how people interpret the social and
cultural worlds around them and, relatedly, how people see themselves in these worlds.
Holland et al. (1998) state that combining ideas from Bakhtin and Vygotsky allows them
to develop an understanding of ‘humans as social and cultural creatures and therefore
bounded’, whilst also recognising ‘the processes whereby human collectives and
individuals often move themselves’. According to Urrieta (2007), this approach enables
the concept of identities in practice to ‘move us away (but not completely) from cultural
determinism and situational totalitarianism to make (some) way for the importance of
improvisation and innovation (agency)’. In this way, the concept of identities in practice
could be interpreted as a response to sociological debates on the relationship between
structure (i.e., notions of predeterminism), and agency (i.e., individuals’ free choice) in
identity (Sewell, 1992).

Holland et al. (1998) propose that people practice their identities through four interrelated
‘contexts of activity’, which are relevant to our study:

Figured worlds: these are the different social spaces people move through, such
as peer groups, families, or services, in which people develop a sense of self,
based on shared ideas and expectations

Positionality: this is about how people are seen and treated (or, positioned) in so-
cial spaces, depending on, for example, their background, social status, and the
roles available to them

Self-authoring: this concerns the way people shape their own identities, by ac-
cepting, rejecting, ignoring, or negotiating and reshaping the roles and labels given
to them

Making worlds: this is when people create change with existing social spaces (or,
create new ones), shaping new ways of being and interacting with others

For further discussion of this theoretical framing and its application in this study, please
see Annex 2.

Structure of this report

Chapter 1 sets out participants’ perspectives on the ways in which interactions
with and experiences of services shape the formation of children’s identities

Chapter 2 looks in greater detail at our participants’ perspectives on some of the
key moments and experiences that have a particularly transformative influence on
children’s identity formation

Chapter 3 goes on to examine participants’ perceptions of how those experiences
are patterned by intersecting characteristics

Chapter 4 considers their views on the mechanisms through which identity-shap-
ing experiences, in turn, affect vulnerability to violence
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e Chapter 5 sets out suggestions for how services and the system of support as a
whole can influence children’s identity development in ways that contribute to re-
duced involvement in violence
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Chapter 1: How do children’s interactions with services
influence the development of their identities?

Key messages:

¢ Negative and positive labels: The way services label children can profoundly
influence their sense of self and becoming self-fulfilling prophecies. When neg-
ative labels (such as ‘perpetrator’) are internalised by children, this can rein-
force a harmful sense of sense.

e Binary and nuanced thinking: Categorising children in binary terms (for ex-
ample, as either ‘victims’ or ‘perpetrators’) oversimplifies their experiences.
More nuanced approaches are needed, that recognise the complexities of chil-
dren’s lives.

¢ Thin and thick narratives: When services focus on ‘thin’ problem-saturated
narratives about children, they risk reducing children to their difficulties. To pro-
mote self-worth and growth, it is important for services to keep in mind ‘thick’
narratives that acknowledge children’s strengths and potential, as well as their
challenges.

¢ Doing to and doing with: Services that impose interventions and support on
children without their input can make them feel powerless, while collaborative,
co-designed approaches can help to empower children and foster a sense of
agency, engagement and trust in support systems.

e Exclusion and inclusion: Experiences of exclusion (whether from school,
mental health services, or other support) can reinforce a sense of rejection, al-
ienation and lack of belonging. Inclusive services that demonstrate determina-
tion to provide support can help children to feel valued, seen, and worthwhile.

e Trusted relationships: Stable, trusting relationships with professionals play a
crucial role in shaping children’s self of self, creating space for children to ex-
press their needs and concerns, receive support that helps address vulnerabili-
ties, explore their strengths and interests, and develop their world views, confi-
dence, self-worth and aspiration.

e Fragmentation and coordination: \When services operate in silos, children’s
experiences of the system of support may be disjointed and inconsistent. Coor-
dinated, multi-agency approaches are needed to create a more stable and sup-
portive environment for identity development.

¢ |dentity development beyond services: A wide range of other factors, (from
family and peer relationships to community environments, socioeconomic con-
ditions, experiences of structural inequalities, and social media) not only shape
identity directly but also mediate how children experience and interpret their in-
teractions with services.
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Introduction

Findings from this study indicate that children’s interactions with services play a
significant role in shaping their identity development. There was broad agreement among
the professionals and young people we spoke with that services influence children’s
sense of self and self-worth, their understanding of the world around them, their
aspirations and perceptions of opportunities and constraints, and their feelings of safety
and trust. A range of themes emerged from our interviews and workshops.

Participants highlighted how identity formation can be affected by the extent to which
services: place negative or positive labels on children; hold binary or more nuanced
understandings of children’s identities; focus on ‘thin’ problem-saturated narratives or
‘thick’ narratives that include recognition of children’s assets and strengths (which young
people referred to as ‘being treated like a person’); impose practice upon children or work
collaboratively with them; exclude children from support or work flexibly to ensure support
is accessible; provide trusted relationships; and coordinate across the system of support
or else provide children with a more fragmented experience. The following sections
examine these themes.

The influence of children’s interactions with services on
identity development

Negative and positive labels, and self-fulfilling prophecies

Most professionals and young people we spoke with expressed the view that the
language services use to describe children can have a lasting impact on children’s
sense of self.? Reflecting the sociological theory of labelling first proposed by Howard
Becker (1963), these professionals emphasised that children are conscious of the labels
assigned to them and may internalise and ultimately identify with them.2® This process can
create a self-fulfilling prophecy, in which children adopt a sense of self, and
behaviours, that align with the labels assigned to them.*

In this sense, both positive and negative labels can become self-perpetuating, expressing
expectations that shape development of identities aligned with those expectations. The

2 P01, P02, P04, P05, P06, P08, P10, P11, P13, P14, P15, P16, P17, P20, YP01, YP02, YP03, YP04, YP
group 1, YP group 3.

3 Becker theorised that ‘deviance’ is a consequence of external judgments, or labels, that modify the
individual’'s self-concept and change the way others respond to the labelled person. Once an individual is
labelled as ‘deviant’ in some way, they may come to internalise the label, which can lead to a self-fulfilling
prophecy in which their behaviour increasingly aligns with the expectations associated with that label.
Becker’s theory emphasises the role of social reactions in shaping identity and behaviour, suggesting that it
is not the individual’s inherent qualities, but the societal response to an individual and their actions, that
primarily shapes development of deviant behaviour.

4 P01, P06, P08, P15, P16, P18, P20, YP02, YP03, YP04, YP group 1, YP group 2, YP group 3.
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use of labels with negative connotations, such as ‘perpetrator’, ‘offender’, ‘troublemaker’,
‘disruptive’, ‘risky’, or ‘attention-seeking’ to describe children can therefore be deeply
damaging, creating obstacles to positive identity development, rather than fostering
opportunities for growth.

Relatedly, some professionals expressed the view that the use of any variant of the term
‘perpetration’ in relation to children (such as ‘children who perpetrate violence’) is
unhelpful: this framing assigns an inappropriate degree of moral blame and culpability to
children who have yet to reach maturity. Alternative, more descriptive and morally neutral
terminology (such as ‘children who are involved in violence’, or ‘children who have
engaged in violence’) is available, which neither assigns blame nor precludes
accountability, but leaves room for responses that hold children appropriately responsible
for their behaviour while providing meaningful support to reshape their trajectories.

Participants also highlighted the importance of professionals and services frequently
using positive language to describe children. This could include, for example, describing
a child as ‘expressing a need for support’ rather than ‘attention-seeking’. From a practical
perspective, this use of language can take place in multiple contexts, including direct
conversations with children, discussions among professionals, written case notes,
referrals, and official letters or documents. The importance of conversations between
children and professionals being characterised by ‘consistent positive affirmation’ was
also highlighted among young people. This positive affirmation was described as a way
to help counter the influence of more negative narratives that children feel are applied to
them.

“A lot of children have experienced being labelled throughout their
younger years and into their adolescence, and they find it really hard to
shift those labels. They don't know how to shift those labels. [...] Once
they've been given a label, they think, ‘well, | might as well go with it.’
Because they haven’t necessarily been given or learned that emotional
resilience to overcome that.” (P20)

Some young people emphasised that, as childhood is a time of life when identity
development is more influenced by others’ impressions, children are particularly
susceptible to labelling or stereotyped language. On the other hand, other young people
spoke about their rejection of such labels, and about experiencing a drive to ‘overcome’
them. Notably, these young people cited sources of support available to them that helped
them achieve this, such as strong faith, community, and a trusted relationship with a
teacher.

In addition to the potential for labels to be internalised, some participants also expressed
a concern that labelling may directly influence the level of support offered to a child.

21



“There may be young people who are labelled in one way and that
means that they’re less likely to be seen as a young person in need as
well, in whatever context, be that social care, be that young people who
might need support to be kept safe when they themselves are seen or
labelled as somebody causing harm." (YP group 3)

Binary and nuanced thinking

Similarly, some professionals raised that the extent to which services and professionals
retain nuance, and avoid binary thinking, when understanding children and their
needs and circumstances can have an important influence on children’s identities.®
Binary categories that ascribe to children identities of either ‘victim or perpetrator’, ‘good
child or bad child’, ‘at risk or a risk’, and so on, were viewed as particularly unhelpful for
thinking about children who may be vulnerable to engaging in violence. These
professionals highlighted that such categories are not dichotomous and emphasised that
many children who engage in violence have themselves experienced violence and other
harms, while engagement in an act of violence can itself be traumatising for a child. This
reflects existing evidence of a very significant overlap between children who have
experienced violence against them, and children who have engaged in violence towards
others (YEF, 2024a).

Nonetheless, in practice, services can reinforce binary thinking. For example, intervention
models and risk assessments may use professional language that categorises children
as either victims or perpetrators, either at risk or a risk. This case categorization can, in
turn, influence referral pathways, directing children toward safeguarding services if they
are seen as victims, or criminal justice interventions if they are seen as offenders. As
Huegler and Ruch (2022) note, ‘the splitting involved in creating binary, ‘either/or’
categories (such as who presents ‘a risk’ and who is ‘at risk’) may be a defensive
response to overwhelming anxiety and complexity’ among professionals working with
children involved in or vulnerable to violence, as it ‘provides a false sense of certainty
and simplicity’. However, professionals we spoke with cautioned that binary thinking
risks ascribing a comprehensively negative identity to children who are vulnerable
to or engaging in violence, and so pathologizing them, rather than recognising and
addressing both other aspects of their identities, and the environmental and systemic
factors at play. While, according to one professional, ‘the system finds it really hard to
hold onto nuance’,® doing so is crucial for supporting children involved in violence to
develop a positive sense of self.

® P01, P05, P06, P11, P16.
5 P16.
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“We either see young people as criminals, or we see them as vulnerable
and complete victims. [...] That doesn’t support young people to really
think about their own agency and choice and resilience and
empowerment and own community connections that may support them
in different directions.” (P16)

While the issue of binary thinking did not arise within the young people’s narratives, they
did express a desire for professionals to take a more nuanced view of who they are, and
to recognise their complexity, as explored further below.

Thin and thick narratives

A further, related theme from interviews with professionals concerns the importance of
the overall narratives that services and professionals hold about the children they work
with. Some participants noted that professionals can, at times, operate with ‘thin’ or
‘single-storied’ narratives about children accessing their services, which tell a
simplified and often negative story about the child’s behaviours, characteristics or
needs.’ Thin narratives tend to focus on ‘the problem’ for which the child was referred to
the service, but, in doing so, frame the child through their challenges. These
professionals noted the importance of professionals focusing instead on the ‘thick’
narrative: a more complex, nuanced and multi-faceted picture of a child’s
challenges, but also their strengths, interests, resilience and capacity for growth.
Focusing on these aspects of a child can help professionals deliver work that helps
promote positive identity development by scaffolding children’s aspirations, self-belief
and self-efficacy.

“Services often have a dominant story about a young person, what we
might call a problem-saturated story, that has their identity as being a
thin, one-dimensional thing: “‘You’re bad. You're violent.’ [...] But my
approach is to work with all the other parts of their identity that those thin
stories just completely obscure.” (P01)

Young people also spoke to this concept, describing ‘being treated like an individual’ or
‘like a person,” and contrasting this with approaches they felt to be more reductionist and
dehumanising.® They referred to times at which they felt they were being reduced to a
label (for example, ‘attention-seeker’), a behaviour (for example, ‘disruptive’), or a group
or category (for example, a student or a racialised/ethnic group), rather than being
viewed more holistically as an individual with their own complexity, and having the
context of their behaviours recognised. These ‘thin’ labels and narratives led to young
people not feeling seen or valued beyond a simplistic view of their problems. Some

7 P01, P02, P04, P06, P08, P11, P14, P16.
8YPO1, YP03, YP04, YP group 1, YP group 3.
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young people suggested that this can, in turn, inhibit the creation of trusted relationships
because the narratives about them feel inauthentic.

The ways in which the ascription of negative labels, comprehensively negative identities,
or thin, problem-saturated narratives influence children’s identity development can be
further understood through the lens of the ‘identities in practice’ theoretical framework.
Through this lens, labels and narratives inform children’s sense of their position relative
to others — or positional identity — within a service or wider system. This can have a
profound impact on children’s sense of self and their perceptions of their potential futures
within particular contexts, but this influence is not automatic or deterministic.
Acknowledging the space for ‘self-authoring’ enables us to recognise children’s
susceptibility to accepting the identities ascribed to them, while also leaving room for the
possibility that they may (depending on past experiences and the resources available to
them, among other things) reject, negotiate, or ignore them.

This ‘self-authoring’ was illustrated by some young people’s rejection of negative labels,
and also by their ‘reclaiming’ of other labels. In one example, a young person described
turning the ‘attention-seeking’ label they had received from social care workers into a
positive self-view, as someone not afraid to speak up and advocate for themselves and
others.

Doing to and doing with

Another common theme from our interviews with professionals was that the nature of the
relationships between children and service providers can significantly shape how
services influence children’s identities. There was a view that children can feel
disempowered when services adopt a ‘doing to’ approach that treats them as
passive recipients of support rather than active participants in their own development.®
This was contrasted with a ‘doing with’ approach, that is collaborative and values
children’s voices. A ‘doing with’ approach could involve:

e Asking children about their needs, preferences, and goals rather than making as-
sumptions

¢ Involving children in decision-making, such as co-developing support plans

¢ Providing meaningful choices, such as selecting the type of activities they engage
in

e Creating safe spaces for feedback, where children can share their experiences of
support

9 P01, P02, P03, P08, P11, P14, P15, P16.
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e Encouraging self-advocacy, by equipping children with the skills and confidence to
express their needs and navigate services independently

Professionals noted that ‘doing with’ approaches can help foster a sense of
empowerment and self-efficacy, as children view themselves as more in control of their
own lives and futures, and reduce feelings of dependence on services. They suggested
that services that encourage children’s agency and provide opportunities for them to
have a say in the support they receive are more likely to promote positive identity
formation and particularly an agentic sense of self.

Young people we spoke with also raised a similar perspective, emphasising the
importance of being spoken to rather than feeling that professionals are speaking past
them, being offered the space to co-create the support being offered to them, and being
involved in decisions or offered more information about the rationale behind decisions
affecting them.°

In the language of ‘identities in practice,” ‘doing with’ approaches offer children
opportunities for ‘world-making’: while children are shaped by their experiences with
services, their voices may also shape and contribute to change within the system of
support.

Exclusion and inclusion

The degree of inclusion or exclusion children feel or experience in certain support
services was described by professionals and young people as important in
shaping their identity development.'! These participants commonly raised that
exclusion from school or mental health services can leave children feeling alienated,
isolated, unseen, unheard, unworthy of help, distrustful of services, and let down by the
systems meant to help them. Insights from work on ‘identities in practice’ help make
sense of these dynamics. If children develop their identities, in part, through the positions
offered or available to them in particular contexts, the withholding or withdrawing of a
child’s position symbolises their rejection from that world.

“Once young people have felt excluded, whether that’s through school
exclusion or through being rejected by services or not finding services
accessible, and not feeling accepted or acceptable, that can really
enhance their perception of themselves as not being connected to the
wider societal context. [...] Social stigma, biases and assumptions get
magnified in terms of their own sense of self or their own sense of what
their possibilities are within the world.” (P16)

0YP0O1, YP03, YP04, YP group 3.
" P03, P04, P05, P06, P07, P09, P11, P12, P15, P16, P17, P20, YPO1, YP03, YP04, YP group 2, YP
group 3.
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These professionals and young people described exclusion from key support services as
leading children towards an overall sense of hopelessness regarding their futures and
their ability to pursue opportunities to live a flourishing life. This exclusion may
potentially drive children to seek validation and belonging from negative sources,
including peer groups who use violence, which can serve to reinforce harms. Some
young people also referred to the anger and frustration that can result from experiences
of exclusion, which they may seek to discharge in other ways.

On the other hand, inclusive approaches that reflect and demonstrate the determination
of a service to provide support can not only provide children with the help they need to
build and sustain a positive sense of self, but also promote the sense that they have a
place in society and are worthy of support and success. In one group discussion, young
people identified an example of a mental health support model (the Green House), which
they felt offered this inclusive approach and which they contrasted with other more
negative experiences. The Green House aims to take a trauma-informed approach to
supporting survivors of childhood sexual abuse, and provides creative therapies, family
centred support and co-designed services.

Trusted relationships

The majority of professionals and young people we spoke with described the importance
of trusted relationships to children’s identity development.'? Particularly for children with
few, or no, safe and trusted adults in their lives, the development of trusted
relationships with professionals can play a vital role, creating space for children to
express their needs and concerns, receive support that helps address
vulnerabilities, explore their strengths and interests, and develop their world
views, confidence, self-worth and aspiration.

Young people spoke particularly positively about the impact of relationships they had built
with individual teachers and social workers on their sense of self. As identified by
professionals, for these young people such trusted relationships offered spaces for them
to be seen, heard, treated like a person, and receive affirmation of their positive
attributes, which they explained helped to foster greater confidence, motivation, and self-
belief. These relationships also provided important routes through which support was
elicited, development opportunities offered, and red flags or safeguarding concerns
picked up.

2 P01, P04, P05, P06, P07, P08, P09, P11, P14, P16, P17, P18, YP03, YP04, YP group 1, YP group 2, YP
group 3.
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“When there has been one or several trusted relationships with
professionals, I've seen that have a hugely significant influence on young
people feeling that they are worthwhile, that somebody else has been
witness to their potential, or taken them seriously. Feeling that they’re a
valued human being.” (P16)

These findings support existing evidence from the Youth Endowment Fund (2024b),
showing that the development of trusted relationships between children and
professionals is an important protective factor that can reduce children’s vulnerability to
engaging in violence.

Fragmentation and coordination

Finally, professionals and young people described how, for children who experience
multiple services, identity development can be affected by the degree of coherence or
disjointedness in support.'3

Some professionals described children’s sense of frustration when engaging with multiple
services without making meaningful progress. Being required to retell their
experiences to different professionals, with no clear continuity or follow-through,
and no transitional support between services, can create a sense of fatigue,
discomfort, and hopelessness based on a feeling that no one has really heard,
understood, or remembered their story. Having to repeatedly explain traumatic or deeply
personal experiences to different professionals may also retraumatise children.

Some professionals and young people emphasised that fragmented experiences can
leave children feeling as though they are ‘being passed around’ between agencies, rather
than receiving carefully planned and effectively coordinated support. As a result,
professionals noted, some children become increasingly disengaged from services
because they feel nothing will change, no matter how many times they tell their
story. In some cases, the ‘emotional toll’ and instability of engaging with a series of
professionals, services and interventions, without tangible results, can leave children so
worn down that they fully disengage or withdraw from services. Similarly, some young
people highlighted that this could engender a sense of hopelessness and
disengagement.

Both professionals and young people noted that frequent switching between services and
professionals can not only undermine a sense of continuity in the support provided, but
also diminish a child’s ability to develop trusting relationships with any individual
professionals or services in future.

3 P03, P04, P05, P06, P11, P12, P14, P15, P16, P17, YP01, YP03, YP04, YP group 2, YP group 3.
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Further, professionals identified that a lack of coordination between different services,
and the absence of a shared understanding of a child’s needs and strengths, and a
shared strategy, means that the same child may receive conflicting messages from
different professionals. Disjointed messages can cause confusion while leaving
children feeling unsupported, misunderstood, isolated, and as though no one is working
collaboratively to address their needs holistically.

Another recurring theme from interviews with professionals was that behaviours or
needs are too often treated as isolated problems. These professionals noted that
services often tend to focus on one aspect of the child’s life (with, for example, CAMHS
focusing on mental health, children’s social care on safeguarding risks, and youth justice
services on offending behaviours), without addressing how these aspects are
interconnected. One professional described how they had witnessed children accessing
several support services, with each trying to address their own remit, rather than looking
at the full picture and coordinating to deliver a coherent, joined up and holistic approach.

Professionals suggested that children who access a range of different services, focused
on different problematised aspects of their lives, can come to feel that they are the
problem, or at least that they are viewed as a problem. Some professionals noted that
when children are moved through various services or professionals, they may internalise
the idea that they are unworthy of a consistent and supportive environment, which
can contribute to feelings of rejection, abandonment, and a lack of purpose.

Both professionals and young people also highlighted the importance of carefully
preparing for and managing intervention endings and transitions, in order to avoid
children developing a sense of rejection or frustration at being passed to the ‘wrong’
service, and to foster resilience beyond the duration of support.

“‘Depending on how successful the intervention has been, [intervention
endings ...] can lead a child to self-identify with rejection and not feeling
good enough. Because, unless that project exit or closure is managed in
a really sensitive and informed way, [...] they could associate that ending
with themselves. It makes them think, ‘actually, you know what,
somebody else who’s come in to my life, and gone again. I've built up
relationship and then it's not worked out for whatever reason. And
actually | failed again.” So it just reinforces that sense of failure, which
reinforces, ‘actually nothing is good enough, so | may as well just kind of
do what | wanna do,” and quite often that can manifest itself into serious
violence.” (P19)

In contrast, when children have a consistent relationship with a trusted adult, this
can provide a stabilising force to help them feel secure despite turmoil in their lives.
Consistent relationships were described by participants as providing an ongoing, stable
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connection with a trusted, reliable and available adult, characterised by regular
interaction, clear communication, and emotional investment. Both professionals and
young people emphasised how having a reliable key worker or mentor who can
coordinate with other services can make a significant difference to a child’s overall
experience of the system of support. In the context of children’s trajectories through
multiple services, these professionals can help children and their families navigate the
system’s complexity, and potentially increase the likelihood of services delivering a
unified approach to addressing multiple needs.

Professionals also highlighted instances where effective coordination between a range of
services led to positive outcomes. For example, when youth workers, social care
professionals, mental health specialists, and educators collaborate closely — with
regular communication, shared goals, and a harmonised, integrated approach — to
plan and deliver a coherent, purposeful, multi-faceted package of support, this can
create a sense of continuity and hopefulness for the child. There was a view that
children and families who experience such integrated support can feel more trusting
towards services, and more empowered to ask for the support they need. None of the
young people we spoke with described such an experience, but they did advocate for
more coordinated services to avoid falling through the gaps.

Broader contextual influences on children’s identity
development

While the focus of our report is on how services affect children’s identity formation, it
remains important to highlight that identity development is, of course, inherently dynamic
and shaped by a much wider range of contextual factors, including (among others) family
and peer relationships, community environments, socioeconomic conditions, and
experiences of structural inequalities. These not only shape identity directly but also
mediate how children experience and interpret their interactions with services. They were
described by professionals and young people as playing a significant role in shaping
children’s identities, including their sense of self, their self-worth, their understanding of
the world around them, their future aspirations and assessment of the opportunities and
constraints they face, and their feelings of trust and safety.

« Key relationships, particularly with family and peers: participants noted that
these key relationships deeply influence all aspects of children’s identities. As the
site of primary socialisation, families have a particularly profound influence on chil-
dren’s sense of self, understanding of the world, aspirations, feelings of trust and
safety, and abilities to develop secure attachments.’

4 P01, P04, P08, P10, P12, P14, P15, P17, YP02, YP03, YPO04.
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« Community contexts: the community or neighbourhood in which a child is raised
can shape children’s sense of self, as well as their understanding of the world
around them and their perceptions of opportunities and constraints (P10, P14,
P16, P18, YP group 3).

o Life experiences: early childhood and adolescent experiences, including adverse
experiences such as violence, abuse, neglect and other forms of trauma, were
viewed as critically shaping identity formation.®

e Socioeconomic factors: growing up in poverty or experiencing socioeconomic
deprivation were viewed as shaping how children view their self-worth, their op-
tions, and their future, while also directly affecting access to opportunities.'®

« Intersectional characteristics: children’s identity development is shaped by the
intersecting influences of gender, sexuality, disability, ethnicity, and more. These
characteristics — and society’s responses to them — can influence how children
think about themselves, and how they experience and understand the world
around them.'”

« Social norms and stereotypes: the societal norms and narratives children en-
counter, particularly those tied to gender roles, masculinity/femininity, ethnicity,
and neurodivergence often influence their self-perceptions and views of how they
should be in the world."8

« Structural inequalities: the impact of racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia,
and other forms of exclusion and oppression is vital in shaping children’s sense of
self and the world around them.®

o Social media: growing up in an era of constant digital exposure, children are in-
creasingly influenced by social media, which can shape their self-image, their as-
pirations, and their interactions with peers and services.?°

Some professionals noted that the ways in which children view and engage with
services can, in turn, be influenced by these factors.?! In particular, children’s
attitudes towards some services may be shaped by socialisation and the influence of
others’ attitudes within their communities or families. For example, some professionals
noted that broader community attitudes towards the police, or parents’ attitudes towards
social services, can shape children’s perceptions of those services regardless of their
personal experiences and interactions with professionals, particularly if children feel
expected to share a similar view.

5 P02, P08, P11, YP03, YP04, YP group 1, YP group 2.

6 P01, P04, P05, P06, P10, P15, P17, P18, P20, YPO03.

7 P03, P04, P05, P06, P08, P14, YP03, YP group 1, YP group 2, YP group 3.
8 P03, P04, P05, P06, P08, P14, YP03, YP group 1, YP group 2, YP group 3.
9 P03, P05, P08, P10, P15, P18, YP03, YP group 1, YP group 2, YP group 3.
20 PO6, P08, P09, P10, P12, P20.

21 P08, P17, P20.
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Professionals and young people also raised that families can shape how influential
services are for children’s identity development.?? For children in families that are
unable to provide them with the support they need to develop a positive sense of self,
including those who face dysfunction, neglect, or violence at home, the role of services in
stepping in to support that development becomes crucial. Professionals and young
people raised that, in these cases, services may represent an alternative source of help,
care and guidance, from which children may seek (consciously or unconsciously) a
sense of safety, recognition and positive regard. For vulnerable children who do not
receive the support they need at home, then, services have a crucial role to play in filling
that gap, countering negative influences on children’s identities, and fostering a positive
self-image, self-belief, self-efficacy, and resilience.

Conclusion

Our findings suggest that, while services influence children’s sense of self, understanding
of the world, aspirations, and feelings of security and trust, their impact is deeply
intertwined with broader social factors. This accords with the ‘identities in practice’
literature, suggesting that identity formation is not linear or deterministic, but a complex,
ongoing process influenced by the interplay of multiple forces.

Nonetheless, perspectives shared by our participants highlight some of the mechanisms
through which children’s interactions with services shape the development of their
identities. Our findings underscore the importance of the language services use to
describe children, and the narratives that shape how services view and treat children.
They also highlight the difference that relationships and ways of working with
professionals can make. Services that adopt inclusive, strengths-based language,
narratives and practice, while fostering trust, providing consistency, and empowering
children to participate in decisions about their own support, were viewed by our
participants as more likely to contribute to positive identity development. Conversely,
fragmentation across the system of support, as well as approaches that conceptualise
children themselves as problematic or focus too narrowly on challenges, risk reinforcing
negative self-concepts and alienating children from sources of support.

Ultimately, our findings suggest a coordinated, holistic system of support, that
acknowledges the complexity of children’s lives, while valuing and scaffolding their
strengths and aspirations, is key to fostering positive identity development. Ensuring that
services work together, rather than in isolation, and that children feel heard, valued, and
supported, may help shape identities that enable young people to thrive. We explore
these and other ideas for how services and the system of support as a whole can
influence identity development in ways that reduce vulnerability to violence, in Chapter 5.

2 pPQ7, P12, P15, P19, YP03, YP04, YP group 3.
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Chapter 2: What experiences, with which services, are
most important in influencing children’s identities?

Key messages:

o Experiences with education: Schools play a critical role in shaping children’s
sense of competence, self-worth, and future aspirations. School exclusions
were described as often deeply damaging to children’s sense of self, reinforc-
ing feelings of rejection and disconnection from mainstream society.

e Experiences with law enforcement services: Repeated experiences of being
treated as suspicious or dangerous can lead children to internalise these per-
ceptions, reducing trust in authority and increasing engagement in risk-taking
behaviours.

o Experiences with Children’s Social Care: Consistent, supportive relation-
ships with social workers can provide stability and foster positive identity devel-
opment, but high staff turnover frequently disrupts this support. Young people
highlighted the importance of social workers using strengths-based language in
their practice.

e Experiences of mental health services: Barriers to accessing mental health
support, including long waiting lists and high thresholds for care that result in
children being turned away from services, can leave them feeling dismissed
and unworthy of care.

e Experiences with the youth work sector: Youth work services were widely
regarded as offering some of the most positive influences on identity. The abil-
ity of youth workers to build trusted relationships, recognise children’s
strengths, and provide opportunities for self-expression and personal growth
was seen as particularly impactful.

e Strengths-based approaches, meaningful involvement of children in ser-
vice co-design, and early intervention: These broader features of practice
and systems can help children develop a positive sense of sense, foster
agency and self-worth, and support resilience by keeping children engaged
with support and addressing challenges before they escalate.

Introduction

Findings from this study suggest the mechanisms described above play out in various
ways within different services. Participants offered a range of insights on the experiences
that, in their view, hold most significance for children’s identity formation. While we asked
professionals and young people about the full range of services within the broader
system of support for children, it was notable that they tended to highlight particular
experiences with education, law enforcement, children’s social care, youth work, and
(from the young people’s perspective) also mental health services, as having the greatest
influence on children’s identity development. This section highlights a range of
experiences — both positive and negative — with these services, as well as a number of
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broader experiences of the system of support, that our findings suggest can be
transformative for children's identities.

Experiences with education

Professionals and young people emphasised a range of ways in which the education
system plays a formative role in shaping young people’s identities.?® As a major site of
socialisation, education settings play a significant role in shaping children’s sense of
themselves and the world around them.

Firstly, participants emphasised that how children’s achievements at school are
framed by education professionals can profoundly influence children’s sense of self as
successful or failing. This can, in turn, influence their motivation to engage with
education, their understanding of their own potential, and their aspirations for the future.
Young people reported feeling encouraged and motivated by teachers they had a good
rapport with and who framed feedback in a strengths-based way (for example, ‘you can
achieve more than this’), but demotivated by feedback framed as failure.

Professionals noted that — operating in a context of stretched budgets, and particular
curricular requirements and performance measures — not all schools are sufficiently
resourced or appropriately set up to meet all children’s needs, or to provide all children
with opportunities to explore their diverse interests. They expressed the view that the
school experiences of children who attain well in traditional academic subjects often
support a sense of self as successful and a sense of their futures as promising. Both
professionals and young people suggested, however, that school experiences may have
a more negative impact on identity formation among those who do not achieve high
attainment, including contributing to a sense of self as inadequate or failing, particularly if
children’s other achievements are not sufficiently recognised and valued.

Relatedly, professionals mentioned that the education system is struggling to provide
effective support for children who have special educational needs, including
social, emotional and mental health needs, which can profoundly impact identity
development for these children. Children experiencing a lack of support for additional
needs can leave them feeling unsupported, unable to succeed, and vulnerable.
Conversely, where children with additional needs do feel supported, this can scaffold the
development of a sense of security, safety, trust and self-worth.

Both professionals and young people also stressed that the interactions and relationships
pupils have with teachers and other education professionals can have a significant
influence on how accepted — and acceptable — children feel in non-violent contexts and
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groups. Reflecting concepts from labelling theory (outlined in the previous chapter),
professionals noted that, when pupils are labelled in school as ‘disruptive,’ they may
internalise and come to associate with the label, which, in turn may reinforce cycles of
behaviour. Similarly, young people noted that, if children feel they are being grouped in
with a crowd and perceived and labelled accordingly, rather than being seen as an
individual, they may come to associate with that group or label.

Participants highlighted that perceptions of unsympathetic or excessively punitive
responses to behaviours that stem from unmet need may also function to heighten
children’s sense of being misunderstood and undervalued, and undermine trust in the
system of support.

Professionals described how the experience of being excluded from schools can
have lasting effects on a child’s sense of self, including contributing to the internalization
of negative self-concepts, and a sense of alienation from society or lack of belonging.?*
This was echoed in young people’s accounts. Perhaps because school is a universal
institution and normatively understood as a fundamental part of growing up, school
exclusion can feel especially significant to children. Participants described how children
often interpret and feel school exclusion as a profound and meaningful form of rejection,
which can undermine self-worth and a sense of belonging in the school community and
beyond. Because school is often linked to future opportunities, participants noted,
exclusion can also make children feel as though their paths are being closed off,
reinforcing feelings of disconnection from wider society.

Conversely, where schools provide children with trusted relationships with teachers,
school-based mentors or counsellors, this can represent an important source of
support and security. Young people identified being particularly sensitive to how they felt
they were perceived by school and teachers. They described trusted relationships with
staff who made time for them, and made efforts to understand and affirm them, as a key
influence on their identities.

These views suggest that provision of an inclusive and supportive educational
environment that helps children identify and lean into their strengths, and build
resilience to adversity, is important for the development of a positive sense of self,
particularly for the most vulnerable children.

Experiences with criminal justice services

Professionals and young people highlighted that experiences with criminal justice
services can have a weighty influence on various aspects of children’s identities. In
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particular, interactions with police were viewed by our participants as having a
predominantly negative impact on children’s identity development.?®

The young people we spoke with highlighted the impact of a perceived lack of support
from police, following exposure to experiencing violence. They expressed that this
absence of support affected their ability to trust the police, and led to feelings of anger
and a sense of being let down. This, in turn, contributed to a loss of respect for the police
as an authority.

Professionals and young people also described police use of stop and search powers
as reinforcing an adversarial perception of the world among children, particularly in
relation to authority. Professionals discussed how experiencing stop and search can
create a sense among children that the very services intended to protect them instead
pose a threat. Consequently, children — and particularly those from communities
disproportionately targeted by these practices — may come to view the police not as
protectors, but as adversaries, shaping their broader perceptions of authority in general
and law enforcement in particular. For children who have experienced trauma, this
perception of being under threat may also contribute to the development of a state of
hypervigilance.

Over time, repeated experiences of being viewed and treated as a potential criminal
may lead to the internalization of criminalised identities, reinforcing associations with
offending behaviour and criminalised peers. Some professionals further noted that when
children perceive police suspicion as unavoidable, regardless of their actions, refraining
from offending may seem to offer little benefit, thus undermining motivation to comply
with the law.

Some professionals expressed the view that, given their remit for law enforcement, many
police officers are not provided with the training and development required to ensure
consistent delivery of appropriate, relational work with children, and particularly with
children who have experienced trauma or have special educational needs. The resulting
skills gap can, it was thought, contribute to the escalation of adverse, confrontational
interactions, and the entrenchment of children’s distrust or opposition to authority.

Professionals also described the impact on children of being arrested or charged with a
crime, and subsequently becoming formally involved with the youth justice system. Whilst
arrest may act as a deterrent to crime for some children, professionals expressed the
view that it is, usually, profoundly traumatic for children, and that the predominantly
punitive nature of justice systems risks weakening children’s feelings of belonging and
self-worth, as well as their aspirations and attachment to mainstream society.
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Additionally, the language and labels often used to describe the identities of
children within these systems, including the terms ‘young offender’ and ‘criminal’,
or even ‘victim’, were viewed by some professionals and young people as potentially
significant in reinforcing socially stigmatised identities that make it harder for children to
move beyond past behaviours. In particular, being labelled as an offender can,
professionals thought, foster a sense of belonging within peer groups involved in co-
offending.

Some professionals noted, however, that some police forces and youth justice
services are intentionally introducing more child-centred approaches that, they felt,
are more likely to have a positive influence on children’s identity development and other
outcomes. Such approaches include prioritising triage and referrals to support services
rather than punitive measures as a first resort, as well as adopting more inclusive
language that, for example, refers to ‘children displaying behaviours of concern’ rather
than ‘young offenders’. There was a view among some professionals that where these
approaches have been implemented, they have contributed to a decline in serious
offences and custodial sentences for children. This reflects evidence that where child-
friendly, needs-led, diversion-focused processes have been adopted by youth justice
services, there have been decreases in first-time entrants to the justice system and
reoffending rates for children (Case and Browning, 2021). Similarly, in one group
discussion a young person identified a positive experience of interaction with police, in
which they really ‘got down to our level'.

“Like, there’s some good police officers. I've had a lot of experience with
a police officer in my school before | left. She literally got down to our
level, sat down with us, had a conversation with us, got to know us on
the level where we could actually go [...] we felt comfortable to go with
her if something happened.” (YP Group 1)

Experiences with Children’s Social Care

Professionals and young people discussed how experiences within Children’s Social
Care influence identity formation, emphasising the role that social workers can play in
providing children with relationships with trusted adults.?®

Young people’s accounts highlighted a range of negative experiences, such as feeling
treated like a number rather than an individual, encountering language that
emphasised behaviours without providing context, experiencing inconsistent
support or being passed between social workers, and lacking involvement in
decisions affecting them. These experiences were seen to negatively impact their
identity formation, in ways described in the previous chapter. There was also a view from
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young people that time in the care system led children to develop a sense of ‘resilience’
that, they felt, should not have been necessary at such a young age.

Young people also reported positive experiences of social work however, particularly
when continuity of care with a trusted adult was maintained. Similarly, professionals
highlighted the critical role of social workers in providing children who have experienced
trauma in their family lives with a trusted and safe adult. However, they also noted that
high staff turnover and reliance on temporary agency staff within children’s social care
can undermine the development of these relationships. This instability may, they thought,
contribute to feelings of abandonment and foster distrust towards support services.

Experiences of mental health services

Young people identified specific experiences with mental health services that they felt
were detrimental to their sense of self.?” They described long waiting lists and high
thresholds for care resulting in their being turned away from services. This was
experienced in terms of rejection and abandonment, which left them feeling unimportant,
dismissed, and not taken seriously. This was particularly impactful because of the level of
vulnerability they were experiencing at the time of asking for, or being signposted to,
support.

While the young people we spoke with were aware of structural issues (predominantly
resource limitations) underpinning these experiences, they felt the need to advocate for
themselves or to act in extreme ways to be taken seriously enough, or to be viewed as
‘worthy enough’ to get help. There was a view that it would have helped to have been
offered more transparent information about why they were not referred to mental health
support, while several others identified the need for more opportunities to receive
alternative support while on waiting lists.

Some young people discussed wanting more mental health and emotional support in
schools, since this is where they spend much of their time, and a desire for support which
considers needs tailored to particular year groups. They felt this would facilitate a sense
of being cared for, beyond what grades they could achieve. Relatedly, some
professionals emphasised the importance of locating mental health services within
community settings, where children and young people can access them more easily.
They described co-produced models integrating mental health support and youth work,
delivered within community settings. In their view, these had been successful in engaging
and supporting children and young people involved in violence, who might not have been
reached by more traditional models of mental health support.

27YPO01, YP03, YP04, YP group 2, YP group 3.
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Experiences with the youth work sector

Professionals emphasised the key role of the youth work sector in supporting the
development of positive identities among children.?® In particular, development of trusted
relationships with skilled and well-resourced youth workers was seen as having a key
influence on children’s identities, including their sense of safety, self-worth and
aspirations.

Youth workers were described by professionals as having a unique and particularly vital
skill set for developing trusted relationships with vulnerable children, through
which they can identify needs and offer emotional support and guidance, to help
children develop feelings of safety and self-worth.

These professionals observed that youth workers not only often serve as positive role
models and mentors, but can also create safe spaces in which children have a
degree of freedom to explore and develop their sense of self. They play an important
role in helping children build aspirations and see beyond their immediate circumstances
to imagine alternative futures. By exposing them to different ideas about career paths,
and providing opportunities to explore interests and skills through taking part in positive
activities, youth work can help children envision a future they might not have considered.

Professionals highlighted that youth workers can provide a safe, non-judgmental space
where children can make mistakes, learn from them, and build resilience. Offering
consistent, empathetic support can allow children to develop coping strategies and
emotional skills, while long-term relationships with youth workers can remind children that
they are not defined by their mistakes, and reinforce their sense of self-worth and
potential. For children who lack such support within their family or school’s contexts, this
was viewed as particularly transformative.

“Youth work meets the young people where they’re at and sees the
potential, and you can draw that out of the young people through all the
interactions that you have. For a lot of young people, it's a safe space. A
space to make mistakes and still be accepted.” (P03)

Further, some professionals noted that community-based youth work services that bring
together children from diverse backgrounds, can also provide opportunities for peer
interactions that challenge harmful stereotypes, and foster empathy. These spaces can,
then, support the development of social and emotional skills, as well as moral
aspects of identity, including identification with and attachment to values of tolerance
and acceptance.
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Strengths-based approaches, involvement of children in co-
design, and early intervention

In addition to the service-specific experiences outlined above, when asked which
experiences of services can have a particularly transformative influence on children’s
identities, participants outlined a range of broader facets of the system of support.
Delivering strengths-based approaches, involving children in co-design, and intervening
early were cited as having a potentially transformative effect on children’s identities.

First, strengths-based approaches that encourage children to focus on and build
up their assets and aspirations, rather than focusing primarily on their challenges,
were viewed as enabling some children — sometimes for the first time — to reframe their
own self-concepts in a positive light.?° By emphasising children’s virtues and potential,
over their problems and obstacles, strengths-based approaches were said by these
participants to help inspire resilience and encourage growth. Young people also
advocated for approaches that highlight their positive attributes, use encouraging and
positive language, and show genuine interest in their future plans and aspirations,
viewing these as key ways for professionals to demonstrate a strengths-based
perspective.

Second, professionals and young people described children’s involvement in co-
designing services or interventions as potentially transformative for their sense of
agency and self-worth.%® These participants emphasised the importance of involving
children in the design and decision-making of services that impact their lives: by having
their voices heard and seeing tangible changes as a result, children can be supported to
view their contributions as valuable and important, and to develop a greater sense of
ownership over their futures. For young people we spoke with, feeling involved and being
offered space to express their thoughts and feelings helped them to feel they were being
treated like a person and being seen.

Finally, professionals and young people discussed the importance of timing. Holistic
early intervention to meet needs before they escalate can play a crucial role in
bolstering positive identity formation from an early age.®! By addressing children’s needs
and difficulties before they worsen, early intervention can help children build resilience
and develop the tools they need to navigate challenges.
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Conclusion

Findings from this study highlight the profound impact that experiences with education,
law enforcement, Children’s Social Care, mental health, and youth work services can
have on children’s identity formation. While each service plays a unique role, common
themes emerged regarding the importance of support, recognition, and opportunities for
positive self-concept development.

Education settings serve as key sites of socialisation, shaping children’s sense of
success, belonging, and self-worth. The framing of achievements, the availability of
support for diverse needs, and the nature of interactions with teachers all influence
whether children develop a sense of competence and aspiration, or experience a sense
of failure and exclusion. Particularly for vulnerable children, inclusive and supportive
educational environments are crucial in fostering resilience and positive identity
formation. Experiences with law enforcement can exert a significant influence on
identities, often shaping children’s perceptions of authority and their sense of belonging
in society. Stop-and-search practices and punitive justice approaches may reinforce
negative self-concepts, feelings of alienation, and, in some cases, cycles of offending.
However, in contrast to more traditional approaches, child-centred approaches to policing
and youth justice were described as showing more promise in supporting positive
outcomes for children. Youth work and social care services also emerged as influential
sectors, that can offer trusted relationships, emotional support, and mentorship to help
children build a sense of safety, self-worth, and future aspirations. Experiences of being
turned away from mental health support were emphasised by several young people as
adversely impacting their sense of self and self-worth.

Beyond service-specific experiences, broader features of practice and systems also
shape identity development. Strengths-based models that emphasise children’s potential,
co-designed services that empower children to influence decisions, and early
interventions that address challenges before they escalate may all contribute to fostering
positive self-concepts and resilience.

Importantly, the findings also illustrate how systemic issues underlie and shape children’s
experiences across these services. Factors such as training, resources and capacity
constraints affect each service within the system of support, which in turn affects how
children experience that system. Tackling these systemic issues is essential for creating
supportive, inclusive, and equitable services capable of fostering positive identity
formation for all children.

Ultimately, the findings suggest that children’s identities are most positively influenced
when services recognise and nurture their strengths, provide support tailored to individual
needs, and create environments in which they feel valued and empowered.
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Chapter 3: How are children’s experiences of services
patterned according to their intersecting
characteristics, and how does this influence children’s
identities?

Key messages:

e Ethnicity: Unconscious bias, stereotypes, prejudice, and structural factors con-
tribute to disparities that particularly disadvantage Black children and those
from Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller (GRT) backgrounds, including disproportion-
ate school exclusion and criminalisation.

¢ Special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) and neurodivergence:
Deficits in training and resources for working effectively with children with addi-
tional needs results in these children being misunderstood and mislabelled. A
lack of skills for engaging effectively with neurodivergent children may contrib-
ute to escalation of conflicts.

¢ Gender: Gendered stereotypes and normative expectations influence the ways
in which services respond to girls who have been involved in violence. There
were particular concerns that gender norms may contribute to victim-blaming
narratives, where responsibility for experiences of violence is wrongly shifted
onto the child.

e Socioeconomic background: Children from deprived backgrounds are more
likely to experience systemic neglect, harsher disciplinary measures, greater
stigmatisation and lower expectations of success, all of which function to per-
petuate wider inequalities.

e Family reputation: Children from families with a history of service involvement
may be pre-judged, reinforcing cycles of disadvantage and limiting access to
fair support.

e Experience in care: Looked-after children often face instability and disrupted
relationships with services, making it harder to build trusting relationships and
cultivate a positive sense of self. Children living in children’s homes may also
be subject to disproportionate criminalisation, for behaviour that in a typical
family setting would be handled informally.

¢ Intersectionality: Service responses to children’s intersecting characteristics
produce complex and compounded patterns of disadvantage, underscoring the
need for systemic and structural reform beyond individual service-level
changes.

¢ Impact on identities: Children’s experiences of bias, discrimination, and dis-
proportionate treatment profoundly affect children’s identity formation, intensify-
ing feelings of unfairness, marginalisation, alienation, and diminished self-
worth. Such experiences can lead to reduced trust in services, heightened hy-
pervigilance, and feelings of powerlessness and exclusion, reinforcing negative
cycles of identity development and marginalisation.
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Introduction

There was a common view among participants that children’s experiences of services are
patterned according to specific characteristics.3? This reflects existing evidence of
disproportionalities in, for example, education and criminal justice outcomes, patterned
by factors including ethnicity, neurodivergence, and gender (see, for example, YEF,
2025; and DfE, 2019).

Most professionals focused, in particular, on how interactions and experiences differ by
ethnicity and special education needs and disabilities (SEND) or neurodivergence, but
some also discussed how gender, socioeconomic and family background, and
experience of care can affect dynamics between children and services. Some
professionals noted that progress was being made by services to deliver more equitable
and fair support to children, but emphasised there was still progress left to be made.33
Young people tended to focus on racialised experiences, neurodivergence, gender and
care experience.

Ethnicity

Professionals and young people discussed ongoing differences in interactions with and
experiences of services, as well as outcomes of support, between children of different
ethnicities.®* These participants highlighted particular concerns about the ways in which
unconscious bias, stereotypes, prejudice, and structural factors contribute to
disparities that disadvantage Black children and those from Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller
(GRT) backgrounds.

“Especially being from like a brown person or like somebody from a
minority ethnic group, your reactions are always ‘dramatic’. You're
always known as the dramatic person, like, so dysregulated, so violent,
aggressive. But, you know, no, I'm distressed. I've gone through a lot of
traumatic things in my life. I’'m responding accordingly to what | have
gone through [...] and it does increase how aggressive a person can
become because they’re like, ‘you think I'm aggressive? I'll show you
aggressive,’ but the thing is, they’re struggling.” (YP group 3)

Some professionals felt that, overall, Black and GRT children are more likely to be
stereotyped within services as ‘aggressive’, ‘risky’, ‘dangerous’ or ‘criminal’ — and
‘harder to help’ — than their White peers, and that these perceptions influence children’s
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experiences of and outcomes within services. Young people agreed, and added further
nuance. They reflected on experiences in which they felt stereotypes and discrimination
linked to their race/ethnicity intersected with stereotypes associated with
neurodivergence and gender, to shape how they were perceived, labelled, and supported
by services. Young people discussed how these dynamics exacerbate and amplify the
impact of labels such as ‘aggressive’, ‘attention seeking’, or ‘promiscuous’, reflecting
Rosenfield’s (2012) insight that groups of young people that are disadvantaged across
multiple axes of social status experience a ‘triple jeopardy’.

A key concern raised by some professionals was the adultification of Black children.
Adultification happens when people and institutions make assumptions about, and place
expectations on, children that are developmentally inappropriate. Davis and Marsh
(2020) describe it as, ‘when notions of innocence and vulnerability are not afforded to
certain children’. Professionals suggested that adultification contributes to differential
treatment in education and the criminal justice system, and that Black children’s
experiences of adultification also intersect with gender. One professional noted, for
example, that there may be greater expectation for Black girls to cope with trauma
without adequate emotional or institutional support. Others discussed how assumptions
of higher culpability among Black boys may result in harsher legal consequences and
criminalisation by the justice system, and more punitive measures in the education
system. These professionals discussed how White children in similar circumstances may
be more likely to be viewed as victims of exploitation or as having other vulnerabilities
that should be addressed through support.

Some young people similarly mentioned that they felt Black young people and those of
minoritised ethnicities had to self-advocate to a greater extent than their White peers,
due to their behaviours or symptoms of distress being viewed through a
stereotyped lens, and as such being ignored, taken less seriously or
misconstrued.

“I've been an appropriate adult for his friend who was Black and their
experience to my brother’s experience was completely different. Within
the criminal system they were never offered, the boy said to me that he
was never offered a phone call to his parents and he overheard the
officer saying, you know, ‘oh he probably doesn’t have anyone that cares
about him’. But when it came to my brother, it was straight away like, is
there anyone you want to call, your mum or dad? Just assuming that,
you know, a White boy has their mum and dad in their in their life.”
(YPO4)

While (as explored in the previous chapter) school exclusions, and stop and search
practices, were viewed by professionals as having a particularly important impact on
children’s sense of self and understanding of the world, professionals and young people
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also highlighted that disparities in rates of exclusion and stop and search, patterned
by ethnicity and gender, contribute significantly to the social marginalisation of Black
boys.

Professionals also raised concerns about the degree of workforce diversity and the
levels of cultural competence and sensitivity within services. They expressed the
view that, where cultural competence and sensitivity is lacking, this can lead to
miscommunication, bias, racial profiling and conflict escalation.

Special educational needs and disabilities and
neurodivergence

Participants also discussed ways in which children’s experiences of services, including
education and law enforcement, can be shaped by whether they have SEND or are
neurodivergent.®®

Professionals and young people noted that there is a considerable lack of
understanding about neurodiversity within key services. There was a view that
neurodivergent children and their behaviours are frequently misinterpreted as being
defiant or disruptive rather than being understood in relation to their specific needs, which
can result in inadequate or inappropriate responses from professionals. (For example,
overcrowded and noisy classrooms may contribute to distress, anxiety and fear for some
children, who may turn to disruptive behaviour as a strategy to cope with or escape these
environments.) Overall, these participants noted the need to strengthen training and
professional development across services, to enable professionals to provide
effective support and care for neurodivergent children.

Participants expressed a concern that neurodivergent children, including those with
conditions such as ADHD and autism, may be labelled as troublemakers, rather than
being provided with support interventions, and that where needs are not addressed at an
early stage, this may increase the likelihood of their involvement in the criminal justice
system. A further concern was that police officers may lack the necessary communication
skills to engage effectively with neurodivergent children, which may contribute to
escalation of conflicts. Once neurodivergent children enter the youth justice system,
similar challenges may persist, to the extent that there is a lack of understanding of
children’s conditions and how these affect their communication or behaviour, including
their ability to cope and behave as expected in particular settings.

% P01, P02, P05, P06, P12, P16, P18, P20, YP group 3.
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“‘Neurodiverse young people, in terms of their communication styles, if
they respond in aggressive manner because they are triggered by
something, or have a meltdown, it's not seen as neurodiversity. It's seen
as they’re being aggressive, or they’re shouting, or they’re not listening,
or they’re being defiant.” (P18)

Among the young people we spoke with, there was one view that when children’s
neurodivergence is linked to their trusting and believing what others say, this can lead to
them being particularly susceptible to labels and framing of language about them.

Some professionals expressed the view that mainstream educational institutions are
predominantly designed to accommodate neurotypical children, and frequently lack the
expertise and resources necessary to provide effective support for children with SEND.
This can make it challenging for neurodivergent children, and particularly those who
experience difficulties with focus or hyperactivity, to thrive in school. In cases where
SEND or neurodivergence contribute to behavioural challenges, a lack of expertise and
resources for managing this effectively may make measures such as removal from
classrooms or exclusion from school more likely. Professionals noted that these
responses not only limit children’s educational opportunities but may also exacerbates
feelings of alienation and marginalisation within the school environment.

Gender

Fewer professionals discussed in detail how children’s experiences of services may be
patterned by gender.3® Most commonly, gender was cited in relation to its intersections
with other characteristics, as explored below in the discussion regarding intersectionality.
Nonetheless, professionals did mention two points concerning gender specifically. One
professional raised the concern that, to the extent that existing services were
designed largely with boys in mind, they may be less equipped to identity and
respond effectively to girls’ involvement in violence.

“All the systems are very much set up for boys, when actually we know
there’s an escalating pattern of female involvement in violence.” (P19)

Another professional discussed how gendered stereotypes and normative expectations
influence the ways in which services respond to girls who have been involved in violence.
This participant noted how girls’ engagement in violence may be perceived as a
significant deviation from gendered normative expectations. While in some cases
this may mean services are more inclined to view girls involved in violence as, for
example, victims of exploitation, the participant cautioned that, when girls’ behaviours are
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understood through the lens of norm violations, this may instead lead to intensified
negative labelling and stigmatisation.

“When girls do commit serious acts of violence, then in a sense there’s
even more negative labelling because it’'s seen as outside of the norm, if
you like. So in terms of how those girls are viewed, [negative perceptions
are] compounded because that’'s so completely out of kilter with what is
expected of girls.” (P13)

Young people also reflected on how gendered stereotypes and normative expectations
influence the labels and narratives used by services, and how this may influence how
services respond to their exposure to violence.3” Young people expressed particular
concerns that gender norms can contribute to victim-blaming narratives, where
responsibility for experiences of violence is wrongly shifted onto the child, which
risks diminishing the seriousness of their experiences and influencing the adequacy of
service responses.

“There’s this misconception that it [labelling] can maybe happen more to
males than it does to females sometimes. And | think that is quite like far
from the actual truth because they are different in the type of language
used. [...] especially like young Black boys being called [unclear] like just
because they’re standing up at the bus stop or like standing in a group.
But then also when, like, a female sort of perspective, that ‘attention-
seeking’ sort of language, that you're being ‘promiscuous’ just because
you’re acting a certain way or you are like — it’s also feeding into that
language of ‘they were asking for it’.” (YP group 3)

These perspectives suggest that gendered stereotypes and normative expectations
continue to shape how children are perceived, and how services respond to their needs.

Socioeconomic background

Professionals suggested that children’s experiences of services are deeply influenced by
their socioeconomic background.3® These participants reported that children from
deprived backgrounds are more likely to experience systemic neglect, harsher
disciplinary measures, greater stigmatisation and lower expectations of success,
all of which function to perpetuate wider inequalities.

One professional noted, for example, that while middle-class children displaying
challenging behaviour may be labelled as ‘petulant’ or simply ‘having a bad day,’
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working-class children exhibiting the same behaviours may be more likely to be seen as
‘aggressive’ or ‘problematic’. Others described how children from disadvantaged
communities may feel ignored by public services. When children feel their local area as a
whole is neglected, this can reinforce feelings of abandonment and hopelessness. The
perception of a lack of investment in their communities may also contribute to a sense
that their needs and voices are unimportant, further discouraging engagement with
services.

Family reputation

Some professionals noted that the reputation of a child’s family can significantly shape
their experiences with services.3® These professionals reported that children with parents
or older siblings who have had prior involvement with the police or social services may
experience bias within those services, being viewed through the lens of their family’s
reputation rather than their personal actions. For example, one professional
described a child whose father had a criminal history and who, the professional felt, was
treated by police as a future offender rather than an individual in their own right. Another
described seeing schools impose harsher than average disciplinary measures on
children from certain families. Such prejudicial treatment can, it was thought, push
children towards the very negative behaviours they are expected to display, limiting
opportunities for support and reinforcing cycles of disadvantage.

“I've worked with young people who are from a particular family [...] and
get offered less support. [...] They might have their own personality, need
for help and support [but...] they’re known as being one of that family,
and | don’t think they get a fair deal because it's almost like it's expected
of them just to do what the family have done.” (P10)

Experience in care

Participants described how children in care face unique challenges that shape their
interactions with services.*? Professionals highlighted a particular concern about
criminalisation of behaviour that, in a typical family setting, would be handled
informally. One professional described an example where a child living in a children’s
home broke something in the home, which led staff to call the police rather than
managing the situation themselves, which led in turn to the child receiving a criminal
record that, it was thought, could have been avoided.

% P10, P20.
40 p18, P20, YP04, YP group 2, YP group 3.

47



“If that child was in their home, the likelihood of their parent or carer
picking up the phone and calling the police, it's very, very slim. So why
are we treating these children differently to those that are still living at
home?” (P20)

Professionals and some young people highlighted that gaps in skills among
professionals working in children’s homes for delivering trauma-informed care and for
managing challenging behaviour may place children in care at a higher risk of entering
the criminal justice system.

Professionals also reported that children in care often experience profound identity
challenges. Being removed from their communities without sufficient regard for cultural
and social needs can leave children feeling disconnected from their roots. Frequent
changes in social workers further disrupt their sense of continuity, undermining the ability
to maintain stable relationships with adults who understand their histories. Prioritising
identity work, through consistent documentation and cultural connection, was seen as
crucial for ensuring that children in care develop a positive sense of self.

Young people identified examples of very positive relationships with particular social
workers with whom they had built a trusted relationship, characterised by consistency,
taking time to be interested in the young person, giving them space to talk openly and be
listened to, taking an interest in their future, using validating and affirming language, and
warmth. Like other trusted relationships, these were cited as positively influencing identity
development.

Intersectionality

While each of these factors may affect children’s experiences, participants emphasised
that they do not operate in isolation.*! Instead, characteristics such as ethnicity,
neurodivergence, gender, and socioeconomic background intersect with each
other, resulting in complex dynamics and, at times, compounding the challenges
children face. For example, some professionals noted that Black boys with SEND from
low-income backgrounds encounter multiple layers of disadvantage, facing higher rates
of stop and search, criminalisation, and exclusion from school. Similarly, young people
identified examples of experiences of ‘triple jeopardy’, where labels and stereotypes
linked to multiple axes of social status intersected to influence how, in their view, services
perceived and treated them.

“I think people forget how important intersectionality is. It affects every
single part of your life.” (YP group 1)
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Overall, both professionals and young people stressed that understanding children’s
experiences requires an intersectional approach that acknowledges how a range of
factors interact to pattern children’s interactions and outcomes. Without this, services risk
reinforcing existing inequalities rather than addressing them.

Some professionals also expressed the view that effectively addressing disparities within
services cannot be addressed solely through service-level reform. They emphasised that
these disparities are rooted in broader structural inequalities (including systemic
racism, socioeconomic inequalities, and widespread stereotypes and biases), which
shape how institutions operate and make decisions. Without confronting this structural
context, efforts to ensure services deliver equitable and inclusive support will be
inherently constrained.

Impact on identities

Participants discussed the impact of these different patterns of experiences on children’s
identity development. In the previous chapter, we discussed how experiences of services
can influence children’s sense of self and self-worth, their understanding of the world
around them, their aspirations and perceptions of opportunities and constraints, and their
feelings of safety and trust, as well as their feelings towards services and authorities. In
addition to shaping how those dynamics play out, intersecting experiences of bias,
discrimination and disproportionate treatment can have further consequences for identity
formation.4?

Professionals noted that children often have a strong sense of fairness and justice, and
recognise inequitable treatment when they receive it, even if they have not yet developed
all the language they need to name and fully describe it. Both professionals and young
people noted that experiencing bias, exclusion, or over-policing can contribute to a sense
of unfairness and maltreatment, which negatively affects mental health, self-worth
and feelings of belonging and agency. To the extent that the stress of discrimination
exacerbates existing mental health struggles, this can make it harder for children to
navigate daily life. Children who feel unfairly treated by services may lose trust and
avoid seeking help even when they are in danger and need protection. Some
participants noted that experiences of discrimination can also heighten feelings of
hypervigilance and constant caution about others’ perceptions, which undermines
feelings of trust and safety. Children’s recognition that they are viewed or treated
differently from others, and the accompanying sense of being unable to secure equitable
treatment, may also contribute to feelings of powerlessness, hopelessness,
alienation and disenfranchisement, which in turn exacerbate cycles of
marginalisation. Finally, a lack of representation in services, and/or cultural insensitive
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treatment, can create feelings of alienation among children, leading them to feel out of
place and unsupported.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined participants’ perspectives on the complex and interconnected
ways in which children’s experiences of services are patterned by characteristics such as
ethnicity, neurodivergence, gender, socioeconomic background, family context, and care
experience. The findings highlight that disproportionalities in children’s experiences of
services are influenced by broader social biases, stereotypes, and structural inequalities,
with significant consequences for children’s identities, including their self-worth and trust
in institutions. Young people’s perspectives testify to the ongoing impact of bias based on
multiple intersecting discriminatory stereotypes.

While acknowledging the complexity of these dynamics, some young people and
professionals expressed concern that patterned experiences (of exclusion, mislabelling,
or inadequate support, for example) influence vulnerability to involvement in violence.
Understanding these intersecting patterns therefore provides a critical foundation for the
exploration of mechanisms linking identity-forming experiences of services with children’s
engagement in violence, which we discuss in the next chapter.

The perspectives of our participants suggest that, while some progress has been made in
fostering more equitable service delivery, significant challenges remain. Professionals
identified important areas for development, including enhancing cultural competence,
improving understanding of neurodivergence, and ensuring more consistent and trauma-
informed responses for children in care.

The findings also suggest, however, that addressing disproportionalities in service
experiences cannot rely solely on reforming service-level practices. While efforts to
embed and sustain equitable and inclusive practice are important, their efficacy depends
on complementary action to address the broader structural inequalities that shape
institutional practices. Without this wider lens, efforts to create equitable services risk
being limited in scope and impact. The implication of these findings is that bringing about
a fully equitable system of support requires a comprehensive approach, which
recognises the multifaceted nature of disproportionality and seeks to address both
service-level inequities and the structural conditions that help to perpetuate them.
Aligning service-level efforts with macro-level strategies may help to enable meaningful,
sustained progress towards fairness and equity in children's experiences of services.
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Chapter 4: How do identity-forming experiences of
services in turn influence children’s involvement in
violence?

Key messages:

e Violence as a self-fulfilling prophecy: Children who are repeatedly labelled
as ‘risky’ or as ‘perpetrators’ may internalise these identities, leading them to
adopt behaviours — including violent behaviours — that align with how they are
perceived.

¢ Violence arising from the search for belonging: Exclusion from mainstream
institutions can push children towards peer groups involved in violence, that of-
fer them a sense of belonging and status.

¢ Violence as a response to hopelessness: If services do not nurture chil-
dren’s aspirations or provide pathways for a better future, disillusionment with
mainstream society can drive them toward alternatives that appear to offer
more promise or hope.

e Violence as an attempt to achieve self-protection and safety: When chil-
dren feel under threat within their communities but do not trust the authorities to
keep them safe, it can seem rational to turn to violence as a means of self-de-
fence.

¢ Violence arising from hypervigilance: Relatedly, children who feel unsafe,
and distrust the services that are there to keep them safe, may develop a
heightened sense of threat, leading to reactive aggression.

¢ Violence as a tactic to retain support: In some cases, children may engage
in violence as a way to maintain service attention and access to support they
would otherwise not be given.

¢ Violence as a means of self-expression: When other forms of recognition
and affirmation are (or feel) unavailable to children, violence can become a way
for children to assert their identity and agency.

¢ Protection against and resilience to violence: By contrast, services that pro-
vide trusted adults to children can foster a sense of safety, recognition, and
self-worth, offering a space for children to disclose risks, process emotions,
and critically reflect on alternatives to violence. By building strengths, aspira-
tions, and a sense of belonging, this can help children navigate challenges and
build resilience to violence.

Introduction

Previous chapters in this report have outlined findings from our consultations with
professionals and young people on how children’s interactions with services shape their
identities. In this chapter, we explore perceptions of how these identity-forming
experiences in turn influence children’s involvement in violence.

Before examining these perspectives, it is important to note that while participants largely
agreed that identity plays a crucial role in shaping children’s involvement in violence, they
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also emphasised that it is just one part of a broader picture. Professionals highlighted
other significant drivers of violence, such as force, coercion, threat, exploitation, and
manipulation, which may have little to do with a child’s sense of self.43

Nonetheless, our participants identified several ways in which identity-forming
experiences of services can influence children’s engagement in, or protection against,
violence. Below, we outline key themes exploring how self-fulfilling prophecies, exclusion,
hopelessness, and a lack of trust and safety can shape children’s engagement with
violence. We also examine how positive, identity-affirming experiences can serve as
protective factors.

Violence as a self-fulfilling prophecy

Participants’ perspectives support the theory that negative labels can become self-
fulfilling prophecies.** When children are labelled, stigmatised, or criminalised by
services, these imposed identities can become internalised, leading them to adopt
behaviours — including violent behaviours — that align with how they are perceived.

Professionals detailed how some children they had worked with saw this as the path of
least resistance, believing there was little point in acting against expectations when
positive behaviour was neither recognised nor rewarded.

“For children, in terms of that sense of identity they get from services, it's
very hard for them to shift that identity, especially if it's negative one, and
they almost get to a point where it’s like a self-fulfilling prophecy of:

‘Wow, that’s how they see me, so | might as well behave like that’.” (P20)

Young people reported that they were particularly susceptible to the impact of labelling at
a young age, at a time when they may be ‘trying on’ different identities, and when the
perceptions of others have a stronger impact on sense of self. Several young people
suggested that this labelling can influence who they relate to and get involved with, in
ways that make them more likely to be involved in violence. As an example, one young
person said that being labelled as a failure at school left them ‘open to being groomed by
others’ who had been hurt themselves and with whom the young person then related to
on that basis.

“When you see people as a risk, that’'s when the risk rolls.” (YP group 3)

Violence arising from the search for belonging and mattering

Another key theme from consultation with professionals and young people was that
children’s need for a sense of belonging and of mattering can drive them toward
peer groups that use violence, particularly when they feel rejected, undervalued, or
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misrecognised in spaces governed by non-violent social norms.*® Professionals
described how essential belonging is during adolescence, providing a reassuring sense
of safety and recognition. When this need goes unmet in normatively non-violent
environments — such as school or non-violent peer groups — children may become more
vulnerable to becoming involved in groups that use violence, as they seek acceptance
and status.

Young people reported that if trust in services was lacking or broken, or if they felt let
down and unsupported, then they would look for trust, support and validation from
elsewhere. They discussed how they may find a sense of belonging and mattering
among others who have ‘also been hurt’, or ‘the wrong crowd’, or change themselves to
fit the label/group into which they have been put by others.

Additionally, some professionals noted that children who do not feel a sense of
belonging, or a sense that they matter, within specific environments, such as in school or
psychological support services, may resort to violence as a means of prompting their
removal from those settings.

Violence as a response to hopelessness

Some participants also discussed how a sense of hopelessness can emerge when
children perceive a lack of opportunities or struggle to envision positive change in their
lives.46

Professionals highlighted that if services fail to nurture children’s aspirations or provide
pathways for a better future, disillusionment with mainstream society can drive them
toward alternatives that appear to offer more promise in some way. This view was also
raised among young people. A sense of disillusionment can, then, make children
vulnerable to being drawn into peer groups that engage in violence when they perceive
these groups as offering a more appealing future. If children see no viable routes for
upward mobility, or have low self-esteem and little belief they can strive for a better
future, they may rationalise that they have ‘nothing to lose’, leading to increased
vulnerability to groups that use violence.

Some young people also mentioned hopelessness resulting from experiencing a lack of
or inconsistent support, or being passed between services with no transitional support,
leading to frustration that might in turn be discharged through violence.

Violence as an attempt to achieve self-protection and safety

Another key theme was the use of violence as a means of self-protection. Participants
highlighted that when children feel unsafe and distrust societal systems — including law
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enforcement and safeguarding services — they may turn to violence as a way to protect
themselves and feel (subjectively) safer.#’

“I think that’s why |, like a lot of young people, are exposed to violence.
Like when you think Black people carrying knives, a lot of the time it's not
because they want to hurt anyone. It's because they want to protect
themselves because they don’t feel protected. And it's not just from the
police. It's kind of like life in general. You know, like a lot of them are like
left alone for their own devices. So, you know, the smart thing for them is
to protect themselves.” (YP04)

For example, a young person who had been labelled a ‘snitch’ by peers in the past,
suggested that this put them at greater risk, so involvement in violence was a protection
against this label. Others emphasised that when young people feel that law enforcement
will not protect them, they are more inclined to take things into their own hands, and less
likely to report situations or behaviours related to violence.

“I'd definitely take things into my own hands, and | definitely will not have
that fear now because it’s, you know, sort of, | know with myself, nothing
is going to be done. So it’s like you have to sort of deal with things
yourself.” (YPO1)

Ultimately, when children feel under threat within their communities but do not trust
the authorities to keep them safe, it can seem rational to develop a reputation for
violence as a deterrent — to become the threat, rather than continuing to feel
threatened. This aligns with survey data from YEF, which found that teenage children
who carried a weapon (most of whom had used a weapon to threaten or harm someone)
were more likely than others to have previously been victims of violence themselves
(Popham, 2024). While carrying a weapon in fact carries significant risks, those who did
were also more likely to report feeling safe in places where others felt unsafe, such as
youth clubs, public transport, and public parks.

“Identity can be reinforced in either a positive way or a negative way, and
if it continues to be reinforced in a negative way, then they are the
children that [see the world as] a scary place, and people are not to be
trusted. And part of a response to being fearful can be that fight or flight
— that fight, really, where if the world’s a scary place, | need to protect
myself. So | need to do things like, you know, carry a weapon or hit first
before somebody hits me. Violence just doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It
comes from the development of identity and how the child views the
world and the environment which they’re growing up in.” (P13)
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Violence arising from hypervigilance

Relatedly, as discussed earlier in this report, professionals discussed how feeling a lack
of safety, and distrust in the services that are there to keep them safe, can lead children
— and particularly those who have experienced trauma — to feel a constant sense of
threat and stress that leads to a state of hypervigilance.*® This heightened and
continual state of alertness can make everyday situations appear as potential
threats, which in turn motivates defensive behaviour, which can include violence.

“l understand violence as a kind of response to distress and response to
threat. | take a public health approach to violence, not a criminalised
approach to violence. So for me, any sense of feeling unsafe in the world
is going to put you into fight or flight mode and increase the likelihood of
those behaviours becoming activated.” (P01)

Violence as a tactic to retain support

Our findings also highlight another dynamic through which children seeking protection
can turn to violence — the dynamic of violence as pragmatic, tactical help-seeking.
One professional described cases in which children who not only drew a sense of safety
and security from services or interventions, but had also developed reliance on them and
had been fearful of the interventions or service support coming to an end, had engaged
in violence in order to remain eligible for support.#® Some young people also mentioned
the use of tactical harmful behaviour to gain support for mental health needs, though the
examples they gave referred to self-harm rather than violence towards others.

Violence as a means of self-expression

Finally, professionals discussed how for some children, violence can serve as a form of
self-expression.®® When children feel they do not belong in mainstream society, or feel
abandoned, rejected, unnoticed, unrecognised, or undervalued, violence can become a
tool to cope with these feelings and, subjectively, a means of asserting presence
and power, or gaining recognition or status. Young people also identified this as a
mechanism, referring in particular to the use of violence as a way to vent feelings of
anger and frustration at feeling let down or unsupported by their contacts with services.®'

Protection against and resilience to violence

By contrast, participants also discussed how identity-forming experiences can provide
protection against and resilience to violence. In particular, when young people develop
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trusted relationships with a safe adult (such as a youth worker, mentor, teacher, or other
trusted professional), that instil a sense of safety, recognition and self-worth within the
context of that relationship, this can help protect them from violence in a number of
ways. %

Perhaps most obviously, it provides them within someone to whom they feel they can
disclose risks and harms, or who is well placed to notice risks, which in turn helps
systems of support identify and respond to those risks and harms.

Creating spaces for children to discuss their experiences, whether related to violence,
discrimination, or personal struggles, can also help children work through, make sense
of and reflect on their emotional, psychological and behavioural responses. This, in
turn, opens up opportunities for trusted adults to encourage children’s critical reflections
on any motivations towards violence — including identifying, questioning and assessing
current motivations and plausible alternatives, and to support reconfiguration of their
responses.

Trusted relationships and positive activities that provide children with a safe space to
explore and foster their strengths and interests may also encourage them to see
beyond any labels that may have been imposed on them, explore different aspects of
their identity, expand their world view, and develop self-worth and aspirations. This can
support children to develop and reinforce a view of themselves as belonging and
successful in spaces governed by non- or anti-violent norms, that in turn motivates acting
in accordance with those norms. Activities that cultivate social and emotional skills
can also directly equip children with the ability — and belief in their ability — to regulate
their own emotional and behavioural responses, and manage and dispel conflict.

Finally, young people identified ways in which trusted adults advocated for them or
were able to provide advice about how to support or navigate difficulties they were
facing in alternative ways.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored participants’ perspectives on how identity-forming experiences
of services can influence children’s engagement in violence, highlighting key dynamics
relating to self-fulfilling prophecies, and how unmet needs for belonging, hope, safety,
and support can motivate involvement in violence. The views explored here suggest that
interactions with services that leave children feeling negatively labelled, excluded, or
distrustful can increase vulnerability to engaging in violent behaviours. Conversely,
positive identity-affirming experiences, particularly those fostered through trusted
relationships and supportive environments, can serve as protective factors, providing
children with safety nets, fostering resilience, and clearing alternative pathways away
from violence.
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The findings underscore the importance of ensuring that services engage with children in
a way that fosters recognition, belonging, and hope. Services should aim to empower
children by acknowledging their strengths, providing opportunities to develop agency,
and helping them envision a positive future. By prioritising positive identity-affirming
support structures, policymakers and practitioners can play a critical role in reducing
children’s vulnerability to violence and promoting safer, more inclusive communities. The
next chapter explores in greater detail a range of suggestions from our participants about
what services can do to prevent violence.
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Chapter 5: What can services do that may influence
children’s identity development in ways that contribute
to reduced involvement in violence?

Key messages:

e Build trusted relationships: Consistent, long-term relationships with trusted
professionals can help children feel valued and listened to, and demonstrate
that there is a dependable adult to which they can turn for support.

¢ Identify and nurture strengths: Strengths-based approaches that recognise
and build children’s potential (rather than focusing solely on risks and prob-
lems) can help to foster self-worth and aspiration.

e Provide children with new opportunities that help build aspirations and
social and emotional skills: Exposure to positive activities and mentorship
can reinforce positive self-concepts, broaden children’s horizons, and cultivate
social and emotional skills that help support resilience to violence.

e Ensure services are inclusive, accessible, and flexible: Removing barriers
to engagement would help to ensure that all children feel valued and sup-
ported, regardless of background.

e Balance early intervention with responsive support: Preventative work is
needed to address problems before they escalate, and help children navigate
challenges and build positive futures.

¢ Provide long-term support where needed, and carefully prepare for transi-
tions and endings: Some children need longer term, consistent support to
flourish. Smooth transitions between services and well-managed intervention
endings can help to minimise feelings of rejection and instability.

¢ Include families and communities: Engaging families and community net-
works can help to strengthen children’s wider support systems, and reinforce a
sense of belonging and security.

¢ Ensure staff have comprehensive skills, training, and support within a
service environment that is conducive to good practice: Highly trained
practitioners are better equipped to build trust and offer meaningful support, but
they need manageable caseloads and supportive leadership to embed and
sustain good practice.

o Strengthen collaboration between services: Integrated, multi-agency work-
ing can help to provide coordinated support to address multiple needs, and to
prevent children from falling through gaps in the system. This needs to be sup-
ported by clearer frameworks for inter-agency collaboration, better communica-
tion mechanisms, and greater alignment around a shared mission.

¢ Involve children in meaningful co-design and co-production of services:
Giving children a meaningful voice in shaping services can help to foster a
sense of agency and ensure support feels relevant and engaging to children.
Co-design must be approached carefully to align expectations, avoid tokenism,
ensure diversity of representation, and lead to tangible outcomes.
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¢ Improve funding and resources: Adequate resourcing is essential to sustain
high-quality support that meets children’s needs effectively, and to provide ser-
vices with capacity for strategic improvement.

e Address systemic biases: Tackling societal prejudices and systemic inequali-
ties within services and wider society is critical to ensuring fair, effective sup-
port that fosters positive identity development.

Introduction

Professionals and young people provided a range of insights on how services can
influence children’s identity development in ways that contribute to reduced involvement
in violence. Our findings suggest a spectrum of practice-oriented and more system-level
changes could enhance the effectiveness of support for vulnerable children. Below, we
set out a range of insights drawing on what our participants thought would help,
including: building trusted relationships, identifying and nurturing strengths, providing
children with opportunities to build aspirations and social and emotional skills, ensuring
services are inclusive and flexible, balancing early intervention with responsive support,
providing long terms support where needed, carefully preparing for transitions and
endings, including families and communities, ensure staff have comprehensive training
and support, strengthening collaboration between services, involving children in
meaningful co-production, improving funding and resources, and addressing systemic
biases.

Build trusted relationships

Our study provides further evidence to support the position that the system of support
should prioritise ensuring that children are able to build trusted relationships. Several
participants expressed the view that strong, meaningful relationships with a trusted
adult (or adults) are not only important in supporting positive identity formation, but also
play a direct role in preventing or reducing children’s involvement in violence.53 This
reflects existing evidence that relationships with trusted adults, including, for example,
mentors and key workers, can help protect children from involvement in violence (YEF,
2022; Crest Advisory, 2025).

Participants emphasised that consistent and long-lasting relationships can be
particularly beneficial for children who may have experienced instability, abandonment, or
trauma. They suggested that trusted, caring relationships can help children feel listened
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to and recognised, as well as improving feelings of safety by demonstrating there is a
dependable adult to which they can turn.%

Participants discussed the potential value of a model in which children engaging with
multiple services have a single key worker they can trust, who communicates and
coordinates with other services on their behalf.%° It was suggested that this approach
might help ensure consistency in support and improve children’s sense of security when
navigating a range of different services.

Some professionals and young people highlighted concerns that high staff turnover can
disrupt relationships and limit the effectiveness of support, suggesting the need to
promote stable workforces, and carefully plan and prepare for changes in
personnel conducting direct work with children.%®

Identify and nurture strengths

Our findings suggest that strengths-based approaches may help to support positive
identity development in children. Professionals and young people emphasised the
importance of identifying and nurturing children’s strengths, alongside providing support
that addresses problems.%” As outlined in Chapter 1, when services (understandably)
focus on solving the problems a child faces, this can overlook a richer narrative about the
child; one which includes aspects of their identity and life that are more positive and
could be strengthened or leveraged to help bolster their resilience and wellbeing.

Participants noted the importance of highlighting and nurturing skills, talents and
interests, and providing positive and enriching experiences or activities to
children. As part of this, they emphasised that the language used in interactions with,
and discussion and written reports about children and referrals, should emphasise
strengths and assets, and avoid negative labels and terminology. One professional
described, in positive terms, how their service had shifted from using more negative
framing around children, such as ‘at risk of gang involvement’ or ‘children who perpetrate
violence’, to more positive descriptions that emphasise resilience in the face of trauma, a
sentiment that was also identified as very important among young people.®

Participants discussed how strengths-based approaches can foster a sense of self-worth
and self-efficacy, enabling children to feel valued and capable, while counteracting
feelings of hopelessness, and providing an alternative to violence as a means of gaining
recognition. As one professional highlighted, ‘seeing young people as individuals and
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making space for all the parts of them can be really transformative’.>® This very much
reflects the importance that the young people we spoke with placed on being treated like
a whole person and an individual, rather than a label.

Provide children with new opportunities that help build
aspirations and social and emotional skills

Our findings suggest that providing children with exposure to different opportunities
and life experiences may support aspects of positive identity formation. As discussed
earlier in this report, participants described how some vulnerable children can feel
disconnected or devalued within the systems designed to support them. For example, the
education system was perceived by some professionals as being structured around
traditional academic pathways, which may not align with the strengths or aspirations of all
children. Some professionals suggested that introducing children to alternative education
options and career pathways (such as apprenticeships and trades), different
environments beyond their local area, or opportunities that reflect their interests could
help broaden their sense of possibility and support development of their aspirations.?°
Similarly, some professionals referred to social prescribing as a potential approach that
may help children engage with positive activities, build connections, and develop social
and emotional skills.6 62

Some professionals also expressed the view that fostering children’s relationships
across different cultures and groups can encourage a sense of agency and
connection to their communities, as well as fostering a more tolerant and accepting
outlook.®® Youth clubs and other community provisions were described as spaces
that could provide opportunities for belonging, while broadening children’s understanding
of the world around them by exposing them to ideas, activities and people they may not
have otherwise encountered. Evidence from the YEF (2021) demonstrates that children
who develop social and emotional skills are less likely to become involved in violence. To
the extent that social prescribing helps to achieve this, it may support both positive
identity development and violence reduction.
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Ensure services are inclusive, accessible and flexible

Our findings suggest that improvements to service accessibility and inclusivity, to ensure
they are welcoming and responsive to the realities of children’s lives, could have positive
effects for children’s identity development, as well as improving service engagement.

Several participants highlighted that current service structures can be rigid and may not
accommodate the complex circumstances of children who have experienced instability or
trauma. Non-attendance or non-engagement with some services may result in withdrawal
of support (for example, in the case of children’s mental health services), or sanctions
(for example, in the case of youth justice services, or education settings), which can
leave children feeling excluded, ignored, undervalued, or unworthy of support.
Participants suggested that a more flexible, child-centred approach that seeks to
understand and address reasons for non-attendance or non-engagement could help
improve engagement and support children’s sense of self-worth.%

Some professionals noted that children may be deterred from engaging with services if
they perceive them as judgmental, unwelcoming, or reminiscent of previous negative
experiences. To counter this, professionals suggested that services should prioritise
making their spaces physically and emotionally inviting, for example by fostering
warm and non-clinical atmospheres, ensuring staff are approachable, and actively
working to reduce stigma associated with seeking support. They reflected on the
importance of creating welcoming services environments where children feel
comfortable, valued, and respected.5®

In addition, some professionals suggested that services could do more to ‘meet children
where they are at’ — both emotionally and physically. Rather than requiring children to
attend formal service locations, professionals could deliver more support in
community spaces that children already access. These professionals suggested that
this approach could make services feel less intimidating and more relevant to children’s
lives.®®

Overall, while professionals recognised the challenges involved in adapting service
models, there was a sense that greater flexibility was needed to tailor service provision
for the most vulnerable children, to ensure they can feel valued and worthy of support,
develop trust in professionals and services, and willingly seek help when needed.
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Balance early intervention with responsive support

Our findings suggest that, while many early intervention services are facing acute
financial pressures, there is a need to ensure the system of support strikes the right
balance between prevention and response.

Several participants shared their views on the benefits of strengthening preventative
approaches that proactively identify and address risks early, and provide support to
children before patterns of involvement in violence become more established.®” A more
preventative approach, if delivered in a way that is sensitive and responsive to children’s
needs, could help foster a more positive sense of self and future aspirations. For
example, accessible mental health support in schools was seen by young people we
spoke with as a way to equip children with coping strategies before they reach crisis
points, potentially reducing the likelihood of negative identity formation linked to exclusion
or disengagement. Relatedly, some professionals reflected on the value of diversionary
approaches to policing, which prioritise referrals to youth services and other forms of
support over immediate enforcement measures. They suggested that such an approach
could help children feel supported rather than criminalised, reinforcing a sense of
belonging, self-worth and hopefulness.

However, professional participants also acknowledged the need for caution in early
intervention efforts. They emphasised that interventions must be carefully designed to
avoid stigmatising children or making premature assumptions about their future
behaviour. There is a delicate balance between offering support at the right time and
ensuring that children are not labelled in ways that limit their opportunities. These
perspectives highlight the importance of designing preventative approaches that are
constructive, proportionate, and that genuinely help children develop confidence in their
potential and future pathways.

Provide long-term support where needed, and carefully
prepare for transitions and endings

Our findings suggest that supporting positive identity development can take time, and as
such short-term interventions may be insufficient for fostering meaningful and lasting
improvements to children’s sense of self and related outcomes. Identity development is a
constant, ongoing process. Particularly for children who have experienced instability,
adversity, or exclusion, developing a positive sense of self may require sustained
engagement and flexible support over a prolonged period, rather than time-limited
interventions with fixed expectations for progress. Several participants emphasised the
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value of open-ended or longer-term support models that allow for ongoing engagement
without abrupt cut-off points.®®

Where services do not offer ongoing, open-ended engagement, service transitions and
endings need careful planning and preparation to avoid negative effects on children’s
sense of self.%° Professionals noted that children who have formed trusting relationships
with services, shared personal experiences, or engaged in identity-forming activities
together may find sudden endings difficult, particularly if they have a history of disrupted
relationships or inconsistent support. To avoid the sense of an abrupt withdrawal of
support, endings should be managed gradually, with children being actively involved in
the process. This can, it was thought, help mitigate feelings of rejection and
abandonment, and provide children with a sense of continuity as they move forward.
Participants also expressed the view that planning around transitions and endings should
aim to empower children to build resilience, develop aspirations, and sustain progress
beyond professional involvement, thus reducing reliance on services. Thoughtful, well-
managed transitions may also help ensure positive identity development continues
beyond the formal period of support, to the extent that they work to reinforce children’s
belief in their own ability to navigate challenges independently.

Include families and communities

Reflecting insights from contextual safeguarding, our study provides further support for
the position that creating a supportive environment for children vulnerable to engaging in
violence requires a holistic approach that extends beyond the individual. Professionals
highlighted the importance of ensuring that support systems also engage families,
recognising that a child’s sense of self is shaped within their home environment.”°
Without addressing familial challenges and leveraging strengths within the family,
children may struggle to develop or sustain a positive sense of self. This underlines the
importance of services providing support to families alongside, or as part of, individual
interventions, to create a more stable and nurturing foundation for children to build from.

Beyond family support, professionals emphasised the role of wider community
engagement in fostering positive identity development.”! Professionals highlighted that a
sense of belonging and purpose can be reinforced when children see opportunities for
growth and connection in their local area. Some professionals suggested that services
adopt a more collaborative, community-based approach, partnering with local
businesses to create employment pathways, expanding outreach efforts to ensure that all
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vulnerable children receive support, and promoting safe community spaces where
children feel valued and heard.

As explored in Chapter 1, a child’s self-concept is shaped not just by the service support
and interventions they receive, but also by the relationships, opportunities, and societal
messages that surround them. By intervening and embedding support within the family,
community, and cultural context of each child, services may help to foster environments
where positive identity formation — a sense of belonging, self-worth, and ambition — is
encouraged and actively reinforced.

Ensure staff have comprehensive sKkills, training and support
within a service environment that is conducive to good
practice

Our findings suggest that there is room for training for professionals to place greater
emphasis on supporting children’s identity development.’? Participants felt that
while some useful training exists (such as training on trauma-informed and trauma-
responsive practice), the preponderance of training and professional development
available to professionals across the system of support does not focus on helping
children build a positive sense of self. Some professionals noted that youth work and
clinical psychology are exceptions to this, and called for professional development in
other services to draw on training in those professions, to expand understanding of
concepts of identity and skills in relationship-building and supporting children to develop
a positive sense of self. One suggestion was to increase opportunities for cross-sector
training, which might also help to foster greater collaboration between services.

Our findings also suggest it would be helpful for services to strengthen cultural
competence and sensitivity, as well as representation of diversity within their
workforce.” Participants stressed the importance of professionals understanding and
being responsive to the cultural and social contexts of the children they support, to
ensure services are accessible and relevant. It was also suggested that having staff who
reflect, or can in some way personally relate to, the backgrounds and experiences of
children can help to foster greater trust and engagement — though some professionals
cautioned against the assumption that ‘relatability’ is not achieved simply, or exclusively,
by matching characteristics such as ethnicity or gender.

Some professionals also noted that short courses alone are unlikely to create meaningful
shifts in practice, particularly given service resource constraints. Embedding training
more effectively into everyday practice requires a wider service environment that is
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conducive to good practice.”* These participants noted that professionals need time,
reasonable caseloads, and supportive management and leadership.

Alongside this, our interview findings suggest that staff across the system of support
need more support to manage the emotional demands of their work.”®> Some
participants highlighted the risk that, without reflective spaces, professionals may
struggle with the pressures of their roles or unintentionally project their own experiences
onto the children they support. Suggestions included expanding the provision of clinical
supervision or peer reflection opportunities across services, to help staff sustain their
well-being and deliver more stable, constructive support.

Strengthen collaboration between services

Most professionals and several young people suggested that a more joined-up,
collaborative approach between services could improve the way vulnerable children
are supported.’® Given that children’s involvement in violence often stems from a
combination of factors, more effective coordination between services could help each
service to build a fuller picture of each child’s circumstances, and enable more tailored
interventions. As explored earlier in this report, participants described the current system
as highly fragmented, with education, social care, health, police, and youth justice
agencies frequently working in isolation, and a lack of coordination undermining the
effectiveness of support. Our findings suggest a more cohesive approach that delivers
joined-up support would help provide children with a greater sense of stability and trust in
the system of support.

A more collaborative model and more effective information sharing across services may
also help challenge ‘thin’ or problem-saturated narratives about children’s lives. When
professionals from different backgrounds share their insights, it can lead to a more
balanced and nuanced understanding of a child’s experiences, needs, strengths
and interests. This may in turn improve opportunities to deliver support to address
needs, alongside intervention and positive activities that focus on enabling children to
pursue aspirations and interests, and develop social and emotional skills.””

As mentioned above in relation to development of trusting relationships, key worker
models may make it easier for children to form meaningful and trusting relationships with
a smaller number of professionals, rather than navigating multiple disconnected
interactions.”®
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Participants acknowledged, however, that multi-agency collaboration is often inconsistent
and difficult to achieve in practice, and efforts to improve it subject to a range of
challenges and barriers. Professionals noted that barriers to improvement include
variation in the extent to which local areas have formal structures for cross-sector
partnership working. Limited funding and resources also mean services are under
pressure to prioritise immediate service provision over making longer-term strategic
changes to foster stronger multi-agency collaboration. Additionally, professionals
observed that different sectors conceptualise issues relating to vulnerability to
engagement in violence in conflicting ways, which can create friction or resistance to joint
working. There were also concerns that information-sharing across agencies would need
to be managed carefully to support shared or better-informed decision-making, without
curtailing children’s and families’ rights to data privacy.

These participants noted that addressing these challenges requires systemic change.”®
Their suggestions included clearer frameworks for inter-agency collaboration, better
communication mechanisms, and greater alignment around shared goals. Some
professionals suggested the need to strengthen a culture of partnership, where
professionals recognise the value of different expertise and approaches, to help
overcome the factors that currently inhibit joint working. Ensuring that services have
sufficient resources to plan and engage in meaningful collaboration, rather than viewing
it as an additional burden, was also viewed as necessary to make more joined-up
approaches viable in practice.

Involve children in meaningful co-design and co-production of
services

Involving children in meaningful co-design and co-production of services was
described by many of our participants as holding significant potential to foster positive
identity development among vulnerable children.8% By actively involving children in
shaping the services that affect them, co-production may help strengthen their sense of
agency, belonging, and self-worth. However, participants also highlighted significant
challenges that need careful management in order for this to be meaningful.

Co-production can take various forms, from consulting children on service design to
giving them a direct role in decision-making processes. Examples suggested by
participants included involving children in staff recruitment, building re-design or
refurbishment, or designing discrete intervention activities. Participants highlighted the
importance of being clear on whether decision-making is child-led, co-led, or
service-led in consultation with children, to ensure expectations are realistic.?
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Regardless of the model used, some participants stressed that children should be
adequately supported throughout their involvement and fairly compensated for their
contributions.??

Professionals cited a range of benefits to effective implementation of co-production.
Benefits included more relevant and impactful services: as one professional noted,
children are ‘experts in their own lives’,34 and their direct input allows services to better
understand their needs and tailor interventions accordingly. It can also help services
remain responsive to children’s evolving challenges and concerns, which can in turn help
interventions to remain relevant and engaging. Further, genuine participation in decision-
making may enhance children’s self-perception as capable and valued contributors to
their communities, reinforcing a sense of personal agency and responsibility. Participants
also suggested that children see their contributions leading to real change, it affirms their
worth and fosters a sense of belonging.

Alongside these potential benefits, however, participants identified significant risks and
limitations. A key concern was the risk of tokenism, either through children’s
contributions being ignored or through their instrumentalization to advance service
agendas.® If children perceive that their involvement is performative rather than
meaningful, participants cautioned that they may feel misled and as a result seek to
disengage from services.

Participants emphasised that co-production should only be undertaken if services
are prepared to implement change as a result.®® For marginalised groups, who are
frequently consulted without seeing tangible outcomes, repeated engagement in
unproductive processes can exacerbate distrust in services. To avoid this, co-production
should be purposeful, feasible, and directly linked to service improvements.

Issues of representation were also noted: some participants warned that unless co-
production includes a diverse range of voices, it risks reinforcing existing inequalities or
misrepresenting the needs of certain groups. Ensuring that co-production efforts are
inclusive and that children involved genuinely reflect the communities being
served was seen by these participants as essential to its effectiveness.”

Finally, participants recognised that co-production can be resource-intensive, requiring
both time and funding that services may struggle to allocate.®® Some children may also
be unwilling or unready to engage, meaning co-production efforts must be flexible and
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responsive to their needs.® Transparency from services about the scope and
limitations of children’s involvement was seen as crucial to maintaining trust and
avoiding unrealistic expectations.*°

Co-production was, then, viewed as having significant potential to support children’s
identity development by fostering agency, self-worth, and meaningful engagement with
services. When children are genuinely involved in shaping the support they receive,
services may become more effective, relevant, and accessible. However, for co-
production to be impactful, it must be carefully designed to align expectations, avoid
tokenism, ensure diversity of representation, and lead to tangible outcomes.
Adequate resources and structural support are essential for sustaining meaningful
participation, and services must be transparent about the extent to which children’s
contributions can shape decision-making. Our findings suggest that, when these
challenges are acknowledged and addressed by services, co-production can play a
transformative role in strengthening children’s sense of identity and belonging.

Improve funding and resources

Our findings suggest an urgent need to improve the funding and resources available
across the system of support. While the above suggestions for how services can better
support children’s identity development range from features of practice to the broader
configuration of services and wider systems of support, participants highlighted an even
more foundational issue: without adequate funding, services cannot effectively implement
improvements.®! Resource constraints can leave staff stretched across heavy caseloads,
with inadequate capacity to build trusted relationships within which children’s needs can
be addressed, and their strengths and opportunities nurtured. Similarly, financial
constraints undermine the extent to which services and systems are able to think and act
strategically, and make structural changes to improve inclusivity, optimally balance
prevention and response, upskill workforces and embed practice improvements, and
coordinate effectively across the system of support.

In particular, some professionals highlighted the need for greater investment in youth
work as a sector.?? As discussed throughout this report, skilled and well-resourced
youth work plays an especially vital role in supporting children to develop a positive self
of sense, providing trusted relationships and opportunities for positive activities within
safe spaces that help to broaden world views, develop self-worth and aspirations,
strengthen social and emotional skills, and build resilience. Our findings suggest
vulnerable children would benefit from increased investment in the development of youth
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work professionals and expansion of the sector, to ensure consistent availability of high
quality youth work across the country.

Address systemic biases

Finally, our findings suggest that efforts to ensure the system of support enables all
children, including the most vulnerable, to develop a positive sense of self need to be
accompanied by progress towards a more comprehensively inclusive and equitable
society. Participants underscored the necessity of embedding practical service and
systemic improvements within a broader effort to confront deeply entrenched societal
prejudices and systemic inequalities.®® These findings indicate that advancement
towards a truly effective system of support depends in part on broader progress towards
a society free from racism, ableism, sexism, classism, and other forms of discrimination
and oppression. A system of support that fosters positive identity development and
empowerment needs to be situated within a broader societal context that values and
enables all children to thrive. Participants emphasised that this cannot be achieved by
isolated changes within service provision, but demands robust political, economic and
cultural support for systemic transformation.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored how services and the broader system of support can support
children’s identity development in ways that may help reduce their involvement in
violence. Our findings indicate that that services can play a role in fostering positive
identity development by prioritising trusted relationships, adopting strengths-based
approaches, and providing children with opportunities that help build aspirations and
social and emotional skills. Additionally, ensuring that services are inclusive, accessible,
and flexible may help increase engagement and ensure that children feel valued and
supported.

Beyond individual interventions and services, our findings suggest that broader systemic
improvements could help create a more effective and supportive environment for
vulnerable children. Developing the skills and capacity of professionals working with
children, and ensuring their working environments (including caseloads, accountability
measures, and service leadership) enable good practice to be embedded, is important to
enhance the quality of support available. Co-production approaches that meaningfully
involve children, families, and communities in shaping services have the potential to
foster a sense of agency, belonging, and trust. While many children interact with multiple
services, professionals often work in silos, leading to fragmented and inconsistent
support. Greater collaboration between services to deliver integrated, cross-sector
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approaches could help ensure children receive coordinated and sustained assistance
that meets their individual needs.

Importantly, many of the suggestions outlined in this chapter are not new. Calls for more
relational, strengths-based, and holistic approaches to supporting vulnerable children
have been made for many years, often based on extensive evidence from research and
practice. Our findings add to this body of evidence, reinforcing the importance of
approaches that have long been recognised as beneficial. There remain, however,
significant barriers to implementing these approaches at scale, while the challenges they
seek to address have become increasingly urgent. Many services are operating under
severe financial constraints, making it difficult to prioritise long-term, preventative
approaches over immediate crisis response. Systemic issues with fragmented service
provision and structural inequalities continue to limit the effectiveness of services aimed
at supporting children’s positive development.

This highlights the need for a renewed commitment to strengthening the system of
support for vulnerable children. Achieving meaningful and lasting change will require
sustained investment in services, improved collaboration across sectors, and action to
address the wider social and economic conditions that shape children’s lives. While there
are no simple solutions, ensuring that services are equipped to foster positive identity
development is a vital step in creating an environment where children feel supported,
hopeful, and able to pursue a future free from violence.
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Conclusion

This study aimed to provide valuable insights into the complex interplay between
children’s interactions with systems of support, their identity formation, and engagement
in violence. Based on consultation with young people and professionals who support
them, and informed by advice from our Young Researchers Advisory Panel and Expert
Advisory Group, the research highlights that, while services can profoundly influence
children’s sense of self and the world around them, these influences are fundamentally
intertwined with broader social and structural factors. The findings suggest that
strengthening children’s protection from and resilience to violence requires thoughtful,
evidence-based systemic change.

Reflections and implications for support services

Children’s identities are shaped not in isolation but through dynamic and interdependent
relationships with their environments. As important parts of these environments, services
hold the potential to scaffold positive identity formation and aspirations. Positive service
experiences — characterised by trust, affirmation, inclusion, and empowerment — can
support children in developing resilient, confident, hopeful identities. Conversely, when
children experience services as fragmented, as overlooking their individuality and
complexity, and as insufficiently inclusive, this runs the risk of contributing to feelings of
alienation, which in turn can increase vulnerability to violence.

An important finding from this research is how important language and narrative framing
are. The labels, terminology, and narratives that services use to describe and understand
children involved in violence can have a profound impact. Negative, blame-focused
labels and narratives, including labels such as ‘offender’ or ‘perpetrator’, risk reinforcing
limiting and potentially damaging self-perceptions, inappropriately adultifying children,
and perpetuating vulnerability to violence. This is not to suggest that accountability
should be avoided, but rather that more effective approaches exist: ones that combine
responsibility with meaningful support to help children positively reshape their
trajectories. Adopting language that recognises children’s strengths, potential, and
capacity for change can help foster more positive identities and encourage engagement
with support. This approach aligns with strengths-based practices and highlights the
value of seeing each child as an individual, while recognising how their contexts have
shaped them.

It is also essential to recognise that children’s experiences of services are patterned by
intersecting characteristics such as ethnicity, gender, neurodivergence, and
socioeconomic status. An intersectional lens is key to understanding and addressing
entrenched disparities in how children experience and engage with support services
(including, for example, the ways in which prevalent stereotypes intersect with labelling,
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and how this shapes interpretations of and responses to children’s behaviours). Tailoring
support in ways that acknowledge and respond to children’s intersecting characteristics
may help to ensure that all children receive equitable and effective care and support.

Our study aimed to identify helpful insights for systems of support. To strengthen support
for children in ways that scaffold positive identity formation, the following principles may
be beneficial for consideration:

e Adopting holistic, strengths-based approaches: Beneficial approaches build
on children’s strengths and aspirations, while addressing challenges. Profession-
als should be supported to engage in affirming, empathetic, and culturally sensi-
tive practice that validates children’s experiences and offers opportunities to de-
velop potential. Thoughtful use of language and narrative framing is an important
part of this approach.

e Fostering trusted relationships: Consistency in relationships with skilled, trusted
professionals is a key factor in enhancing children’s sense of safety, belonging,
and self-worth. Support endings and transitions need careful planning. Investing in
workforce development and retention, and ensuring professionals have the time
and support they need, may help to strengthen relationships.

¢ Enhancing inclusivity and accessibility: Proactively cultivating a welcoming
space, and identifying and reducing barriers to access — particularly for children
facing intersecting disadvantages — may help to ensure that all children in need of
support feel valued, included, and able to receive help.

e Strengthening early intervention: Proactive identification and support for emerg-
ing needs can play a crucial role (alongside more responsive approaches) in pre-
venting challenges from escalating and supporting positive identity development
from an early age. Care should be taken to ensure early intervention avoids target-
ing children in ways that contribute to negative self-perceptions or reinforce cycles
of disadvantage.

e Strengthening coordination across services: Integrated, cross-sector ap-
proaches that prioritise coherence and continuity in service provision could reduce
the adverse consequences of fragmented support, promote engagement, and help
achieve more coordinated delivery multi-faceted support to address multiple
needs.

e Empowering children, families, and communities as partners: Enabling chil-
dren to participate meaningfully in shaping the support they receive can enhance
their sense of agency and ensure that services are responsive to their unique
needs and perspectives. By working to embed support within the family, commu-
nity, and cultural context of each child, services may also foster more conducive
environments for positive identity formation.
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Driving implementation: enabling sustainable progress

The suggestions presented above not only capture the perspectives of young people and
professionals involved in this study, but also align with much existing research and
evidence. Indeed, many of the recommendations are not new, but echo long-standing
calls to reinforce systems of support. We recognise, however, that any change to
systems of support is inherently complex, and progress has been gradual. To enable
sustainable improvement, the following considerations may be helpful:

« Strategic investment: Targeted and sustained investment, particularly in under-
resourced communities and sectors, could enhance the capacity of services to
provide holistic, preventative support.

« Policy alignment: National and local policies that prioritise children’s long-term
well-being may support the consistent delivery of effective, inclusive services.
Aligning policies to encourage preventative, strengths-based approaches may
yield more positive outcomes over time.

e Accountability and evaluation: Transparent, participatory evaluation frameworks
can help track progress, encourage continual learning, and ensure services are
meeting their goals effectively and equitably.

« Conducive service cultures: Fostering a culture within services that encourages
inclusive, strengths-based approaches, and supports professionals in developing
relational skills and embedding good practice, could help drive progress within the
systems of support.

Addressing macro-level factors

While there is much that services can — and do — achieve in supporting children to
develop a positive sense of self, of the world around them, and of their own potential
futures, broader societal structures also profoundly shape children’s development.
Addressing a range of structural factors may further support efforts to foster positive
identity formation and reduce children’s vulnerability to violence. Our findings suggest the
following considerations:

« Investing in community infrastructure: Enhancing access to high-quality educa-
tion, health, and youth services in disadvantaged areas could provide children with
more consistent opportunities to thrive.

« Promoting inclusion and equity: Efforts to ensure institutions and socioeco-
nomic structures are inclusive, equitable, and responsive to the diversity in our so-
ciety could help reduce experiences of discrimination and exclusion.

e Supporting economic equity: Addressing factors such as child poverty, housing
insecurity, and access to meaningful opportunities could help reduce underlying
vulnerabilities.
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o Strengthening family support: Accessible family support services, including
mental health care and parenting programmes, could contribute to ensuring more
stable and nurturing environments for children.

Realising meaningful and lasting change requires a combination of strategic investment,
policy alignment, and a commitment to continual learning and reflection. Our findings
suggest that, while the complexity of these challenges means that no single solution will
suffice, action to foster inclusive, coordinated, and empowering systems of support,
alongside action to address broader structural inequalities, could better enable children to
develop identities that help protect them from violence.

These reflections aim to contribute constructively to ongoing discussions about how best
to support children in navigating the profound complexities of youth. We hope they
provide a useful foundation for further research on this topic, and a thoughtful basis for
considering how services and broader systems can continue to evolve and strengthen
the support they offer, to enable all children to flourish.
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Annex 1: Ethical and data protection considerations

Co-designed with YRAP and EAG members, all study processes and materials prioritised
ethical considerations. An ethical protocol was developed by the study team and
approved by Dartington Service Design Lab’s research ethics committee (LabREC). The
LabREC process considers ethical issues related to: informed consent and assent; the
legal bases for data collection and use; vulnerability; privacy; considerations of anti-
racism, intersectionality and equality, diversity and inclusion; safeguarding (including
participant and researcher safety); and necessary supports and signposting.

Where possible, we gave children and young people a choice in consultation methods,
were considerate to the location of research, and took care in the use of incentives, as
well as being transparent about the purpose and use of research data (Alessi & Khan,
2022). We take anti-racism seriously, as outlined in Dartington’s anti-racism policy and
RAND'’s Quality Assurance Standards. In the context of this study, this included
considering the racial and ethnic diversity of the project team, and working with partners,
advisors and organisations with lived experience of racism and relevant expertise to help
mitigate potential bias. Dartington’s Equity Impact Assessment Framework guided project
planning and delivery.

The initial design of data collection tools for use in interviews and consultation with the
two participant groups was grounded in the research questions and then refined through
co-design with the YRAP and EAG. They were shaped by a contextual safeguarding
lens, exploring how identity operates in different domains, from families and peer groups,
to particular services and children’s wider communities. Co-design of the research tools
with YRAP and EAG aimed to ensure that the framing of consultation activities and
wording of questions were not retraumatising or stigmatising, and were appropriate and
sensitive to the age and experiences of participants.

Based on advice from EAG members suggesting that children with experience of
engagement in violence often prefer to be interviewed by an adult, consultations with
children and young people were conducted by adult researchers with extensive
experience in conducting qualitative data collection with similar groups. We took care to
check that online interview participants were in a secure, confidential space.

Prior to taking part, participants were made aware of the nature of the topics that would
be covered, informed about the voluntary nature of participation and withdrawal, and
given clarity on how their information would be used and protected, including issues of
confidentiality and anonymity, and the specific circumstances in which confidentiality
would need to be breached.

In line with a trauma-informed approach, during data collection periods regular team
meetings were held to discuss and respond to any emerging ethical considerations,
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consider power dynamics, identify any arising topics which needed further exploration,
and reflect on how researcher positionality may have influenced data collection.

All research team members in contact with children and young people had current
Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) approval and had received training in safeguarding
policies, practices and procedures. Dartington’s named Designated Safeguarding Lead
and Deputy were available for advice and support. When collecting data with children
and young people contacted through a gatekeeper organisation, the research team
ensured that their standard operating and safeguarding procedures were known and
adhered to.

Interviews were recorded with consent. Data were transcribed removing any personal
identifiers, and transcripts were labelled with a unique identifier before being stored in
restricted-access folders on secure, UK-based servers.

As the study funders, DfE were the ‘data controller’ for personal data, but no data were
shared with, or accessed by, DfE or any others beyond the study team. RAND Europe
and Dartington Service Design Lab were the ‘data processors’ for the study. The legal
basis for processing personal data was ‘public task’, detailed in Article 6(1)e of the UK
GDPR. The legal basis for processing any special category data in interviews, interview
recordings, and written transcriptions was ‘processing that is necessary for archiving
purposes in the public interest, scientific or historical research purposes’ as detailed in
Article 9(2)(j) of the UK GDPR. The study team processed only what was required to
meet these legal bases and ensured security and safeguards were in place to protect the
information.
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Annex 2: The theory of ‘identities in practice’

Holland et al. (1998) propose that people practice their identities through four ‘contexts
of activity’, which are relevant to our study: 1) figured worlds, 2) negotiations of
positionality, 3) space of authoring, and 4) making worlds. These contexts are not
separate from one another but are understood as overlapping figurations of people’s
identity work.

Figured worlds are real or imaginary ‘frames of meaning in which interpretations of
human actions are negotiated’ (Holland et al., 1998). In our context, figured worlds
could include, for example, co-offending peer groups, families, and services such
as police, youth justice services, children’s social care, psychological support services
and third sector youth work. Holland et al. (1998) state that when we act or speak in a
certain way, we work to place ourselves within or outside of specific figured worlds.
Figured worlds are considered to be pre-existing realms into which we enter, or which we
are recruited into, so that we become members or inhabitants. We are all members of
multiple figured worlds simultaneously. These ‘memberships’ are fluid and changeable,
and may flow into, inform, or even conflict with one another, because figured worlds
themselves can overlap with, sit within, or be separate from one another (Hatt, 2007). In
addition, some of our figured world memberships may be the result of choice and
deliberate identity work, whereas other memberships (such as within youth justice and
other statutory services) may be forced upon us. Becoming a member of, or actor within,
a figured world is not always necessarily a complete or easy process; while our
membership of a figured world may be permanent, it may also be fleeting.

Next, Holland et al. (1998) put forward the context of ‘positionality’. Children (and,
indeed, adults) are positioned within figured worlds, such as services, in ways that
are informed by dominant norms and ways of being in that figured world, and by
the child’s overarching social position, resources, and characteristics. Urrieta
(2007) describes positionality as referring ‘to the positions ‘offered’ to people in different
figured worlds’. Through the positions offered or available to them, a person then
develops a positional identity, or a ‘sense’ of their position within a figured world
relative to others (Holland et al., 1998). Positionality can thus be linked with the concept
of ‘recognition’ of oneself and by others, often used in relation to identity theory (for
example, Carlone and Johnson, 2007; Sfard and Prusak, 2005). Scholars using the
concept of recognition suggest that our identity work is informed by how others recognise
us as a particular ‘kind of person’ depending upon how we look and/or act in given time
and place (Gee, 2000). For example, we may be recognised as a model pupil, or as a
‘young offender,” because our actions and interactions align with how these ‘kinds of
people’ are expected to look or act. Similarly, the positional identities offered to people
are informed by the dominant ways of being in a figured world. What positional identities
are offered or available to people within a figured world are necessarily influenced by the
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cultural models and storylines that make up that figured world, and the extent to which
individuals have the kinds of resources that are privileged within the world. Thus, the
positions available to an individual may result from their overarching social positions
and/or their available resources, which Holland et al. (1998) at times refer to as ‘capital’
(Bourdieu, 1977). In this way, positionality is ‘inextricably linked to power, status, and
rank’ (Holland et al., 1998).

The third context of identity in practice is ‘space of authoring’, also referred to as self-
authoring, which describes people’s identity work in response to the positions offered to
them by others. Holland et al. (1998) frame this context as the ‘focus’ of their work,
because the agency exercised through a person’s space of authoring is what sets apart
the concept of identities in practice from a more deterministic or structural understanding
of identity. Importantly for this study, this means that children respond to how they are
positioned in non-deterministic ways: there is space for ‘self-authoring’, through
which they can accept, reject, negotiate or ignore the positional identity offered to
them by a figured world. Self-authorship or self-making ‘is not a choice’; a position
always requires a response (Holland et al., 1998). As Urrieta (2007) states, however, a
person’s response to a position is ‘limited to varying degrees of accepting, rejecting, or
negotiating the identities being offered to them’ (Urrieta, 2007). Our self-authoring could
thus be compared with what Gee (2000) and others have referred to as the ‘bid’ to be
recognised as a certain kind of person. Inescapably, whether and how one chooses to
accept, reject, negotiate, or indeed completely ignore, a position is not the result of fully
‘independent or autonomous creativity’, (Holland et al., 1998), but is necessarily bound
by the social practices and structures which position us. According to Holland et al.
(1998), our authored selves become aspects of our ‘history in-person’, a concept later
further developed by Holland and Lave (2001) which refers to ‘the sediment from past
experiences upon which one improvises, using the cultural resources available’ (Holland
et al., 1998, p. 18). In other words, our past lives can inform how we will author our
identities in the present. This process may be as simple as using our experiences to
repeat or cease a previous behaviour or way of being. For example, if a person’s self-
authoring consistently fails to be recognised by others, they are likely to abandon
attempts to author themselves in this way (Johnson et al., 2011). Alternatively, self-
authoring may involve what Holland et al. (1998) call a ‘reinterpretation of the past’ in
order to reinvent our present or future identities using a new perspective on past
experiences.

The fourth and final context for the production of identities is that of ‘world making’
(Holland et al., 1998); the possibility that people can create new figured worlds. These
worlds can be brand new, or related to existing figured worlds (Urrieta, 2007). For our
study, this offers the possibility that, while children may be shaped by their
experiences with services, their voices can also create change within the system
of support. The ability to create new figured worlds builds upon Vygotsky’s studies of
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how children’s play can create new environments which allow the ability to rehearse adult
social norms (for example, Vygotsky, 1987). In this way, ‘just as children’s play is
instrumental in building their symbolic competences, upon which adult life depends, so
too social play [...] develops new social competencies in newly imagined communities’
(Holland et al., 1998). Through ‘social play’ we therefore not only develop new identities,
but also new realms in which to practice these identities; new figured worlds into which
others may enter, and which offer new ways of being and doing. Holland et al. (1998)
state that this final context for identities in practice brings us back to the first context of
figured worlds. Specifically, the ability to make worlds demonstrates the capacity of
figured worlds to adapt in response to people’s identity work. In other words, whilst
figured worlds may be defined by the norms or storylines within them, people also have a
capacity to change, or shift, these norms upon which figured worlds are built.
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