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foreword

Young people do make mistakes, but this is no basis for them 
to be forgotten or not be given another chance.  

Young people are a massive part of our society but can 
sometimes be misunderstood, ignored or overlooked. 
Participation holds the key to empowering our young people 
and keeping them involved with the developments of the future 
which will impact on their lives. Without participation this report 
would not have been possible. 

Without participation I would not be the person I am today and 
it’s showed me that, given the opportunity, any young person 
is capable of turning their lives around. Providing our young 
people with the opportunities to participate and lead projects 
will give them the skills and knowledge to become adults and 
make the right decisions. This is the key to a better future 
because our young people ARE THE FUTURE!!

Suleman Amad, 23 
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about tHis report

This participation report is based on the words, thoughts and experiences of 84 18-24 year-olds 
with experience of the criminal justice system from around the country. In 2014 they gave their 
ideas through group work, letters, meetings and individual conversations in both custody and the 
community.  The report outlines their collected thoughts about how young adults experience the 
criminal justice process.  Each section of the report also includes some direct quotes* from young 
adults, along with refl ections from the legal team at the Howard League for Penal Reform which 
specialises in representing young adults in prison.

Young adults set the aims of the project, designed the questions, helped facilitate participation 
group work, responded to worksheets and were consulted throughout on the emerging themes. 
Thank you to each and every one of them for their hard work and dedication, and to the Barrow 
Cadbury Trust for funding this project as part of its Transition to Adulthood (T2A) programme.

The report was drafted by Jess Southgate, Youth Participation Offi cer. The legal view was provided 
by Laura Janes, Acting Legal Director at the Howard League for Penal Reform. The spotlight on 
young people and ethnicity was provided by Suleman Amad.

*All quotes are exactly as young adults spoke or wrote them.

our aims

As young adults we wanted this report to:

*  Develop awareness among professionals working with young adults 
about our experiences, frustrations, thoughts and feelings

*  Highlight the issues we face in the system and the impact this has 
on us

*  Consider how the criminal justice system affects people growing and 
maturing

* Show how the transition from youth to adulthood affects us

* Show what support young adults want and what they are entitled to.

about tHis report
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The criminal justice system puts young adults’ 
lives on pause, stalls our maturation and can 
prevent us from reaching adulthood. We feel 
that we get a raw deal – stuck in the middle of 
childhood and adulthood with no one to help us 
but without the facilities to help ourselves. 

Maturity is about having responsibilities, like 
your own family and children, a job and making 
your own money. It is about independence, 
understanding yourself, making positive life 
choices, being able to handle diffi cult situations 
and accepting consequences. As young adults, 
our priorities change as we grow up and we 
approach things differently.   

Everyone matures at a different rate and 
maturity has little to do with age or legal status. 
You cannot put a number on the age at which 
someone will mature and maturity cannot be 
forced. To reach adulthood we need good 
guidance, motivation, mental preparation and 
to be given responsibility so we can learn to 
manage it.

Growing up in deprivation, without a supportive 
family, in care or having experienced traumatic 
events in early life, mean some of us have had 
to grow up and mature and understand reality at 
a young age.

As a result of these challenging situations 
many of us have developed great strength and 
resilience. This strength is to our credit given the 

life experiences we have faced, and is often in 
spite, not because, of the system. 

We also know that because of the diffi culties we 
have experienced we may have missed out on 
developing skills that are critical for our future. 
Where we are strong and resilient in some ways, 
we may be less mature in others. 

We want the system to support us in 
developing the skills we might lack, particularly 
interpersonal and practical life skills, without 
treating us like ‘kids’. Being treated like a child 
makes it harder to behave like an adult. Many of 
us feel far more mature than professionals give 
us credit for. We feel belittled and talked down 
to by the whole system, which makes it hard 
for us to feel positive about engaging with the 
process. 

We want the system, and those who are helping 
us, to recognise the extent to which we feel 
infantilised and the deep sense of unfairness 
we feel at petty displays of power.  For some of 
us, it has only been through working with the 
Howard League that we have felt truly listened 
to or empowered.  

Our resilience is not positively tapped into and 
this fuels our resistance against the system. Our 
coping mechanisms can be misinterpreted as 
a lack of willingness to engage, but our lack of 
engagement can be because we have not yet 
found anyone who can help us that we trust.

*  We want the maturity we have developed to be acknowledged and respected, and 
for professionals to work to our strengths, by valuing our existing capacity, skills, 
knowledge and potential*  We want opportunities to be given responsibility so we can grow and develop as young 
adults, including when we are in custody*  We need help to develop life skills, particularly interpersonal and practical life skills, so 
we can find ourselves in the world and take the next steps in our lives*  We think that the criminal justice system should take a distinct approach to young 
adults that recognises our development and varying levels of maturity, an approach 
that is different from both the youth system and the one for older adults.

maturitY is 

compLicated

wHat we tHink
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“Mentally in depth I’d matured 
more than my friends because I’ve 
experienced things I can’t explain.”

Professionals need to relate to young adults as 
individuals.  Rating a young person’s maturity is a 
complex and diffi cult task.  It should only be done 
when relevant and necessary.  Passing comments 
that a young person is ‘immature’ can be incredibly 
damaging, just as failing to take account of a 
young person’s stage of development can lead to 
inappropriate decisions.

Professionals should consider the resilience 
the young person may have developed through 
adversity, whether that is problems at home or 
coping with the stress of going to court or being 
locked up.  Professionals should also recognise 
that many young people who have developed 
resilience or coping mechanisms may feel that 
they have no choice but to manage alone.

Professionals working with young adults need 
to be alive to the different ways that maturity is 
present in young adults in the criminal justice 
system.  Professionals should always ask 
themselves what the young adult’s strengths are 
and how they can build on them. This helps to 
achieve better results and better relationships and 
more honest refl ections.

Not receiving the right kind of professional support 
and respect can lead to young adults feeling 
infantilised and not effectively engaging with the 
criminal justice process. This can increase the risk 
of not complying with requirements or reoffending.

A view from the Howard League 
legal team on young adults’ 
maturity

“Maturity should be split 

up in sections – life skills 

where you’re independent 

and others where you’re 

not. So you could be mature 

with family and friends 

but immature when it 

comes to things like jobs 

and housing. You could be 

mature in here [prison] but 

immature on the out.”

Young peopLe’s 
words 

“[T]here should be an awareness that just because people are 18+ adults, what does that number mean? It’s a period where a lot of people meet a lot of diffi culty. You’re still learning and getting used to things like bills and the legal system, there’s so much paperwork. People haven’t got a clue what’s going on. It’s near impossible.”

 “I think adulthood begins at 

different ages for different 

people. Some people have no 

choice but to become adults 

from a young age. But some 

people don’t become adults 

until their mid-20s.”
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As young adults in the criminal justice system, 
we feel labelled, stigmatised and judged by 
professionals, the media and society. To break 
the cycle of offending we want to be able to 
move on from troubles in our past but the 
system makes us feel that we cannot escape 
them. 

Being constantly talked about and analysed 
has a considerable psychological impact on 
us. It can feel as though our life experiences or 
vulnerabilities are used against us and blown 
out of proportion. It seems our best is never 
good enough or that our progress and resilience 
is not recognised or rewarded, and we feel held 
back and disheartened by this. 

Professionals do not talk to us about their 
assessments of us or ask us for our views, for 
example in pre-sentence reports, sentencing 
remarks, police records, Thinking Skills 
Programme (TSP) reports, hostel records or on 
our Offenders Assessments in prison (OASys). 
Information that we do not agree with often 
ends up on our records and we do not know 
how to challenge this. We do not think there are 
enough ways for us to challenge the system 
when things go wrong.

What is written about us can feel like it takes 
over our identity and becomes all people see 
about us. It can seem that professionals are 
more interested in what happened in our past 
and what is written about us on paper than 
who we are in the present. We can struggle to 
show that we are more than just what is written 
about us, but this ‘paper self’ can take over our 
identity and feel like it is stapled to us. 

Our ability to progress on our sentences can be 
held back by requirements on us to complete 
courses on the basis of risk assessments we 
do not feel are accurate. These can feel like tick 
box exercises, rather than a real opportunity for 
us to learn and change. Most of us do not feel 
that we get the real help we need or want. 

Knowing that we have a criminal record and the 
negative views society has of us can damage 
our self-esteem and mean we give up hope. 
Reports about our cases in the press, some of 
which give extensive or inaccurate information 
about us, further damage our chances of 
moving on. 

*  We want professionals to discuss with us what they write in reports that are 
likely to affect our lives, as well as the opportunity to challenge and change 
inaccurate or misleading information *  We need more responsible journalism and for the media to recognise the 
impact that being reported on in the press can have on a young person’s life*  We want society not to judge us by our background, and we want more 
opportunities, particularly through employment, to be able to move on from 
our past.

wHat we tHink

mistakes and LabeLs 

foLLow us: tHe ‘paper seLf’
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Professionals need to think about how they would feel 
to receive written information about all aspects of their 
lives, including intimate aspects, when writing and 
sharing information about young people.

Once considered from this perspective, a young 
person’s indignance about incorrect information 
becomes completely understandable.  It is critical to 
ensure that information is accurate, in context and 
up to date.  The best way to do this is to make sure 

that the young person is involved in the information 
gathering.

Repetition of inaccurate information by professionals 
becomes part of a young adult’s paper self. There 
can be signifi cant long term damage done to a 
young person when their sense of identity becomes 
subsumed by this. 

Because adolescence is a time of great change 
there is a huge risk that professionals will assign 
characteristics that are typical at a certain age that 
remain on paper long after the young person has 
grown out of the issue.

Professionals should encourage and support young 
people to correct and challenge paperwork about 
themselves in a way that takes into account how 
distressing unjustifi ed written labels can be.

Young peopLe’s 
words 

“It’s like the system is 

saying ‘grow up and be an 

adult but we’ll constantly 

tell you about this child 

you were’. It’s a shaming 

process.”

“My documents always 
came before me, so an 
opinion was already 
formed, based on the 
papers…social services 
would try and catch you out 
on things they’d read on the 
papers.”

“I don’t think you 
appreciate the impact of 
what you deem minor. I 
don’t think you realise 
the effect that it has 
on my life...Everything 
gets taken out of 
proportion when you’re 
a prisoner.”

“Do you know how hard it 

is to hear people saying 

stuff like that and to 

have to sit there and take 

it When professionals say 

bad things or stuff that 

ain’t true.”

“[It’s an] identity that’s 
stapled to your person, no 
matter how much positivity 
you’re doing; it can really 
affect you.”

“I have changed and 

grown up. Back then 

I wasn’t [mature] but 

they still expect me 

to be a certain way. 

I’m not the same way.”

A view from the Howard League 
legal team on the ‘paper self’
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When we reach 18 a lot of the support we 
received as children disappears at the same 
time as our responsibilities as adults increase. 
While nothing much may have changed for us, 
the whole system around us feels completely 
different. We may experience a number of 
transitions including the care system, health and 
social care, YOT to probation, custody and the 
courts, and we see a big change in the kind of 
support we receive from all of them. 

This drop in support can be a big shock, 
particularly if we were used to the youth system, 
and can cause us a lot of problems. Sometimes 
it feels as if services give up on us when we 
reach 18 because we should have changed 
when we were younger. 

We think support should be available for us 
longer than it is, but we want this support to be 
appropriate for us as young adults, not just a 
continuation of youth services. Not feeling that 
anyone cares about us compounds existing 
feelings of rejection and neglect, making it 
harder for us to care for others, a key part of 
reaching adulthood. Positive and encouraging 

professionals who persevere, believe in us, 
go above and beyond and understand that 
change can take time make a huge difference 
in our lives. 

The criminal justice system is confusing. Many 
of us do not understand the implications of 
decisions made about us, our sentence, what 
happened in court, how to appeal, our eligibility 
for Home Detention Curfew (HDC) and Release 
on Temporary Licence (ROTL), what an OASys 
report is or how recall works. The system is 
not explained to us and often what we learn 
is through other young adults, which may not 
be right for us. We know we have rights and 
entitlements but are often unaware of what 
they are. 

We do not feel that we can get our point across 
to professionals in the system, or that it makes 
a difference when we try to. Sometimes it 
feels as if we only get support when we have 
professionals advocating for us, if we are high 
risk or causing trouble. This can promote bad 
behaviour as a way of trying to get help which 
can further increase our problems in future.

*  We need to work with professionals who want to work with young adults, who respect 
us, see us as individuals and are understanding*  We want consistent professional support to help us navigate the criminal justice 
system, the law, transitions between services and to help us develop skills for life *  We want to be involved in decisions made about us and our futures and for our voices 
to be heard throughout the criminal justice system *  We want to see what is written about us, and have a chance to comment and change 
things we disagree with or which are not accurate.

3
wHat we tHink

support, information 

and being inVoLVed
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“When you reach 18–20 

the government don’t 

care no more – there is 

no more help anymore…

they’re labelling 

you as a waste man 

and cutting you off.”
“Just because 
I’m not kicking 
up a fuss 
doesn’t mean 
I don’t need 
help.”

“In this system people don’t 
listen to young adults – 
because you’re a criminal, 
you’re a lesser being.”

The law is slowly changing to take into account the 
specifi c needs of young adults.  This is refl ected by 
the changes to the Children Act which create duties on 
local authorities to provide support to young adults.  
Yet, as most of this support is deemed discretionary, 
practices, policies and procedures are still not 
suffi ciently geared up to helping young adults.  Young 
adults often do not know that they are entitled to this 
help and therefore do not think to seek independent 
advice about getting more help from social services.  
Professionals need to be alive to the possibility that 
young adults might be entitled to help and ensure they 
receive the right advice.

Even where local authorities agree in principle to 
support young adults, there is often little recognition 
of their need for consistent professional relationships 
with people who understand their specifi c needs. 

Many young adults have had negative experiences 
of professionals and have not been given the right 

support, which can build a resistance to working with 
them. Professionals need specifi c young adult training 
to be able to work with this age group. Budget cuts 
across the system and services are posing limitations 
on support, which are having a severe knock on effect 
on the young people professionals work with. Instead 
of the Children Act being interpreted generously and 
in the spirit in which it was written, workers are often 
under pressure to interpret it as narrowly as possible 
to save costs.

Transitioning between services and within the 
criminal justice system at 18 can be diffi cult, 
traumatic, produce considerable anxiety and result 
in a considerable drop off in support. A poorly 
planned transition can have negative consequences 
as some young adults struggle to adapt to the adult 
system. Suffi cient time needs to be built in to ease 
this transition.  For young people who become adults 
in custody, this is a particularly diffi cult time.  Even 
though the Howard League Children Act case in 2002 
made it very clear that the protections of the Children 
Act must continue to apply where possible, care 
leavers in prison are all too often forgotten about.

Some young adults are not entitled to leaving care 
support from children’s services.  If their local 
authority does not agree to treat vulnerable young 
adults as care leavers, they may be entitled to support 
from adult social services.  Professionals should be 
aware of all the different streams of support that may 
be available to help young adults.

A view from the Howard 
League legal team on support 
for young adults

“I’ve had about 10 social workers and all you need is one good one.”

“I’m going through issues at the min and I’m not getting nowhere, but as soon as they know you have professionals backing you that’s when they listen. You need to know your stuff and how to word it so they take notice”

Young peopLe’s 
words 
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Most young adults in the criminal justice 
system have had overwhelmingly negative 
experiences of the police over a long period of 
time, often from a young age. Many of us have 
felt victimised, harassed, badly treated and 
ethnically profi led.

We do not feel we are treated the same as other 
young people who have not been in confl ict 
with the law. When we are known to the police, 
we feel they continue to watch us, target us, 
provoke us and try to pin offences on us, 
whether or not we are involved. Existing anger 
and frustration with the police can escalate with 
each new encounter with them. 

When we are on licence any contact we have 
with the police, even if we are innocent, can 
result in us being recalled to custody. It can feel 
as though the police and probation collaborate 
against us. 

These experiences can feel very personal and 
leave us with a deep sense of injustice. This 
can feel as though the police are abusing their 
power, are not independently evaluated and that 
complaints go nowhere. We do not think the 
police give us a second chance. 

We do not feel that the police are there to 
protect us. If we are a victim of crime, either 
in the community or custody, we do not feel 
our reports are taken seriously or investigated 
properly.

*  We want the police to treat us fairly 
and equally, talk to us with respect and 
recognise when we change positively 
as we grow up*  We want the police to try and get to 
the bottom of an incident without 
escalating the situation or being 
confrontational *   We want our complaints to be taken 
seriously and our allegations properly 
investigated when we are victims of 
crime ourselves, particularly in custody*   We want young adult appropriate 
information in the police station about 
our legal rights. 

our experiences of different stages of tHe criminaL justice process

poLice
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“I’ve had loads of bad 

experiences [with the 

police]. It’s normal”

“He was doing something to 

make me go beyond my limits 

so I would do something so 

he could arrest me.”

“As soon as you’ve been 
in the police station, they’ll 
remind you. They don’t give 
you a second chance.” 

“I saw an offi cer the other day and he said ‘I haven’t seen you in two years – let me quickly 
search you’.”

“They need to recognise it’s 
scary to be arrested. They 
shouldn’t assume someone 
is a troublemaker.”

Many young adults we work with have early 
negative memories of contact with the police, 
sometimes amounting to police harassment. 
They feel that the police will try one approach 
after another to catch and convict them. Many 
young people we work with feel judged by the 
police, especially those convicted of sexual 
offences. Those with a long history of police 
contact feel that the police are not open to the 
idea that the young person might have changed 
and matured over time.

Relationships between young adults and 
the police and probation, both individually 
and through Multi Agency Public Protection 
Arrangements (MAPPA), often lack transparency 
or accountability. Young adults often feel 
powerless to challenge assumptions and 
information, which may have been taken out 
of context, and used detrimentally without any 
opportunity for the young person to challenge 
or correct them.  This may contribute to young 
adults’ sense of injustice and powerlessness 
when dealing with the police.  

Young adults have little faith in the complaints 
system.  Young adults who have had negative 
experiences with the police are unlikely to 
report crime when they are victims of it. Young 
adults who are victims of crime in prison are 
particularly reluctant to report it and may 
require assistance from professionals to do 
so. Young adults who are put on police bail for 
extended periods can experience considerable 
stress, problems and disruption to their lives as 
a result.  

A view from the Howard 
League legal team on the 
policing of young adults 

Young peopLe’s 
words 
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*  We want good quality, young-
adult appropriate legal advice from 
representatives who want to work with 
us and want the best for us *  We want our options for legal advice 
fully and impartially explained to us 
when we are arrested at the police 
station*   We want more support to understand 
the legal process, especially what is 
happening when we are in court*  We want to be shown our pre-sentence 
report and have a chance to challenge 
information we disagree with.

our experiences of different stages of tHe criminaL justice process

Many young adults have had experience of poor 
quality, confl icting or confusing legal advice 
and representation. Sometimes we feel that our 
legal representatives do not want to help us, do 
not explain the process to us, or are actually 
conspiring against us, particularly with the 
police.

When we are arrested we often choose the 
duty solicitor or choose to have no legal 
representation at all because we feel rushed, 
want the process to end quickly or do not know 
we can choose who we want to represent us. 
No one properly informs us about our options 
or advises us about the possible impact of our 
choices. Many of us fi nd we are unhappy with 
the long-term outcome of the choices we make 
regarding legal representation and we later 
regret our rushed decision.

Our experience of poor quality or inappropriate 
legal advice can result in us pleading to charges 
we do not agree with or receiving harsher 
sentences than we had expected. We can feel 
abandoned after the court process, not properly 
advised about whether we can appeal, or not 
supported if we choose to try.

LegaL representation

and going to court

Being in court is a scary, confusing and isolating 
experience. It can be diffi cult to know what is 
happening and why. The court process can take 
a long time and have a signifi cant and stressful 
impact on our lives, especially if we have a long 
way to travel to go to court or are waiting on 
remand for a long time. How we are spoken 
about in court by the judge and prosecution, 
and how the media reports our case, can have 
a huge impact on our sense of identity and how 
we see ourselves.

We often feel our personal circumstances are 
not properly taken into account in court or 
that the reasons behind our offending are not 
properly uncovered. We do not feel that there is 
a chance to get our point across and sometimes 
give up on wanting to properly represent 
ourselves or fi ght a case because we think the 
system is against us anyway.



 You can’t put a number on it 17

Young adults have very low expectations of 
the legal process and often assume poor 
outcomes are inevitable. Practitioners involved 
in young adults’ legal cases need to ask the right 
questions throughout as young people rarely 
know how to raise issues that might be relevant 
to their case. 

Many young adults have experienced poor 
quality legal representation and simply see 
their solicitors as another professional in a suit. 
Even where legal advice has been good, young 
adults are often unclear about the process, the 
role of the solicitor or why they had a particular 
outcome. 

Young adults are rarely careful about who they 
instruct and often do not know they can instruct 
a different solicitor from the one they received 
in the police station. Howard League solicitors 
take extra time to explain legal processes in 
clear language and to make clear they are an 
additional service which the young person can 
opt out of. Young people are often surprised by 
this even though this should be the norm.  

Young adults who have been in the system for 
some time can suffer ‘court fatigue’.  Some 
may start to disassociate from their offences, 
particularly those offences committed as 
children. Professionals should be alive to the 
potential benefi ts of a court intermediary to help 
young adults meaningfully participate in the 
process.

A view from the Howard 
League legal team on young 
adults’ legal representation 

“When you went 

through court – 

half the time you 

don’t know what the 

hell’s going on.”

 ‘My solicitor didn’t even try… They told 

me I couldn’t appeal. The solicitor advised 

me to go guilty…I didn’t want to go guilty 

but they told me that if I went guilty I 

would get 1 year. I got 4 years.” 

“No one is trying to make [the legal process] clear to you. If 
I didn’t get it I wouldn’t have 
said I didn’t. You don’t want 
to look stupid and you’re so 
disoriented, you just want to 
get it over and done with.”

“My solicitor made me feel 
like he wasn’t helping me, he 
was helping the police...He 
told me to admit to something I didn’t do… I thought ‘fuck it, I’ll do what he says because 
of my daughter’.”

“When you’re young you’re still developing your identity and you can get really lost in how they’re talking about you...You disassociate from yourself. You stop caring about the court proceedings.”

Young peopLe’s 
words 
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Being sentenced can be a shocking and 
bewildering experience. We often do not 
understand our sentence, either when it is 
given to us or afterwards. Often we cannot 
fully consider what has happened in court until 
afterwards when we look back or talk to other 
people. Even then we rarely get support to deal 
with the shock or understand what our sentence 
means for us.

The judges’ sentencing remarks can seem 
extremely harsh and not relevant to our lives. 
These are the kinds of comments that can have 
an extremely negative impact on how we feel 
about ourselves, are used against us in the 
media and which can have long-term effect on 
our progress, for example when referred back to 
at parole hearings.

It can feel as though sentences vary signifi cantly 
between young adults, with decisions infl uenced 
by where we are from and variations between 
judges. These differences feel extremely unfair.

There is a noticeable difference between the 
sentences we receive under and over 18. 
Sometimes it seems the police and courts 
deliberately wait for us to turn 18 or 21 so they 
can sentence us more harshly. 

Prison has a huge impact on us growing 
up at this stage in our lives. It can stall our 
development and stop us reaching adulthood. 
If we are parents, custody has a huge impact 
on not only our lives but our children’s lives as 
they grow up. We think judges should take this 
into consideration when they sentence us and 
consider other options.

We want more sentencing options that do not 
involve custody and that give us a space to 
change, a chance to work with professionals 
we trust and a system that is fl exible to our own 
development that recognises our progress.

*  We want young adults to be sentenced by 
maturity and level of understanding rather 
than numerical age*  We want sentencers to take account of 
the impact of sending a young adult to 
custody and consider community-based 
options more often*  We want parental or caring 
responsibilities for young men and 
women to be taken into account when 
young adults are sentenced*  We want help to understand our sentence, 
including regular sentence planning 
meetings and advice on how we can 
progress.

sentencing

our experiences of different stages of tHe criminaL justice process
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“Remind the judge that, as 

young adults, sending us to jail 

for long periods of time doesn’t 

always help”

“When you get to prison 
that’s when you open the 
books, you compare with 
the next man you think ‘I got 
unlucky’.”

“Some 21 year olds don’t 
understand anything. When I was sentenced [there were] all these legal terms I 
didn’t know.”

“The more I was saying, the less I felt 
I was being heard [by the judge]. I 
was talked to like the devil during 
the summing up, having been smiles 
throughout.”

Very little can prepare young adults for the 
shock of being sentenced. Many young adults 
and professionals around them misunderstand 
their sentence, including how it operates. 
The absence of understanding is even more 
profound for those young adults who were 
sentenced as children.  Most of the people 
involved in the sentencing process are focused 
on that as the ‘end point’ of their involvement, 
yet it is often a crucial beginning for the young 
person. It is hard for a young person to achieve 
the key aim of their sentence, characterised 
by Baroness Hale as “to promote the process 
of maturation, the development of a sense 
of responsibility, and the growth of a healthy 
adult personality and identity” if they do not 
understand the sentence.

A view from the Howard 
League legal team on 
sentencing young adults

Young peopLe’s 
words 

Understanding the sentence and having a clear 
sentence plan also affects liberty. Most young 
people will need to demonstrate progress and risk 
reduction to achieve discretionary early release, so 
it is vital that the sentence is correct and properly 
understood.  Equally, where there is no possibility 
of discretionary early release, most young adults 
will be liable to recall following release and will 
have to demonstrate risk reduction to be released 
again.

Many young adults fi nd it diffi cult to progress 
with their sentence if they feel it is fundamentally 
unfair. The inconsistencies in sentence lengths 
for apparently similar offences are diffi cult for 
many young people to understand.  Many young 
people are wrongly advised not to appeal their 
sentences to the Court of Appeal because they 
could get longer.  Any young adult receiving a 
custodial sentence should get a written advice on 
appeal. This is covered by the legal aid fee for the 
original criminal case.  We receive many calls from 
young adults who have not received an advice on 
appealing their sentence.  Professionals should 
encourage young adults who are unhappy with 
their sentence to get a formal advice.
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Prison is at best limiting and at worst mentally 
and emotionally damaging. Most of us leave 
custody at the same stage we went in, if not 
less mature than we were before. Few young 
adults feel we get help for the underlying issues 
that caused us to offend which can make it 
impossible for us to turn our lives around after 
we leave custody.

The world is changing around us but we are not 
equipped to cope with this when we leave. We 
miss out on important life experiences we would 
have had on the outside including making ‘real’ 
friends and relationships, family time, getting a 
job or living independently. 

We do not feel we are treated properly in 
custody, or that we are being helped to 
mature or grow into responsible adults. We are 
frustrated and in some prisons it feels like all 
we do is sit and stare at the walls all day. This 
frustration can build up and explode when we 
are fi nally let out of our cells, which can make 
prison an extremely violent place.  

We learn different skills to young adults in the 
community, many of which are not healthy and 
do not promote desistance, and we do things 
we would not do normally, trying to fi t in and 
survive. How we learn to interact with people 
in custody is different from what is expected 

of us in the community. Prison takes away 
responsibilities and prevents us from making 
decisions which consider other people.

We see many young adults in custody with 
mental health issues who we do not think 
should be there. The prison environment can 
lead to self-harm and suicidal thoughts for some 
young adults. There is little support for those of 
us who feel this way, those who support others 
in this situation or those who witness self-harm 
or suicide attempts. 

We feel belittled on a daily basis. Most offi cers 
do not help us and it can feel like we have to 
fi ll in an application just to talk to someone. 
We want offi cers to show us respect, not just 
demand it and we think that the Incentives and 
Earned Privileges (IEP) system is overused.

We feel that even when we try our best our 
progress is not recognised or rewarded. Getting 
appointments with resettlement or the Offender 
Management Unit (OMU) is very diffi cult and 
things take too long to happen. If opportunities 
like HDC or ROTL do not feel like genuine 
possibilities for us we have nothing to work 
towards and we lose motivation. For those of 
us on longer sentences, it can feel that we are 
overlooked until the very end of our time in 
prison and by that point most of us no longer 
feel motivated to engage. 

imprisonment 

our experiences of different stages of tHe criminaL justice process

*  We need our differing levels of maturity to be recognised by the prison system – if prisons 
remain structured around age, at the very least we need more support when we move 
between under-18, 18–21 and adult prisons. *  We want to be treated the same as each other, for offi cers to stay consistent and for the IEP 
system to be used more fairly *  We want good quality training and education for everyone in custody to help us get work, 
particularly schemes which guarantee us training or employment when we leave, and advice 
on self-employment and business development *  We want help from the beginning of our time in custody to move towards release, whether our 
sentence is long or short, including more opportunities for ROTL and more contact with OMU 
and resettlement workers*  We want support to build and maintain relationships with our families and support networks 
outside prison, including better use of family days.
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“Prison stops the chance of 

experiencing things that an individual 

age group are experiencing so we 

enter adulthood in different places 

and mature into different things.”

“It’s past punishment now – it’s more damaging than punishing. It’s prevented me from turning into the person I want. It’s preventing me from turning into what they want me to be. Lack of motivation – you don’t see it going nowhere.”

“It’s a different 
mentality in 
prison. Maturing 
in prison isn’t 
the same as the 
outside.”

“It’s a different 
mentality in prison. 
Maturing in prison 
isn’t the same as 
the outside.”

“‘Outside of prison you have friends, 
you socialise, you get on with others, 
you meet new people. It’s impossible 
in prison. You come out at the same 
stage you go in. Life is on pause.”

Howard League lawyers regularly speak to young 
adults in custody who are struggling to survive 
within the prison system.  At a critical time 
when young adults should be developing their 
personalities and identities, they are instead focused 
on getting through each day, navigating rigid prison 
structures and distorted social interactions.  In any 
other setting these experiences would be described 
as at best surreal and at worst abusive.  
It is essential that professionals working with young 
adults in prison factor in the context in which they 
are living.

Despite the distinct needs of young adults, there 
is no specifi c training for professionals working 
with them. A well-trained full capacity workforce 
is essential to create a better environment where 
young adults’ needs can be met and pro-social 

A view from the Howard 
League legal team on young 
adults’ experiences in custody

Young peopLe’s 
words 

relationships modelled by professionals. Prison 
staff need training in how to work with young adults 
as part of violence reduction strategies and to 
recognise their specifi c needs. 

Many of the underlying needs of young adults 
become subsumed by the prison disciplinary 
system which tends to brush aside the individual’s 
problems or diffi culties, focusing on adversarial 
fact fi nding and punishment.  For instance, a 
young adult involved in a disciplinary hearing for 
fi ghting may be subjected to bullying and violence 
himself.  The guilty fi nding and punishment which 
can include additional days in prison and solitary 
confi nement does nothing to deal with the original 
problem. Young adults are entitled to legal advice 
and sometimes representation at these hearings 
and should be encouraged to take it.

Even though legal aid was removed in 2013 for 
all prisoners requiring help with problems in 
progressing through their sentence, many of the 
problems that young adults face, including lack 
of proper sentence planning, categorisation and 
access to the outside world, remain open  to 
challenge, initially through the complaints system, 
although most young adults will need help with 
this.

“It’s a different 

“You work hard, stick 
to the rules and then 
they don’t give you what 
you’re entitled to.”
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When we leave the criminal justice system 
we want to be able to make the right choices, 
support ourselves and our families, and develop 
positive relationships and the skills we are 
lacking. The system may give you the realisation 
that you want to change your life but not the 
tools for how to make that change.

Young adults in the criminal justice system feel 
defl ated and demotivated. Some of us feel past 
the point of caring about our futures because 
we feel so disempowered by the system and 
unable to make positive changes in our lives. 
The less support we feel we receive, the less we 
are talked to, the more angry and unhappy we 
feel and the more we give up. 

The move from prison to the community, 
adjusting to life on licence, and getting used to 
the drop in support when transferred from Youth 
Offending Services (YOS) to adult probation, 
is diffi cult. Transitioning from a strict regime in 
prison to no regime whatsoever can be hard to 
cope with, as can adjusting to new expectations 
of us and ways of communicating with people 
now we are in the community.

Feeling like we have missed out on time and 
experiences that other young adults have had 
can lead to us trying to play ‘catch up’. This can 
lead to risky behaviour including doing things 
which may draw us back into the system.

We want probation offi cers who are 
approachable, supportive, want to work with 
us and who are not just concerned with recall. 
Getting a good probation offi cer feels like luck 
of the draw, but when we do get one it makes all 
the difference. 

We want more practical help from probation to 
fi nd and move into opportunities and services 
that will help us, not just signposting on to other 
agencies. Many of the things we are expected to 
do, like dealing with housing and the job centre, 
are totally new to us and no one has ever shown 
us how to manage them. 

It can be hard to change when everyone around 
you is involved in a life of crime. It is important 
that we can get work that pays as a viable 
alternative to crime. Unsuitable accommodation, 
particularly hostels, and not being able to move 
area can make these problems harder. Going 
back to stay with our families is not always 
possible now we are older.

moVing on

our experiences of different stages of tHe criminaL justice process

*  We want probation offi cers who support 
us, listen to us and are friendly*  We want probation offi cers to explain 
things to us, discuss their assessments 
of us with us, and who can use their 
discretion to consider people and 
actions on an individual basis*  We want more practical support, 
particularly negotiating adult services, 
and a path to help us move into 
employment, despite having a record*  We want young-adult appropriate 
and gender-sensitive accommodation 
options available to us when we are 
trying to resettle and move on with our 
lives.
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“They could do a lot 

more, even talk more, 

help more, help with 

certain things, she 

said ‘do it yourself’.”

“The thing I found hard [when I came out 

last time] was things like job centre and 

housing because it was all new. I knew in 

my mind how important it was but it was 

hard to do because nobody had shown me.”

“They need to work with us. 
I’ve done f**k all for over a 
year [in prison] and then they will want me to do everything when I’m out and if I miss 
one session – recall.”

“How other people treat 
you in [prison] and on the 
out will be different, you 
need to learn how to deal 
with that.”

“My OMU worker is shit. I’ve 
been in here for 2 and a half 
years and they’ve not done 
a sentence plan. I’ve got 8 
weeks left.”

For many of the young adults we work with, 
leaving prison is terrifying. While the legal 
requirements for children leaving prison are 
very clear, young adults routinely fi nd that their 
local authorities say they cannot or will not help 
them.  As a result, many young adults do not 
know anything about their resettlement plans 
until just before release or are released without 
anywhere to live.  

Young adults should be provided with 
specialist legal advice about their options for 
accommodation and support following custody 
early in their sentence.  Young adults should 
be assisted in making full use of the systems 
in place, such as release on temporary licence 
and discretionary early release.  Many will need 
assistance in navigating these processes and 
challenging adverse decisions.  The sooner 
planning starts, the greater the chance of 
creating a positive transition from prison to the 
community.

Justice services sometimes only get involved 
in the resettlement plans for young adults at a 
late stage when risk related issues are raised.  
Howard League lawyers have often found that 
resettlement plans have been effectively vetoed 
following a MAPPA meeting which the young 
person has not been able to contribute to in 
any way.  Professionals need to be aware of the 
need for issues of risk to be addressed head on 
at an early stage so the young adult can respond 
to areas of concern. 

A view from the Howard 
League legal team on young 
adults moving on

Young peopLe’s 
words 
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 “To ask for help of any kind I’d be more 
inclined to ask a woman than a man.”

“The issues for young adult women are 
not approached, there’s no service within 
the system especially for them.”

“Our emotions come out differently. You 
don’t know if men are hurting or not. They 
don’t talk. We want to talk more.”

*  We want help to develop our 
confi dence and self-esteem *  We want stability in our lives, which 
many of us have not had before*  We want space to talk about our 
feelings and how things affect us*  We want support for everyone who 
is affected by self-harm and when 
someone dies in prison.

“As a young woman [in an adult 
prison] you see a lot you haven’t 
been exposed to.”

“Practically every woman I 
met [in custody], her crime 
was linked to what’s going 
on with a man, but no one 
talks about that.”

Young women in the criminal justice system have 
different needs and experiences to both young 
men and older women. We are still growing and 
need more support and guidance than older 
women, and we think we mature and grow 
differently to young men.

Some of the main issues affecting young women 
in the community include: gangs, violence and 
domestic violence, pressure to lose our virginity, 
teenage pregnancy and young motherhood, 
confi dence and self-esteem, peer pressure and a 
lack of positive role models.

Being a young adult woman in an adult prison 
where there are very few other young adult 
women can be isolating and there is little specifi c 
support for our age group. There is little gender 
specifi c support which addresses the reasons 
behind why young adult women are in custody. 

Young peopLe’s words 

Some of us have been in mixed accommodation 
with older men where we have felt vulnerable 
and have had to survive by seeking protection 
from men. We can feel uncomfortable around 
male professionals, particularly police and prison 
offi cers.

As well as the other recommendations in this 
report, as young women in the criminal justice 
system:

spotLigHt on Young 
women in custodY
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*  We want specialised care and 
support for young persons of ethnic 
minorities entering custody*  We want specialised support to be 
provided to the families of the young 
people entering custody*  We want recruitment of staff of 
ethnic minorities to allow young 
people to feel less intimidated*  We want information provided 
to those entering custody and 
the criminal justice system to be 
translated into appropriate languages 
to ensure clear communication*  We want staff to be trained to 
understand and deal with common 
problems faced by a young person in 
custody from an ethnic minority.

“Officers had a limited 
relationship with us and 
seemed to get on more 
with people of their own 
background”

“I needed a Muslim cell mate because I 
would pray at certain times, but offi cers 
did not understand this and padded me 
up with anyone and they would want to 
watch TV when I wanted to pray - This 
would cause fi ghts”

“They banged up 
people who couldn’t 
speak English with 
people who could 
only speak English 
and this caused big 
problems”

“I felt like I was 
treated differently 
being from an 
ethnic minority”

Young persons of an ethnic minority in custody 
face many diffi culties that affect not only them, but 
their families and community too. More diverse 
than ever before, the United Kingdom is home to 
many ethnicities, religions and cultures. 

Young adults who have been brought up with 
certain cultural roots can fi nd it diffi cult to 
fi t in with other prisoners. They are not only 
being removed from their family home, but the 
surrounding which they felt most comfortable in. 
Fitting in with members of other ethnicities can be 
challenging, and even more so in a setting such 
as prison. Language barriers could prevent clear 
communication between young people; potentially 
leading to negative consequences.

The family also become affected in this situation. 
Families in close-knit communities of a certain Young peopLe’s 

words 

ethnicity or culture often see such situations as 
shameful. This has devastating effects on the 
family of the young person where they are fi lled 
with guilt and shame. Unfortunately, it is therefore 
not uncommon for families to disown the young 
person. Consequently, the young person in custody 
could feel increasingly isolated at this vulnerable 
time. 

We believe the criminal justice system is poorly 
equipped to cope with differences between ethnic 
minorities. The system is unable to provide 
suffi cient support and tools to those who make up 
a signifi cant proportion of young people in custody. 
Staff from different ethnic minorities are not 
employed in suffi cient numbers to help these young 
people feel more at ease and less intimidated.

spotLigHt on 
etHnic minorities
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 “Her fi rst steps, her fi rst words – they 
have been taken away from me. I can 
never take that back…The last time my 
daughter was a baby, now she’s switched 
on. It’s the silly little things [I miss], like 
taking her to nursery.”

“Loads of men with children come to 
prison – why are they treated differently? 
Men can be maternal too, can’t they?”

*  We want courts to take account 
of fatherhood when we are 
sentenced, particularly when 
we play an active role in the 
child’s life*  We want more family visiting 
opportunities, and for prison 
visits to be designed with the 
needs of young fathers in mind.

“My daughter don’t feel 
like my daughter. I ain’t 
got that father daughter 
relationship with her.”

Being a young father in custody is hard, and has 
an impact on both us and our children. We worry 
that time apart from them will cause long-term 
damage to our relationships with them.

We do not think that the criminal justice system 
takes account of our roles as fathers. We do not 
feel we have enough opportunities to bond with 
our children and we miss the basic day-to-day 
activities and contact we would have with them 
otherwise. 

Young peopLe’s 
words 

“Kids need dads as much as 
they need mums.” 

spotLigHt on 
Young fatHers
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To break the cycle of offending, we want solutions to be based 
around us as individuals. We are still growing so we need different 
approaches to older adults, a different environment and more time 
and guidance given to us. Our needs are not the same as under-
18s and we do not want to be treated like children.

We want to work with professionals who believe that anyone can 
turn their lives around, who understand that building relationships 
takes time, and who can use their discretion. We want 
professionals who understand young adulthood is a different stage 
of life and we value working with people who understand our life 
experiences.

We want more work and education inside prison, more practical 
skills and trades that can help us get work outside to set up our 
lives. We want more practical support, not just signposting, as 
working out how to use services is hard when we have never done 
it before. And we want help to develop interpersonal skills so we 
can learn how to interact with people and to repair relationships 
that might be damaged.

Being in the criminal justice system can damage us but with the 
right kind of help, an understanding of gradual change and the 
motivation to change, we can turn our lives around to build more 
positive futures.

concLuding tHougHts: 
a Young aduLt 
specific approacH
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about us
the t2a alliance evidences and promotes distinct and effective approaches for young 
adults (18–24 year olds) throughout the criminal justice process. T2A is a coalition of 13 
leading criminal justice, health and youth charities, convened by the Barrow Cadbury 
Trust and chaired by Joyce Moseley OBE. T2A Alliance has contributed to positive 
change in policy and practice at a central and local level, and its evidence has informed 
service redesign and delivery nationally and internationally.

the Howard League for penal reform is the oldest penal reform charity in the world. 
We campaign, lobby, publish research and through our legal team, represent children 
and young adults in custody. We work towards less crime, safer communities and fewer 
people in prison. 

advice line
The Howard League legal team runs a free, confi dential legal service that can be 
accessed through our helpline. The number is free to call for young people, including 
those in prison. 

Tel: 0808 801 0308

Monday-Friday 9am–5pm and Thursday 9am–7pm

If you cannot call when the lines are open, you can always leave a message: make sure 
that your name, prison and prison number are clearly stated. If you are a professional 
making a referral, please call our offi ce on our main telephone number 020 7249 7373.


