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Abstract
Youth justice settings should provide safe, therapeutic environments, tai-
lored to young people’s needs. Current custodial models rarely meet
these aims, mainly because a focus on security tends to outweigh an
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emphasis on care, diminishing rather than encouraging young people’s posi-
tive development. This article reports on a three-year evaluation of youth
justice reforms in the Netherlands, including small-scale, community-embed-
ded facilities with an emphasis on relational security. We outline key oper-
ational elements and conditions for implementation of these facilities to
provide guidance for youth justice professionals, and for managers and pol-
icymakers seeking to promote political and financial investments in effective
youth justice strategies.

Keywords
youth justice, community-embedded facility, relational security, youth
development

Introduction

The principle that children and young people should only ever be remanded or
sentenced to a custodial setting as a last resort is firmly enshrined in the United
Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989). Last-resort
custodial settings should be places where young people’s developmental
needs are met, strengths and protective factors are built upon, and positive com-
munity connections are forged (as we detail below). While differences between
jurisdictions are evident, conventional detention facilities are generally inconsis-
tent with the need to respond to children and young people in the justice system
through a therapeutic lens that promotes positive youth development. Instead,
young people are frequently and routinely detained in punitive, large-scale insti-
tutions, far from their home and communities. The time for reform is long
overdue. Failing to provide children and young people with genuine opportuni-
ties to get their lives back on track has detrimental effects, not only for the child
and their family, but also for society at large.

There is a lack of evidence, however, about the operational elements and
implementation of alternative custodial models. To address this gap, in 2015,
the Dutch Ministry of Justice examined the feasibility and potential efficacy of
implementing small-scale, community-embedded youth justice facilities. In
2016, three pilot sites were opened, including an eight-bed remand facility in
Amsterdam (hereafter ‘the Amsterdam facility’). The general conclusion follow-
ing these pilots was that such small-scale, community-embedded facilities could
support justice-involved young people to get their lives ‘back on track.’The facil-
ities provided tailored security and care, close to young people’s social environ-
ment and support, so that offence-related factors and young people’s
developmental needs could be more effectively addressed. In mid-2019, the
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Amsterdam facility was accorded permanent status (House of Representatives
the Netherlands, 2019). This article is based on a three-year evaluation of the
Amsterdam facility (from the end of 2016 to the end of 2019), using participatory
action research. We reflect on lessons learned through the development of this
‘Dutch model’, and we consider the implications for replicating such models
in different places, communities, and jurisdictional settings.

The Harms of Youth Incarceration

The potential harms of incarceration are well-documented. Research shows that
characteristics of custodial settings – isolation and stigmatization, limited educa-
tional and job opportunities, and little contact with prosocial peers – are particu-
larly harmful for children and young people (Cox, 2018; Mendel, 2011; Nowak,
2019). Children themselves report experiences of “fear, isolation, trauma and
harm in addition to discrimination, stigma and disempowerment” (Nowak,
2019, p. 8). These factors, especially when combined with other adverse child-
hood experiences, can impair children’s physical and mental health, and neuro-
logical, cognitive, and social development (Desmund et al., 2020;Nowak, 2019).
For all these reasons, a predominantly punitive, risk and security-focused
approach tends to foster, rather than curb, youth offending (Zoettl, 2021).
Thus, youth incarceration can amplify violence, both committed by and
against young people.We conceive violence in this context as complex andmul-
tiple, comprising violence used by as well as experienced by young people. We
thus blur the line between young people as either ‘victims’ or ‘offenders’, instead
seeing these categories as overlapping and inextricably entwined.

The developmental vulnerability of justice-involved young people is well-
established, particularly those who come into repeated contact with the justice
system. For instance, evidence consistently shows high rates of neuro-
developmental impairment (e.g., Bower et al., 2018) and previous experiences
of violence, abuse and neglect among imprisoned children and young people
(Cox, 2018). Any subsequent failure to meet young people’s health and devel-
opmental needs constitutes an additional form of neglect. Furthermore, youth
justice system responses to children that are predominantly punitive, risk- and
security-focused can be experienced as yet another – albeit legally legitimized
– form of violence against young people. Young people who offend (e.g., by
using violence), therefore, may very often have experienced violence at the
hands of adults. Thus, the victim/offender binary becomes blurred. From this
perspective, youth justice is not simply a matter of responding to harm
caused by young people, but of addressing and working to counteract harms
to young people. This behoves a therapeutic, strengths-based, developmen-
tally-informed approach.
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Strengths-Based and Developmentally Appropriate
Approaches

Research highlights the importance of recognizing young people’s develop-
mental needs and competencies, while promoting strengths and protective
factors. These include individual factors (i.e., self-esteem, autonomy, inde-
pendence) and social environmental factors (i.e., stable housing, community
ties, positive peer relationships, and employment opportunities) (Lerner et al.,
2015; Ttofi et al., 2016). Strengths-based approaches that emphasize rela-
tional work are crucial, especially for supporting young people’s attainment
of education and employment goals (Johns et al., 2017). This means
working with young people to strengthen and build family, peer and commu-
nity relationships, rather than focusing narrowly on offence-related factors, in
isolation from their social context (Johns et al., 2017).

Young people in youth justice facilities constitute a heterogeneous popu-
lation with wide-ranging cognitive, psychological, and social needs (Hillege
et al., 2017). An effective youth custodial system, tailored to diverse care and
security needs, therefore requires a broad spectrum of interventions and envi-
ronments. The last resort principle suggests that young people should not be
held under higher levels of security than necessary to reasonably ensure
public and institutional safety. Following this logic, a focus on security
should not override the focus on building and strengthening protective
factors and positive community relationships wherever possible (Austin
et al., 2005; Souverein et al., 2022).

Besides the Netherlands, other jurisdictions have been implementing
similar reforms, replacing ‘one-size-fits-all’ prison-like settings with alternative
custodial models. Such models provide more developmentally-appropriate
responses and work to maintain young people’s community connections
(McCarthy et al., 2016; Mendel, 2011). New York City, for example, in
2003, sought to address the problem of young people’s arrest, prosecution
and “placement” in a violent and chaotic youth prison, often hundreds of
miles from home” (Schiraldi, 2022). The City introduced various diversionary
and non-custodial programs that aimed to balance young people’s security
and care needs and, by 2011,the number of young people in New York’s
youth justice facilities had been reduced by half (Szanyi & Soler, 2018).

Under the 2012 Close to Home Act, the State of New York recognized that
the wellbeing of everybody concerned “would be best served by minimizing
the dislocation of youth from their families and building on positive connec-
tions between young people and their communities” (New York State Office
of Children & Family Services, 2014, p. 2). This new law shifted responsibil-
ity for custodial placements from the State to the city. Instead of placement in
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geographically isolated large-scale prison-like State facilities, all justice-
involved young people were placed in “small homes” (6–20 beds)
(Schiraldi, 2022) within the city, closer to their family and local community.
Striking results have emerged: between 2012 and 2021, New York City has
seen an 86% decline in youth arrests (Schiraldi, 2022). Program outcomes
are equally encouraging: 91% of young people passed their academic
classes; 82% successfully transitioned home to their family; 91% of young
people who transitioned home enrolled in community-based programs; only
7.6% of young people were recalled to custody for violating their terms of
release (Schiraldi, 2022; Weissman et al., 2019). The Close to Home initiative
points to the need for deeper understanding of how “better treatment of young
people and improved public safety [can indeed] go hand in hand” (Schiraldi,
2022).

The Aim of this Article

Trends towards small-scale, community-embedded youth facilities highlight
the need to systematically examine these models’ implementation and opera-
tion, to understand how positive results might be replicated in other places
(Szanyi & Soler, 2018). Such evidence is important, both for practitioners
working with young people, and for managers and policymakers seeking to
promote effective youth justice strategies. In this article, by shedding light
on recent reforms in the Netherlands, we aim to build knowledge about imple-
menting viable custodial alternatives for young people. This article is based
on a comprehensive three-year evaluation1 of one of three pilot facilities: a
small-scale, community-embedded facility in Amsterdam. Through action
research, the evaluation provided a unique opportunity to examine the devel-
opment and implementation of the Amsterdam facility, including the perspec-
tives of practitioners, policymakers, young people and their families. Our
objectives in this paper are to: 1) identify the key operational elements of a
small-scale, community-embedded facility, and the lessons learned in devel-
oping them ‘from paper to practice’; and 2) identify the facilitators and bar-
riers to implementation.

Method

Setting

This study was conducted as part of a three-year evaluation project initiated
by the Dutch Ministry of Justice to examine the feasibility and efficacy of
alternative custodial models for youth justice. From the end of 2016 to the
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end of 2019, a research team of the Academic Collaborative Centre for
Forensic Youth2 (AcademischeWerkplaatsRisicojeugd; AWRJ) carefully
monitored three pilot facilities: Nijmegen (November 2016 – December
2017), Groningen (December 2016 – December 2017), and Amsterdam
(September 2016 – December 2019). These facilities each accommodated
eight young people, pre- and post-trial, following the same vision and practi-
cal framework. This article focuses on the Amsterdam facility, largely
because the Amsterdam pilot ran the longest and therefore yielded the greatest
amount of data.

Action Research

The evaluation involved action research, engaging all stakeholders in a cyclic
process of action, research and critical reflection. This approach facilitates
stakeholder ‘buy-in’ and understanding of complex processes in practice,
and thereby enhances the applicability of study outcomes (Abma et al.,
2017; Nyström et al., 2018). The action research cycle comprised qualitative,
semi-structured interviews (to gather the perspectives of key stakeholders),
accompanied by an iterative validation, feedback and reflection loop.

Semi-Structured Interviews. In determining our sample, source triangulation
increased validity of the results. Our sample comprised three groups of stake-
holders: professionals, young people in the facility, and their parents/caregiv-
ers. A total of 67 interviews were conducted in four rounds during the
evaluation period, September 2016 to December 2019.

We conducted 44 semi-structured interviews with professionals. Purposive
sampling was used to ensure representation across all relevant youth justice
agencies and different roles within these organizations. These included staff
working at the pilot facility (15 interviews) and other professionals (29 inter-
views). The staff included the behavioral expert (responsible for the assess-
ment and planning of young people’s trajectories), the project manager
(responsible for management of staff and facility at large), and unit staff
including security staff (n= 5) and social workers (n= 7). The other profes-
sionals included representatives from the child care and protection board, pro-
bation services, youth lawyers, the public prosecution office, youth court,
custodial institutions agency, the municipality, and a local residents commit-
tee in the neighborhood where the facility was located.

During the evaluation period, 156 young people were remanded to the
Amsterdam facility (the total sample). Of these, 18 young people were
approached to participate in the evaluation, which resulted in 15 interviews.
The interview sample was selected through a combination of availability
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sampling (guided by which young people were placed in the facility at the
time of the interview rounds), convenience sampling (guided by the
process of data collection and analysis), and purposive sampling (to ensure
a heterogeneous representative sample). We ensured our sample represented
the diversity of young people in the facility, regarding age and offence
severity. The participating young people were aged between 14 and 18 years
(ages varied between 13 and 18 years in the total sample). They were remanded
for either a violent or property crime, or a violent property offence, which
reflected the most prevalent offences among the total sample (18% violent,
22% property, 55% violent property offence). Parent/caregivers of the 15
young people interviewed were approached to participate in the research
(convenience sampling), which resulted in eight interviews, in most cases
with the biological mother.

A trained and supervised research team, including authors FS and SO, con-
ducted the interviews. A member of the research team explained the nature
and objective of the study to each participant, who received a plain language
statement and provided their informed consent prior to participation. Each
interview lasted approximately 1 hour. New themes that were not anticipated
with the initial topic-list were followed up on in subsequent interviews.

All interviews were tape recorded, transcribed verbatim, and uploaded into
MAXQDA. Verbatim transcripts were coded employing a method of ‘thick
analysis’ (Evers, 2015) that included thematic and open coding. Axial analy-
sis was then used to build categories by sorting, integrating, and grouping the
thematic and open codes. Iterative analyses involved constant comparison of
themes emerging within and between participant groups (Boeije, 2014). In the
last round of interviews, data saturation occurred (Boeije, 2014), in that no
new themes emerged from participant narratives.

Validation, Feedback and Reflection. Validation, feedback and reflection took
place through 1) project team meetings, 2) onsite observations, and 3) advi-
sory board meetings. These activities improved the validity and reliability
of the results and their applicability in practice. First, throughout the duration
of the study, the results were continuously discussed and refined during reflec-
tive project team meetings (including FS, SO, EM, LvD, AP). In these meet-
ings, the results were used as a basis to formulate and evaluate practical
recommendations. In general, there was inter-researcher agreement about
the results, interpretation, and recommendations. Second, about three-weekly
onsite observations involved the researchers’ spending a day at the facility
interacting with young people and staff. This allowed the research team to
develop a good understanding of the research setting and daily practices.
These observational data were used to contextualize and supplement the
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interview data. Third, as part of the pilot, local and national government rep-
resentatives and managers and practitioners from stakeholder organizations
met every six weeks to discuss the pilot’s progress and formulate actions.
Observations during these the advisory board meetings – about developments
in practice and interactions between stakeholders – also served to contextual-
ize and supplement the interview data. Further member validation (Birt et al.,
2016) was undertaken through these advisory board meetings after each cycle
of data-collection and analysis. Apart from some linguistic modifications, no
major changes were suggested by advisory board members, indicating valid-
ity and practical applicability of the outcomes of this study.

Results

The interview data indicated wide support for the Amsterdam facility, not
only amongst professional stakeholders, but also young people and their fam-
ilies. Interviewees generally agreed that the facility promotes positive youth
development, and that reduced recidivism would be expected. In terms of
operational findings, the following section details the main elements of the
Amsterdam pilot, after which we highlight key lessons learned through
implementation.

Key Operational Elements

From our results, seven key operational elements were identified: 1) assess-
ment and indication; 2) small-scale and tailored; 3) relational security;
4) community-embedded; 5) integrated and multidisciplinary assessment,
planning and service delivery; 6) active collaboration with young
people and their social network; and 7) selection, guidance and supervision
of staff.

Assessment and Indication for Placement. In setting up the working processes, it
was recognized that strategically matching justice-involved young people
with the appropriate setting requires structured assessment and indication
for placement of each young person. The professionals stressed that this
may also buffer against net-widening (referring to the risk of alternative sanc-
tions, intended to divert people, actually increasing custodial placements).
At the Amsterdam facility there were no indications of increases in remand
placements after the start of the pilot. This facility focused on young
people who previously have been placed in a large-scale, high-security facil-
ity, but who were deemed appropriate for the lower level of security and able
to benefit from the opportunities offered by a community-embedded facility
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(i.e., continuation or initiation of school, work and care in the community).
Throughout the pilot, stakeholders developed a set of criteria for placement
through consensus-building and continuous learning processes.

Assessment – emphasizing strengths – involved collaboration between
multiple youth justice agencies. In line with this approach, professionals,
young people and parents/caregivers highlighted two criteria: 1) motiva-
tion, and 2) protective factors. First, to be placed in the
community-embedded facility, young people had to demonstrate motivation
to comply with facility regulations and responsibilities and be willing to
accept staff support and guidance. Young people also had to express at
least some desire for ‘a wake-up call’ to get their lives back on track.
Second, sufficient protective factors (e.g., school/work engagement, a positive
social network, professional care) – or potential to develop these – needed to be
present. These factors would buffer against risk factors and help facilitate pos-
itive outcomes for them. Other criteria identified – offence severity and cir-
cumstances, offence history, support network, mental health and intellectual
abilities – were weighted for each individual assessment according to a
young person’s security and care needs.

Several lessons were learned through developing these criteria and
working processes. Initially, for instance, professionals agreed young
people offending for a firstor second time would be most suitable for place-
ment in the facility. During the pilot, however, this shifted: the professional
stakeholders realized that, in practice, offence history is not necessarily
related to a successful placement, as it does not equate to a young person’s
current motivation to get their life back on track. Similarly, it was originally
not possible for young people to be placed in the facility multiple times.
During the pilot, the perspective of professionals shifted towards allowing
young people to learn by trial and error. This meant every potential place-
ment in the facility was regarded as a ‘new situation’, with consideration
being given to whether the facility was the most suitable place for the
young person at that time. As the pilot progressed, less emphasis was put
on the severity of the alleged offence. According to interviewees, offence
severity should not be a discriminating factor in determining whether
young people should be placed in the facility. In general, the offence cir-
cumstances (motive, role, provocations) were considered more indicative
of whether a young person was suitable. Likewise, problematic substance
abuse and an IQ lower than 70 (as a proxy for intellectual disability)
were initially considered contra-indications for placement. However, in
practice, it turned out that it was more appropriate to weigh these factors
against the other criteria. Finally, practice showed that it was important
that young people and their network were actively involved in the process
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of assessment and indication for placement. A young person’s current voli-
tional state of motivation, attitudes, and feelings could not simply be deter-
mined from a case file.

Small-Scale and Tailored. The design of the facility was small scale (one unit
with eight beds). This allowed staff to identify and understand each young
person’s risks, needs, skills and strengths, and to tailor individual trajectories
accordingly. The facility offered differentiated arrangements of security and
care. This meant level of access to phones or spaces, for instance, could be
scaled up or down depending on young people’s individual risks and
needs. This tailored approach also meant that there were no standard sanc-
tions. Individual arrangements were made with each young person following
a rule violation. Staff initiated informal activities and organized a communal
dinner every day, but there was no structured group-work, nor was there a
fixed program with set times. Instead, each young person had a weekly sched-
ule customized to their individual needs and activities.

Developing this way of working in practice, professionals learned it was
important to find a good balance between a fixed structure and tailored trajec-
tories; an individual approach should not be confused with a lack of structure.
Customization, especially in an environment with less physical and proce-
dural security, required a clear structure and strong underpinning principles.
In developing this way of working, relational security became the basis of
this framework (see next subheading). The results suggested that to provide
customized care and security, it was important to gather a complete picture
of the young person and their context, to understand how to reduce risk
factors and strengthen protective factors. For this, professional and policy-
makers developed an integrated and multidisciplinary style of working (see
subheading further below). Finally the results indicate that the small-scaled
and tailored way of working reduced the risk of undesirable group formation
or the explicit teaching of deviant behavior by group members (deviancy
training). In interviews, both young people and staff expressed that,
because each trajectory was carefully tailored to individual risks and needs
without a strong group-based approach, young people were more focused
on themselves and their future, rather than on the other young people and
their position within the group.

Relational Security. While some physical security (e.g., locks and cameras) and
procedural measures (e.g., regarding external movements and possessions)
were in place, the facility was set up with relational security as the core
of the security framework. Relational security relies on the relationships
between staff and young people to ensure security (Hilhorst, 2016). A more
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concrete conceptualization of relational security, however, was not defined on
paper. Being a pilot facility, one of the aims was to develop a good under-
standing of the concept and practice of relational security, and how it
ensures safety. Also, professionals initially wondered if relational security
could be the basis of the security framework, or whether they would need
to rely predominantly on physical and procedural security.

The experiences of professionals, young people, and their parents/caregiv-
ers highlighted that relational security was grounded in three distinct, but
interrelated, elements. The first concerned the manner in which professionals
were present and shaped interactions with young people. When they worked
from a ‘basic attitude’, this contributed to safety. This basic attitude com-
prised the connection with and attunement to each individual young
person and their context. Professionals actively invested in getting to know
each young person, and were able to see things from their perspective. This
involved the professional accepting the young person as they are, giving
the young person “space” to be themselves and showing genuine interest.
By finding a connection, the professionals were able to understand the
young person and use this understanding to promote safety.

The second component of relational security was a constructive equal
collaboration between the professional and young person. The professional
stood next to and walked alongside each young person as a coach. As
co-owner of their case plan, the young person was involved in decision-
making (see active collaboration subheading, below). The young person
was given autonomy and space to take responsibility and to learn by trial and
error. Following any rule violation, the young person was included in the settle-
ment and determination of an appropriate consequence, with the emphasis on
restoration and the underlying causes of the behaviour instead of punishment.
Clear boundaries were set, as required, but the professional’s attitude was advi-
sory and motivational, rather than repressive and authoritarian.

The third component of relational security related to professionals’ being
physically present at the unit. This guaranteed safety in several ways: the pre-
ventive effect of the adult’s presence; their observing, signaling, intervening
early, and de-escalating if necessary; and professionals’ being available for
young people to seek emotional support. Furthermore, the many opportunities
for informal contact contributed to relationship-building between staff and the
young people, which helped generate a positive institutional climate.

The evaluation results showed that, when these three components are in
place, relational security can provide an effective core of the security frame-
work. First, professionals relied primarily on relational security strategies to
ensure safety, and only sought secondary support through physical and pro-
cedural security measures. Second, these latter measures were deployed in
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line with the principles of relational security, that is, always putting the rela-
tionship with the young person first and providing tailored reponses. This way
of working allowed staff to establish a safe and therapeutic environment,
which promoted important developmental competencies (e.g., autonomy).
In interviews, staff, young people, and their parents/caregivers all reported
experiencing high levels of safety, with very few reports of violent incidents.

Because young people were given a degree of freedom and autonomy,
they felt responsible for promoting a safe environment and not breaking
the rules, and were motivated to take on that responsibility. Young
people indicated that, though there were opportunities to abscond, they
consciously did not do so, because they viewed the facility as a valuable
opportunity. Also because they knew what was at stake if they did try
to run away - transfer to a large-scale facility. Staff and young people
reported good, constructive alliances characterized by mutual respect.
Also, the risk of undesirable group formation or the explicit teaching of
deviant behavior by group members (deviancy training) appeared to be
reduced by relational security. Staff reported a safe working climate and
high job satisfaction.

To effectively establish relational security, the physical infrastructure was
important as it must allow for physical security measures to be scaled down as
much as possible. The Amsterdam facility was renovated to fit this purpose:
it had a homely look with no fences, no window bars, no steel doors,
and ‘normal’ furniture. According to the professionals, this automatically
strengthened relational security. Instead of falling back on physical security
measures – because these options were not available – professionals were
more inclined to adopt de-escalating behavior and invest in constructive rela-
tionships with the young people.

Community-Embeddedness. One of the central principles of the facility was
that it was embedded in the community. This meant, in the first instance, its
location in a neighborhood close to each young person’s home environment
(maximum 1.5-h travel time). Second, the facility utilized resources within
the community. For example, it did not offer any internal school, work,
therapy or medical care, but collaborated with local authorities to continue
or initiate these within the community.

The broader evaluation showed that in almost all cases (97% for care and
98% for school and work-related activities), protective factors were success-
fully continued or initiated within the community. All participants (profes-
sionals, young people, and parents/caregivers) emphasized that promoting
protective factors in this way enhanced the young people’s positive develop-
ment, which they would expect to contribute to reduced recidivism. Further,
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due to the community-embedded approach, even while incarcerated, young
people did not feel excluded from their family, community, or society at
large. The fact that the facility mostly relied on relational security (see rela-
tional security, above), and the physical infrastructure and location of the
building, promoted this connection with the community.

Integrated and Multidisciplinary Assessment, Planning and Service Delivery. In
line with the principle of community-embeddedness, the facility took an inte-
grated, multidisciplinary approach to assessment, treatment planning and
service delivery. From the moment of placement in the facility, case manage-
ment was directed towards the period after release. Continuity was considered
key: case management was provided by external professional stakeholders
(e.g., youth probation service) who remained involved after the young
person’s release. The underlying principle was that the period of incarcera-
tion, especially when it is relatively brief, is considered part of a continuous
life-course trajectory towards desistance; the facility is only one link in the
chain. In practice, this meant the facility was easily accessible for local stake-
holders, and regular case meetings with stakeholders (including youth proba-
tion services, child protective services, mental health care professionals) were
held on the premises. These meetings involved information-sharing about the
case and collaborative treatment planning, incorporating different intake and
diagnostic instruments used at different times by various partners along the
youth justice chain.

These collaborative working processes promoted integrated service deliv-
ery. However, it remained a challenge to produce one integrated case plan.
The idea was that following the stakeholder meetings, instead of each stake-
holder writing a separate case plan, one individual action plan was formulated
as a ‘co-production’ between all key stakeholders. This integrated case
plan comprised short-term and long-term goals geared towards building pros-
pects and opportunities. This aim was not achieved as it was hindered by
legal, practical and technological barriers (see barriers to implementation,
below). Information was shared verbally, and services were generally deliv-
ered in an integrated manner, but this was not substantiated in structural or
formal data-sharing processes or a sustainable and holistic ‘inter-agency’
action plan on paper.

Despite this hindrance, the results showed that this integrated way of working
increased the probability of ‘getting things done’ and arranging the appropriate
post-release support. Young people stated that this community-embedded
approach allowed for their smooth transition back home. At the same time,
for some young people, the contrast between the structured setting of the facil-
ity and their home environment still posed a challenge for their adjustment
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following release. This highlighted the importance of staff from the facility
having opportunities to stay involved post-release to provide guidance to
the young person and their family.

Active Collaboration with Young People and Their Support Network. In line with
the concept of relational security – recognizing young people’s agency and
autonomy – the facility was based on the principle that young people and
their support network should be actively engaged in intervention planning
and service delivery, through active collaboration. This stemmed from an
understanding that a tailored approach must be informed by young people’s
and parents/caregivers’ perspectives on what is needed to reduce risks and
strengthen protective factors. This was mainly organized by allowing
young people and their network a seat at the table during case management
meetings with professional stakeholders. Further, the focus on relational
security and the physical infrastructure of the building made the facility
easily accessible for parents and young people’s broader support network
(e.g., no fixed visiting hours, no visitation, facility was within reasonable dis-
tance to family, the building had a welcoming appearance). Staff members
kept parents and family members frequently updated and family were able
to call staff directly if they had any questions or concerns. Staff actively
engaged with parents/caregivers and helped them take responsibility in their care-
giving role, according to their ability, such as by providing transport to court.

Actively involving partners/caregivers provided valuable insights into
family dynamics, which informed case management. Staff, young people,
and parents/caregivers said this allowed for a smoother transition back
home after release. Young people and their network experienced some
sense of autonomy and self-determination, by having a seat at the table,
but only if their input was reflected in concrete actions. However, this was
not sufficient: young people and their network stressed the need for active
involvement in planning and decision-making throughout their confinement
and having their input reflected in their case plan and activities.

Selection, Guidance and Supervision of Staff. Selection, training, and managerial
support of staff is the final operational element. Staff were responsible for
establishing a safe and therapeutic environment. Their relationships with
young people were especially important given the emphasis on relational
security. In developing this way of working from paper to practice, several
lessons were learned. In terms of staff selection, rather than professional qual-
ifications, staff skills were often the main deciding factor in determining suit-
ability for the job. Most important was the ability to genuinely connect with
young people, which was thought to be a natural, innate ability rather than a
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learned skill. It was deemed equally important that staff values and work
ethics were in line with the underlying values of the model (that is a strengths-
based, rather than a punitive risk-averse approach, emphasizing young
people’s perspectives within a tailored and collaborative way of working
and promoting young people’s autonomy through relational security).

Given the complexity of working in a youth custodial setting, structures to
guide staff and allowing them space and time to learn on the job were para-
mount. Staff members were encouraged to continuously reflect on their own
and their colleagues’ behaviors. Staff and management engaged in weekly,
intensive supervision sessions. Combined with transformational leadership
(using inspiration and innovation), this allowed for any repressive attitudes
or feelings of unsafety among staff members to be addressed/counteracted.
For these reasons, staff interviewed reported high work satisfaction and a pos-
itive work climate.

Implementation Lessons: Facilitators and Barriers

Our analysis revealed a range of factors facilitating or hindering implementa-
tion of the small-scale, community-embedded facility in Amsterdam. These
included broader political conditions that were conducive to policy and prac-
tice reform and innovation; aspects of the pilot project and its local context
that ensured its gradual development and garnering of wide support; and ele-
ments of monitoring and evaluation that promoted confidence in the reforms.
We outline facilitators and barriers to implementation, and conducive condi-
tions, in Table 1, below.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, based on three years of action research, we reflect on lessons
learned through the development and evaluation of a small-scale, community-
embedded youth justice remand facility in the Netherlands. Suited for a
diverse population (Souverein et al., 2022), this approach contributes to a
graduated justice system, oriented towards meeting young people’s devel-
opmental needs, while maintaining a balance between security and care.
By building on existing community resources, the facility allowed for pro-
tective factors (such as connections to school, work, sports, or professional
care) to be continued or initiated during the period of confinement
(Souverein et al., 2020). These results were long-lasting, as indicated by a
follow-up study that showed for a large part these protective factors
remained a year after release (Souverein et al., 2020).
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Table 1. Overview of Conducive Conditions for Implementation: Facilitators and
Barriers.

Conducive conditions for
implementation Facilitating factors

Appetite for reform in local and
national political context

- Momentum for system-wide policy reforms
- Bottom-up and top-down support and
endorsement for change

Shared guiding structure - Utilizing existing knowledge and experience in
the field

- Shared vision for reform amongst all involved
stakeholders

- Guiding shared practice framework
Time, space, resources - Step-by-step exploration and implementation,

2015–2019
- Appropriate time and resources for
implementation

- Ongoing investments in implementation
- Authoritative space for professionals working
directly with young people in custody

- Allowing professionals the space to learn by
trial and error

Stakeholder engagement and
involvement

- Collaboration with all professional
stakeholders

- Co-ownership and shared responsibility
between all professional stakeholders

- Community engagement
- Project manager as ambassador

Evaluation - Structured monitoring and evaluation
- Action research

Local context - Large size of target population
- Small regional spread of target population

Conducive conditions for
implementation

Barriers

Local context - Small size of target population
- Large geographical dispersion of target
population

- Large region including multiple municipalities
Structures and policies - Structures and policies for information sharing

did not provide a sufficient base for integrated
working processes

Roles of professional stakeholders - Different roles and responsibilities of
stakeholders

- Differences in language between stakeholders
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Aspects of the small-scale, community-embedded model that appeared
to be conducive to positive outcomes for young people were: 1) assess-
ment and indication, 2) small-scale and tailored, 3) relational security,
4) community-embedded, 5) integrated and multidisciplinary assessment,
planning and service delivery, 6) active collaboration with young people
and their social network, and 7) selection, guidance and supervision of
staff.

These key operational elements find their support in practice and theory.
The model addresses both criminogenic needs as well as protective factors
(as stressed by Andrews & Bonta, 2010). In line with literature on positive
youth development (e.g., Johns et al., 2017; Lerner et al., 2015), these
key operational elements promote important developmental competencies,
both individual (i.e., self-esteem, autonomy, independence) and within
the social environment (community ties, education and employment oppor-
tunities, and positive connections with their family and support network).
These key operational elements promote a safe and positive environment
for both young people and staff. They seem to buffer against risks and
antisocial behavior being exacerbated within the group, or deviancy train-
ing, a common challenge in youth justice settings. This small-scale,
community-embedded model – eschewing a strongly punitive, risk-averse
approach – provides young people with an opportunity to get their lives
back on track and promotes their motivation to do so. The success of the
Amsterdam facility resulted in wide support from policymakers, profession-
als, young people and their families.

This article highlights crucial factors in the successful implementation of
the model, which facilitate its key operational elements, and identifies barriers
that may hinder implementation (see Table 1 for an overview). These factors
align with other literature on youth justice reforms (Case & Hampson, 2019).
For instance, this study reflects similar facilitators and barriers as those
encountered with the earlier New York City reforms (Szanyi & Soler,
2018; Weissman et al., 2019). Most critical to the reforms in New York
was, and remains, “achieving consensus among all stakeholders on the
core vision and basic principles of the initiative and maintaining their
support throughout the implementation process” (Szanyi & Soler, 2018,
p. 16). The same can be said about the Dutch model.

It should be noted that even if the conditions for implementation are all in
place, the developments in Amsterdam show that it remains a challenge to
align the different roles and responsibilities of all the professional stakehold-
ers. Relations between local partners and the national custodial institutions
agency is a particular sticking point, as elaborated below. Setting up inte-
grated data-sharing processes and co-producing one integrated case file and
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action plan proved problematic due to structural and policy constraints. These
challenges persist to this day.

Development and implementation of the key operational elements should
be regarded as a continuous process that requires ongoing investment of time
and resources. Youth justice authorities currently struggle to effectively utilize
the existing small-scale facilities. In the Netherlands, there are currently five
small-scale facilities that are fully operating, but are vacant for the most
part. With the exception of the Amsterdam facility, it appears that for the
other four facilities, not all of the conditions for successful implementation
have been met. This requires allocation of the appropriate time, attention,
and resources. Recent attention in the media (Hindriks & Karawazi, 2022)
and politics (House of Representatives the Netherlands, 2022) has suggested
concern for the future of these facilities if they do not reach full capacity.

One of the bottlenecks is a disagreement between local partners and the
custodial institutions agency of the national government. This disagreement
centers on the question of who should have authority to decide if a young
person is placed in a small-scale or large-scale facility: the national government
(currently the case as decided by the government) or a judge (the general con-
ception of local partners). The local partners’ argument is that the judge is in
direct contact with the young person, parents, and local professionals and
therefore has all the information needed to indicate placement in a local,
small-scale facility. In contrast, Ministry of Justice officials need to make
this judgment from a paper case file. This issue underlines a more fundamental
question about whether a judicial power or government officials should decide
the appropriate response to a young person involved in the justice system.
This reaffirms the need for consensus among stakeholders about the underly-
ing vision and carefully considered working processes.

A final reflection on the ‘Dutch model’ is that is it currently available for
only a sub-group of young people in custody. As we have described, there is a
thorough screening and indication process prior to placement. Further, during
their stay, young people can be transferred to a large-scale facility with higher
levels of physical and procedural security in certain situations (e.g., use of
severe violence or absconding). This happens in about 14% of all placements
(Souverein et al., 2020). This raises the questions of whether and how this
model can be applied to the wider, diverse youth justice population.

In addition to the practical considerations of the Dutch model, the evalua-
tion brought several methodological and conceptual issues to light. First,
while multiple procedures were followed to increase the validity and reliability
of the results (method and source triangulation, peer debriefing, member vali-
dation), one may question whether all results will transfer from this specific
context to another youth justice setting. At the same time, while this paper
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only reports on the results of the Amsterdam facility, in the first year the eval-
uation also focused on two other pilot sites generating similar results (Souverein
et al., 2018). Second, even though maximum diversity in the sample of young
people and parent/caregiver participants was sought, the study relied on their
willingness to participate. Young people and parents/caregivers who were not
willing to participate could have had a different opinion on the topics
addressed. Finally, data systems in practice are not necessarily fit for monitor-
ing. To collect information about young people during and after their period
of incarceration as reliably as possible, information from different systems of
organizations was compared and combined for each young person individu-
ally. Besides being very labor-intensive, it turned out that, even with this
detailed way of doing research, mapping the trajectories during and after
placement was a challenge. The way information is now recorded in practice
makes this type of research, particularly collecting follow-up data, almost
impossible (information is missing, inconsistent with other sources or not
accessible) and/or very labor intensive. It is not possible to make substanti-
ated statements about the effect of judicial measures without thorough and
adequate data collection along the youth justice chain. A unified, national
information management and tracking system, with the young person as
the starting point, will not only help practitioners work together, but will
also promote sound scientific research.

Despite the practical and methodological considerations outlined above, this
study contributes to filling a gap in the current literature about key elements of
effective custodial models and what is needed for cross-jurisdictional imple-
mentation. We realize that each of the aspects described in this paper holds
enough depth to justify several separate papers. Souverein et al. (2022), for
example, provide a detailed qualitative description of the domains that guided
screening/assessment for placement. Meijer et al. (2023) focus on the suitability
of the Amsterdam facility for young people with a mild intellectual disability.
The current paper was written to provide an overview of the Dutch reforms
and the Dutch model, to provide guidance for practitioners working with
young people, and for managers and policymakers seeking to promote political
and financial investment in effective youth justice strategies.

At the same time, individual jurisdictions and their histories, systems, cul-
tures, and politics, “can be just as quirky and esoteric as individual human
beings” (Cavadino & Dignan, 2006, p. 452). Jurisdictions are distinguished by
the interaction of various social, cultural, political, and economic factors.
These interactions are unpredictable, either facilitating or undermining attempted
reforms, and thereby pose distinct challenges for policy transfer (McFarlane &
Canton, 2014). Any attempts to implement policy and/or practice from elsewhere
should always involve considered analysis of the local context – identifying
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specific facilitators and barriers that could arise – and potential adaptation to meet
local needs. Crucially, the principles and guidelines underlying any place-based
reforms should be discussed and developed in collaboration with the local
community, so that the needs and strengths of their young people are accommo-
dated. Considering all of the above, we can (and should) redesign and recon-
figure custodial models and promote developmentally-appropriate responses
to justice-involved children and young people, everywhere. Crucially, we
must act to ensure that – even in local, small-scale facilities – depriving a
child of their liberty should only ever be the last resort. All necessary
efforts should be made to prevent young people from reaching that point.
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