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ABSTRACT
This research explores participative approaches for amplifying the voices of justice-involved youth, a marginalised group in 
criminological research. Using the SPIDER framework, this rapid evidence review examines engagement methods, such as pho-
tovoice and lyric writing. The findings show these techniques empower youth and promote self-expression but are constrained 
by the dominance of risk-focused approaches that prioritise adult-led decision-making. This raises critical questions about the 
compatibility of participatory methods with justice systems focused on risk management. The study highlights the need for more 
inclusive approaches that navigate systemic constraints while embedding meaningful youth participation in justice reform.

1   |   Introduction

1.1   |   Youth Justice and the Right to Participation

Justice-involved youth are children and young people who 
have come into contact with the formal justice system. Within 
the context of youth justice, ‘youth’ generally refers to children 
aged 10–17, in line with the statutory definition in England and 
Wales (Youth Justice Board 2021). However, to capture broader 
international literature, this review includes studies with partic-
ipants up to 24 years old, aligning with the United Nations and 
World Health Organisation classifications of ‘youth’ and ‘young 
people’ (United Nations 1981; WHO 2014). There is also ongo-
ing scholarly debate about the most appropriate terminology in 
youth justice. Some scholars emphasise the importance of refer-
ring to those under 18 as ‘children’, consistent with the UNCRC, 
and categorising those aged 18–25 as ‘young adults’ (Case and 
Haines 2014; Smith and Gray 2019). For the purposes of this re-
view, however, the term ‘youth’ is used as a pragmatic umbrella 
term. This reflects statutory usage within youth justice systems 
while also aligning with international classifications that extend 

participation up to the age of 24. Research and policy debates in-
creasingly recognise that their voices should be central to shap-
ing the policies, programs, and interventions that affect them 
(Smithson and Jones 2021). The United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) explicitly enshrines the right of 
children to participate in decision-making processes that impact 
their lives (Article 12) and obliges states to facilitate meaningful 
youth participation (UNICEF  2023). In youth justice settings, 
this means ensuring that young people are not only consulted 
but actively involved in shaping justice policies, research, and 
practice.

Despite these obligations, however, youth justice systems 
around the world remain overwhelmingly adult-led, with deci-
sions about young people's lives often made without their mean-
ingful input (Hart and Thompson  2009). While participatory 
approaches to youth justice research have gained traction in 
recent years, concerns remain that these methods often operate 
within institutional constraints that continue to prioritise con-
trol and risk management over genuine youth empowerment 
(Cahill and Dadvand  2018; Smithson  2023). The effectiveness 
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of participatory approaches in amplifying the voices of justice-
involved youth and influencing systemic reform therefore re-
mains a critical and contested issue.

1.2   |   The Dominance of Risk-Based Approaches in 
Youth Justice

Much of the existing literature on youth justice has focused 
on criminogenic risk factors, with justice-involved youth 
often framed as individuals requiring control and interven-
tion rather than as active agents in shaping justice responses 
(Creaney 2020a; Smithson and Jones 2021). Risk-based para-
digms, particularly influential in countries, such as the United 
Kingdom (UK), Canada and the United States, prioritise pre-
dicting and managing risk rather than fostering youth agency 
(Vitopoulos et al. 2019). Critics argue that this oversimplifies 
the complex realities of youth offending by focusing on indi-
vidualised risk factors while neglecting the broader structural 
inequalities that shape young people's pathways into the jus-
tice system (Case and Haines  2015; Bateman  2020). A cen-
tral concern with risk-based approaches is that they reduce 
complex social and personal circumstances to individualised 
‘risk factors’, such as family instability, substance misuse or 
school exclusion. In doing so, they frame young people pri-
marily as potential risks to be managed rather than as chil-
dren with rights, needs, and capacities (Case 2007; Case and 
Haines  2015). For example, youth justice assessments in 
England and Wales commonly employ structured risk as-
sessment tools (e.g., AssetPlus) which categorise children ac-
cording to their likelihood of reoffending. While intended to 
support intervention planning, these tools can inadvertently 
stigmatise young people by labelling them as ‘high risk’, re-
inforcing deficit-based views and limiting opportunities for 
participation in decision-making about their own futures 
(Day  2023; Smith and Gray  2019). This illustrates how risk-
centric practices can undermine child-first and participatory 
approaches by privileging control and prediction over empow-
erment and agency.

While there has been growing interest in participatory meth-
odologies as a way of challenging risk-centric models, signif-
icant tensions remain. Many jurisdictions have introduced 
rhetoric around ‘child-first’ justice approaches, but the extent 
to which these frameworks enable genuine youth participa-
tion remains unclear (Case et al. 2020). The ‘child first’ princi-
ple reflects a deliberate shift away from deficit-based, risk-led 
frameworks towards an approach that prioritises children's 
rights, needs, and potential. It emphasises treating children 
as children, not offenders, diverting them from formal justice 
processes wherever possible, and promoting participation and 
strengths-based support (Case and Haines 2014; Youth Justice 
Board 2021). More recently, child first has also been framed as 
a principle of collaboration, requiring that children are mean-
ingfully involved in decisions that affect them, both in prac-
tice and in research. However, this remains challenging in 
the adult-centric realities of youth justice, where gatekeeping 
and power imbalances can limit opportunities for authentic 
collaboration (Hampson et al. 2024). Together, these debates 
highlight that while child first has been embraced rhetorically 
within policy, its practical implementation requires structural 

change to overcome risk-centric and adult-led approaches. 
This raises a fundamental question: Can participatory ap-
proaches meaningfully empower justice-involved youth 
within systems that remain structurally rooted in risk-based 
governance.

1.3   |   Challenges of Risk-Based Approaches

A central challenge to implementing participatory methodolo-
gies in youth justice is the inherent tension between participa-
tory ideals and the risk-based governance that dominates most 
justice systems. Risk frameworks operate on the assumption 
that youth offending is predictable and preventable through 
structured interventions, reinforcing a top-down approach that 
positions justice professionals as decision-makers while limiting 
the autonomy of young people (Bateman 2020).

Participatory approaches, by contrast, emphasise power-sharing 
and co-production, aiming to amplify a young person's per-
spectives and centre their lived experiences in justice reform 
efforts (Creaney 2020a). However, within risk-focused systems, 
such approaches often face resistance due to concerns about 
liability, public safety and institutional control (Smithson and 
Jones 2021).

This raises several key challenges:

1.	 Gatekeeping by Adults—In many justice settings, adult 
professionals' control over young people's access to partic-
ipatory initiatives, dictating the terms under which they 
can engage (Cahill and Dadvand  2018). This limits the 
extent to which participation is meaningful, as it remains 
shaped by institutional priorities rather than youth agency.

2.	 Tokenism vs. Genuine Power-Sharing—While some justice 
systems integrate participatory elements (e.g., youth advi-
sory boards, peer mentoring schemes), these often func-
tion within adult-defined parameters that restrict young 
people's ability to shape decision-making (Schubotz 2020; 
Creaney 2020a).

3.	 The Influence of Risk Paradigms on Research—Even 
participatory research methods are often shaped by dom-
inant narratives about risk and responsibility, meaning 
that youth perspectives may be filtered through adult-
centric interpretations rather than presented authentically 
(Smithson 2023).

These challenges highlight the structural barriers that participa-
tory methodologies must navigate, raising important questions 
about how youth participation can be embedded in justice sys-
tems that prioritise control over empowerment.

1.4   |   Global Perspectives on Participatory Youth 
Justice

A growing body of international research highlights the var-
ied implementation of participatory approaches in youth 
justice systems across different jurisdictions. For example, re-
storative justice programs in Canada, community-led justice 
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initiatives in Australia, and child-centred policy consultations 
in Scandinavian countries have sought to incorporate youth 
voices in justice decision-making processes (Harris and Maruna 
2006; Liebenberg et al. 2020). However, even in these contexts, 
challenges persist in ensuring that young people's participation 
translates into real decision-making power rather than mere 
consultation (Smithson and Jones 2021).

The use of creative participatory methods, such as photovoice 
and lyric writing in the reviewed studies reflects a broader tradi-
tion of arts-based, child-centred research. Photovoice, originally 
developed by Wang and Burris  (1997), has since been widely 
applied with children and young people to document lived ex-
periences, empower marginalised groups, and catalyse dialogue 
for change (Liebenberg 2018; Foster-Fishman et al. 2005; Aman 
et al. 2025). Similarly, lyric writing and other music-based ap-
proaches have been used to support young people in articulating 
identity, resistance, and agency, often in ways that are more ac-
cessible and engaging than conventional interviews (Travis and 
Deepak  2011; Tseliou et  al.  2024). In criminological contexts, 
creative participatory methods are increasingly valued for their 
ability to disrupt adult-centric power dynamics and foreground 
young people's perspectives (Deakin  2016). At the same time, 
scholars caution that these methods present ethical and prac-
tical challenges, including the emotional demands of revisiting 
difficult experiences, risks of tokenism and the need to ensure 
that young people's contributions are meaningfully incorpo-
rated into decision-making (Ng et  al.  2023; Liebenberg  2018). 
Situating the reviewed youth justice studies within this wider 
body of literature highlights both the promise and the complex-
ity of creative participatory approaches.

Participatory methodologies such as photovoice, lyric writing, 
participatory action research (PAR) and co-production have 
emerged as alternative ways to engage justice-involved youth in 
research and policy discussions (Schubotz 2020; Creaney 2020a). 
These methods aim to elevate young people's voices, capture 
their lived experiences and enable them to shape justice inter-
ventions on their own terms.

However, it is important to note that participatory approaches 
are not without challenges. Some scholars caution against as-
suming participation is always beneficial, pointing out that such 
methods can become tokenistic, overly adult-directed, or even 
exploitative if the necessary conditions for meaningful involve-
ment are absent (Schubotz 2020; Armstrong and Ludlow 2020; 
Coyne and Carter  2024). For example, participation can place 
additional emotional demands on children by asking them to 
revisit difficult experiences without sufficient support, or risk 
raising expectations that their input will lead to systemic change 
when institutional structures are resistant to reform. In addition, 
scholars have raised concerns about the extent to which partic-
ipatory approaches succeed in shifting power away from adult 
gatekeepers and whether they truly challenge the hierarchical 
structures of youth justice systems (Cahill and Dadvand 2018).

1.5   |   Aims and Scope of the Study

This paper seeks to bridge this gap by conducting a rapid ev-
idence review of participatory methodologies used across 

different jurisdictions to engage justice-involved youth. Using the 
SPIDER (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation, 
Research type) framework, this review systematically examines 
the methods employed to amplify youth voices, engage them in 
research and policy development and assess whether these ap-
proaches lead to real systemic change (Walsh et al. 2023).

The SPIDER framework is a valuable tool for structuring qual-
itative and mixed-methods research questions, particularly in 
systematic and rapid evidence reviews. It stands for Sample, 
Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation and Research 
type. The framework helps researchers define their study's 
key elements, ensuring a comprehensive approach (Methley 
et al. 2014).

By cataloguing participatory methods from diverse legal and 
cultural contexts, this study critically evaluates the extent to 
which these approaches enable meaningful youth agency or 
whether they remain constrained by adult-dominated research 
and policy structures. In doing so, the paper aims to move be-
yond rhetorical commitments to participation and assess how 
participatory frameworks operate in practice across different 
justice systems.

1.6   |   Theoretical Underpinnings

This review is informed by several interrelated theoretical per-
spectives that frame the analysis of youth participation in justice 
systems. First, Lundy's  (2007) model of participation provides 
a conceptual foundation for evaluating whether participatory 
initiatives offer young people not only space and voice, but also 
audience and influence. This framework builds on the rights-
based perspective of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989, Article 12), which establishes 
that children have the right to express their views freely and to 
have those views given due weight in decisions that affect them.

The review also engages with the Child First principle (Case 
and Haines 2015), which challenges deficit-oriented models by 
prioritising children's rights, needs and potential. More recent 
work has positioned Child First as a principle of collaboration, 
emphasising that children must be meaningfully involved in 
decision-making (Hampson et al. 2024). In contrast, dominant 
risk-based paradigms frame justice-involved youth primarily in 
terms of criminogenic risks, which can constrain their agency 
and participation (Case 2007; Day 2023).

Finally, Social Support Theory (Cullen 1994; Chouhy et al. 2020) 
offers an additional lens for interpreting young people's empha-
sis on family and community connections within participatory 
projects. By recognising that supportive social bonds are protec-
tive against offending, this theory highlights the importance of 
incorporating youths' lived experiences and relationships into 
justice reform.

Taken together, these frameworks provide the theoretical 
grounding for this rapid evidence review, guiding the analysis 
of how participatory methodologies both empower youth voices 
and confront the structural and cultural barriers within youth 
justice systems.
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1.7   |   Contribution to the Field

This review contributes to the ongoing debate about the role of 
participation in youth justice systems. It challenges assump-
tions that participatory methods are inherently transformative 
and instead interrogates the structural barriers that continue 
to limit youth agency in justice decision-making. The findings 
will provide insight into both the potential and the limitations 
of participatory methodologies, offering practical and theoreti-
cal implications for researchers, policymakers and practitioners 
seeking to develop more inclusive, youth-centred approaches to 
justice reform.

This article presents a rapid evidence review of participa-
tory methodologies used with justice-involved children and 
young people. It argues that while creative and participatory 
approaches can amplify youth voice and support personal 
empowerment, their influence on formal decision-making is 
often constrained by risk-based and adult-led justice struc-
tures. The paper begins by outlining the rights-based and 
theoretical foundations for youth participation alongside the 
dominance of risk-oriented youth justice paradigms. It then 
details the rapid evidence review methodology and SPIDER 
framework used to identify and analyse relevant studies. The 
findings section synthesises evidence across jurisdictions, 
focusing on participatory methods, barriers to meaningful 
engagement, and the impact of participation on both young 
people and justice systems. The discussion critically exam-
ines the tensions between participation and risk governance 
and considers the implications for policy, practice and future 
research. The article concludes by arguing that meaningful 
participation requires structural, not merely methodological, 
change within youth justice systems.

2   |   Methodology

2.1   |   The Role of Systematic Reviews 
and Justification for a Rapid Evidence Review

Systematic reviews have a rich history in evidence-based prac-
tice and policymaking, emerging in the medical field in the early 
1990s before expanding into the social sciences, social work, 
and education (Garside 2013). They provide a rigorous method 
of synthesising data on a specific research question by applying 
structured search, selection, appraisal and synthesis processes 
(Petticrew and Roberts  2006; Dickson et  al. 2017). Systematic 
reviews are particularly valued in youth justice research, as they 
enable scholars to assess existing evidence on interventions and 
methodologies aimed at improving outcomes for vulnerable 
populations (Creaney 2020a).

However, systematic reviews are often time-consuming, requir-
ing exhaustive searches, critical appraisals and comprehensive 
data extraction. Given the time-sensitive nature of this study 
and the need for a broad synthesis of participatory approaches 
in diverse jurisdictions, a Rapid Evidence Review (RER) was 
chosen instead. RERs are increasingly used in policy-oriented 
research due to their ability to efficiently synthesise a large body 
of literature while maintaining methodological rigour (Burton 
et al. 2007; Thomas et al. 2013).

Unlike full systematic reviews, RERs streamline the selection 
process while still employing a structured approach to search-
ing, screening and analysing evidence (Grant and Booth 2009). 
This makes them well-suited for studies requiring timely assess-
ments of existing research in areas such as youth justice, partic-
ipatory research and policy development.

2.2   |   Search Strategy

A structured search strategy was applied across multiple aca-
demic databases, including Scopus, HeinOnline, ProQuest, 
USearch and EThOS, as well as Google searches for grey liter-
ature. The search was conducted between April and September 
2023, ensuring that the most recent studies were included.

The SPIDER methodology was selected due to its ability to 
offer greater specificity (Walsh et al. 2023), particularly when 
many of the studies being reviewed are likely to be qualitative 
in nature. The SPIDER framework allows for a rigorous and 
systematic review and provides a comprehensive understand-
ing of methods that amplify the voices and lived experiences 
of justice-involved youth (Cooke et al. 2012; Walsh et al. 2023). 
Using SPIDER promotes review transparency, replicability and 
relevance throughout the research process. The specific appli-
cation of the SPIDER framework to this review is outlined in 
Table 1.

2.2.1   |   Search Terms and Justification

A combination of population-based, methodological, and 
participatory-related search terms was used to capture relevant 
studies (see Table  2). The study was global in scope, with no 
geographic restrictions applied. However, studies were limited 
to English-language publications due to feasibility constraints.

TABLE 1    |    SPIDER framework application.

SPIDER element Application in this study

Sample (S) Justice-involved youth (children and 
young people who have had contact 

with the formal justice system)

Phenomenon of 
Interest (PI)

Participatory research methodologies 
used to engage justice-involved 

youth in decision-making, 
research or policy development

Design (D) Qualitative, quantitative, mixed-
methods and participatory 

action research (PAR) studies

Evaluation (E) Studies that assess the effectiveness 
of participatory approaches in 
amplifying youth voices and 

influencing justice reform

Research type (R) Empirical studies (qualitative, 
quantitative or mixed methods), 

reviews and grey literature
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2.3   |   Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Several factors were carefully considered when developing the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria for this research (see Table 3). 
For example, only full articles would be considered for the re-
view. This is because having access to the full text increases the 
chances of finding relevant articles compared to only having 
access to the abstract (Lin  2009). No restrictions were added 
in terms of date and geography, but the results were screened 
based on open access and full articles only, plus only those arti-
cles written in the English language.

2.4   |   Screening

The articles obtained from the database searches were imported 
into Rayyan, a web-based platform for managing systematic re-
views (Ouzzani et al. 2016). Rayyan was chosen to assist with 
the study selection and screening process. Rayyan is utilised 
in several domains, such as healthcare, education, and social 
sciences, to streamline essential systematic review procedures, 

including reference management, title/abstract screening, full-
text review and data extraction, within a collaborative frame-
work (Johnson and Phillips 2018).

2.5   |   Quality Appraisal

In this study, a systematic quality assessment was not conducted 
as the primary objective was to identify and map participatory 
methodologies rather than critically appraise individual stud-
ies (Tarzia et  al.  2023). Unlike full systematic reviews, which 
emphasise comprehensive methodological screening, this rapid 
evidence review prioritises efficiency in synthesising existing 
research (Thomas et al. 2013). While systematic quality assess-
ments are valuable, they are often time-intensive and less fea-
sible in RERs. However, to ensure methodological rigour, the 
selected studies were evaluated for relevance, transparency, and 
their contribution to participatory research in youth justice.

Once the search string was applied to the chosen databases, a 
total of 1282 records were discovered. This total was reduced 
to 562 records (see Figure 1) once ‘full text’ and ‘English lan-
guage only’ was applied as part of the inclusion criteria. The 
remaining records were then screened for duplicates, which 
left a total of 176 records available. Of these, 114 were ex-
cluded based on the title, leaving 62 in total. A further 22 re-
cords were excluded after reading the abstract, leaving a final 
total of 48 full-text articles to be assessed for the eligibility 
process. The final articles that were excluded, a total of 34, 
were because they did not use a participatory method, or they 
were the wrong population or focus (see Figure 1). A detailed 
overview of the studies included in the final sample, including 
sample characteristics, design and participatory methods, is 
presented in Table 4.

2.6   |   Data Extraction and Thematic Analysis

To systematically synthesise findings across the selected stud-
ies, data extraction focused on several key areas:

•	 Study characteristics—Author(s), year, location and partici-
pant demographics.

•	 Participatory methods used—Approaches such as pho-
tovoice, lyric writing, PAR, co-production and creative 
methodologies.

•	 Context and geographic region—Jurisdictions and justice 
system frameworks in which participatory approaches were 
implemented.

•	 Youth involvement—The extent of youth participation 
(e.g., consultation, collaboration, co-production, youth-led 
research).

•	 Key findings and outcomes—Evidence of empowerment, 
systemic change, barriers to participation and ethical 
considerations.

The data from each study were systematically extracted, cat-
egorised, and analysed to ensure consistency across the data-
set. To enhance transparency, a structured coding framework 

TABLE 2    |    Database and search terms.

Databases Scopus, HeinOnline, ProQuest, 
USearch, EThOS. Google was 

searched for grey literature

Search terms Population: ‘Juvenile justice’, ‘youth 
justice’, ‘juvenile criminal justice’, 

‘juvenile offender’, ‘youth offender’, 
‘juvenile deliquen*’, ‘incarcerated youth’, 

‘incarcerated young pe*’, Child*

Phenomenon of Interest: participation, 
voice, talking, discourse, communica*, 

‘lived experience*’, perception*

Methodology: method*, 
approach, techniques, strateg*, 
‘participatory action research’

TABLE 3    |    Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Full articles No access to the full article

English language Not written in the 
English language

Qualitative, Quantitative and 
Mixed Methods

Grey Literature

Methods that show 
amplification of the voices 
and/or lived experiences of 
justice-involved youth

Methods that do not show 
amplification of the voices 
and/or lived experiences 
of justice-involved youth

Methods and evaluations of 
engaging justice-involved 
youth

Methods and evaluations 
that do not engage 

justice-involved youth
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was applied to assess how different participatory methods 
were implemented and their reported effectiveness in youth 
justice settings.

2.6.1   |   Thematic Analysis Approach

A thematic analysis was conducted to identify patterns and key 
themes across the included studies. This study followed Braun 
and Clarke's (2022) six-phase approach, widely used for qualita-
tive data analysis due to its flexibility, transparency and ability 
to capture nuanced insights:

1.	 Familiarisation with the data—Repeated, active readings 
of the full-text articles to identify initial patterns in partici-
patory approaches.

2.	 Generating initial codes—Systematic coding of the ex-
tracted data to identify recurring concepts related to youth 
participation, decision-making authority, and institutional 
barriers.

3.	 Searching for themes—Grouping codes into overarching 
themes, such as power imbalances, youth agency, institu-
tional resistance and methodological innovations.

4.	 Reviewing themes—Refining and validating themes 
against the extracted data to ensure coherence and rele-
vance to the research questions.

5.	 Defining and naming themes—Clearly defining the core 
themes and their relationships to participatory methodolo-
gies in youth justice.

6.	 Writing up findings—Integrating themes into the analysis.

2.6.2   |   Thematic Categorisation and Analysis

A total of 16 themes emerged from the reviewed studies, span-
ning methodological approaches, implementation challenges 
and systemic impacts. These themes were categorised under 
three broad areas:

1.	 Participatory Methods and Their Implementation.
a.	 Effectiveness of photovoice, lyric writing and creative 

participatory methods in amplifying marginalised 
voices.

b.	 The role of PAR and co-production in justice settings.
c.	 Challenges in embedding participatory approaches 

within structured youth justice systems.

2.	 Barriers to Youth Participation.
a.	 Power imbalances and the role of adult gatekeepers in 

shaping participatory experiences.
b.	 Ethical concerns regarding tokenistic participation vs. 

meaningful power-sharing.
c.	 Systemic barriers such as risk-based governance, insti-

tutional resistance, and policy constraints.

3.	 Impact of Participation on Youth and Justice Systems.
a.	 The extent to which participatory approaches empow-

ered youth to influence decision-making.
b.	 How different methodologies contributed to personal 

development, self-expression and policy engagement.
c.	 The effectiveness of participatory approaches in shift-

ing institutional narratives around youth justice.

The analysis also considered cross-jurisdictional variations,  
comparing Western, European, and Global South perspectives 
on participatory justice approaches. This helped to contextualise 
findings and highlight best practices in different legal and cultural 
settings.

2.6.3   |   Reflexivity and Researcher Considerations

Given that participatory research inherently involves power dy-
namics, a reflexive approach was adopted throughout the the-
matic analysis. This involved:

•	 Critically evaluating the role of adult researchers in shaping 
participatory methodologies.

•	 Assessing whether participatory approaches were genuinely 
youth-centred or constrained by institutional structures.

•	 Acknowledging limitations in data interpretation, particu-
larly where participatory initiatives were described by adult 
researchers rather than youth participants themselves.

To enhance analytical transparency, inter-coder reliability 
checks were conducted during the coding process to ensure con-
sistency and reduce subjective bias in theme development.

Overall, this review implemented Braun and Clarke's  (2022) 
flexible, organic coding while emphasising active researcher 

FIGURE 1    |    PRISMA flow diagram showing the identification, 
screening, eligibility and inclusion of studies in the rapid evidence 
review.
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interpretations. The multiphase analysis provided a rigorous 
thematic synthesis suited to capturing cross-study commonal-
ities regarding participatory youth justice research (Clarke and 
Braun 2017; Nowell et al. 2017). Meticulous implementation of 
the six phases encouraged insightful interpretation of textual 
datasets to address research aims focused on justice system-
involved youth.

3   |   Findings

3.1   |   Overview of Research Scope and Geographic 
Distribution

3.1.1   |   Regions Represented in the Literature

Across jurisdictions, several similarities emerged in young 
people's participatory experiences. In all contexts, adult gate-
keeping and institutional hierarchies were evident, limiting 
the extent to which youth voices translated into decision-
making power (Creaney  2020a; Smithson and Jones  2021). 
This pattern was particularly pronounced in the UK and 
US studies, where risk-led governance shaped the parame-
ters of participation. At the same time, differences were also 
observed. In Canada, participatory approaches were often 
embedded within restorative justice models, giving greater 
emphasis to community involvement and reconciliation 
(Latimer et  al.  2005; Penner et  al.  2017). Australian studies 
highlighted the role of community-driven initiatives, with 
methods such as photovoice used to capture youth perspec-
tives on service needs (Savuro et al. 2022). Scandinavian and 
European contexts were more likely to integrate child-centred 
policy consultations, although questions remained about 
whether these translated into genuine power-sharing (Nolan 
et  al.  2017; McGuire  2018). These cross-national contrasts 
illustrate that, while the barriers to youth participation are 
remarkably consistent, the frameworks through which partic-
ipation is operationalised vary according to jurisdictional and 
cultural contexts.

Of the 14 studies reviewed, a significant proportion originated 
from the UK (50%), with additional studies from the United 
States (14%), Canada (7%), Ireland (7%), Spain (7%), Tehran (7%) 
and Australia (7%).

•	 UK-based studies often emphasised child-first justice ap-
proaches, reflecting the Youth Justice Board's policy direc-
tion (Creaney 2020a; Smithson and Jones 2021).

•	 North American studies were more focused on restorative 
justice models and community-based interventions (Penner 
et al. 2017; Shepherd 2019).

•	 European and Australian research explored rights-based 
frameworks and youth co-production initiatives (Nolan 
et al. 2017; McGuire 2018).

Despite the global nature of the study, limited research was 
found on participatory approaches in the Global South, rais-
ing questions about geographic research biases in youth jus-
tice literature (Mousavi and Ghayoomzadeh  2020; Savuro 
et al. 2022).A
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3.2   |   Thematic Overview of Studies

The 16 themes identified were grouped into four primary 
categories:

•	 Participatory methods and their implementation (e.g., pho-
tovoice, lyric writing, co-production).

•	 Barriers to participation (e.g., power imbalances, risk-
focused governance, tokenism).

•	 Youth-identified priorities (e.g., family connections, emo-
tional well-being, peer support).

•	 Impact of participation (e.g., individual empowerment vs. 
systemic influence).

3.3   |   Core Themes in Youth Participation

3.3.1   |   Youth Voice: The Importance of Self-Expression

The most dominant theme across studies was youth voice, with 
research highlighting how participatory methodologies provide 
justice-involved youth with platforms for self-expression (Osseck 
et al. 2010; Price et al. 2023; Savuro et al. 2022; Smithson and 
Jones 2021).

•	 Arts-based methods (e.g., photovoice, lyric writing, partic-
ipatory workshops) were particularly effective in allowing 
young people to articulate personal experiences and frustra-
tions (Shannon and Hess 2018a; Smithson and Jones 2021).

•	 Justice-involved youth valued opportunities where 
they could engage in self-expression outside traditional 
legal structures, which often dismiss their perspectives 
(Creaney 2020a; Price et al. 2023).

However, while youth voice was amplified, findings suggest that 
these expressions rarely translated into formal decision-making 
power within justice systems (Creaney  2020a; Smithson and 
Jones 2021).

3.3.2   |   Family: A Central Concern for Justice-Involved  
Youth

Family relationships were a recurring theme, with many justice-
involved youth emphasising the role of family support (or lack 
thereof) in their experiences with the justice system (Osseck 
et al. 2010; O'Shea 2020).

•	 Some youth expressed a strong desire for family reuni-
fication, particularly in incarceration settings (Osseck 
et al. 2010; Mousavi and Ghayoomzadeh 2020).

•	 Others highlighted family instability as a key factor in jus-
tice involvement, with parental substance use, unemploy-
ment or conflict contributing to cycles of reoffending (Day 
2017; O'Shea 2020).

Findings align with Cullen's  (1994) Social Support Theory, 
which suggests that prosocial family engagement can reduce 

recidivism, whereas family dysfunction often exacerbates crim-
inal trajectories (O'Shea 2020).

3.4   |   Barriers to Youth Engagement

3.4.1   |   Power Imbalance and Adult Gatekeeping

A key limitation of participatory methodologies was the extent 
to which adults controlled the process (Creaney 2020a; Smithson 
and Jones 2021).

•	 Justice professionals, researchers, and policymakers fre-
quently acted as gatekeepers, determining when and how 
young people could participate (Nolan et al. 2017).

•	 Even in co-production models, final decision-making authority  
remained with adults, limiting young people's influence over 
justice policies (Creaney 2020a; Smithson and Jones 2021).

•	 Risk-focused governance frameworks often framed justice-
involved youth as unpredictable or unreliable, further re-
stricting their participation (Day 2017; O'Shea 2020).

While participatory approaches claimed to empower youth, 
findings suggest that institutional constraints often reinforced 
traditional power hierarchies (Creaney  2020a; Smithson and 
Jones 2021).

3.4.2   |   Emotional Well-Being and Psychological  
Barriers

Justice-involved youth frequently expressed feelings of frustra-
tion, anxiety and powerlessness when discussing their experi-
ences (Hopkins et al. 2016; Mousavi and Ghayoomzadeh 2020).

•	 Photovoice projects captured images of isolation and dis-
tress, underscoring the emotional toll of incarceration 
(Osseck et al. 2010; Savuro et al. 2022).

•	 Lyric writing workshops revealed deep-seated anger and 
resentment towards the justice system, reflecting youths' 
struggles with societal stigma (Price et al. 2023; Smithson 
and Jones 2021).

These findings highlight the importance of trauma-informed 
participatory methods, as many justice-involved youth have his-
tories of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), abuse and ne-
glect (Hopkins et al. 2016).

3.5   |   Impact of Participation on Youth and Justice 
Systems

Findings indicated that participatory methodologies had two 
primary levels of impact:

1.	 Personal Empowerment.
a.	 Many of the young people felt heard and validated 

when engaging in participatory projects (Shannon and 
Hess 2018a; Price et al. 2023).
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b.	 Participation increased confidence, self-expression, and 
self-efficacy, particularly for youth who had previously 
felt ignored in institutional settings (Creaney  2020a; 
Smithson and Jones 2021).

2.	 Limited Systemic Influence
a.	 While youth experiences were often documented and 

shared, their contributions rarely resulted in direct pol-
icy change (Shepherd 2019; Smithson and Jones 2021).

b.	 Some exceptions included youth advisory boards and 
co-production initiatives that had long-term engage-
ment with justice professionals (Creaney 2020a).

3.6   |   Summary of Key Findings

The principal cross-study findings and their implications are 
summarised in Table 5.

Findings suggest that while participatory methods offer valuable 
opportunities for youth engagement, their effectiveness is often 
constrained by institutional power dynamics. The following 
Discussion section will critically examine these limitations and 
consider how participatory approaches can be refined to enhance 
both youth agency and the responsiveness of justice systems.

4   |   Discussion

4.1   |   Participatory Approaches and the Challenge 
to Traditional Youth Justice Paradigms

The findings of this study highlight both the potential and lim-
itations of participatory methodologies in youth justice. While 
participatory approaches, such as photovoice, lyric writing 
and co-production provide valuable platforms for youth self-
expression, their ability to influence decision-making remains 

constrained by institutional power structures, risk-based gover-
nance, and adult control. This section critically examines these 
challenges, engages with theoretical debates on participation 
and power, and explores policy implications for embedding 
meaningful youth participation in justice systems.

4.1.1   |   Tokenism Versus Meaningful Participation

The findings reinforce concerns about participation being 
symbolic rather than substantive (O'Shea  2020; Savuro 
et  al.  2022). While justice-involved youth in photovoice and 
lyric writing projects were given platforms to express their 
experiences, their contributions rarely shaped policy (Osseck 
et al. 2010; Price et al. 2023). This aligns with Lundy's (2007) 
model of participation, which argues that genuine participa-
tion requires not only space and voice but also influence and 
agency.

•	 In several studies, youth engagement was limited to con-
sultation, with no clear mechanisms for embedding their 
perspectives into justice reform (O'Shea  2020; Nolan 
et al. 2017).

•	 Some co-production initiatives demonstrated higher 
levels of engagement, but adult professionals retained 
decision-making control, limiting youth influence (Penner 
et al. 2017; Shannon and Hess 2018a).

•	 The risk paradigm in justice settings often led profession-
als to filter youth input through a lens of risk assessment, 
reducing the authenticity of youth participation (Day 2017; 
Hopkins et al. 2016).

These findings suggest that for participation to be meaning-
ful rather than tokenistic, youth should have decision-making 
power beyond consultation and participatory approaches 
must be institutionalised rather than discretionary (Savuro 
et al. 2022). This reinforces wider scholarly cautions that par-
ticipation, while often well-intentioned, can be problematic if 
not carefully facilitated. As highlighted in the Introduction, 
even authentic efforts can risk tokenism, exploitation or cre-
ating unrealistic expectations when systemic change is lim-
ited (Armstrong and Ludlow  2020; Coyne and Carter  2024). 
Recognising these challenges is important for ensuring par-
ticipatory approaches deliver meaningful rather than superfi-
cial engagement. At the same time, it is important to recognise 
that systemic reform is a complex and often protracted pro-
cess, and policy change may not always be a realistic or im-
mediate outcome of participatory projects. As Harding (2020) 
argues in relation to research with adult women, participation 
can nonetheless be meaningful when it enhances agency, 
voice and influence at personal or community levels. This per-
spective is reinforced by Pleysier and Kilkelly (2023), who em-
phasise that participation in youth justice research is valuable  
not only when it influences policy but also when it affirms 
children's right to be heard under Article 12 of the UNCRC. 
From this standpoint, empirical research with justice-involved 
children has significance even where systemic reform proves 
slow, insofar as it amplifies children's perspectives, challenges 
exclusion and contributes to the realisation of their participa-
tory rights.

TABLE 5    |    Key Findings.

Key findings Implication

Creative participatory 
methods amplify 
youth voice but do not 
necessarily transfer 
decision-making power

Participatory projects must 
go beyond self-expression 

to ensure tangible influence 
on justice policies

Family relationships 
significantly shape 
justice-involved youth 
experiences

Greater focus on family-
based interventions could 

enhance rehabilitation efforts

Adult gatekeeping and risk 
frameworks limit youth 
agency in participatory 
processes

Structural changes are needed 
to increase youth leadership 
and decision-making roles

Participation has strong 
personal benefits (e.g., 
confidence, emotional 
processing) but limited 
systemic impact

Justice reforms should 
focus on embedding 
participation within 

decision-making structures, 
not just one-off projects
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4.2   |   Participation in Risk-Oriented Youth Justice 
Systems

4.2.1   |   The Incompatibility of Participation 
and Risk-Based Governance

The development of youth justice systems has historically oscil-
lated between welfare-oriented aims of care and rehabilitation, 
and justice-oriented aims of punishment and accountability 
(Muncie 2006; Goldson 2002). From the 1990s onwards, the rise 
of actuarial justice and managerialism increasingly reframed 
youth justice through a risk lens, prioritising prediction, con-
trol and the management of ‘dangerousness’ (Garland 2001; 
Case and Haines  2015). The ‘new youth justice’ that emerged 
during this period in England and Wales exemplified this shift, 
embedding structured risk assessment tools and standardised 
interventions as the dominant framework for practice (Goldson 
2002). Within such systems, participation is often marginalised 
because the primary purpose is seen as managing risks to pub-
lic safety rather than empowering children as rights-holders. 
This historical trajectory helps to explain why participatory 
approaches, which emphasise agency and voice, are frequently 
experienced as incompatible with the underlying logics of con-
temporary youth justice.

A key tension emerging from the findings is the incompatibility 
of participatory approaches with risk-based youth justice frame-
works (Mousavi and Ghayoomzadeh 2020; Shepherd 2019). Risk-
based governance positions justice involved youth as subjects to 
be managed, prioritising predictability, control and intervention 
over empowerment and autonomy (Day 2017; O'Shea  2020). 
This study found that:

•	 Risk-based frameworks limit participatory opportuni-
ties, as justice-involved youth are often seen as unreliable 
or untrustworthy decision-makers (Hopkins et  al.  2016; 
Shepherd 2019).

•	 Participatory methods function within pre-defined institu-
tional limits, restricting young people's ability to challenge 
systemic injustices (McGuire 2018; Price et al. 2023).

•	 Adult gatekeeping was a persistent barrier, with profes-
sionals deciding the extent and scope of youth involvement 
(Nolan et al. 2017; Mousavi and Ghayoomzadeh 2020).

This raises an important question: Can participatory meth-
ods truly exist within a system designed to control rather than 
empower justice involved youth? While some scholars argue 
that participatory approaches can be integrated into justice re-
form, others suggest that meaningful participation requires 
a shift away from risk-centric governance altogether (Penner 
et al. 2017; Day 2017).

4.2.2   |   Power, Gatekeeping and Adult Control

Findings revealed that adult professionals, whether policy-
makers, researchers, or justice practitioners, largely dictated 
the terms of youth participation (Hopkins et  al.  2016; Nolan 
et al. 2017). This aligns with theories of power and governance, 
which suggest that institutions often co-opt participatory 

processes to maintain authority rather than redistribute power 
(Shannon and Hess 2018a; Price et al. 2023).

•	 Youth were often invited into participatory spaces, but their 
voices were filtered through adult-led priorities (Hopkins 
et al. 2016; O'Shea 2020).

•	 Structural constraints, including funding limitations and 
institutional resistance, prevented participatory methods 
from being embedded long-term (Shepherd 2019; Mousavi 
and Ghayoomzadeh 2020).

This reinforces broader critical youth justice perspectives, 
which argue that justice systems claim to value youth engage-
ment while maintaining adult authority (Day 2017). Without 
structural shifts in how power is distributed, participation risks 
becoming a controlled mechanism rather than a transformative 
tool (McGuire 2018).

Since the completion of the searches for this rapid review 
(April–September 2023), new work has emerged that further 
underscores the importance and difficulty of meaningful col-
laboration in youth justice. In particular, Hampson et al. (2024) 
examine how Child First principles are operationalised through 
collaborative practice while highlighting persistent barriers 
such as adult gatekeeping and power asymmetries. Although 
published after our review window and therefore not included in 
the evidence synthesis, this work is consistent with our findings 
and reinforces the need to support collaboration with appropri-
ate structures, resources and culture change.

4.3   |   Embedding Meaningful Participation in 
Youth Justice

4.3.1   |   Policy Implications: How Can Participation Be 
Strengthened?

The study's findings have several implications for policymakers, 
practitioners and researchers seeking to strengthen participatory 
methodologies in youth justice. First, while participation should 
be embedded in decision-making processes across the system, 
including case planning, sentencing and rehabilitation, mandat-
ing participation in a procedural sense risks reducing it to a tick-
box exercise. Meaningful participation depends on authentic 
professional commitment, adequate resources and the creation 
of structures that ensure children's contributions carry influ-
ence. This reflects Lundy's (2007) model of participation, which 
highlights the need for space, voice, audience and influence, and 
aligns with Smithson and Gray's (2021) emphasis on embedding 
children's perspectives meaningfully in youth justice practice. 
From a rights-based perspective, Pleysier and Kilkelly  (2023) 
argue that participation must not be reduced to formal require-
ments but instead embedded in practices that recognise children 
as rights-holders under Article 12 of the UNCRC.

Second, restorative and co-produced justice models should 
be expanded, as they offer more genuine opportunities for 
youth-led decision-making. Research shows that restorative 
approaches can create spaces for young people to exercise 
agency and be recognised as active participants in resolving 
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conflict, while co-production challenges traditional adult-led 
structures by positioning children as partners in shaping ser-
vices (Creaney 2020b; Shannon and Hess 2018b). Creaney and 
Case (2021) further argue that participatory rights approaches 
provide an alternative to risk-dominated discourses, promot-
ing social inclusion and recognising children's contributions 
as central to justice reform. These approaches not only pro-
vide young people with platforms to influence outcomes but 
also demonstrate the practical feasibility of sharing power in 
justice contexts.

Finally, the dominance of risk paradigms should be critically re-
evaluated. Labelling children as ‘high risk’ often restricts their 
opportunities for meaningful involvement, framing them pri-
marily as problems to be managed rather than as rights-holders 
with valuable insights (Case and Haines 2015; Day 2023). This 
exclusionary logic undermines participatory rights and rein-
forces deficit-based models of justice. Shifting towards a child-
first perspective requires rebalancing these discourses to ensure 
that participation is not contingent upon risk categorisation but 
recognised as a right that applies to all young people in contact 
with the justice system.

4.4   |   Study Limitations

While this study provides valuable insights into participatory 
methodologies, the limitations must be acknowledged:

•	 Small Evidence Base—The number of studies identified 
was relatively small, and several relied on very limited par-
ticipant samples. This constrains the generalisability of the 
findings and means that conclusions must be treated with 
caution.

•	 Publication Bias—There is a risk of publication bias, whereby 
unsuccessful or particularly challenging participatory proj-
ects are less likely to appear in academic or policy literature. 
As a result, the review may underrepresent the difficulties 
and failures of participatory approaches and overrepresent 
cases reported as successful (Tarzia et al. 2023).

•	 Geographic Scope—While the study included global re-
search, most studies originated from the UK and North 
America, limiting insight into participatory approaches in 
the Global South.

•	 Lack of Longitudinal Data—Many reviewed studies fo-
cused on short-term participatory initiatives, meaning their 
long-term impact on policy change remains unclear.

•	 Limited Research on Systemic Change—While participa-
tory methods were found to empower individual youth, 
fewer studies examined the impact young people's involve-
ment had on policy change.

•	 Time-bounded rapid review—Searches were conducted 
between April and September 2023 and were not updated 
thereafter, in line with rapid review parameters. Relevant 
publications appearing after this window, such as Hampson 
et al.  (2024), were not included in the evidence synthesis, 
though we signpost them in the Discussion as complemen-
tary emerging evidence.

While this review identified very few youth justice studies 
from the Global South, it is important to acknowledge that 
participatory research itself originates in Global South tra-
ditions. Paulo Freire's  (1972) work on critical pedagogy in 
Brazil and Orlando Fals-Borda's  (1987) development of PAR 
in Latin America emphasised empowerment, dialogue, and 
the transformation of oppressive social structures. These tra-
ditions have profoundly shaped participatory methodologies 
worldwide. The limited visibility of Global South youth jus-
tice studies in this review therefore reflects a gap in the pub-
lished evidence base rather than an absence of participatory 
innovation.

4.5   |   Future Research Directions

Future research could explore longitudinal studies on youth 
participation, as well as comparative analyses of participatory 
justice models across different legal and cultural contexts. In 
particular, studies that engage directly with traditions orig-
inating in the Global South would help rebalance the cur-
rent geographic bias in youth justice literature. Participatory 
methodologies such as those pioneered by Freire  (1972) and 
Fals-Borda (1987) emphasise empowerment, critical dialogue, 
and collective action, and could provide valuable insights for 
reimagining youth justice practices internationally. Greater 
visibility of Global South scholarship in international journals 
would not only broaden the evidence base but also honour the 
origins of participatory research in contexts of social struggle 
and transformation.

5   |   Conclusion

This study highlights the paradox of youth participation in 
justice systems, where efforts to engage young people remain 
constrained by institutional structures, adult control and risk-
based governance frameworks. While participatory meth-
odologies provide valuable platforms for youth engagement, 
they are often implemented in ways that limit young people's 
ability to influence decision-making. Findings suggest that 
for participation to be meaningful rather than tokenistic, jus-
tice systems must move beyond consultative approaches and 
embed participatory methods as standard practice rather than 
discretionary initiatives.

Ensuring that youth voices are not only heard but also mean-
ingfully incorporated into justice policies and practices is es-
sential for fostering genuine participation. Many of the studies 
reviewed demonstrated that while participatory methods such 
as photovoice, lyric writing and co-production enabled self-
expression, they did not always result in substantive policy 
change or increased decision-making power. Moving forward, 
there is a need for institutional mechanisms that allow young 
people to actively shape the systems that govern them, ensuring 
their perspectives inform both justice interventions and broader 
policy reforms.

Beyond participation in justice reform, it is equally important 
to recognise and engage with young people's lived experiences. 
The findings illustrate that justice-involved youth frequently 
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express frustration, powerlessness and exclusion within legal 
and institutional settings. Many young people feel dismissed 
by professionals, misunderstood by the system and constrained 
by structural inequalities. Without addressing these broader 
concerns, participatory approaches risk becoming superficial 
exercises in consultation rather than meaningful vehicles for 
change. Engaging young people in justice processes should go 
beyond procedural inclusion to fully valuing their insights into 
their own lived experiences and the factors that shape them.

A shift is required from risk-based models of youth justice, 
which focus on managing and controlling behaviour, to ap-
proaches that prioritise agency, empowerment and meaningful 
engagement. Creative methodologies such as photovoice and 
lyric writing have demonstrated the potential to capture youth 
perspectives in ways that traditional justice processes often fail 
to acknowledge. However, these insights must be acted upon 
rather than merely documented. Justice systems must not only 
engage young people in decision-making but also validate and 
respond to their perspectives on their experiences, challenges, 
and aspirations.

Future efforts should focus on ensuring that youth participa-
tion extends beyond symbolic involvement to become a genuine 
mechanism for shaping policy, practice and institutional change. 
Without structural and cultural shifts, participatory approaches 
risk reinforcing, rather than challenging, existing power hierar-
chies. By embedding youth-led participation into justice reform 
and ensuring that young people's voices and experiences are ac-
tively considered, justice systems can move towards more inclu-
sive, responsive and effective practices.
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