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Young offenders and family support services: 
an European perspective

Summary

Because o f  speciali/.ation within the system o f  child welfare services in Western Europe, the treatment o f  
young ojjenders and their families is increasingly being separated from the treatment o f  other troublesome 
young pcople. The author links this condition to three main developments in modern society, which also 
affect the organisation and distribution of family support services. The first o f  these developments is man- 
agerialism. The author highlights jour kcy features leading to increased speciali/.ation o f  services: top- 
down planning, policy implementation, modern organizational structures and financial concerns. The 
second development is the increased emphasis on prevention in mainstrcam and project-based services. The 
third is that as mainstream child care services are increasingly being urged to encourage parental responsi- 
bility by providing non-controlling family support services, the same movemcnt increasingly sceks to pun- 
ish parental responsibility in the families of young offenders. These developments will increasingly lead to 
separate child welfare systems and a greater divergence in the treatment o f  children in need and children in 
trouble.

Introduction
There is a tendency, across Europe, to separate the treatment of young people in trouble from 
the treatment of young people in difficultv or (langer. Indeed, as spccialization has become an 
increasingly manifest trend in the organization and delivery of social welfare services general- 
ly, patterns of service provision have tended to develop in a fragmented and differentiated 
manner. Perhaps paradoxicallv, as services to particular cliënt groups have become increasing
ly specialized and distinct, cspecially in the professional context, there are some common 
developments and trends that are found to penetrate right across the social welfare field such 
that these various specialisms share a great deal in terms of organizational and administrative 
matters. The organizational, administrative and professional aspects of social welfare service 
provision overlap and interweave in complex ways such that a great deal of empirical variation 
emerges at the local level. In general terms, professional ideas and innovations are inserted
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into roughly similar organizational and administrativc processes but in the context of the local 
history, politics and culture of particular areas to produce differential patterns of service pro- 
vision.

It is not especially surprising to note that a country’s history, culture and political context 
have important implications for the precise nature of the policies and practices adopted in that 
country. These empirical differences can be verv important, and can make the differcnce, for 
example, betwcen a custodial or institutional sentence on the one hand or a communitv sen- 
tence on the other. It is because of these dilferences that overvicws, at a European level, are 
fraught with difficulty (Schüler-Springorum 1996); the more one attempts to explore these 
empirical differcnces in detail, the greater significancc these differenccs seem to assume. On 
the other hand, il one attempts to produce an empiricallv-based overview the important dif- 
ferences are olten masked over and commentaries hecome too general and superficial to be of 
practical value, or riddled with caveats and exclusions. The empirical approach, it seems, is 
unlikely to hear fruit.

The challenge of producing a meaningful European overview of selected social welfare 
developments which does not diminish the significancc of local factors, is therefore consider- 
able. One possible, and plausible, route is to attempt to sketch out the kev analvtical dimen- 
sions of modern developments in the context of a particular empirical trend or theme. One 
such common theme w'as identified by the President of the V1*1 EUSARE Congress, I)r 
Matthew Colton, in his invitation to the Congress, stating:

Recent years have witnessed a major changc in child welfare theory, policy and practice throughout 
Western Europe and Sorth America, fhere has heen a shift away from removing childrcn from their 
families with j a r  greater emphasis placed on helping families to remain intact. Ihere has been a sig
nificant decline in residential care, and what remains of this sector is increasingly used to offer short- 
term, respitc, care with the clear purpose of helping families stay together.

The main aim of this paper, therefore, is to locate young offenders and their families within 
this recent major change in the orientation of child welfare services on a European level. It is 
contended that the place of voung offenders within hroader child care services can be undcr- 
stood in terms of a number of common developments which, whilst having a differential 
impact in different countries, are more widely reflected in the recent history, culture, politics 
and practices of many countries across Western Europe and bevond.

Juvenile offenders, I will go on to argue, have a verv distinct place within these recent 
developments that defies a simple over-arehing explanation in terms of a coherent philosophv or 
approach. Thus we cannot necessarilv directlv link services for offenders with hroader child care 
services under a ‘family support services’ heading, but factors which have shaped the develop- 
ment of, for example, family support services have important implications for our understanding 
of services to offenders. In general terms, therefore, services to voung offenders and their fami
lies, and the links with hroader child care policies and practices, can uselullv be understood in 

terms of three main developments: i) managerialism, ii) mainstream and project-based services: 
the prevention nexus, and iii) approaches to the family and parental responsibilitv.
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Managerialism

The first oi these dcvelopments, managerialism, may seem remote trom the philosophv and 
practices ot child care, hut it is the one with the most widespread and tar-reaching implications 
for the provision ot'public services (Farnham & Horton 1993, Mascarenhas 1993, Peters 1986, 
Prior 1993). A thorough-going exposition of managerialism ' ’ is bevond the scope of this 
paper, hut reterence to some ot its key teatures is essential. For present purposes, four key fea
tures ot managerialism will bc highlighted.
1 Top-down planning.
2 Policv implementation.
3 Modern organizational structures.
4  Financial concerns.

Firstly, we should note that managerialism is dominated by a top-down approach to planning 
(Haines, Bottoms & O ’Mahony 1996). In a managerialist model, services do not develop 
organicallv from a detailed knowledge of a local area, its people and their needs (Haines 1996). 
In tact, quite the reverse is the case. Within managerialism, strategie service planning is verv 
much a central process, reflected in the relationship between different layers of the ‘State’ 
(Humphrey, Carter & Pease 1993, Henkel 1991, Jackson 1985).

Thus, on a European level, we have Europe-wide planning by the European Parliament, 
which sets a policv framework within which member States must operate (Archer 1990). Si- 
milarly, at the national level, governments increasinglv set strategie policies within which local 
state agencies must work (supposedlv within the broader European framework, although there 
are some noted tensions in this respect). And within these local agencies themselves, the most 
senior managers set strategie policies for service dclivery staff in line with the policv objectiefs 
ol government (see for example, Association of Directors of Social Services et al 1995, HM 
Inspectorate of Probation 1994, Home Office 1995, Howe 1979, 1986&  1991, Jackson 1985, 
Robbins 1990, Statham & Whitehead 1990).

There are, of coursc, complex relationships between these three levels and an increasing 
level ot detail as one gets nearer to the point of service dclivery, but the top-down nature of 
this strategie planning process is one of the major defining features of managerialism and of the 
modern age.

The emphasis on strategie policv setting, often accompanied by procedures which detail 
h«w such policies should bc implemcntcd in actual dccision-making, leads to the second major 
leature ol managerialism I wish to highlight, i.e. that policy implementation is a major feature 
of the roles of managers and service providers (Haines 1996, Howe 1991). It is rare, in the 
modern world, to find managers or service providers with the operational freedom to develop 
or determine themselves what services they will provide. Managers, more typicallv, have a 
responsibilitv to ensurc that spccific services are delivered in line with policv goals set hv oth- 
ers above them. The processes ot policy implementation comprise a major role of modern 

managers, processes which include that ol inspection or monitoring (both within individual 
agencies and by higher levels of government) to check that policies and procedures are adhered 
to by low er level stal! in the course of their dailv service provision activities.
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There are some important organizational correlates ot' managerialism at the local level, most 
notablv a distinctive pattern of organizational re-structuring in line with a senior management 
world-vicw (Berger, Berger & Kellner 1974, Haines et al 1996). Thus modern organizations 
have typically moved away from generic structures of team organization towards a much more 
specialized model of service dclivery wherc teams are constructcd with the specific purpose of 
delivering those services which are contained and defined in strategie policy documcnts (Pollitt 
1993). Thus, for example, we now rarely find teams established to deliver services to both 
adults and children. More typically we not only find teams set up to deliver children’s services, 
hut we find a number of separate teams that have been created to deliver particular children’s 
services like family support, child protection, juvenile justice etc.

Modern public sector organizations, therefore, have comc to be re-structured into highly 
specialist teams that tend to conform to the categories of services or clicnts as they are detined 
in the strategie policies set by senior managers (acting, of course, within the policy bounds set 

by those in government).
The final kev characteristic of a managerialist approach I wish to highlight is its central 

concern with financial control (Grav & Jenkins 1986, Humphrey & Scrapens 1992). Indeed, a 
kev feature of modern nation States is a genera! concern with reducing public expenditure and 
a more specific concern with ensuring that the money that is spent is spent in line with go
vernment policy ohjectives (Cmnd. 8293 1981, HCC S88 1986/7, Hoggctt & Hambleton 
1990). Managerialism, therefore, is intimately bound up with increasing financial control 
(often in the context of redueed overall budgets), as governments seek to ensure only those 
limited services defined in strategie policy are delivercd in the most efficiënt and economical 
vvav possiblc (Haines 1995, Peters 1986).

What pattern of services, then, does modern managerialism tend to give rise to? To 
answer this question we need to look at what I have callcd mainstream and project-based ser

vices: the prevention nexus.

Mainstream and project-based services: the prevention nexus
The mid- to late-1990s has seen a resurgence of interest in prevention. A term that had large- 
lv disappeared from the lexicon of social welfare has now almost achieved pride of place; thus, 
public policy is significantly tramed in terms ot prevention ot abuse, crime prevention, pre
vention of re-offending, drugs prevention, prevention ot illness, prevention of family break

down etc.
The notion of prevention is intimatelv linked to the processes ot modern managerialism 

outlined prcviously (see also Giddens 1990). In short, managerialism is esscntially future-ori- 
ented, i.e. it is about the future achievement of existing policv goals (and often, see above, 
about meeting financial targets in respect of the services to be delivered in line with these poli
cies). That prevention has an obvious future orientation that is largely mcasurable (i.e. a tailure 
to prevent something quite specific happening in the luture is usually quite clear), and links the 
language and practices of prevention quite neatlv with the processes ot managerialism. But the 
links between prevention and managerialism penetrate much more decply into the nature and
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pattern of prcvcntative services. It may be helpful, at this stage, to give an example of the ge- 
neral sorts of developments in this area.

In England & Wales, in the 1970s, mainstream social welfare services wcre generally pro- 
vided through generic structures of service delivery. Teams of social workers were organized 
to be close to the communities they servcd, and to provide those communities with a wide 
range of services - largely in response to the expresscd needs of these communities. As we 
moved into the 1980s, however, these gencrically organized teams began to separate out into 
a numbcr of discrete specialisms. New team structures were devcloped to provide specialist 
services to specifïc cliënt groups - largely vvithin the policy agenda set by government and a re- 
articulated professional philosophy couched in preventive terms. And, quite naturally, these 
specialist teams increasingly grew to define their role in terms of the internal imperatives of 
their own area of work (Haines 1996).

All of this, of course, was taking place in the context of a growing public sector manageri- 
alism. Governments, at this time, were generally reducing public sector expenditure such that 
these emerging specialist teams found themselves operating with reduced budgets and in the 
context of government-set strategie policies for each of these separate services. These twin 
processes, feeding off each-other, led generally to the narrowing of services and the enhance- 
ment of specialist modes of organization.

A by-product of these developments, of course, was the opening up of gaps in service pro- 
vision between these mainstream specialisms. As these gaps have been exposed and as their 
implications have become more keenly feit, governments have moved to ameliorate the conse- 
quences of these developments.

The manner in which these gaps have been addressed, however, has been quite specifïc. 
For the most part mainstream services have been left untouched: if anything there has been an 
accentuation of previous trends, i.e. reducing budgets and increasingly specifïc government 
policy on these different areas of service provision. The mechanism typically employed to 
plug these gaps has been what we might call ‘initiatives’ . Under an initiatives approach, gov- 
emment provides a cash limited budget and it defines projects of a particular type which are 
eligible to receive funding. Applications under these initiatives are then invited.

Projects which have been successful in gaining funding, therefore, spring up in various 
places. Funding for these projects, however, tends to be short-term and their continued exis- 
tence is never guaranteed. It is also important to note that the distribution of these projects is 
very fragmented and differentiated; projects in the same general area of service provision tend 
to be different from each other and there is a massive geographical unevenness in the provision 
of services. But there may be a very wide range of different projects in operation across any 
given country.

It is absolutely essential, however, to have some understanding of the general nature of 
these projects in the child welfare field. Whereas policies for mainstream services tend to be 
targeted primarily at ‘individuals’ , the policies and the projects which fall under the general 
heading of initiatives tend to be targeted at ‘problems’ . Thus mainstream services which are 

the subject of national policies tend to be targeted at offenders (including prevention of offend- 
ing) and children in need or danger (prevention of family breakdown etc). Project-based ini-
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tiatives, on the other hand, are more frequently targeted at such things as crime prevention, 
general prevention, children ‘at risk’ in particular ncighbourhoods, family centres etc. The 
general pattern of services these developments have tended to give rise to is shovvn in the fol- 

lowing figure:

The general pattern of mainstream and initiative-based service provision

The individual focus of mainstream social welfare services is to be further contrasted with the 
distinctlv bounded geographical focus of initiative projects. In theory, therefore, it does not 
matter where one lives in the country: people should receive the same type and amount of 
mainstream services in all regions. However, geographical location is a key feature in the avail- 

abilitv of initiative-based project services.

The overall organization and distribution of child welfare services and the place of young 
offenders within these services is shown in the following figure:

The distribution and provision of children’s services

M a i n s t r e a m  s e r v i c e s I n i t i a t i v e  p r o j e c t s

Offenders Little connection betvvecn offender services General provision aimed at problems

t and other children’s services and not individuals

T
Children Each seperate service provided in the D ifferent services available

same manner country-wide depending on location
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What then of the actual nature of the services provided under these broad headings? In genera], 
as notcd above, initiative projects are not established or organized to provide services to indi- 
viduals. Administratively, these sorts of projects provide a service to a population living in a 
limited geographical area (likc a neighbourhood). The characteristics that define mainstream 
provision - formal intervention, the keeping of case records etc. - do not feature in initiative 
projects. They are, in general terms, open to all on a non-stigmatizing basis. The disparate 
range of provision that falls vvithin this category, however, is bevond empirical description in a 
short paper and for present purposes I shall concentrate on looking at the philosophv of service 
provision vvithin mainstream services.

Young offenders and family support services: approaches to the 
family and parental responsibility
One of the major themes of the V^1 EUSARF congrcss 1996 concerns the general way in which 
the philosophv ol the provision of mainstream services to children has shifted away from pro- 
tecting children through intervention into the family predicated on putting the interests of the 
child lirst and exercising a dcgree of control over parents’ behaviour, towards an approach 
which puts the family first and aims to provide services which support families in a more posi
tivo (and less controlling) sense (sce, for example, Colton et al 1994).

This changc in philosophv has little to do with a general improvement in the position of 
children in society or a general reduction in the harm done to children; nor does it appcar to 
have much to do with any general change in the behaviour of parents. On the other hand, it has 
been argued that the shift towards family support services is intimatelv linked to changing 
notions about the role of the ‘State’ (Eekelaar 1991, Stewart 1995).

Supporting parents is a much more politically acceptable notion to right-wing govern- 
ments, committed to rolling back the frontiers of the State, than strategies which aim to con
trol parents. An interventionist State tramples on parental responsibilities in ways which have 
become increasingly politically unacceptable. The minimalist State seeks to replace spheres of 
public and State activity by private and family activity: following this line of thinking, parental 
responsibility is, thereforc, a good thing which States should seek to encouragc.

Parental responsibility is a cornerstone of the 1989 Children Act; an Act which is held up 
as an example of the shift in philosophv towards family support services. The centralitv of 
parental responsibility vvithin the Children Act locates responsibility for child rearing dircctly 
with parents and not the State, but the role of the State in encouraging this parental responsi
bility has taken a vcry spccific form. The provision of family support services is quite deliberate 
and must be set against the belief that a reduction in the extent of State control, and even 
supervision, of parents will encouragc them to behave more responsibly towards their chil
dren. The principle underpinning the philosophv and practice of family support services, 
therelore, is that minimum formal controlling State intervention leads dircctly to maximum 
parental responsibility (Eekelaar 1991). So generallv, regarding the population as a whole, the 
less one does the better; but where intervention is necessary, support to parents (i.c. inter
vention which encourages parental responsibility, and not attempts at increasing state control 
of parents) is the preferred option.
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When we turn to young offcnders and the parents of young offcnders, howcver, we find somc 
important differences in approach. The government that dcvcloped the 1989 Children Act, at 
the same time was in the process of creating a new youth court for young offcnders under a 
separate picce of criminal justicc legislation. It is not surprising, therefore, to find the notion of 
parental responsibility assuming an equally important place in contemporarv criminal juvenile 
justice. The approach to parental responsibility in these two simultaneous legislativc processes 
was, however, quite distinct.

Contrarv to the principle that minimum State intervention leads to maximum parental 
responsibility, criminal justice legislation was predicated on the basis that responsible parental 
behaviour could onlv be promoted by punishing the parents of children in trouble (l)rakeford 
1996, Edwards 1992); and a variety of measures were put in place in the 1991 CJA to punish 
and/or force parents to act more responsibly (requiring parents to attend court, making pa
rents responsible for paying fines). The most significant of these new measures was the duty 
placed on courts to bind over parents of children under 16 so as to ‘take proper care and exer- 
cise proper control over the child’ s.S8(2)(b) CJA 1991. Unreasonable refusal to be bound 
over can result in a fine of up to 11000.

Thus, in general terms, while in mainstream child care there has been a move away from 
interventionist strategies towards an approach which encourages parental responsibility 
through the provision of non-controlling family support services, there has been a simultane
ous move to punish parental responsibility into the heads of parents of young otfenders.

A p p roach ed  to p aren tal resp on sib ility
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There is an important qualification that we must add to this general characterization, to the 
extent that support vs punishmcnt does not fully account for the differences in approach to 
parental responsibility and the approach towards offendcr-based services. It is rarely the case 
that parents of First offenders or parents of children who have committed onlv minor offences 
are met with the full force of the punitive criminal justice system. We can identify, in most Sys
tems, what we may call a ‘zone of tolerance’ , whereby criminal behaviour bv children is more 
tolerated and where parents may receive a more supportive and helpful service.

Thus, in England & Wales there is extensive practice of cautioning young offenders 
(Davies et al 1989, Evans & Wilkinson 1990, Evans 1991), a form of formal warning rather 
than criminal prosecution, which may be accompanied by voluntary assistance to parents; and 
Scotland has its Children’s Panel system (Asquith 1983, Kelly 1995).

These zones of tolerance vary greatly in their scope, and they tend to be fairly mallcablc 
and subject to changes in political opinion. Nevertheless, they are significant features of most 
modern juvenile criminal justice systems. Within these zones of tolerance there is a greater 
degree of congruence between the approach towards children and their parents in mainstream 
child care and criminal justice services, although the provision of services to these children and 
their families may be undertaken by different groups of specialist staff. It is important to note, 
however, that these zones of tolerance have an upper threshold which, when crossed, leads 
into verv different approaches and patterns of service provision.

Conclusion and discussion
Overall, therefore, it is possible to sketch out a map which, by way of a general guide, provides 
a way ol understanding the philosophy and distribution of family support services, and the 
manner in which services to juvenile offenders fits, or otherwise, within this general pattern 
(see the Figure at the next page).
The overall organization and distribution of family support/offender services has been heavily 
shaped by the dynamics of modern managerialism. The main features of this organization and 
distribution are: i) a separation between categories of ‘clients’ in line with the policy arcas of 
government, ii) separate structures for the provision of services to these cliënt groups, iii) an 
increasing specialization within structures of service deliverv and increasinglv narrowlv 
detined service delivery objectives, iv) the plugging of gaps in mainstream provision with pro- 
ject-based services targeted at geographical areas or groups within the population.

Managerialism has not only shaped the overall organization and distribution of public wel
fare services; it has significantly altered the dynamics of direct service provision. Thus, in the 
modern era services are provided in line with policies, where policy setting is an increasinglv 
centralized activity. General strategie policy setting is a function of the highest levels of the 
state (including policy setting at a European level); matched bv local agencv policies, formu- 
lated by the most senior managers in local agencies, which it is the task of service providers to 
implement in their daily activities. Furthermore, managing policies into practice and imple- 
menting policy has bccome a much more prescribed activity as the processes and procedures 
which staff must follow are incrcasingly laid down by government and senior managers.
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Young offend ers and d ifferen tia l g rad atio n s of serv ices

High tar iff offenders

Custodial/institutional
treatment

Minimal parental 
involvement

M id-rangc offenders Si^children in difficulty

Target Family support 
services (not offender)

Target offende r service

Punishing parents

Zone o f tolerance

Target Family support 
services (not offender)

services 

advising/helping 

offenders & parents

In itiative-hased projecis

General population 

Children & families 

Pre-delinquentes

Differential geographical 
provision / availabilitv

ot services

W e must, of coursc, graft on top of this an incrcasing government control of finance; mecha- 
nisms of budgetary control designed to ensure services are provided only to target groups, in 
line with strategie policy, in the most efficiënt and economical manner possible.

Whilst the empirical outcome of these developments varies between countries, the gc- 

neral outcome of these developments has widespread relevante. Service delivery to groups 
within the population has tended to fracture and differentiate in line with the categories of 
‘clients’ as defined in government policy, thus separating, inter alia, young people who have
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offended from young people in need or danger etc. The separation of these groups in terms of 
both policy and structures of service dclivery has allowed for greater differences to emerge in 
terms of the types of policies pursued in respect of these different groups (e.g. punishment for 
offenders, family support for children in need). Furthermore, as these devclopments have 
become increasingly embedded in separate systems, the nature or content of the policies 
directed at various cliënt groups has tended to be much less influenced by professional consi- 
derations, and has come to be increasingly shaped by the political policy imperatives of go- 
vernment and the way in which local agency managers have responded to central initiatives.
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Notes

1. The term managerialism is used here dcscriptively to refer to the distinctive set of mo
dern managerial strategies and tactics.

2. Although, in this respect it is essential to note the growth and importance attached to 
inter-agency working as a mechanism, iniated by government, to increase the efficiency an 
d cffectiveness of overall mainstream service delivery within economie restraints and a con 
text of shared agency objectivcs (Haines 1996).
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