Triage: Line or Nets? Early Intervention and the Youth Justice System
 
Abstract
This article presents a discussion as to the value of early diversion schemes, underpinned by the principles of restorative justice, for First Time Entrants into the criminal justice system. It focuses specifically on the findings of a 12-month study into the introduction of ‘Triage’ by one Youth Offending Team in the North East of England. Re-offending data suggests that Triage is more effective in reducing re-offending than conventional justice practices, due to the restorative nature of the scheme. However, the qualitative data raised a number of issues, particularly relating to problems of ‘net-widening’ and the impact of recording processes on young people’s desistance, as well as the role of victim engagement in the process; all of which could undermine the long-term effectiveness of Triage and its successful application within other youth justice contexts.  
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Introduction  
The use of restorative justice (RJ) techniques, while not a new phenomenon, has over the last two decades been gaining an increasingly high profile within the criminal justice system (CJS) (Daly, 2014). It is important, therefore, to understand whether this approach yields demonstrable benefits in terms of reducing re-offending over and above standard processes and the role of implementation issues in the production of outcomes (Daly, 2014). An eclectic mix of practices has developed under this broad umbrella term (Braithwaite, 2002), which makes definition problematic. However, the concept is typically defined as an attempt to repair the harm which a crime has caused the victim, rather than inflicting harm on the offender (Strang et al, 2013). Advocates and critics of RJ are equally vocal (Daly, 2014), but it nonetheless plays a critical role in youth justice practice in England and Wales. The Youth Justice Board (YJB) states, it ‘is committed to widening the use of [RJ] in the youth justice system. It should be an underlying principle for all youth justice disposals…and within custody’ (YJB, 2012). This reflects policy debate that the UK’s approach to young offenders has traditionally been too punitive and a new approach is needed (Grimwood and Strickland, 2013). ‘Triage’ is an early diversion scheme for First Time Entrants (FTEs) into the criminal justice system (CJS), which was developed in 2010 under the auspices of RJ. 
This paper presents the findings of a 12-month study into the effectiveness of Triage for reducing recidivism among young offenders, as introduced by one Youth Offending Team (YOT) in the North East of England. The paper begins with a brief review of the political context which underpins the focus on RJ within the CJS in England, followed by a review of the literature of RJ; namely, the principles and processes which underpin RJ practices, theories of change and the problem of evaluating RJ interventions. The paper then considers the operation of ‘Triage’ within the YOT in question and introduces the research study. The study explored issues of process and implementation, as well as outcomes and impacts. Comparative analysis of the (re-)offending behaviour and experiences of engagement with the CJS of young people who had completed Triage, with those who had received a reprimand or final warning, coupled with the insights of a range of criminal justice practitioners, suggests that Triage is more successful in responding to youth offending than conventional justice practices. This is in part attributable to the restorative nature of the intervention, with the symbolism of RJ particularly effective with FTEs, rather than the comparator group. However, it may also be attributable to Triage bringing young people into the CJS who are unlikely to re-offend in the future, even without an intervention. In order to truly assess the effectiveness of Triage, there is a need for longitudinal analysis, while further consideration should be given to the nature and extent of victim involvement, as well as the mechanism through which offences are recorded prior to wider roll-out. 
 
Context
Following decades of ‘tough talk’ about ‘short, sharp shocks’ to young offenders under Thatcherism (Farrall and Hay, 2010), a number of high-profile government reports have made the case for a wholesale shift in the way the state and society works with young people already in, or at risk of becoming involved with, the CJS. The Crime and Disorder Act (1998) has been central to this discussion, and heralded the introduction of New Labour’s ‘sweeping organisational change and the pace of legislative activity, producing an almost perpetual stream of new statute’ (Goldson, 2010: 171). This resulted not only in changes to government policy and practice towards youth justice, but also the underlying philosophy; influencing the development and evolution of a wide range of interventions which oscillated between measured reason and traditional punitive sanctions (Goldson, 2000). Among the most significant of these was the creation of the YJB and a system of local, multi-disciplinary YOTs (Grimwood and Strickland, 2013), with the purpose of preventing offending by young people between 10 and 17 years old, while safeguarding their welfare (YJB, 2012). Evaluations of these reforms identified improvements in the number of young people entering the CJS, but problems of high re-offending rates remain. In May 2010, the Conservative Party manifesto discussed the importance of rehabilitation as a means of reducing re-offending (Grimwood and Strickland, 2013) and the consultation (green) paper, Breaking the Cycle (2012), went on to promise a ‘rehabilitation revolution’, by preventing more young people from offending, diverting them from crime, protecting the public and doing more to make young offenders pay back to their victims and communities. Underpinning this is an increased emphasis on restorative justice. The paper (2012: 69) stated: 
We will…ensure that referral orders have a strengthened restorative approach. Restorative justice is already a key part of youth justice and we want to encourage this across the youth justice sentencing framework as a whole. 
Restorative Justice 

Currently, there is a vast array of restorative interventions and options available to practitioners working with young people in the CJS. This has led to descriptions such as those by Crawford (1997) who referred to this as a ‘smorgasbord’. The key difficulty here is ensuring that the most appropriate interventions are used for individual offenders, that the CJS can be both flexible and needs-driven and that practitioners are fully aware of the interventions available and the relevant policy and practice that underpins them. As Healy (2010: 21) explained: ‘Not only what offenders think but also how they think has implications for whether they engage in offending behaviour’. This is paramount in the case of FTEs, where there is a lack of evidence that the CJS responds in ways that are appropriate and needs-driven. It is important to note that an appropriate response may not always involve an emphasis on offending, and may involve interventions from across a range of public and third sector organisations (Mullan and O’Mahoney, 2002), thereby ‘limiting the criminalisation and stigmatising potential of unwarranted and invasive interventions’ (Case, 2006: 177). Indeed, many young people are referred to other agencies for specialist services and support as a result of signposting from a criminal justice interventions. However, this in turn raises concerns that young people may become more entrenched; not only in the CJS, but in wider public sector statutory agencies (net-strengthening) (Austen and Krisberg, 1981).
However, a CJS which is responsive and needs-driven is particularly difficult to achieve when it is comprised of agencies and processes with statutory frameworks and performance-orientated cultures, even before considering the role of private and third sector organisations within this context. As we enter a new period, where attribution gains greater significance through the Payment by Results agenda (Grimwood and Strickland, 2013), working in a manner which is responsive and needs-driven and also cutting through structural, procedural and individual boundaries will continue to be a challenge. Ensuring that the needs of the victim and young person are not lost will become a greater challenge.

RJ practices have been described as a way of ‘thinking and expression of social values and a humane but realistic approach to trouble situations and relationships’ (Faulkner and Burnett, 2011: 9), while Shapland et al (2006) note that for an intervention to be identified as restorative: 
it must involve a meeting (or conferencing) between the victim and offender (and potentially others) with a facilitator or mediator. This also includes indirect or shuttle mediation by a mediator between victim and offender – but only if information is passed in both directions by the mediator. 
In addition, all RJ interventions must be predicated upon the offender having acknowledged that the offence has occurred and having taken at least some responsibility for having committed the crime (Daly, 2014; Strang et al, 2013); participation without accepting responsibility or because they feel that they have no choice is likely to affect outcomes (Cullan, 2001, cited in Crawford and Newburn, 2002).
Debates about the value of interventions often centre on the ability of practitioners and researchers to identify what (and/or who) contributes to behaviour change and further, what (and/or who) can be considered to have the most impact. The assessment of impact in relation to criminal justice interventions typically addresses the most recent intervention offered to the service user; in this context, the young person. The central problem is that this does not recognise that interventions delivered at earlier stages may have contributed to a cumulative impact. Such evaluations thus ignore the broader factors of attribution. Indeed, research across a range of contexts within the criminal justice arena has drawn attention to examples of delayed impact (see for example, Lipsey, 1999), with previous or concurrent interventions sometimes found to have an equal or greater impact than the most recent intervention. Furthermore, this type of analysis does not allow for a broader understanding of the nature of ‘compliance’, whether temporal or permanent. For interventions to be considered truly successful, the nature of (non-)compliance and the motivation for engagement in criminal activity must be understood. Rather than focusing predominantly on levels of recidivism post-intervention, therefore, there is a need for longitudinal studies which measure success across a range of issues and take a broad understanding of contributing factors, thereby allowing for an understanding not only of what works but also why it works. 
The importance of this issue in the youth offending arena was highlighted in the joint Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) and Her Majesty's Crown Prosecution Service (HMCPS) inspection (2011), which highlighted the role and value of  restorative practices, but failed to identify the factors underpinning changes in behaviour. The report (2011: 6) states: 
 
We selected cases from 2008/09 to allow a review of re-offending 12 months after the disposal. We found that re-offending rates are lowest for restorative justice disposals, at 9 out of 40 cases; levels ranged from 18 out of 50 cases for conditional cautions, to 22 out of 50 for PNDs, and reached 40 out of 50 for those charged in court. 
A range of theories about the psychosocial, environmental and genetic and biological factors linked to young people’s desistance from crime can be found; although others argue that youth offending should be considered normal (Coleman and Moynihan, 1996; Graham and Bowling, 1995; Thornberry and Krohn, 2000); Maruna (2001), for example, suggests that based on the principles of ‘generativity’, young people will typically grow out of crime. Shapland and Robinson (2011) further considered this and incorporated redemption scripts as discussed by Maruna. Other theories of desistance have focused on the nature of interventions. There are a number of theories about how RJ practices bring about change. Some have suggested that young people justify their offending behaviour internally, using ‘techniques of neutralisation’ (Matza, 1964, cited in Livingstone et al, 2013), with restorative processes – or morally formative experiences (Barton, 2003, cited in Livingstone et al, 2013) – thought to make it more difficult to maintain such justifications. Vaughan (2011: 4) wrote that RJ interventions are likely to be effective in reducing re-offending in that they encourage ‘some form of moral reflection on past deeds’ and ‘an acknowledgement of the harm caused to other people through offending as the offender’s narrative is opened up to other perspectives’. Shapland and Robinson (2011) concurs stating that restorative processes are ‘an opportunity to facilitate a desire or consolidate a decision to desist’, while Sherman et al (2005: 391)  state:

Offenders in RJ are many times more likely to admit that they breached their moral obligations, and by apologising reaffirm their commitment to those obligations, than similar, willing, offenders who are not allowed to engage in RJ. 
Thus, the offender’s apology and the victim’s forgiveness are generally regarded as essential parts of the process of emotional healing and reducing recidivism (Retzinger, 1996, cited in cited in Livingstone et al, 2013). Alternatively, Sherman’s defiance theory and Tyler’s theory of procedural justice suggest that a possible cause of recidivism is the offender’s perception that their punishment was ’unfair’. Accordingly, a perception of punishment as fair is more likely to result in desistance (Sherman, 1005 cited in Livingstone et al, 2013). Linked to this, the stigmatisation of offenders through conventional justice procedures is associated with experiences of shame, which can be counterproductive. By emphasising the disapproval of offending, rather than the offender per se, RJ may have a more positive impact on young people’s personal and social development, facilitating their reintegration into the community (Maruna, 2001). 
One of the most significant criticisms of RJ, however, is net-widening, in which those who commit very minor offence become more engaged in the CJS, compared to if they had received a warning (Mullan and O’ Mahoney, 2002; Austen and Krisberg, 1981). If we return to the notion of youth crime as ‘normal’, we need to question the role of the state in youth behaviour; rather than developing a greater number of early interventions, should the state intervene only in more serious cases? Triage, as explored in this paper, responded to exceptionally low level criminality in some cases. At the other end of the spectrum, some question the potential trivialisation of crime through RJ; although it could be argued that RJ takes crime more seriously than conventional practices by focusing on the harm caused by the offender’s actions and finding ways for offenders to make amends. Other critics have expressed doubt as to the potential effectiveness of a brief intervention, given the levels of disadvantage and exclusion (i.e. education) that many young offenders experience; with addressing such needs considered essential to desistance (Livingstone et al, 2013). Clearly, understanding recidivism and evaluating the impact of interventions aimed at reducing this will continue to be complex and contested topics within the CJS.  
 
The Triage Model 
Rigorous impact evaluations of RJ practices have been largely confined to a particular subset of interventions – Restorative Justice Conferences (RJC) (Angel et al, 2014; Sherman et al, 2014). Triage was developed as a new avenue for the early diversion of young people involved in low level criminality and identified as having a low risk of re-offending. Varying models of Triage have been developed, all of which seek to build upon the underlying principle of repairing ‘harm’ and reducing re-offending:
· Triage 1 is used where offences are graded as Gravity 1 or 2 and the young person admits the offence(s) in question. Here, a restorative justice intervention would be the most likely outcome unless other risk factors were identified.
· Triage 2 can be administered when the activity relates to Gravity 1, 2 or 3 offences, where the young person has a previous reprimand or final warning and admits to the offence. In this case, the disposal decision would be made jointly by police, CPS and YOT staff.
· Triage 3 responds to offenders where the offence is Gravity 4 or 5 (most serious), or regardless of gravity, the young person has denied the offence. In these cases, a restorative justice intervention is not applicable and a Criminal Justice disposal (reprimand, final warning or charge) will be instigated (LCJB, 2008). 
At the point of entry to the custody suite, young people are assessed for their suitability for Triage. This is based on information about the young people’s backgrounds (including offending history), the nature of the offences committed and the needs of the victim and community and is likely to be a joint decision between YOTs, the police and possibly the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS). If deemed eligible, the young person will be offered a Triage intervention. YOTs can operate RJ interventions based on Triage models 1, 2 or 3, tailored to local needs. This localised focus can determine not only the nature of the intervention. but also how and where it is delivered. The Triage 1 model which is the focus of this paper is delivered on YOT premises, but Triage can be delivered in alternative venues such as police stations or court premises. The recent Home Office evaluation (2012: 3) of Triage stated that ‘Triage schemes are based in police stations and aim to identify the needs of young people as they enter the Youth Justice system’. The London Borough of Hackney, however, has further developed their model of Triage so that it has a greater focus towards the courts (KSA, 2013). At present, it could be argued that insufficient focus is being paid to the significance of the intervention’s location and the impact of this on types and levels of success. 
 
The Research Study


Triage 1 was implemented by the case study YOT in January 2010 as a pilot scheme. The scheme is utilised with young people who were FTEs aged 10-17 years old at the time of committing the offence(s),  whose offence(s) had a gravity score of 1 or 2 and where the young person had admitted the offence(s) in question. Here, a RJ intervention would be the most likely outcome, unless other risk factors were identified. The young person would be given the opportunity when in custody, by the custody sergeant, to undertake Triage; working on the principle that they could play an active role in choosing whether or not to accept it. If they accepted to engage in Triage, they would then be given a date and time to attend their local YOT office for a one-hour appointment with a YOT worker. During the session, the young person would be required to discuss the offending behaviour that culminated in their referral for Triage, complete a ‘restorative’ workbook relevant to their offence (follow-up support would also been given, where necessary) and write a restorative letter of apology to the victim, which YOT and the police share with them. The Triage model discussed in this paper, therefore, only partially meets the definition of RJ, as communication between the young people and the victim is one-way; the young people do not receive feedback from the victims in response to their letters. 
The study upon which this paper is based aimed to assess the extent to which the Triage scheme developed by the YOT was successful in reducing re-offending and to identify recommendations to guide its future development. The research carried out was based on the principles of an appreciative study and involved a number of distinct stages. The first stage was primarily based around the collection and analysis of two sets of quantitative data from the YOT and local police. The first related to the demographics, offence data and re-offending behaviour (frequency and gravity) of all young people who had received a Triage intervention (during the period January 2010-11) and reprimand, community resolution or final warning (during the period January-December 2010). The research team used the data to explore similarities and differences across categories of young offenders, re-offending rates and types of intervention. The second set of data related to the costs associated with the delivery of the different types of intervention and the associated costs of reduced re-offending. This data was used to produce a cost-benefit analysis of Triage.
 The second stage of the research process involved semi-structured interviews with 13 young people who had completed Triage and 16 young people who had received a reprimand or final warning (these young people were used as a control group). All interviews took place on YOT premises, immediately after the young people had completed their intervention; an appropriate adult was present throughout the interview (and in some cases, contributed to the discussion) and informed consent was acquired from the young people and/or appropriate adults. Interviews were undertaken on a voluntary basis. A series of semi-structured interviews were also undertaken with key stakeholders who had a role in developing and/or delivering interventions for young offenders, including: one YOT manager, six YOT caseworkers, two police officers based at YOT and five custody sergeants operating across the city. It was envisaged that by using a combination of methods, the research team would be able to evaluate the success and value of Triage in a more holistic manner.
Research Findings 
In the period January 2010-11, 190 young people received a Triage intervention, with a gender split of almost two-thirds male and one-third female; 68% (129) were male and 32% (61) were female. The main offence categories resulting in Triage included: theft and handling stolen goods (30%); public order (26%); criminal damage (15%); and violence against the person (15%). For all young people, this offence was the first which had brought them into contact with the police (although this does not necessarily equate to their first criminal act). Both the quantitative and qualitative evidence suggested that Triage is highly effective in terms of reducing youth crime through the early identification of risk and swift and effective criminal justice responses to youth crime. The re-offending rate for Triage performed by this YOT stood at 8.9% for the period January 2010-11, which was significantly lower than for reprimands which stood at 29.5% for the period January-December 2009. While the background and offence type may not be exactly comparable, and gaining a suitable baseline is notoriously difficult, there were significant similarities. The time period prior to the introduction of Triage was chosen as a comparator as the alternative would have been a reprimand. The focus of investigation, however, was the extent to which the low re-offending rate for Triage was an accurate reflection of the impact of the intervention on low level youth crime.
In most cases, the young people interviewed who had completed Triage felt that it had been a valuable experience. They expressed remorse for their offences (having reflected upon the impact of this on the victim) and reported that they did not intend to re-offend in the future. Young people cited learning about the impact of a criminal record on future life chances, as well as the impacts of their offences on the victims, as central to this. There was strong consensus amongst YOT stakeholders that Triage is an effective measure for tackling youth offending.One stakeholder, for example, commented, ‘it’s definitely been successful...it can’t be denied from the figures we’ve got’. The effectiveness of Triage as an intervention here was attributed to both the nature of the intervention and the way in which it is delivered; that the intervention’s focus on RJ encourages young people to reflect upon the impacts of their actions and that Triage is delivered away from the police station, in a supportive environment and within 48 hours of the offence being committed (whilst the incident is still fresh in the young person’s mind). The importance of these factors was confirmed by discussions with young people who had received a reprimand or final warning. In practice, almost 50% of young people in this group reported that they had committed the offence(s) in question at least one month prior to their intervention and so, were often unable to remember the details surrounding the offence(s) and reflect fully upon the likely impact of this on the victim(s). 
YOT caseworkers believed that young people are generally very engaged with the Triage process, due in part to the fact that it is the first contact which they have had with the CJS, reporting ‘you have a captive audience....it’s the first time they have come into contact with us and they just like to complete it and get it over and done with’. Indeed, all young offenders interviewed suggested that their first experience with the CJS was the most significant in terms of impact. Young people completing Triage described their experiences of police custody as daunting and talked of feeling ‘scared’, with one reporting, ‘it was ok at the time but I couldn’t go through it again’. In comparison, young people completing reprimands or final warnings with a history of offending reported feeling ‘fine’ whilst in custody. 
The parent perspective offered another dynamic. The parents/guardians of the young people completing Triage must attend the YOT appointment. YOT caseworkers reported that parents are generally engaged with the process and in many cases, appreciate that no further action is being taken against their child. When asked the extent to which they felt Triage was an appropriate response to their child’s behaviour, parental responses included: ‘it’s a good idea, better than going to court as it makes people think about what they’ve done’ and ‘it seems like a good idea, nip it in the bud now and hopefully he won’t go up that ladder’. One parent/guardian, however, felt that Triage was a disproportionate response to their child’s actions, saying ‘it’s a completely over the top response when you know that every other kid out there is smoking a bit of dope and getting away with it...he was just stupid enough to get caught’. This raises concerns about the effectiveness of Triage if the RJ message is not supported by wider networks, such as family members but this may be a result of the low-gravity nature of the offences that triage is responding too.
Despite the very positive overall picture of Triage, several issues emerged during the course of the research in the context of assessing its effectiveness. Broadly speaking, police stakeholders were less convinced about the value of Triage. When asked about its likely impact on young people, comments included: ‘It must work for a few...but those few may also benefit from the PC just taking them home to their parents’, ‘some will be receptive to it but probably a minority’ and ‘it will have a positive impact for some...maybe 10%’. Police stakeholders generally perceived Triage to be a weaker form of community resolution and reprimand and therefore concluded that it would have a lesser impact on young offenders. There was typically a feeling that a more punitive sanction would have greater impact and that Triage limited the discretion of the police when dealing with young offenders: 
There’s been times when I’ve put people forward for Triage and I’ve thought, ‘I don’t like that I’m giving you this option before you even jump onto the reprimands or final warning stage’ but that’s the process as I understand it, they have to have that opportunity. 
These feelings may, in part, stem from the police’s lack of involvement in Triage beyond the custody suite. Indeed, most reported being unclear about the rationale behind the development of Triage and unaware of the restorative nature of the intervention. When asked about their understanding of the process, responses included: ‘I haven’t a clue’, ‘I don’t know the technicalities of it’ and ‘Do they meet the victim?’. Police also reported being unclear about the eligibility criteria for Triage; and that they often required support from police officers based at YOT regarding the appropriate action to take against a young person. One admitted, ‘I have to look it up every time and I still get it wrong. I quite often get emails from them saying ‘why you are doing that?’. These were worrying comments in that the police essentially act as gatekeepers to Triage, much of the work within the youth justice arena is built upon the principles of multi-agency working and approximately 500 police officers from the locality were offered training on Triage prior to its introduction. Similarly, a Home Office (2012: 3) report stated that in order to further embed Triage within the CJS, additional work could be undertaken with the police to allow them to fully understand its role as a credible intervention: 
 
Providing the police with regular feedback about the progress of young people engaged in Triage may increase police cooperation. In addition, publicising data, such as low re-offending rates among young people who have been through the Triage schemes will help police officers see its value .     
 
Processes within the custody suites did not appear to enact local or national Standard Operating Procedures (LCJB, 2008; Case study YOT, 2009), which stipulate that the Triage process should be explained to the young people by a police officer whilst they are in custody and given a leaflet about Triage to take home; sources of information which the young people should then use to decide whether or not to accept the intervention. Not fulfilling these procedures was felt to undermine young people’s engagement with the process and its subsequent impact. Indeed, a number of young people suggested that they had completed Triage to avoid further engagement with the police, rather than because they valued the opportunity which they were being offered, while the young people interviewed who had received reprimands and final warnings suggested that they would have preferred Triage because it would not show up on their criminal records. One stakeholder commented that ‘Triage is about reflection, ownership and responsibility and rehabilitation....it is not about punishment’. However, to take ownership and reflect requires young people to both understand and engage with the process.
For Triage Model 1, there is no requirement for a joint assessment (made by both YOT caseworkers and the Police) of young people’s needs when taken into custody. Both YOT and police stakeholders who were interviewed raised concerns about a lack of information sharing between the agencies. Furthermore, some YOT stakeholders actively involved in the delivery of Triage reported being unaware, when a young person attends an intervention, of whether or not they are known to other agencies, whether they have any problems at home or whether they are attending school, for example. Stakeholders reported that they have access to the software package ‘Total View’, but that the database is limited in terms of the information which is available to them and often this information is of little real value in terms of supporting the Triage process. 
The research also identified shortcomings in the young people’s ability to complete the workbooks and produce a letter of apology at YOT appointments. Limited literacy skills and wider learning difficulties, in some cases, meant that YOT caseworkers were required to offer a greater level of assistance with this, which raises questions about the extent to which the sentiments expressed in the young people’s workbooks and letters are in fact those of the young person. The poor quality of some of the restorative letters meant that it was not appropriate for them to be sent to victims. Through adopting the principles of restorative justice within Triage, FTEs were clearly encouraged to consider the impact of their offense on their victims and the wider community. However, a number of young people expressed difficulties contextualising what constituted ‘the victim’ in relation to their crime. One young person who had engaged in Triage discussed his difficulty in saying sorry to the ‘community’ for his actions, asking ‘who are they, I don’t know them?’. In this context, the symbolic nature and impact of Triage could be being diluted in the sense that, while the young person may recognise that their actions could have a long-term detrimental impact upon their social and economic status, the extent to which they could repair the social and economic harm caused to others, and meet the philosophy of a restorative intervention, was limited. But Shapland et al (2006: 527) note: 
Apologies are one of the most common features of restorative justice communication (Braithwaite,1999)….they may jump eagerly at the opportunity to write a letter of apology in addition or emphasize their apology by turning to what they are doing to stop offending, or, more rarely, offering reparation.
While the young people in our sample where very willing to write a letter of apology, engaging the victims in this process was difficult. However, it did encourage the young people to reflect upon their actions and where a direct victim could not be identified or wasn’t willing to be involved in the process (more often because the offence was seen as too trivial), the YOT worker took the role of the victim. 

As discussed above, other key issues which were highlighted as a result of producing a letter of apology were the often significant literacy issues. ‘Signposting’ young people to additional services was not a formal part of the Triage process and less than 10% of young people who received Triage during the period January 2010-11 received a referral. There was a lack of desire by many of the young people interviewed to engage with other agencies and services and the majority did not perceive their offending behaviour to be linked to wider criminogenic needs. They generally attributed their offending behaviour to ‘spur of the moment’ acts or peer pressure. Yet, caseworkers and the research team identified that almost one third of the young people involved in the research process may have benefitted from additional support. One YOT stakeholder conceded: 
 
I don’t think we deal with the young people’s needs well enough, such as substance misuse, accommodation...support is available at the lower end of the scale but its motivating the young people to access the services...there’s no conditionality attached to each stage of the system. 
 
A number of the parents and guardians interviewed also expressed concern that their child had not been allocated additional support. One parent in particular, whose son had severe anger management issues, said, ‘he definitely needs more work but I’ve have no idea what’. The importance of addressing wider needs, in addition to the delivery of restorative or conventional justice interventions, has been previously highlighted in the literature (Livingstone et al, 2013). Furthermore, there is no process of case management in operation for young people who complete Triage. The issue of on-going case management post-Triage was particularly raised in the context of young people who suspected they would go on to re-offend and declined signposting. Looking at the time lapse between receiving Triage and any re-offending that came to the CJS’s attention, the critical period can be identified as the first six months following the intervention. Of 19 young people who went on to re-offend, six did so within 3 months, nine within 3-6 months, one within 6-9 months and three 9-12 months later. Stakeholders agreed, ‘it shouldn’t be a case of “do you want to come to an appointment”, it should be “this is part of your intervention, you have to come”...especially around drugs and alcohol’. YOT caseworkers expressed a desire to be able to extend engagement with the young person beyond Triage, saying, ‘we should have more capacity to do parenting at the Triage and reprimand stage…If mum has other, younger children at home, we might be able to stop those children coming through the system’. Frances Done, Chair of the YJB, referring to the wider philosophy and use of Triage, stated: 
 
Triage prioritises the assessment of a young person and their offence, which means that the right levels of support are made available far earlier. This can include the use of restorative justice or prevention services, such as family support, which may reduce the chances of the young person moving further into the criminal justice system (Community Justice Panel, 2009). 
 
However, extending assessment processes could further embed young people in the CJS and wider support services; thus having the effect of net-strengthening, rather than diverting young people away from the system. 
The extent to which Triage has increased community confidence in the CJS through the greater involvement of victims and witnesses in RJ interventions also remains unclear; this is an under-developed area in the literature. The custody sergeants and police officers who deal with the victims reported that victims are generally of offences addressed through Triage are generally dissatisfied with the action taken, stating: ‘you try to explain the Triage process to victims...I explain that we have this system which tries to keep them out of the [CJS] and I think people aren’t very happy about it’. This may be attributed, in part, to police officers’ lack of understanding of the Triage process and the ways in which they subsequently explain it to victims. Nonetheless, one police stakeholder who is responsible for liaising with victims regarding the restorative letters of apology reported that those who choose to accept the letters tend to appreciate them; feeling that the letters give them a sense of ‘closure’ on the incident and help them to understand why the young people committed the offences. Figures reveal from our study however, that only 25% of victims choose to accept their letter of apology and that no feedback from the victim is given to the young people. Previous studies suggest that this is a vital part of the effectiveness of RJ practices.Furthermore, stakeholders suggested that awareness of Triage amongst the wider community is limited, while discussions with young people who had received a reprimand or final warning and their families, revealed that none of them had heard of Triage. The LCJB (2010) states that the introduction and use of Triage should go some way to enhance community and victim satisfaction; but in reality, many of the positive impacts are not being communicated further. Whitehead and Crawshaw (2013: 598) state that ‘rather than the state unleashing it’s retributive energies towards offenders, it makes good through a collective resolution to heal past mistakes positively influencing the future’.  While this appears to fall within the principles of RJ, in reality, it is yet to be realised. Greater consideration needs to be given to this.  
The most critical issue identified, however, was that contrary to initial beliefs held by key stakeholders, completing a Triage intervention appears as ‘No Further Action’ (NFA) on young people’s police records. The HMIC and HMCPS inspections (2011) stated that RJ practices should not be entered onto the Police National Computer (PNC), be disclosable in court or appear on an advanced and standard criminal records bureau (CRB) checks.
 In order for the philosophy and practice of RJ to remain central to Triage, the recording practices need to be revisited not only so that they are commensurate with national practices but also so that they do not impact on the young offender’s life course trajectory. All stakeholders raised concerns about Triage displaying as NFA on a CRB check and the extent to which this may undermine the philosophy of Triage. In fact, a number of police stakeholders reported preferring community resolutions and reprimands to Triage, for the very reason that they feel it has a lesser impact on young people’s opportunities for the future, as they do not appear on police record checks. YOT caseworkers reported being unaware that this would happen when Triage was first introduced and explained this to the young people in the first few months of operation. A number of young people had since returned to the YOT office, however, and reportedly been ‘very upset’ that the incidents had appeared on subsequent CRB checks needed for various employment opportunities.  In light of this, questions need to be asked about the appropriateness of Triage as an intervention for young people who have committed particularly minor offences and for offences committed by young people at the lower end of 10-17 years age bracket, those which could easily fit into the ‘normalised’ bracket and who, if this intervention was not in place, may not have come to the attention of the CJS beyond an initial contact with a police officer. One stakeholder in particular felt strongly that the age of criminal responsibility is too low and many of the youngest people who receive a Triage intervention do not have the capacity to understand what they have done, or the impact of a police record on their future life chances. They suggested raising the minimum age criteria of Triage to 12 years old, if Triage is to continue to appear as NFA on police records. Linked to this, due to the eligibility criteria of Triage being focused towards young offenders with a low gravity score (1-2) and who do not appear to have clear risk factors for re-offending, there is concern that  rather than being an intervention focused on keeping young people out of the CJS, the recording mechanism is in fact resulting in ‘net-widening’ (Austen and Krisberg, 1981). Conversing by removing the Triage engagement from the PNC the net-widening impact maybe limited and the true value of triage  become clearer.
Conclusion 
As Haines and O’Mahoney (2006) state, there has been much debate about the philosophy and practice of RJ and there is limited evaluative research as to its real impact on the offender and offending patterns (see also, Sherman et al, 2014). This study of Triage aimed to add to these debates and build upon the extant evidence base. A complete assessment of whether Triage could be viewed as effective would need to involve a longitudinal approach, which would necessitate revisiting the young people who undergo Triage across their life-course. This would allow a holistic evaluation of the extent to which the young people displayed desistance from criminal activity. However, the study suggests that the introduction and delivery of Triage within the locality has been a valuable development. YOT stakeholders, who are closest to the delivery of the intervention, are clearly supportive of Triage and the extent to which young people engage in the process should also be considered a measure of success; this is further supported by much lower recidivism rates (and costs of crime) for those who complete Triage, compared to those who complete other types of intervention. 
However, one question which remains is whether a lower recidivism rate is more a reflection of the nature of some of the young people completing the intervention and the low gravity of their offences, rather than the substance and process of the intervention itself. It could be argued that this Triage model may bring more young people into the CJS, who historically would not have had such formal involvement with the CJS. As discussed in the findings, the nature of some of the young people’s offences were exceptionally low in terms of risk of reoffending and seriousness of the offence, and some felt ‘scared’ and were very anxious during the Triage process. The recording of Triage on young people’s record could also have a lasting impact on their life-courses. To an extent, this is not a new debate. Academic researchers (see, for example, Haines, 2000; Walsh, 2003; Hughes and Follet, 2006) have argued that too many young people are unnecessarily entering the formal CJS when they commit criminal activity – often at the lower end of the gravity scale – resulting in a process of ‘defining deviance upwards’ (see also, Maruna’s (2001) ‘generativity’). There is considerable evidence to suggest that the majority of FTE to the CJS will desist from crime and will not go on to reoffend. The Youth Justice Statistics 2010/11 demonstrates this: ‘as expected, the rate of re-offending increases with the number of previous offences. Those with no previous offences had a reoffending rate of 19.9 per cent, compared to those with 25 of more previous offences who had a re-offending rate of 77.5 per cent’ (YJB/MOJ, 2013: 42). Thus, if the CJS is to continue with RJ interventions targeted at young people committing low level crimes, it is vital that it works to ensure that a greater and more sustained period of social exclusion through unintended outcomes of the process does not occur, particularly through the non-recording of the intervention on the PNC. The Youth Justice Statistics 2010/11 further suggests that it is only a small number of young people who cause the most serious harm in communities and that this is where the more formal interventions should be targeted. A greater understanding of the normalisation of youth crime would allow a focused ‘line’ approach to youth justice so that the volume of low level offenders are distanced from the often damaging effects of the CJS. 
The role of the victim in the Triage process also needs to be considered further. Unlike other RJ practices, such as RJC’s, victims do not play a central role in Triage; there is no direct contact between the victim and offenders, most victims do not receive the statements of apology written by the young people and even where they do, feedback is not given to the young people about the benefits of the process to the victims and their responses to the letters. Furthermore, many of the actions which brought the young people into the Triage process were perceived as ‘victimless’ by the young people (such as drinking alcohol in public places) and so, they had difficulty contextualising who would have been ‘harmed’ through the committing of their offences. In some cases, the young people being informed that they were harming themselves through their offending behaviour had the greatest emotional impact on the young people. To this end, it could be argued that Triage only partially meets the requirements of a RJ intervention and this could, potentially, be diluting its impact.  However, if we consider Shapland et al’s (2006) reflections on what constitute RJ:
 [RJ] is hence that the parties themselves consider and decide what should happen…We would argue, therefore, that…each RJ event is unique…is not a ready-made package of roles, actions and outcomes that can be plucked off the shelf, but has to be, often quite painfully, made from its basic ingredients by the particular participants who have been brought together as a result of the offence.
In this sense, it could be argued that whether or not Triage meets a specific definition is less relevant  than its effectiveness within the local context. The strengths of Triage are that it facilitates the bringing together of actors who have a role in reflecting upon the harm caused by the young person’s actions (even if this potential harm caused is to the young people themselves, rather than to specific victims) and it encourages young people to accept responsibility for the harm caused to the victims and themselves. It is a timely intervention and one which is delivered in a supportive environment. However, it is unclear whether the lack of direct victim involvement and feedback in the process would be incidental in the context of young people with a history of offending or who had engaged in higher gravity offences. This is a point for further exploration.  
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� A discussion of the cost-benefit analysis is beyond the scope of this paper.   


� Now known as Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) checks.
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