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10 January 2024

Dear Chair,

Submission to Youth Justice Reform Select Committee’s inquiry into the Youth Justice

System in Queensland.

Thank you kindly for the opportunity to contribute to the call for submissions to inquiry established
by the Youth Justice Reform Select Committee in Queensland.

Local Time is a research collaboration that examines the design of youth justice detention facilities,
and the impact of a facility’s physical environment on safety, health, wellbeing and rehabilitative
outcomes for detained young people, as well as for their communities and staff. While by no means
the sole factor, the physical environment of a facility greatly impacts upon the procedures within a
youth justice detention environment, the relationships between staft and young people, and
ultimately a young person’s wellbeing and prospects of rehabilitation and community safety.

We trust that the committee will seek to understand ways to reduce the number of people involved
in the youth justice system and youth justice detention. Our submission seeks to highlight the
importance of what occurs within youth justice detention and our research addresses the following
aspects of the terms of reference:

e 2c.vi: detention and other consequences of offending;

e 2c.vii: the most suitable infrastructure used for custody, detention or residential components
necessary to reduce crime.

Current youth justice detention is doing more harm than good.

A period of incarceration interferes with factors generally thought to promote desistance from
offending including links with community, family ties, employment, education and housing. Many
young people released from juvenile justice detention, as a result, have poorer general health and are
ill-equipped to form stable interpersonal relationships, learn resilient coping strategies, avoid
antisocial peer influences and engage in training and education essential for economically
independent and law-abiding pathways. Juvenile justice detention is often referred to as doing more
harm than good and is considered a criminogenic risk factor in and of itself.

This finding deserves pause and reflection. As Matt describes in his recent Churchill Fellowship
report (See attachment 1, Dwyer 2023: page 4):

“Australia’s Youth Justice facilities are certainly broken, but they would be more accurately
described as backward. They are designed around outdated ideas that have been thoroughly
shown to be counterproductive and harmful, to justice-involved young people, to justice
staff, and to our broader society. They fail to provide a safe environment, evidenced by the
constant stream of reviews, inquiries, and royal commissions around the country, in addition
to the ongoing exposés of abuse and failure uncovered by reporters and journalists, and the
often scathing scrutiny of oversight bodies. Staftare getting hurt, children are getting hurt,
it costs an enormous amount of taxpayers’ money, all so that young people can come out
with worse chances than those they had going in. Moreover, there is no evidence to show
that these facilities do anything to reduce oftfending behaviour. Our youth justice facilities
don’t align with what we know helps young people to change their behaviour and their lives
for the better.”

The continuation of placing young people in prison-like facilities will continue to result in a lack of

rehabilitative outcomes, high costs and ongoing violence and harm towards both young people and

staff, as well as the community.




Evidence-based youth justice facilities.

Our research shows that evidence-based ‘best practice’ juvenile justice facilities are small-scale (8 —
20 beds), locally sited and integrated with the surrounding community, designed to promote
relational and differentiated security and comprise therapeutic design characteristics (see
attachments 1 and 2: Dwyer 2023; Dwyer and Oostermeijer 2023).

This type of facility is best positioned to facilitate effective and tailored responses that encourage
the development of positive social interactions, social support networks and commitment to positive
social and civic engagement. As outlined in our work, such facilities can minimize some of the
significant harms and negative impacts well-known to persist in the conventional forms of youth
Jjustice detention. It is worth pointing out that cherry-picking from these elements does not

constitute ‘evidence-based’. Our work clearly demonstrates that these elements are interrelated and
work together in order to facilitate better outcomes.

The jurisdictions investigated in our work have demonstrated that meaningful reforms can be
accomplished when major changes to facility design, location, staffing and culture are fully embraced
(e.g. the Netherlands, Spain, New York and Missouri). There is now substantial evidence available
on the positive impacts, as well as the key elements and the process of reform and implementation
for small-scale community integrated youth justice facilities. For example:

e The Missouri model from the USA has long been heralded as a leader in juvenile justice
reform. Since 1974 Missouri has been pioneering a positive approach to youth justice that
deemphasises large remote institutions in preference for community-based services and
small treatment facilities. The switch to smaller facilities (with an average of 20 beds) was
seen as a crucial factor in the implementation of this model. Young people placed in these
facilities rarely experienced mechanical restraints and isolation and very few assaults on
young people or staft were reported!. Compared to young people incarcerated in facilities in
other USA jurisdictions, young people placed in the Missouri facilities made greater
educational progress and experienced more successful transitions back to the community '2.

e In2012,New York City embarked on a comprehensive redesign of'its Juvenile Justice and
custodial system: The Close to Home Initiative (C2H). In addition to substantially
improving and broadening community-based alternatives to detention, the initiative effected
a paradigm shift to replace large institutional facilities with smaller programs, rich with
rehabilitative services and close to youth’s homes, as well as establishing comprehensive
support and aftercare for young people. Several reports have been published on the policy
transfer consideration, describing the key success factors and challenges policymakers and
practitioners should consider and providing a blueprint for similar reforms in other
Jurisdictions. Below we outline some of the key indicators of the positive impacts of the C2H
reformss:

- In the four years following the introduction of C2H in 2012, New York City saw a 37%
decline in the use of youth detention, compared to a 31% decrease in the rest of the state
without such reforms.

- Additionally, juvenile arrests in New York City decreased by 52%. For comparison, the
four years preceding C2H, juvenile arrests declined by 24%.

! Mendel, R. A. (2010). The Missouri Model: Reinventing the Practice of Rehabilitating Youthful Offenders. Available
from: https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/missouri-model-reinventing-practice-rehabilitating-youthful.

2 Huebner, B. M. (2013). The Missouri model: A critical state of knowledge. Reforming juvenile justice: A developmental
approach, 411-430.

3 Weissman, M., Ananthakrishnan, V. & Schiraldi, V. (2019) Moving beyond youth prisons: Lessons from New York City’s
implementation of Close to Home. Colombia University. Available from: https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/
doi/10.7916/d8-950a-hz15.



- Readmissions to C2H and violations of aftercare conditions have been limited. Of the
young people released from C2H placement between 2014 and 2016, 7.6% had their
aftercare revoked for violations of the terms of their release (e.g. a new arrest).

- Finally, 91% of C2H young people passed their academic classes, 82% transitioned from
C2H to parents, other family member or guardian and 91% of young people who
transitioned from C2H were enrolled with community-based programs.

e In the Netherlands, three small-scale community-integrated pilot facilities opened in 2016 as
part of a three-year trial. Subsequently, in 2019 the Dutch government decided to further
implement small-scale community-integrated facilities as a permanent part of the justice
system. Several small-scale facilities now offer a low security’ alternative for young people
who would otherwise be remanded or sentenced to a high-security form of detention. The
Dutch reforms and the three pilot facilities have been closely evaluated by a Dutch team of
academics (Full reports available in Dutch only+2). Results indicated wide system support
for the facilities among professional/industry stakeholders, as well as detained young people
and their families. Overall, it was concluded that these facilities provide justice-involved
young people with a valuable opportunity to be supported and get their lives ‘back on track’.
The impacts on children’s and young people’s involvement in youth justice system are not
yet known. However, it was shown that most young people were able to continue (70%)
and/or successfully start (37%) school or work activities. Young people were also able to
continue (78%) and/or start engaging (57%) with health care and youth support services.

These examples demonstrate the impacts of a practical commitment to the health, wellbeing and
positive development of their young people, which includes the built environment of youth justice
detention facilities. Importantly, this involves an ongoing practice of continuing improvement and
change, involving staff and management being reflective, flexible and maintaining an attitude of
mutual learning (see attachment 2: Dwyer 2023).

Relational security approaches.

Current youth justice facilities are often criticized for being over-reliant on restriction and coercion,
unstable and inherently dangerous. The research by Roests suggests that adolescents are
particularly sensitive to their immediate environment and that omnipresent restrictions and
authority amplify young people’s tendency to be rebellious or non-compliant. This aligns with
previous research indicating that a more open and positive climate in secure treatment settings is
directly associated with reductions in young people’s antisocial behaviour?.

Contemporary ‘best practice’ youth justice facilities are known to promote a strong focus on building
positive and constructive relationships between staff and young people (see attachments 1 and 2:
Dwyer 2023; Dwyer and Oostermeijer 2023).

This is often referred to as relational security which includes the following elements: constructive,
trusting and respectful relationships between staff and young people; stafts’ knowledge and detailed
understanding of young people in detention and how this informs their management and de-

*Souverein, F., Adriaanse, M., de Beus, S., van Wissen, N., Oostermeijer, S., van Domburgh, L., Popma, A., Mulder, E.
(2017). Tussenrapport: Monitor Proeftuinen Verkenning Invulling Vrijheidsbeneming Justitiéle Jeugd. Zutphen:
Academische Werkplaats Risicojeugd. Available from: https://www.eerstekamer.nl.

% Souverein, I., Adriaanse, M., de Beus, S., van Wissen, N., van den Burg, A., Steenbergen, P., de Hair, K., van Domburgh,
L., Popma, A., Mulder, E. (2018). Eindrapport Monitor Proeftuinen Verkenning Invulling Vrijheidsbeneming Justitiéle
Jeugd. Zutphen: Academische Werkplaats Risicojeugd. Available from: https://www.dji.nl/documenten/rapporten.

6 Roest, J. (2022). The therapeutic alliance in child and adolescent psychotherapy and residential youth care. The
University of Amsterdam. Retrieved from: https://dare.uva.nl/search?identifier=c576¢70e-167b-4de8-84e5-
2822a3857e37.

7 Eltink, E. M. A. (2020). Back to basic: Relations between residential group climate and juvenile antisocial behavior The
University of Amsterdam. Retrieved from: https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/46561096/Thesis.pdf.



escalation of incidents; staffing numbers and the time and space available for face-to-face contacts.
This concept of relational security is increasingly recognised as a vital part of establishing a safe and
secure youth justice detention environment. In fact, it has been recognised as being the most
effective security element in any custodial setting?®.

In previous work further, Dr. Oostermeijer and colleagues have listed several recommendations with
a view to addressing current issues seen in youth justice detention in Victoria, by optimising
conditions for relational security to be implemented, understood and practised consistently (See

attachment 3: Oostermeijer, Tongun & Johns 2022). While this research involves the Victorian
context, it should nevertheless illuminate implications for facilities in Queensland.

A key focus should be giving staft the time and space to communicate and engage in meaningful
conversations with young people and for staff to engage in activities with young people. The need
for time to be prioritised has implications for staff recruitment, training, retention, support and
management. The need for space to be prioritised has implications for the physical, environmental
and interior design of the facility. Although unit size and facility and unit lay-out are static
characteristics — the provision of calm and private spaces, communal areas, security differentiation
and access to green spaces should be a focus within current environments.

This work further indicates that stable, cohesive teams are essential, and staff need to feel valued and
supported as part of'a team. This may involve peer support within the team, as well as support from
management aligned with relational security approaches. Working in a youth justice setting that has
a particular emphasis on rehabilitation and ‘treatment’ of young people requires that staft'are able to
establish positive working relationships involving mutual trust and respect, be flexible and adaptive
to young people needs, and maintain professional boundaries. This aligns with staff qualities and
characteristics that have previously been identified as facilitating a working alliance between staft
and young people, including sincerity, honesty, empathy, respectfulness, giving confidence, showing
interest, self-disclosure, transparency, being flexible yet firm, giving accurate feedback, acting
consistently, being available and visible, spending time with young people, and being a positive role
model'o. These are the skills and attributes to be sought out, fostered, developed, and supported in
an ongoing way to promote and safe and secure youth justice setting with a strong focus on
relational security.

Please accept the following work (attachment 1,2,3) as part of our submission — which further
addresses the factors impacting upon youth justice detention as discussed above:

1) Dwyer, M. (2023). "What changes people is relationships': Designing youth justice facilities
that work. Melbourne: The Winston Churchill Memorial Trust. Available from:
https://www.churchilltrust.com.au/project/ to-document-the-architectural-design-of-a-
new-youth-custodial-model-that-can-address-current-challenges

2) Dwyer, M., Oostermeijer, S. (2023). A Model for the Design of Youth Custodial Facilities:
Key Characteristics to Promote Effective Treatment. In: Moran, D., Jewkes, Y., Blount-Hill,
KL, St. John, V. (eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Prison Design. Palgrave Studies in
Prisons and Penology. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
11972-9_13

8 Oostermeijer, S., Tongun, P., & Johns, D. (2024). Relational security: Balancing care and control in a youth justice
detention setting in Australia. Children and Youth Services Review, 156, 107312.

9 Armytage, P., & Ogloft, J. (2017). Youth justice review and strategy: Meeting needs and reducing offending. Melbourne:
the Victorian Government. Retrieved from: https://www.justice.vic.gov.au/justice-system/ youth-justice/ youth-justice-
review- and-strategy-meeting-needs-and-reducing-offending.

10 Ibid 6.



3) Oostermeijer, Tongun & Johns (2022). Relational security within Victoria’s Youth Custodial

System: the establishment, strengthening & maintenance of relational security approaches.
The University of Melbourne: Melbourne.

Kind regards,

Dr. Sanne Oostermeijer
Centre for Mental Health and Community Wellbeing,
Melbourne School of Population and Global Health,

The Unaversity of Melbourne.

Matthew Dwyer,
Architectural designer &
Churchill Fellow 2020,

The Winston Churchill Memorial Trust.







































































































































































































































































































































340 M. Dwyer and S. Oostermeijer

beneficial for long-term wellbeing of both the child and society at large.
While youth justice systems are founded upon this idea of wellbeing,
without a clear characterisation of what this means for the design of a
youth custodial facility, it becomes difficult to evaluate and learn from
the designs of other jurisdictions and more likely that the mistakes of
past designs are repeated.

This chapter proposes a method for characterising youth custodial
facilities across jurisdictions, regimes, and cohorts, with the objective of
providing well evidenced and concrete guidance for the design of youth
custodial facilities.

A strong evidence-base demonstrates what works in rehabilitative
interventions for justice-involved young people. By establishing the
design implications which follow from this literature, a series of key char-
acteristics emerge that define a best-practice, theoretical design model for
a facility; small-scale, locally sited, and integrated with the surrounding
community, designed to promote relational and differentiated security,
and comprising therapeutic design characteristics. We then consider
these characteristics in operation by examining facilities in three well-
regarded European jurisdictions (Spain, Norway, the Netherlands). We
explore the extent to which, and how the key design characteristics
were operationalised in the different jurisdictions and discuss how they
impacted upon the ability to provide for the approaches identified as
important in the literature.

The model aims to make clear that certain design decisions (i.e., these
characteristics) affect the ability to provide treatment elements that are
known to be effective. It also aims to show how these characteristics are
related to one another. Further, the model provides a means by which
different precedent facilities can be seen to be similar (or dissimilar),
which provides a basis for further research.

‘What Works’ for Justice-Involved Young
People

There is a strong evidence-base to demonstrate what works in rehabil-
itative interventions for justice-involved young people. It is possible to
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interpret implications for the design of custodial facilities that will either
promote or impede these practices and approaches. In this way, a theo-
retical model can be defined: a best-possible design response for youth
custodial facilities based on the available scientific literature for effective
treatment. This model can then be used as a means of characterising a
facility within its specific context.

The model presented here is based upon offending-specific literature
and incorporates a social-ecology background. Using social-ecology as
a framework provides a structure to identify important youth develop-
mental supports that are applicable, not only to justice-involved young
people, but to young people generally. In this way, the model does not
consider the design of the facility in isolation, but rather within the
broader social, cultural, and political context in which it is located.
We begin by briefly outlining the theoretical background that under-
pins the model, including literature that discusses effective approaches
for addressing offending behaviours and literature that identifies health-
sustaining resources important for regaining, sustaining, or improving
wellbeing in young people.

Addressing Offending Behaviours

The prevailing focus of youth justice research and practices has been
on addressing offending behaviours directly and managing the associ-
ated risk of reoffending. Evidence from multiple, meta-analytical studies
show that interventions grounded in a therapeutic approach are most
successful, as opposed to solely punitive or deterrent techniques (e.g.,
sanction and supervision) which are ineffective in reducing recidivism,
with some of these approaches potentially increasing the risk of future
reoffending (e.g., youth boot camps) (Koehler et al., 2013; Lipsey &
Cullen, 2007; MacKenzie, 2016; Wartna et al., 2013). Specifically,
cognitive behavioural programs and ‘Risk-Need-Responsivity appro-
priate’ interventions have been shown to produce the strongest effects
in reducing reoffending in youth (Koehler et al., 2013). Risk-Need-
Responsivity appropriate interventions refers to interventions that corre-
spond to the risk level of reoffending (i.e., risk), address dynamic risk
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factors or ‘criminogenic needs” (i.e., need), and match to the learning
styles and capabilities of the young person (i.e., responsivity).

In the last two decades there has been a movement towards more
strength-based approaches, leading to the consideration of protective
factors which moderate or buffer the adverse effects of dynamic risk
factors related to (re)offending behaviours (Lodewijks et al., 2009; Serin
et al., 2015; Vogel et al., 2011). Strong social support (i.e., receiving
support from at least one peer or adult in times of need and distress) and
a close relationship with at least one prosocial adult (i.e., attachment)
have been related to reduced offending in justice-involved young people
in various settings (pre-trial, detention and pre-release) (Lodewijks et al.,
2009). Other protective factors include strong commitment to school
or work, prosocial friends, and positive attitudes towards treatment and
authority (Lodewijks et al., 2009; Losel & Farrington, 2012).

Despite the shift towards the consideration and inclusion of protec-
tive factors involved in (re)offending behaviours, these approaches still
operate within a prevailing risk-based paradigm. They tend to be overly
focused on young people’s deficits and problems, resulting in an over-
simplified approach, which doesn’t recognise the historical, cultural, and
social context of a young person’s development (Johns et al., 2016;
Robinson, 2015). In doing so, they fail to recognise the context, inter-
actions, and relationships within which offending behaviours develop,
persist, and are perpetuated. Rather, effective youth justice work should
focus on building a trusting relationship over time, (re)building positive
social interactions, fostering a young person’s strengths and interests, and
ultimately developing a young person’s positive identity and sense of self
(Johns et al., 2016). This aligns with the obligation for youth justice
systems to focus on the wellbeing of the child.

In a custodial setting, the institutional climate is an important factor
in the treatment of justice-involved young people which can be under-
stood as the shared perceptions of the custodial environment (Souverein
etal., 2013; Van der Helm et al., 2014). In particular, a positive and ther-
apeutic climate provides support, facilitates personal growth, and allows
flexibility in the balance between care and control. Positive custodial
environments have been associated with higher treatment motivation,
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lower aggression, and victimisation, and fewer mental health symp-
toms experienced by young people in detention (Gongalves et al., 2016;
Kupchik & Snyder, 2009; Van der Helm et al., 2012, 2014). Overall, a
positive institutional climate is likely to help improve outcomes for incar-
cerated young people and lower the risk of reoffending (Auty & Liebling,
2020; Harding, 2014). Furthermore, in an institutional setting, staft’s
relationship with residents, and their knowledge and understanding of
individual residents, contributes to providing a safe and secure environ-
ment (i.e., relational security) (Tighe & Gudjonsson, 2012).

Social-Ecological Approach

Further building on the need to recognise the historical, cultural and
social context of a young person’s development, the youth justice system
may greatly benefit from adopting a social-ecological approach (Johns
et al., 2016; Robinson, 2015). Such an approach encompasses a focus
on the individual and also recognises the wider contexts, systems, inter-
actions, and relationships that play a significant role in the development
of the individual and their wellbeing. In doing so, it becomes evident
that a young person’s offending behaviour is deeply intertwined with
the relationships and interactions between their environment of family,
peers, school and community, as well as the broader societal, cultural
and political systems they find themselves in (Bottrell et al., 2010; Johns
et al., 2016).

It is well understood that justice-involved young people often come
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, are often victims of crime
and experience a wide-range of mental health problems (Borschmann
et al., 2020; Casiano et al., 2013; Hughes et al., 2020). As such, an
understanding of what promotes wellbeing and healthy functioning
despite such adversity, and how this is nurtured and maintained, is a
crucial consideration for those young people. Health-sustaining resources
to regain, sustain, or improve wellbeing may include family and peer
support, educational opportunities, recreational and cultural programs,
and mental health care (Robinson, 2015; Rowe & Soppitt, 2014; Ungar,
2008, 2013). Both the capacity of young people and their family systems
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to access these resources, as well as the capacity of their family, schools,
communities, service providers, and government legislators to provide
these, plays an important role in the positive development of young
people (Shulman, 2016; Tollit et al., 2015; Ungar, 2008). For example,
involvement in school and work has shown to be an important factor
for justice-involved young people and their desistance from offending
(Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2004). This involves both their own and their
family’s ability to navigate and negotiate the school system, as well as
the schools ability to provide an accessible and supportive environment
(Ungar, 2008). Identifying, providing, and strengthening meaningful
health-sustaining resources should be a core element for service providers
and institutions interacting with justice-involved young people, as well as
those in charge of service provision (Johns et al., 2016; Robinson, 2015;
Rowe & Soppitt, 2014).

To conclude, the offence-specific literature supports a focus on ther-
apeutic, tailored approaches that build and strengthen positive youth
development, social support networks, and commitment to school or
work. Supportive social relationships and interactions within one’s envi-
ronments and context are further highlighted by a social-ecological
approach. This appears as a key aspect, relating to different systems
including family and carers, peers, school or work, community, service
providers, and society at large. In a custodial setting, establishing a safe
and positive institutional climate plays a prominent role in the treatment
of justice-involved young people, which involves supportive relationships
with facility staff. Given this, we must carefully consider how facility
design might provide such an environment and how it affects a young
person’s access to health-sustaining resources.

A Design Model for Youth Custodial Facilities

To establish the theoretical design model, we considered the above
elements of effective treatment approaches as a ‘brief’ for the design
of a youth custody facility. A design brief forms the very beginning
of the design process and is considered to be a major contributing
factor to a successful outcome in carceral architecture (Fairweather &
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McConville, 2000). We sought to identify key design characteristics
that promote those tailored approaches and supportive and positive
relationships identified above, while minimising aspects that act as an
impediment. We found that these design characteristics were collected
under four key characteristics: small-scale, locally sited, and integrated
with the surrounding community, designed to promote relational and
differentiated security, and comprising therapeutic design characteristics.
We briefly outline these characteristics and current evidence below.

Small-Scale

In the context of adult facilities, the evidence described by Liebling
(2008) indicates that smaller prisons are better able to provide a tailored
and relational approach. Smaller prisons in Norway, defined as less
than 50 beds, were described to have a better quality of life ratings
(including staff-detainee relationships, wellbeing, personal safety, and
family contact) from both staff and detainees. Furthermore, Liebling
describes another evaluation of small Norwegian prisons that showed
greater transparency and staff knowledge of individual detainees. This
evaluation also concluded that smaller prisons were more flexible and
dynamic organisations, facilitating a more tailored approach.

Little research has been conducted on the effect of size specifically in
relation to youth custodial facilities. Since it has been demonstrated that
youth have more complex care needs compared to adult detainees (van
Dooren etal., 2010, 2013), it might be expected that small-scale facilities
will have similar, if not greater, positive effects for youth.

Specific to the needs of young people, we can gather some indica-
tion by looking at literature in relation to the effect of class sizes on
learning environments. Blatchford and Russell (2020) exhaustively show
how class size is an environmental aspect which exerts pressures upon
multiple aspects of a learning environment, including the management
of those environments. They identified that smaller class sizes are a
particularly important factor for supporting low-attaining children and
those with special needs and disabilities, and that these groups are most
negatively affected by large classes. This is worth noting given that these
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are characteristics often displayed by justice-involved young people. The
authors further identified that large class sizes facilitate conflicts between
students, again with obvious relevance to youth justice settings. Tying
back to the studies on adult facilities and the effect of size on staff, it is
worth noting that it is often the teachers (i.e., staff members) who carry
the additional burden of increased class size. In respect to the need for
an individually tailored approach, the authors identified that large classes
have a negative impact in terms of the amount of individual attention,
affecting the ability to differentiate between young people.

From this evidence, it can be expected that a smaller-sized facility
will have a favourable impact on the ability to provide individualised
approaches, facilitate better staff knowledge of the individual risks,
needs, and skills of each young person, facilitate positive relationships
between staff and young people and provide a less crowded, less stressful
environment more amenable to engaging with treatment.

Local Siting

As noted above, literature describing what works for justice-involved
young people repeatedly highlights the importance of positive recip-
rocal relationships existing outside of the custodial environment to
family/carers, peers, school, and community. As such, a youth custo-
dial facility must be able to maintain and strengthen a young person’s
social connections and support access to community resources. This is
naturally affected by the location of the facility relative to the home
community of the young person, with greater distance or inaccessibility
working counter-productively.

Social connection to the outside world is often considered in terms of
visits received while in custody (Cochran, 2014, p. 202; For youth specif-
ically, refer: Monahan et al., 2011; Villalobos Agudelo, 2013; Walker &
Bishop, 2016). Mikytuck and Woolard (2019) found that a family’s
travel time to a facility both ‘significantly predicted youth likelihood
of receiving an in-person visit (p. 380) and was Ssignificantly associ-
ated with frequency of contact’ (p. 392). Young and Hay (2020) also
identified that greater distance between a facility and a young person’s
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home community lowers both the likelihood and the frequency of visits
while incarcerated. This is in line with research into distance and visita-
tion for adult facilities (Clark & Duwe, 2017; Cochran et al., 2016).
Lindsey et al. (2017) also identified an association between greater
distance from home and an increased likelihood of misconduct, noting
that visitation partially mediates this relationship. Importantly, the study
identified that this pattern is more pronounced for young people, noting
that ‘prison distance is strongly associated with misconduct among the
youngest inmates, such as those 16-years or 18-years old’” (Lindsey et al.,
2017, p. 1055). This reinforces the importance of proximity and social
connection for young people in custody. Further, it follows from less
involvement with a young person’s family and community that staff are
less able to draw upon specific knowledge of the young person’s social
and cultural context.

In addition to social connectedness mediated through visits, the loca-
tion and surrounding context of the facility may provide a greater or
lesser opportunity for developing and maintaining prosocial relation-
ships and activities. In the context of immigration detention, Ryo and
Peacock (2019) showed that facility location impacts detainees” access to
services and support networks. It is possible that a similar relationship
exists between a youth custodial facility and community resources in the
facility’s context.

If it is accepted that a facility will be small, these considerations
provide a strong argument for a more localised facility relative to a young
person’s home environment in order to promote protective factors and
health resources that can be sustained beyond time spent in custody.
Aligned with these considerations, the placement of young people close
to home is the key principle of recent reform in New York City, which
has shown this to be a highly successful approach (NYC Administration
for Children’s Services, 2017).

Relational and Differentiated Security

Research shows that overly restrictive interventions are likely to increase
the risk of reoffending (Bonta & Andrews, 2007; Lowenkamp & Latessa,
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2005; Zoettl, 2020). This highlights the importance for interventions to
be individualised, which necessarily extends to security measures within
a facility. To ensure this individualised focus, we need to consider that
there are multiple dimensions for the differentiation of security. Firstly,
security measures need to cater simultaneously to young people who
have different care and security needs. Secondly, in response to effec-
tive treatment it can be expected that an individual’s risks and needs will
change over time. As such, facility design is required to provide or facil-
itate security measures that can be differentiated over time and between
individuals at any given time.

The importance of positive relationships extends to the maintenance
of security in a facility, with relational security having been recognised
as the most effective of security measures within a youth custodial
environment (Armytage & Ogloff, 2017). Relational security is the
understanding and knowledgeable staff have of residents, and how
this informs the management and de-escalation of security incidents
(Tighe & Gudjonsson, 2012). Therefore, the design of facility security
should incorporate and contribute to familiar relationships between staff
and young people, rather than relying solely on physical and procedural
measures.

The design and layout of adult prison facilities have been linked to the
perceptions of detained adults on their relationships with staff (Beijers-
bergen et al., 2016). The perception of staff-detainee relationships was
measured across 32 Dutch prisons with various layouts, including panop-
ticon, radial, high-rise, and campus layouts. Detainees housed in prisons
that promote larger physical distances between staff and detained adults
(i.e., panopticon and radial layouts) experienced more negative inter-
actions with staff. Those housed in layouts promoting interaction (i.e.,
campus and high-rise facilities) experienced more positive relationships
with staff. This gives some indication that design has the capability of
actively promoting interactions and relationships between facility staff
and detainees.

In relation to youth, the impact of a repressive physical environment
on the institutional climate in secure residential and youth justice facili-
ties has been recognised, however, has not been investigated separately
from the social element (Van der Helm et al., 2018). Young-Alfaro
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(2017) observed that the layout of prison school spaces, and their asso-
ciated processes, can be configured to essentialise young students as
criminals in the eyes of teachers and facility staff, contributing to the
perception that young people are threats, with implications to their
interpersonal interactions.

Therapeutic Design

As wellbeing is a central principle for youth custody, it is important to
note that young people in custodial facilities are a particularly vulnerable
group in our society. Many justice-involved young people are victims of
trauma, abuse, or neglect, present with various mental health issues and
experience systemic disadvantage, contributing to their engagement in
offending behaviours (Borschmann et al., 2020; Casiano et al., 2013;
Hughes et al., 2020).

It is well recognised that built environments can have profoundly
negative impacts on the physical and mental health of residents in health
care facilities (Ulrich, 2006). This research provides insight into how
people react to institutional spaces where they are admitted involun-
tarily. Therapeutic design can be considered as design that incorporates
(most, if not all) features that improve safety by reducing stress, aggres-
sion, violence, and self-harm (Ulrich et al., 2018) and contributes to
mental health, wellbeing, and rehabilitation (Connellan et al., 2013).

Common therapeutic design features that have been related to reha-
bilitative outcomes in mental health care facilities include: access to
daylight, natural lighting and glare; noise levels; adequacy of space for
personal, communal, and work activities; ‘home-like’ (as opposed to
institutional) environmental qualities; and access to gardens and nature
(Connellan et al., 2013; Wener 2012). For young people, several addi-
tional key design features were highlighted: access to means of distraction
in response to stress (e.g., television, telephone or music); access to recre-
ational areas with peers (e.g., exercise rooms); an accessible kitchen; and a
need for privacy (single rooms and private bathrooms) (Connellan et al.,
2013). Moreover, Connellan et al. (2013) pointed out that the need for
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connection with the outside world was a commonality across publica-
tions relating to the design of mental health facilities for young people.
Similar therapeutic design features have been linked to the wellbeing of
people detained in prison (Bernheimer et al., 2017).

The built environment has both direct and indirect effects on mental
health, impacting a person’s mental wellbeing through purely physical
means but also by mediating the ways in which they act and interact
socially (Evans, 2003). This is worth considering again, given the impor-
tance of relationship building and the need for connection with the
outside world.

European Precedent Studies

To substantiate and refine our understanding of the key design char-
acteristics, we studied these against several highly regarded facilities
in three European jurisdictions—Spain, Norway, and the Netherlands
(Fig. 13.1). Each jurisdiction has a different approach to the treatment
of young people in custody, also involving different facility designs.
Through site visits and interviews with staff and management, we sought
to explore (1) the extent to which, and how the key design character-
istics were operationalised in the different jurisdictions, and (2) how
these design characteristics impacted upon the ability to provide for the
approaches identified as important in the literature.

Background

Spain: Diagrama Facilities in Cordoba, Castilla la Mancha,
and Carmona

In Spain the Juvenile Criminal Act (JCA) applies to young people aged
14-18 years old. The youth justice system has a strong focus on educa-
tion and rehabilitation. The Diagrama Foundation, an international
not-for-profit organisation, runs 36 ‘youth educational centres’ which
fulfil the role of youth justice facilities across Spain. Approximately 80%
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of young people placed within these facilities are sentenced, with the
remainder awaiting sentencing.

Each facility has closed, semi-open, and open units, and operates with
a five-stage model in which young people can progress from ‘Induction’
through to a stage of ‘Autonomy’. There are two types of staff present;
mostly ‘educators’ who interact with the young people directly, with
some guards whose role is focused on security. Educators come from a
range of professional backgrounds, such as youth law, teaching, or social
work.

Norway: Bjorgvin Youth Unit, Bergen

The justice system in Norway has a strong focus on the principles of
restorative justice, reintegration and adopts a trauma sensitive approach.
Criminal responsibility starts at age 15, operating with only one justice
system for both youth and adults. A custodial sentence for youth is very
much a last resort measure and is only applied to very severe offences,
including murder and severe sexual offences. There are two youth facil-
ities for young people under 18, each with room to house four young
people: one in Bergen, which we visited for this study, and another in
Eidsvoll, a one-hour drive from Oslo.

As the facility in Bergen was purpose-built to house young people
tried for very serious offences, it operates as a high-security facility.
Despite this, it employs a highly relational approach and is focused on
providing individual treatment for young people. Staff consist of 50%
social workers and 50% correctional staff, which is mandated by law. The
social workers have at minimum a bachelor’s in social work, preferably
in child protection. Correctional staff are educated through a two-year
bachelor program, where they are taught subjects including psychology,
criminology, law, human rights, and ethics, and how these relate to their
occupation.
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The Netherlands: Amsterdam Small-Scale Facility

Juvenile criminal law in the Netherlands applies to young people between
the ages of 12 and 18 years. Young people aged 16-23 can be convicted
either as an adult or as a juvenile, under adolescent criminal law. In
2016 the Netherlands opened three small-scale community-integrated
pilot facilities as part of a three-year trial exploring the future of youth
custody in the Netherlands.

Following the trial, the small-scale facility in Amsterdam has become
a permanent part of the youth justice system in its local region. This
facility can house a total of eight young people on remand between
the age of 1218, as well as young people aged 18-23 years old who
are being tried under adolescent criminal law. It offers an alternative
to a high-security facility for young people remanded for their first
or second offence. The focus lies on maintaining and building protec-
tive factors, such as engagement with education (at external schools),
employment, and youth support services. The facility is semi-open and
operates with low physical and operational security measures, depending
primarily upon relational security. Most staff are ‘pedagogical staff” with
a degree from a vocational university and are qualified youth social
workers. Some staff are more security focused, although still employing
a relational/pedagogical role.

Facility Size

We observed the size of each facility in regard to the relationships
between staff and young people. Facility size can be characterised by the
facility footprint and the number of beds, also taking note of how many
beds per residential unit. Given the importance of an individualised
approach and positive relationships between staff and young people,
staff-resident ratios are also identified for each facility (Fig. 13.2).

The highly individualised approach and complex cohort of the Bergen
facility is reflected in the smallest number of beds across the three
jurisdictions, as well as a higher staff-resident ratio. In the Amsterdam
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facility, staff work with a cohort of young people who access services and
education outside of the facility, leading to a very small facility footprint.

The Spanish facilities are notably larger in comparison, though the
size of individual units ranges between five and twelve beds. The scale of
each unit in Spain is comparable to the ‘single unit’ facilities in Bergen
and Amsterdam, but it is worth noting the great importance Spanish
staff placed on each staff member being familiar with each individual
young person across the whole facility. It was noted that every individual
is discussed at shift hand-over meetings, and this approach was described
as crucial to the Diagrama model. This indicates a way of working that,
despite larger facilities, still emphasises a strong focus on providing an
individualised and relational approach.

Across variation in the number of beds and staff-resident ratios, we
observed staff to be working closely and in a familiar and personal
manner with the young people in all five facilities. Given the substantial
effort and expertise required of the Spanish staff to maintain this prac-
tice, we infer that there is an upper limit to overall facility size, above
which it would be increasingly unmanageable for staff to maintain a
close relationship and individual knowledge of young people in a facility.
This aligns with the literature previously discussed (Liebling, 2008). As
social practices and competencies vary between cultures, the upper limit
of facility size may vary between cultural contexts.

Locality

We observed the location of each facility in relation to the access of
external health-sustaining resources and social connections. To under-
stand and compare the site of each facility, we sought a method that
could be appropriately applied across each of the jurisdictions to provide
an indication of how the facility related to its surrounding context.
Access to public transport options provides an indication of the site’s
connectedness to the rest of the community and readiness for access to
the site (Fig. 13.3), while land-use planning zones provide an indication
of the nature of the environment immediately surrounding the facility

(Fig. 13.4).






13 A Model for the Design of Youth Custodial Facilities ... 357

«Fig. 13.3 Facility siting: Location of facility relative to major transport node.
In the absence of the specific locations which individual young people and
family/carers travel to and from, the central transport node is considered as
a proxy measurement to indicate the facility’s access to the general commu-
nity. Access routes are overlayed upon a map of built-up areas to provide an
indication of the distance separating the facility from population and activity
centres. For consistency, potential route options for all facilities were measured
within a 675 m radius (Bergen, farthest distance to access, excluding Castilla la
Mancha due to impractical distance). Trip frequency is measured on a weekday
morning, for the access point that is closest to the facility, in the direction of the
major transport node only—drawn as the ‘primary route’. Carmona, Cordoba,
and Bergen are located at the periphery of built-up areas, with public trans-
port access and frequency less than what is available within the urban areas.
Amsterdam is located within the built-up area of the city, with frequency and
access similar to that available throughout the urban area. (Source Carmona:
Consorcio de Transporte Metropolitano - Area de Sevilla. Accessed 10/8/20.
https:/siu.ctas.ctan.es/es/; Cordoba: Aucorsa - Autobuses de Cordoba. Accessed
10/8/20. https://www.aucorsa.es; Bergen: Skyss. Accessed 11/8/20. https://reise.sky
ss.no; Amsterdam: GVB Amsterdam. Accessed 11/8/2020. https://en.gvb.nl/; Car
routes: Map data ©2020 Inst. Geogr. Nacional and Google; Builtup area map:
Corbane, Christina; Sabo, Filip [2019]: ESM R2019—European Settlement Map
from Copernicus Very High Resolution data for reference year 2015. European
Commission, Joint Research Centre (JRC) [Dataset] https:/doi.org/10.2905/8BD
2B792-CC33-4C11-AFD1-B8DD60B44F3B)

autonomously, with staff providing support and monitoring as needed.
The facility is highly accessible to parents/carers, with no set visiting
hours or areas, rather encouraging home-like interactions such as cooking
and eating together. The predominantly residential adjacent land use
gives a strong indication of the site’s integration with the surrounding
neighbourhoods.

The Bergen facility is located adjacent to an adult prison, though care
has been taken to screen the adult facility from view. It is less connected
via public transport options to the city, though this might be expected
considering the cohort, in that routine access to external resources is
less common and more likely to be conducted with staff present. A
further consideration is, given that Bergen is one of only two four-bed
youth custody facilities serving Norway, young people are often housed
at a significant distance from their home and families. Great effort has
been made in the facility design to recognise this distance, with a fully
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contained apartment available for family or carers to stay within the
facility to promote visits. We learned, however, that families generally
opt to stay in a hotel nearby rather than at the facility, with the costs
covered by the facility.

In Spain, the Diagrama Foundation has not had the option of
choosing the site for its facilities on every occasion, instead making the
best of what is available. As each facility generally has the same overall
cohort and shares the same programs and approach, it is interesting
to compare two facilities which are sited differently, relative to their
communities. The facility in Cordoba is located immediately opposite
a local bus route, eight minutes ride to the city centre, while the Castilla
la Mancha facility sits 25 minutes’ car drive from Ciudad Real, with no
close public transport options available. During our visit, it was made
clear that in Cordoba, young people in the Autonomy Unit were able to
catch the bus from directly outside the facility for work or education, as
per their daily activities. This autonomy was not possible at Castilla la
Mancha, with staff required to arrange shuttle buses for young people to
access the community.

Across the jurisdictions, location directly affects a facility’s accessibility
for family and carers, as well as the ability for young people to build and
maintain autonomy and health-sustaining resources within the commu-
nity. We also observe that as a facility becomes more separated from the
community, greater resources are required of staff and the facility itself
to provide opportunities and access to health-sustaining resources.

Measuring modes of transport suitable for young people, such as
public transport, walking, and cycling, indicates readily available oppor-
tunities for the building of autonomous movement and access to external
resources independently. This grows in importance as a young person
approaches the end of their time in custody and prepares to navigate
their own way to resources in the community.

Security Measures

We sought to characterise the security measures of each facility by
observing: (1) the physical security infrastructure and how it influenced
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spatial character; and (2) the spatial arrangement and boundaries, and
how these related to patterns of shared spatial use between staff and
young people.

Physical Security Infrastructure

Enclosing the Bergen facility is a heavy-duty anti-climb wire mesh fence,
approximately four metres in height, sky-blue in colour, with no deter-
rent features atop the fence (e.g., razor wire). Doors within the residential
spaces are timber or framed glass. Windows are large with no bars or
mesh. Given the complex cohort, the facility includes a seclusion room
with very strict policies around its use, and access to riot gear, though
this was said to be very rarely used. Though security is comprehensive,
the facility has the character of an ordered house within a school yard.

The Spanish facilities included either a solid perimeter wall or chain
link fence. There is a preference against the use of barbed wire, which was
used at only one of three facilities visited. Windows are operable and have
bars; however, this is a normal feature of houses in the region. External
doors are ornamented steel with timber doors internally. External spaces
again primarily resemble a school yard. A few uniformed guards were
present in the background, whose presence is for security.

The Amsterdam facility has no perimeter fence, rather having a front
door entry that one might expect for a normal apartment building.
From external appearances there is nothing to indicate that it is a secure
facility. Inside, the facility has timber and glass doors, and operable
windows (restricted opening) with no bars. Despite having a time-out
room in the facility, this had only been used once at request of the young
person, which suggests it may be an unnecessary measure. A terrace on
the first floor provides an outdoor space with no additional security
measures. Given that young people leave the facility for work/education
throughout the day, a facility perimeter is a lower priority, resulting in a
very home-like environment.
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It is notable that all five facilities avoided ‘aggressive’ deterrent
measures, instead focusing on home-like or school-like spatial character-
istics (Fig. 13.5). This approach was exemplified in Amsterdam, where a
perimeter was avoided altogether.

Spatial Arrangement and Boundaries

Across the facilities we saw several similarities which encouraged close
interaction between staff and young people. One aspect of this, repeated
in all three jurisdictions, was the arrangement of cooking and dining
spaces for meals to be shared between staff and young people, noted as a
key site of relationship building (Fig. 13.6).

In Amsterdam, a single kitchen, dining, and living space is shared by
both the staff and young people. These areas provide an informal space
for shared activities, such as leisure activities and preparing and eating
meals together. This is seen to provide opportunities to cultivate positive
relationships, and develop the domestic skills of young people, as well as
the time and space for addressing problematic behaviours and providing
learning opportunities.

Similarly, in Bergen, a domestic kitchen, dining, and living space
serves as the literal and practical centre of the facility, where staff again
are encouraged to interact in a normalising and informal manner.

In Spain again, the dining space and meals were seen to be an impor-
tant site for relationship and skill building. Each facility included a
commercial kitchen to prepare meals for both staff and young people,
taken together in the dining spaces of each unit. The spatial arrange-
ments vary however between units at different stages of the Diagrama
Model. While units for earlier stages have only basic dining facilities, the
Autonomy Units include a kitchen, like those supplied in Amsterdam
and Bergen. Again, this kitchen serves as a site for the practising of
domestic skills and a means for informal interaction between staff and
young people.

A second similarity across the facilities was that no observation
windows, staff podiums, or similar physical barriers that distance staff
from young people were present. This can be seen in the boundaries
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The Amsterdam facility includes minimal staff-only and procedural
spaces, with none of these spaces including any observation windows.
These spaces have ‘normal’ domestic boundaries and do not provide a
privileged view of the living spaces, nor establish a hierarchical relation-
ship between the spaces. These rooms have a single access door from the
corridor, as might be expected in a normal house or office.

The Spanish facilities include a wing for procedural and office spaces
for specialist staff (e.g., psychologists). A small staff office space was
provided within each unit; though these resemble a storage space much
more than an office; with shelves of games, books, and teaching resources
taking up most of the room, over a small work desk. Again, there was no
indication of a spatial hierarchy, nor any means of observing the living
spaces from within the room, other than the doorway itself.

The Bergen facility was initially designed with three small observation
windows (approx. 300 x 300 mm) at standing height (sill approx. 1.7 m
above floor level) though these windows have subsequently been painted
over during the facility’s operation.

It is apparent that this boundary was carefully considered during the
design process. Positioned over work desks, the location and size of
the windows make them awkward to use for observation from either a
standing or sitting position in the office—discouraging casual use. On
the living room side, a wall mural surrounds the windows minimising
their visual presence. The wall projects into the living space in a very
slight arc, along the axis of the hallway. This arrangement retains the
recognisable form of an observation room, though made less apparent
through a design seeking to negate the hierarchical quality of this spatial
arrangement where possible.

During the facility’s operation, these windows have been blanked out
with paint, with staff recognising that it made for a ‘wrong impression’.
It is worth noting again that this facility is designed as a last resort and
most severe measure, containing four of only eight beds nation-wide.

Across all three jurisdictions, it is apparent that design discourages
distancing between staff and young people, again promoting the shared
use of spaces between staff and young people.
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A third similarity we observed was the provision of some means to
differentiate or provide flexibility in the way that spaces could be used
and accessed, though each jurisdiction achieved this differently.

Staff in the Amsterdam facility use their knowledge of a young person
to adjust the delivery of security procedures according to that young
person’s individual needs at the time (within set limits). From the front
door, the entry procedure into the secure building is mediated by the
staff member’s relationship with the young person, rather than by phys-
ical barriers. As a spatial arrangement, this means the facility has an
office and a small storeroom adjacent to the front door, where security
procedures are carried out to the extent considered appropriate by staff
(Fig. 13.7a). This arrangement promotes a more personable, normalised,
and individually tailored entry to the facility, minimising adversarial or
hierarchical aspects of formal procedure. Locating procedural spaces as
an adjacency to paths of movement, rather than in sequence, provides
staff with the ability to employ relational security methods, in addition
to, or in place of standardised procedures.

Within the facility, doors are typically left open unless required other-
wise, and young people are free to move around with a key to their
room until curfew. The absence of hard boundaries is almost difficult
to perceive as a security response—but this is seen to promote construc-
tive relationships between staff and young people as a key measure in
keeping the facility safe.

Both Bergen and Spain provide differentiated internal spaces, using
different methods to suit the facility size. In Bergen the residential areas
have been arranged to provide a variety of ‘softly’ defined spaces, alcoves,
and sitting areas. Sitting areas with large windows are located outside
bedrooms offset from the hallway, which removes any sense of a ‘corridor’
(Fig. 13.7b). Doors in between are generally left open unless required.
As breakout areas from the shared central living room, this arrangement
provides staff a range of both subtly and clearly defined spaces with
different degrees of intimacy in relation to a young person’s personal
space. This flexibility is seen as an asset when working to build relation-
ships with young people who display challenging behaviours. It is worth
recognising that the small size of the Amsterdam and Bergen facilities
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significantly contributes to the way security is managed relationally and
flexibly.

As part of the progressive stages of the Diagrama model, the Spanish
facilities provide differentiated spaces at the scale of units, which are
designed to reflect the degree of autonomy that is deemed appropriate
for a young person at the time. As the need for structure and supervision
decreases, young people can move into units that increasingly resemble a
normal student share-house. With staff permission, the final ‘Autonomy
Unit’ can provide unsupervised access to outdoor courtyards/terraces and
includes domestic laundry and kitchen facilities. Compared to the sparser
furnishings of the early stages, the Autonomy Unit includes more relaxed
furniture and leisure items including video games, musical instruments,
and pets. Young people in the early stages of the model are housed in
units which, while still home-like, are more geometrically ordered, with
a greater focus on sightlines and doorways (Fig. 13.7¢).

From our observations, spaces that work flexibly and provide different
options for use, including aspects of security, are important in providing
the conditions for relationship building between staff and young people.
It also appears that the reverse is true, with strong and knowledgeable
relationships allowing for the use of spaces in flexible ways.

All the facilities operate with a strong focus on relational security
rather than relying solely on physical security infrastructure, encouraging
staff interaction with young people as the primary means of maintaining
a safe and secure environment. ‘Aggressive’ deterrent measures such as
razor wire are avoided, while the design of the facilities contributes to
the manner in which close interactions are encouraged between staff and
young people, including aspects that encourage mutual activities and
discourage distanced observation or monitoring. Further, the relation-
ships between staff and young people, and the flexibility of spaces and
their access, appear to be mutually reinforcing one another.

Therapeutic Design

In order to examine the architectural details of therapeutic design in
each jurisdiction, we observed how each facility responded to design
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features understood to have therapeutic effects from mental health and
environmental psychology literature (Bernheimer et al., 2017; Connellan
et al., 2013; Ulrich et al., 2018). These observations are described per
jurisdiction in Table 13.1.

Each jurisdiction provided an environment incorporating many
design features known to have mental health benefits, moving away
from an institutional design often seen in more traditional youth custo-
dial facilities. For example, all facilities used soft finishes and furniture
in their design, had operable curtains/blinds to windows and move-
able furniture. Despite ‘soft’ architectural finishes, none of the facilities
showed signs of graffiti or damage—nor were they overly ordered, with
this contributing to the sense of a home-like environment (Fig. 13.8).
Each facility responded in a manner particular to its own domestic archi-
tectural context. Across the facilities, all provided ample natural daylight,
domestic acoustics, and views to the natural environment such as tree
canopies, distant landscapes, or forested hills. Furthermore, all facilities
provided privacy through individual bedrooms, as well as opportunities
for young people to personalise spaces with their own belongings such as
postcards and photos. Noticeably, all facilities provided for autonomous
movement by young people through spaces of differing environmental
qualities, either until a curfew or contingent upon approval.

These facilities readily demonstrate that it is possible to imple-
ment these various therapeutic design features within a youth custodial
context. Many of these therapeutic characteristics would be very diffi-
cult to achieve if a ‘hard’ approach to physical security was employed
but are easily and inexpensively achieved when security is maintained
effectively by social relationships. Indeed, from our observations, it
appears that when security is managed primarily through constructive
and respectful relationships, encouraged by the shared occupation of
spaces, these home-like characteristics contribute to the maintenance of
those relationships between staff and young people.
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Discussion

By establishing the design implications which follow from the literature
on what works for justice-involved young people, a series of key char-
acteristics were identified that define a best-practice, theoretical facility
model: small-scale, locally sited, and integrated with the surrounding
community, designed to promote relational and differentiated security,
and taking account of therapeutic design characteristics. To substantiate
the relevance of these key design characteristics and refine their defini-
tion, we studied highly regarded facilities in three European jurisdictions
(Spain, Norway, the Netherlands). We observed how and to what extent
those characteristics were operationalised, and how they impacted upon
the ability to provide for the approaches identified as important in the
literature.

First, observing the size of each facility showed that unit sizes were
roughly similar, between four and twelve beds. Overall facility size
showed greater variation, four to seventy-six beds, and we observed
that a facility’s size had an influence on the ability and resources
required of staff to know and relate to each individual young person.
As noted above, staff worked closely and in a familiar and personal
manner with young people in all five facilities. Given this, our
observations suggest specifying a set number of beds might be an
oversimplified way of characterising a given facility as ‘small’. Instead,
small-scale might be better defined, within a facility’s context, by each
staff member being able to know each individual young person and act
on this knowledge in a constructive way. Larger facility designs make
this progressively more difficult and at a certain point an impossibility.
Within the range of facility sizes we studied, the Spanish facilities
required substantially greater resources in order to accomplish this
objective, which provides an indication of the range in which further
studies might explore the effect of size.

Secondly, we studied the distance from each facility to a central
transport node and time taken to access public transport as a proxy
measurement for a facility’s accessibility and integration with the
broader community. As a facility becomes more separated from the
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community, greater resources are required to mitigate the impacts
on accessibility for families and carers, as well as the ability for
young people to build and maintain autonomy and health-sustaining
resources in the community. The facility in Amsterdam, with the
readiest access to public transport options, made daily use of this
connectedness to accommodate the continuation of schooling and
frequent involvement of young peoples’ families in treatment. While
prior studies clearly showed that closer facility proximity relates to
increased visitation from family, given the relative mobility between
adults and young people (e.g., the ability to drive), we suggest that
locality might be better characterised not only in terms of visits,
but by the ability for a young person (when appropriate) to travel
autonomously to build and maintain health-sustaining resources in the
community which can persist beyond time spent in custody.

Thirdly, all five facilities actively minimised the presence of ‘aggressive’
physical security infrastructure that would characterise the environ-
ment as a custodial institution and avoided physical barriers that might
distance staff from young people. Instead, facility design promoted a
strong focus on relational security by encouraging staff to spend time
directly engaged in informal activities with young people. Further-
more, though in different manners, all facilities were designed with
some capacity for flexibility in the way spaces and boundaries could
be managed to suit individual needs, with this working in a mutu-
ally reinforcing manner with the relational security aspects. We
observe then that a focus on these spatial arrangements and practices
contributes to a facility design that can be characterised as relational
and differentiated.

Fourthly, we examined the therapeutic design characteristics of the
facilities by observing how each responded to design features under-
stood to have therapeutic effects from mental health and environ-
mental psychology literature, including: access to daylight and natural
lighting; spacious communal areas; private personal spaces; limits to
crowding; noise reducing design and good acoustics; access to green
spaces and gardens; visual access to natural environments; an enriched
environment with aesthetic considerations; ‘home-like’ (as opposed
to institutional) environmental qualities; some degree of individual
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control of environmental elements; the ability to personalise spaces;
the ability to move autonomously; the ability to regulate social inter-
actions and privacy. All five facilities demonstrate that these design
features can be successfully applied within a youth custodial context,
each going to great lengths to provide a ‘home-like’ environment.

It is noteworthy that despite differences in the studied facilities
cultural contexts, and across a breadth of regime types, that the commit-
ment to both relational security approaches and the provision of home-
like environments remained pronounced.

As we consider the extent to which the identified characteristics
defined the facilities’ designs, at a glance there is a degree of varia-
tion, particularly in size and locality. However, closer observation showed
that these variations were consistently matched with specific procedural
responses related to the desired outcomes (e.g., connection to family).
The larger facilities in Spain were complemented with highly developed
procedures to allow all staff members to maintain a relationship with
all young people in custody. The more distant facility in Bergen was
complemented by an obligation to provide or pay for costs of travel
and accommodation for families visiting their child. Similarly, the more
distant Spanish facilities had additional obligations to provide trans-
port for young people to and from the community. As such, instead of
this variation dismissing the importance of these design characteristics,
these observations tend to reinforce them as important considerations in
relation to desired outcomes.

Lastly, by observing these design characteristics in existing facilities, it
becomes apparent that they are closely interrelated. As noted above, the
relatively larger facilities in Spain demonstrated the interaction between
facility size and familiarity between staff and young people. This famil-
iarity, while affected by facility size, is developed within those shared
spaces, such as the kitchen and dining spaces, seen in all the facili-
ties. Proximity and familiarity between staff and young people provide
a strong environmental foundation for the practice of relational security
approaches, with flow on effects to physical security design as exemplified
by the facility in the Amsterdam.
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Further, the familiarity of staff with young people allows them to
adjust the delivery of security procedures according to an individual’s
needs at the time. As the need for structure and supervision decreases,
young people have more freedom of movement and are able to prac-
tice greater autonomy within the facility. As demonstrated in Amsterdam
and Spain, if the facility is local and community-integrated, this practice
can extend beyond the facility as a young person nears the end of their
time in custody, or as deemed appropriate. Ultimately, this allows for
the strengthening of meaningful health-sustaining resources that can be
maintained beyond time spent in custody.

The characteristics of small size, local siting, and differentiated security
measures, appear then to collectively influence the establishment of a
tailored and relational approach within youth custodial facilities.

Furthermore, we observed a reciprocal relationship between rela-
tional security and the ability to create a home-like environment that
provides for known therapeutic design characteristics. A relational secu-
rity approach, encouraged by the use of shared spaces, allows for the
avoidance or minimisation of ‘hard’ physical security measures. Addi-
tionally, this removes many of the environmental stressors to be avoided
when designing therapeutically. In turn, the removal of such stressors is
likely to be conducive to positive relationships between staff and young
people.

Concluding, our observations across three different jurisdictions
substantiate the theoretical design model and the relationship between its
design characteristics and the ability to provide youth justice approaches
identified as effective in current literature. From the evidence presented
here, we propose that a best-practice youth custodial facility design
will be small-scale, locally sited, and integrated with the surrounding
community, designed to promote relational and differentiated security,
and comprise therapeutic design characteristics. By considering the defi-
nitions of these characteristics, we were able to draw into view the
tensions, opportunities, strengths, and weaknesses in the design of the
precedent facilities, relative to their context. The model highlights the
importance of carefully considering the design of youth justice facili-
ties in terms of the desired outcomes (i.e., wellbeing, reduced risk of
reoffence, school engagement, family, and community connection) as



13 A Model for the Design of Youth Custodial Facilities ... 379

design decisions impact upon procedures and ways of working within
these facilities, in ways that are known to ultimately impact outcomes
for young people. Policymakers and designers might benefit greatly from
considering this theoretical design model as the basis of an architectural
brief for an evidence-based facility design.
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Executive Summary

This report details the findings of research into the current views, understandings, and use of relational
security by youth justice workers at the Parkville Youth Justice Precinct (PYJP) in Melbourne, Victoria.

The use of relational security in youth custodial settings is recognised as a vital part of establishing a safe
and secure environment, which is also conducive to a therapeutic approach. Relational security hinges
on the nature of the relationships between staff and young people in their custody. As Armytage and
Ogloff highlight in their 2017 review of Victoria’s youth justice system: ‘The relationship between staff
and young people is critical for the prompt identification of their risks, issues, needs and triggers. In an
effective operating model, these relationships form part of daily operations’ (p.233).

Relational security incorporates staff knowledge and understanding of the young people in their custody
and how this informs the management and de-escalation of incidents (Collins & Davies, 2005; Tighe &
Gudjonsson, 2012). It requires a degree of trust between staff and residents, effected by the staff-to-
resident ratio and time spent in face-to-face contact (Kennedy, 2002). This highlight the importance of
constructive relationships between staff and young people extending to the maintenance of a safe and
secure environment.

Since the youth justice system emphasises the need for a therapeutic approach to fostering young
people’s rehabilitation, establishing and maintaining a positive and supportive climate that is conducive
to such an approach is vital. Relational security is a key part of creating such an environment. It is
therefore important to understand how staff working with young people in secure settings understand
and use relational security approaches in their role.

The research

The research project, Youth Justice Workers’ views on, and use of, relational security, sought to
understand how youth justice workers understand and use relational security in their everyday work at
the Parkville Youth Justice Precinct (PYJP). The study was undertaken in 2020-21 during a period of
significant disruption due to the global pandemic. Despite these compounding challenges, between
January 2021 and March 2021, face-to-face interviews were conducted with 26 members of the
custodial staff at PYJP who agreed to participate in the research. The interviews were recorded,
professionally transcribed, then the verbatim transcripts were analysed by two of the researchers (SO
and PT). This report brings together the key themes that youth justice staff identified as playing a role in
the establishment of a relational approach and maintenance of a safe environment at PYJP.

Key themes

Overall, the interviews with youth justice custodial staff show a high level of care and concern for the
wellbeing of young people in custody at the PYJP, which aligns with a relational security approach. Most
staff consider their role to involve caring and/or supporting and coaching young people to make better
choices, as well as challenging poor choices and negative or harmful behaviours. Many described this
explicitly in terms of a parental or ‘big brother’ role, which clearly indicates their relational orientation.
Staff also highlighted the significant challenges of balancing the caring, supportive aspects of their role
with the need to maintain security and safety in their workplace. The majority of staff interviewed
identified that establishing good rapport and strong working relationships with young people, based on



mutual trust and respect, was directly connected to their ability to de-escalate conflict or defuse
heightened emotions, and thereby to maintain safety more effectively.

The findings also reveal a range of impediments to balancing the care and support needs of young
people with the safety and security demands of the custodial setting. It is of concern, from a relational
security perspective, that a high number of staff members interviewed (50% or 13 out of 26) viewed
their role predominantly in terms of enforcing rules, ensuring security and policing young people. This is
indicative of some workers’ fear and mistrust of young people, which is an impediment to building
trusting working relationships. Staff workloads, high turnover, and procedural inflexibility were some of
the challenges noted that limited staff capacity to spend time building relationships with young people,
or to ensure stability and consistency of care to meet young people’s needs. Staff training, staff numbers
and team cohesion were also noted to be insufficient, with direct impacts on staff and young people’s
safety, emotional and physical wellbeing and mental health.

The overwhelmingly majority of staff emphasised strong interpersonal and relationship building skills as
central to their role, and highlighted the need for ongoing, practical skills-based professional
development and training, particularly in relation to mental health, trauma and cultural responsivity.
Many staff noted the physical design of PYJP was an impediment to working effectively with young
people.

The following recommendations are made with a view to addressing these issues, by optimising
conditions for relational security to be implemented, understood and practised consistently across PYJP,
with the aim of maximising the mental, emotional, cultural and physical health, safety and wellbeing of
those living and working there.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1 — Co-design and implement ongoing relational security training for all PYJP staff.

Relational security involves a dynamic and evolving set of practices that need to be responsive to the
demands of any complex relational setting where physical, emotional, psychological and cultural care
and support needs must be balanced with the need for physical, emotional, psychological and cultural
safety and security. To ensure that relational security principles are understood and integrated across
the organisation, and throughout PYJP policy and practice, relational security training need to be co-
designed using a collaborative approach involving both staff and young people. It is recommended that
this co-design approach is facilitated and guided by external experts, including those with research
expertise, practice expertise and lived experience expertise.

Recommendation 2 — Time and space for building trust and establishing strong working relationships
between staff and young people are prioritised to promoting safety and security.

The findings highlight the importance of giving staff the time and space to communicate and engage in
meaningful conversations with young people and for staff to engage in activities with young people. This
needs to be understood as a key element of a relational security approach and therefore a core part of
PYJP staff roles. The need for time to be prioritised has implications for staff recruitment, training,
retention, support and management (see recommendation 3, 4, 5 below). The need for space to be
prioritised has implications for the physical, environmental and interior design of the facility. Although
unit size and facility and unit lay-out are static characteristics — the provision of calm and private spaces,



communal areas, security differentiation and access to green spaces should be a focus within the
current environment.

Recommendation 3 — Develop staff recruitment strategy in line with relational security principles.

The findings highlight that working in a youth justice custodial setting requires that staff are able to
establish positive working relationships with young people, involving mutual trust and respect, to be
flexible and adaptive to young people needs, and to maintain professional boundaries. These are the
skills and attributes to be sought out, fostered, developed, and supported in an ongoing way, to
promote a relationally secure workplace for staff and a relationally secure living space for young people.

To address the detrimental impacts of ongoing staffing issues, and the need to recruiting the staff with
the ‘right skills and capabilities’ as well as to ensure a stable and consistent workforce, it is
recommended that staff recruitment is based on the following competencies:

- Excellent interpersonal and relationship building skills

- Ability to work as a team including communication, listening and (peer) support skills
- Genuine interest and commitment to building relationships with young people

- Ability to be flexible and responsive to young people’s individual needs

- Committed to ongoing training and professional development

Recommendation 4 — Develop the broader staff training strategy to be line with relational security
principles.

The findings highlight staff need and appetite for ongoing professional development and training, with a
specific focus on developing staff competency in understanding mental health, trauma sensitivity and
cultural responsivity. It is recommended that training in strengths-based approaches to working with
young people in a way that engages, builds and strengthens their family and community connections
form a central part of the staff training strategy. Building and maintaining a positive and supportive
working relationship with young people should be at the center of all staff training components. It is
recommended that practical, skills-based and scenario-based training is guided and delivered by
external experts including those with practice expertise and lived experience expertise. Furthermore, it
is recommended that this is supported by ongoing mentoring and support for staff (see below,
recommendation 5), incorporating both peer support and managerial support.

Recommendation 5 — Develop staff support and management strategy in line with relational security
principles.

The findings show the need for stable, cohesive teams across the PYJP, and for staff to feel valued,
supported, and that they belong as part of a team. This requires a strategy of clear communication and
facilitating strong peer support within the team, led by clear communication and support from PYJP
management. In line with Recommendation 2, above, this strategy should emphasise time for
relationship-building and peer support as well as the creation of spaces where staff and young people
can feel safe and secure (physically, emotionally, culturally) to engage in one-on-one, small group or
collective activities — both for staff with their peers and for staff with young people.

Recommendation 6 — Establish a relational security community of practice.

To be able to effectively develop, implement and integrate relational security across PYJP policy and
practice, it is recommended that a community of practice that connects custodial staff with other



professionals and practitioners working with young people involved with the youth justice system is
established. A relational security community of practice can facilitate a rich source of knowledge, tools
and support for staff. Connecting PYJP staff with a peer network outside the custodial setting on a
regular basis will also increase the ability of staff to work in a strengths-based community-integrated
way that will allow them to more effectively respond to young people’s relational needs.

Recommendation 7 — Support and develop ongoing research into the operationalization and
implementation of relational security principles.

It is recognised that relational security is a vital part of establishing a safe and secure environment that
also facilitates a therapeutic approach. However, it is not well-defined within a youth justice setting and
a current model and implementation guidelines are missing. The current report provides a first set of
recommendations as to what is needed to establish, strengthen and maintain the use of relational
security in Victoria’s Youth Justice System. However, ongoing research into the operationalization,
implementation and impact of relational security principles is key for a sustainable relational security
approach.

Vi
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Background

The Youth Justice system in Victoria, as in other places, has a particular emphasis on the rehabilitation
and therapeutic ‘treatment’ of justice-involved young people. The institutional climate is an important
factor in the treatment of young people in custody (Souverein, Van der Helm, & Stams, 2013). This can
be understood as the shared perceptions of the environment, which exists on a continuum from an
open/supportive climate to a closed/repressive climate (van der Helm, Beunk, Stams, & van der Laan,
2014). An ‘open’ climate is considered therapeutic, it provides support, facilitates personal growth, and
allows flexibility in the balance between care and control. A repressive environment is characterised by
a lack of respect, major power imbalances, great dependency on staff, and an emphasis on punishment
and security. An open climate is associated with higher treatment motivation and lower aggression in
incarcerated youth (van der Helm et al., 2014; van der Helm, Stams, van Genabeek, & van der Laan,
2012). More positive youth perceptions of the institutional climate has been related to lower
victimisation and fewer mental health symptoms experienced by young people in custody (Gongalves,
Endrass, Rossegger, & Dirkzwager, 2016; Kupchik & Snyder, 2009). Since the youth justice system
emphasises the need for a therapeutic approach towards young people’s rehabilitation, establishing and
maintaining a positive and open climate that is conducive to such an approach is vital.

An open climate creates a context for the use of relational security, which is meant to counteract the
use of coercion and repressive measures (Van der Helm, Stams, & Van der Laan, 2011). It is recognised
as a vital part of establishing a safe and secure environment that also facilitates a therapeutic approach.
In fact, relational security has been recognised recently in Victoria as being the most effective security
element in any custodial setting: ‘The relationship between staff and young people is critical for the
prompt identification of their risks, issues, needs and triggers’. In an effective operating model, these
relationships form part of daily operations’ (Armytage & Ogloff, 2017). However, the concept of
relational security is complex and not well-defined, despite being recognised as a highly effective
security measure within an institutional environment (Armytage & Ogloff, 2017; Crichton, 2009;
Kennedy, 2002).

In their review of Victoria’s youth justice system, Armytage and Ogloff (2017) use the terms relational
security and dynamic security interchangeably. It's important to note, however, that these terms have
different origins: relational security draws from forensic mental health literature (Kinsley, 1998 in
Kennedy 2002); whereas dynamic security derives from prison management literature (e.g. (Coyle &
Fair, 2018). Both terms have developed in relation to adults in secure settings, which may explain the
dearth of research on relational security and how it is operationalized within a youth justice setting.

Generally speaking, though, relational security refers to the knowledge and detailed understanding that
staff have of the people in their custody and how this informs the management and de-escalation of
incidents (Collins & Davies, 2005; Tighe & Gudjonsson, 2012). Others consider it to involve a trusting
relationship between staff and residents, effected by the staff-to-resident ratio and time spent in face-
to-face contact (Kennedy, 2002). These definitions highlight the importance of constructive relationships
between staff and young people extending to the maintenance of security in a facility. Given the
emphasis on rehabilitation and therapeutic treatment, an approach centred on constructive
relationships is critically important for staff working with young people in secure settings. For the
purposes of this research, relational security is assumed to involve the following elements:



- A constructive, trusting and respectful relationship between staff and young people;

- The knowledge and detailed understanding that staff have of the young people in custody and
how this informs the management and de-escalation of incidents;

- Staffing numbers and the time and space available for face-to-face contact.

The Victorian Youth Justice facilities have not been operating optimally and a series of recent reviews
have highlighted significant challenges and shortcomings (Armytage & Ogloff, 2017; Commission for
Children and Young People, 2017; Parliament of Victoria, 2018; Victorian Ombudsman, 2017). This has
resulted in an institutional climate labelled as ‘doing more harm than good’ (Armytage & Ogloff, 2017).
The Armytage & Ogloff review concluded that relational security did not form a core component of the
security framework for Victoria’s Youth Justice system and noted this as a missed opportunity. They
stated that there was not adequate consideration of the relationships between staff and young people.
Previous research has also shown that Victorian Youth Justice facilities are characterized by high levels
of repression, average levels of support and growth, and low levels of positive atmosphere (van Miert,
Dekker, van der Helm, & Robinson, 2021). What is needed to establish, strengthen and maintain the use
of relational security in Victoria’s Youth Justice System currently remains unclear.

About this report

This report details the research study into the current views, understandings, and use of relational security
by youth justice workers from the Parkville Youth Justice Precinct. It brings together the key themes
identified by staff that play a role in the establishment of a relational approach and maintenance of a safe
environment. Based on these insights, a set of recommendations are outlined to support the
establishment, strengthening and maintenance of relational security approaches.

It should be noted that this research was carried out during ongoing challenges related to the COVID-19
pandemic. This may have affected their usual ways of working by impacting their wellbeing and workload,
as well as impacting upon the wellbeing of young people. Any impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
mentioned by staff members will be described within the relevant sections.

Ethics approval for this study was obtained from the Justice and Community Safety Human Research
Ethics Committee (CF/20/4136). The study was also registered with the Human Ethics Sub-Committee at
the University of Melbourne (2021-14003-19571-1).

Methodology

Setting

The Parkville Youth Justice Precinct is located in the inner North of Melbourne, approximately five
kilometres from the city centre. The units compromise a Youth Residential Centre and a Youth Justice
Centre. Each unit houses approximately 15 young people. The Residential Centre comprises two units:
one unit accommodates 10-14 year old boys (remanded or sentenced) and another unit accommodates
10-17 year old girls (remanded or sentenced) and 18-21 year old women (sentenced). It also has one
non-operational 6 bed unit, which is used intermittently to accommodate young people dependent on
the needs of the precinct. The Youth Justice Centre comprises six units to accommodate 15-18 year old
boys (remanded or sentenced). Additionally, one 24 bed unit is devoted to the intake of young people
where they undergo their 14-day COVID isolation period after which they are relocated to one of the
other units. Each unit is managed by a unit manager and has up to nine staff rostered on during the



daytime hours. These staff members are responsible for the care and supervision of the young people
on their unit.

Recruitment and participants

Youth Justice Workers of the Parkville Youth Justice Precinct were invited to take part in the research
project. Staff members were able to contact the research team via email or phone to schedule a time
and date for an individual interview. All participants were provided with a plain language statement, an
informed consent form. Before the interview they were asked to fill out a set of demographic questions.

All interviews took place between January 2021 and March 2021 and were conducted face-to-face. An
overview of the interview questions is shown in Appendix 1.

A total of 26 staff members participated in the interviews. Participants were aged between 25 and 58
years (M =39.2, SD = 10.4) and almost half (46.2%) were female. The length of service at the current
facility ranged from 8 months to 28 years (M = 7.2 years, SD = 8.2 years). One participant had worked as
a youth justice worker prior to their position at the current facility.

Data-analysis

All interview recordings were audio-recorded and professionally transcribed verbatim, which were used
for data-analysis. Transcripts were coded with an initial template (King, 2004) using the software
program NVIVO 12. Using a thematic analysis approach, two members of our team independently coded
one transcript (PT, SO), iteratively creating a coding template. Once the final set of broad themes was
constructed, transcripts were re-examined, and narrower themes were identified where appropriate.
The two team members compared and revised the coding template until consensus was reached. The
final template with the complete set of broad and narrow themes was applied across all transcripts.

These themes are summarised, with illustrative quote from the interview data, under the following
headings: staff roles; maintaining a safe environment; establishing a working relationship; staffing
challenges; staffing needs and capabilities; and facility design. These themes (and their sub-themes)
capture the range of competing issues and demands that characterise the complex work of maintaining
security and safety while also responding to the well-being and relational needs of young people in a
high-security youth detention setting.

Key themes

Staff roles

Staff members described how they wear different hats and adopt different roles depending on their
personality and skills, the current situation, and the individual young people they work with. It is clear
that being a youth justice worker is a dynamic role. Three main roles were identified by staff which are
discussed below: care and attention, coaching and mentoring, and security and policing.

Care and attention

Most staff members (22 of 26) described (part of) their role as caring for young people, attending to
their emotional and basic material needs and supporting them with day-to-day activities (e.g. cooking,
personal hygiene and attending school, programs and appointments). Several staff members pointed
out that young people often lack basic life skills that need to be developed while in their care.



‘We work with some of the most challenging kids in Victoria, but they're just either never been
heard, shown love, or cared for, because they all have their stories’

‘It doesn’t mean in an unprofessional manner like oh, it just means loving them enough to care,
to show up to work and be here for them, to say no when you have to say no.’

Several staff described their role specifically as a parental figure or as a big brother to young people,
expressing the type of emotional and material support they provide on a daily basis. Depending on their
relationship, staff had different ways of working with young people. For example, some staff focused on
physical activities or playing games with young people, while others engaged more directly in
conversation. It was noted how engaging in activities together encourages conversation and
relationship building.

‘Find an interest that they like and then that leads to conversation and open dialogue where you
just talk about anything and everything.’

Several staff members highlighted the importance of showing young people that they care, by listening
to, and communicating with, young people, making them feel heard and finding out what they need.
Some staff members pointed out that it is important for staff not to judge young people, bring kindness
to their approach and give young people a sense of hope. They also described how their caring role
builds positive engagement over time and can encourage change of behaviour, such as impulse control
and communication skills.

‘Sometimes that’s all they need, they need to be heard, they need to be able to vent, and you
need to be able to say that you’ve heard how they feel, and you understand that they're going
through something.’

Coaching and mentoring

Most staff members (22 of 26) described (part of) their role as being a mentor to young people,
supporting and coaching young people to make better choices and challenging poor choices and
behaviours. Several staff members described how this involves role modeling appropriate behaviours,
leading by example.

‘But you know that’s okay to go back and apologise, | think it's a good thing for young people to
see. But across the site we need to role model appropriate behaviours, and interventions, and
like | said the kids remember things.’

‘| sort of see that’s kind of really important for us to show them a different way to go about
getting what they want, and to help build a different skill set to go about getting what they
want’

Many staff members mentioned being ‘firm but fair’ and setting clear expectations, goals and
consequences in relation to what behaviours are appropriate and which are not. As noted previously,
having conversations was mentioned as an important part of a mentoring and coaching role, helping
young people see a different perspective and understand of how to address or solve problems. Again,
staff described having those mentoring conversations while doing activities with the young people.

‘And | speak to them and they go oh [name] is preaching again, you know, this will be in the middle
of a session a workout session.”



Some staff members also described how they allow young people to cool off when heightened, having a
conversation about the incident or behaviour with the young person when they have calmed down (i.e.
striking when the iron is cold).

‘I go, negative behaviours you know what happens, you go to your room, you reset, then we sit
down and unpack it and then you can explain why to the staff.’

Staff noted that young people need the space to learn and make mistakes, noting that change takes
persistence and time from both staff and young people. One staff member also pointed out that not all
young people are used to getting positive feedback or know how to respond to this at first.

‘It might take you a bit longer with some, it might not with others, but there's something good in all
of them, but it takes time [...]’

‘So there's one kid that | tried to be, always positive feedback and he found that really really strange.
First time | did it he almost hit me, because he thought | was trying to make fun of him. [...] | said no
genuinely man | really think you're an amazing kid.”

Security and policing

Half of the staff members interviewed (n= 13) mention their role as enforcing rules, ensuring security
and policing young people. Some staff clearly stated this as their main role or top priority, while others
described always being ‘security conscious’ while working with young people. One staff member also
pointed out that staff needs to feel safe before being able to engage in ‘youth work’ with young people.

‘Pretty much our main role is to guide and maintain security and control and order inside the
facility [...].”

Some staff members described having ‘zero tolerance’ for inappropriate behaviour or language,
enforcing firm consequences such as isolating the young person in their room. This can be amplified by
having few staff members on the unit, making it more difficult to manage young people.

‘So | argued very strongly with people up here about no there will be zero tolerance for this
behaviour, and when they engage in this behaviour there will be consequences such as they’ll
remain in their room [...]."

Several staff members expressed a great deal of distrust towards young people, justifying their main
focus on security and policing of young people.

‘In this environment you have to be always security conscious and aware of where you work, and
aware that you're not always knowledgeable about what young people could be plotting to do.
[...] These boys and girls, they’ll find anything and everything, things can be used as weapon’.

‘[...] and whether or not they’re a staff assaulter or they’re a young person that’s got a history of
assaulting you know past behaviour can often predict future behaviour that’s reality.’

Maintaining a safe environment

Balancing care and security
Staff have the difficult task of balancing care with maintaining safety and security. A total of 22 staff
members (out of 26 interviewed) commented on the difficulties they encounter when balancing these



two objectives. It was apparent that this dual role can create tension between staff members and young
people. For example, staff described how the use of restraint can damage the relationship and rapport
they had previously established with young people.

‘I can give you an example on Friday | had a good relationship with two of the kids and we got in
a situation that both the young people had to be restrained because there was an incident and
now that relationship just flipped.’

Some staff members mitigated this to some extent by diverting the responsibility of safety and security
to operations and it being part of ‘the job’. As previously described, staff also mentioned giving young
people the time and space to cool off and having a conversation about what happened afterwards (i.e.
striking when the iron is cold). Staff noted how this facilitates both care and safety as it de-escalates the
situation, as well as providing learning opportunity and the building of trust and respect between staff
and young people.

‘But if there's been conflict with us my big thing is that you always go back and restore that
conversation.’

Not all young people understand why things happen which can cause a great deal of frustration
according to staff, particularly lockdown and rotation. Staff highlighted that clear communication about
what is happening and when, why and for how long — can be an effective way of avoiding frustration and
maintaining good rapport. Several staff also noted how listening to young people, asking them what is
going on when things seem ‘off’ or when there is tension on the unit, is conducive to providing both care
and safety. However, staff members also mentioned that it is challenging to get the ‘balance right’
between care and safety.

‘So you’ve got to be fair and consistent with the kids and tell them everything as soon as possible
and be straightforward with them and that sometimes can help with the safety and security of
the whole situation.’

Building rapport

Most staff (22 out of 26) described their relationship with young people directly influencing their ability
to maintaining a safe environment. Having rapport with a young person increases their willingness to
comply with request from staff and communicate when they or others are not doing well. Furthermore,
staff members described how having good rapport with young people allows them to de-escalate
situations when young people are heightened and prevents incidents.

‘If the kids know that you're fair, in an incident you can manage it better with them, so you can
do some negotiation and talk to them, they know who you are.’

‘At the moment we have a kid that is working with a staff member that he knows, and | can say
I’m 90% sure that if that staff member wasn’t here we would have had a couple of incidents
already.’

‘We can’t de-escalate this kid for hours and one staff might be able to come in and have a
rapport with them and put that thing with them and just completely deescalate them.’



Staff members described the importance of investing time and effort into building this rapport. They
pointed out that building genuine rapport takes time, but can be facilitated by engaging in an activity of
interest together with the young person, such as music, sports, cooking and playing cards.

‘But you’ve got to start small, don’t make it scripted, it's not a script, no young people like that
you sit there with a book, it has to be a free flowing, engage with them in something they like, so
it could be basketball, music, find an interest that they like and then that leads to conversation
and open dialogue where you just talk about anything and everything.’

Other ways of, and approaches to, building a positive relationship with young people mentioned by staff
involved: clear communication; setting clear boundaries and expectations; listening to, and negotiating,
young people’s various requests; being consistent and simply showing genuine interest. It was also
noted that staff members who do not built that rapport with young people, are at greater risk of
creating an unsafe environment by agitating or triggering a young person and not being able to de-
escalate a heightened situation.

‘If you don’t build relationships with kids how can you work with them?’

Three staff members specifically mentioned that their relationships with young people directly
facilitated them feeling safe within their unit. It was also noted that young people are more likely to
divulge information about potential security issues if they have a good relationship with staff members.

Another staff member mentioned the role of ‘key worker’ in the past was a good way of building a
strong relationship with young people. Key workers on the unit where young people’s first port of call
for case management issues and anything to do with their wellbeing both within and outside of the
facility. They described how they felt that some incidents stem from a loss of that role and that
relationship.

‘And | felt that that’s when some of the violence started to escalate because they didn’t really
feel like they were being heard or had that relationship with the staff members where they could
work through the difficult times, the difficult days.’

Knowledge and understanding of young people

The majority of staff members (24 out of 26 interviewed) described how having knowledge and
understand helps them not only understand why a young person acts in a certain way, but also helps
staff adopt their approach or response to that particular young person. Staff members mentioned the
need to adjust according to young people’s cultural background, mental health needs, intellectual
ability, history of trauma, and/or offence type. Furthermore, staff described how knowledge of what is
going on in a young person’s life, what challenges they are facing, what triggers they experience and
what their personal interests and aspirations are — can help with de-escalation and prevention of
incidents and assaults.

‘Because they’ve got triggers as well, so you need to be able to know — someone could remind
them of something, that could, or somebody, that could be a trigger. Someone doesn’t like being
touched from behind, that could be a trigger. Someone raising their voice could be a trigger. You
need to be mindful.’



For example, one staff member described how they had helped a young people identify a new strategy
to manage their emotions in response to relationship issues with their partner, which involved playing
the guitar. Another staff member described how their knowledge and understanding of young people
helped them be more situationally aware and identify when tension is building within or between
young people.

Several staff members pointed out that it is difficult to get sufficient background information about a
young person, leaving staff to rely on their ability to quickly pick up cues and read a young person’s body
language in order to effectively adopt their approach. One staff member noted that they found it most
valuable to know a young person on a more personal level, such as understanding their family
background, what triggers them and what keeps them calm and occupied. Another staff member said
that the best source of this information is the young person themselves.

‘Have conversations with them, ask them, they're the best person, the best information you're
going to get is by sitting down and have a human-to-human conversation’.

Teamwork

Most staff (22 out of 26) commented on the importance of teamwork and team cohesion in creating a
safe and positive environment for both staff and young people. Most staff mentioned the need for peer
support and consistency and unity within a team, especially when challenging young people’s
behaviours and managing incidents. Some staff noted that staff relationships and the ability to work
together is a foundational element in their ability to work effectively with young people. One staff
member noted that the supervisor’s ability to bring the team together, their stability and transparency,
is key to a good team.

‘Just a good staffing team that work well together and support each other, that that’s the basis
of a good foundation of a good unit, or even a good shift to function well.’

‘There's nothing stronger than a united front of a team working together, everyone being on the
same page and being able to have robust conversations with each other about what's working
and what's not working and having consistency.’

‘No, because honestly I think the biggest issue here isn’t even the young people, it's being able to
work with the staffing group and the staff.’

Several staff mentioned that communication within the team is key. This involved the ability of staff to
communicate effectively, a working culture to openly communicate with other staff, and having the time
available to meet and communicate with each other. Staff noted how strong communication increases
the consistency of their approaches, the feeling of confidence and support within the team, as well as
overall safety. Some staff described a lack of communication and/or top-down decision-making by
‘operations’ causing tension and frustration among staff members.

‘l feel that’s what gets, that’s the main safety is not being able to communicate, or not having
enough time or ability to communicate that properly.’

‘The more you get to know your own team the safer the environment becomes.’

One staff member specifically mentioned the need to reflect on staff’s contribution to incidents and ways
to improve their ways of working.



‘And staff also need to take some ownership of what they may have done to contribute to a young
person who may have engaged in assaultive behaviour or negative behaviour [...]. Not finger
pointing but unpacking how we could do things different and how we can improve in the way we
do what we do, our work.’

Establishing a working relationship

Trust and respect

Over three quarters of the staff members interviewed (20 out of 26) mentioned mutual trust and
respect as a core aspect of their working relationship with young people. Most staff noted that being
honest and transparent about what they can and can’t do for young people (e.g. following through with
any promises) is an important part of this. Staff described how having a young person’s trust and respect
facilitates open conversations and increase the likelihood of young people following instructions which
can prevent distress, frustration and escalation of heightened situations. Several staff members also
pointed out that building that trust and respect takes time.

‘To me that rapport just has to be finding a level of mutual respect and trust.”

‘If you’ve got that relationship you can be open, honest, transparent, you become more trustworthy
with the young person, so if young people trust you that goes a long way.’

Some staff noted that some policies and procedures hinder the establishment of a trusting and
respectful relationship with young people. This involves safety policies and procedures that staff need
to adhere too, which communicate a level of distrust such as not allowing young people move
autonomously between spaces.

‘There’s just some policies and procedures in place that stop us sort of showing them that we trust
them.’

‘So there’s certain little rules and that that sort of | understand why they’re in place, but it does sort
of hinder our ability to establish quite a good rapport with these boys’

Being flexible and responsive to needs

A total of 20 staff described how their work involved being flexible and responsive to each young person
as they have different backgrounds, skills and needs. Mostly staff described the need to adapt to
various mental health, emotional and developmental needs or cultural and religious backgrounds.
Staff mentioned using different language, changing routines, having different responses to challenging
behaviours and finding particular programs or activities for young people.

‘Yes, we have rules, some rules that can’t bend and policies and procedures. But be adaptable
and flexible in your approach as much as you can be with the young people, based on their needs
and what they're going through.’

‘I think the way that the boys perceive me is at times probably a little bit too soft, but at other
times | might be no means no. But that gravitates from young person to young person.’

Several staff noted that their ability to be flexible and response to individual needs is hampered by a
high workload and low staffing levels. Some staff specifically said they had very limited time to do any
one-on-one work with young people. Some staff pointed out that this can be further impacted by the



restrictive procedural processes, with staff needing approval and clearance for particular individual
activities with young people.

‘Yeah it definitely depends on the staffing level and like on the weekend | had a young person
that just wanted to stay in music for three hours and we had enough staff, so | just stayed there
with him.’

‘I have to do it on my breaks, on my breaks during the day and in my own time [...]. Because if we
have six staff for the day then | am expected to be at least with two or three, | can’t, we’re not
afforded this one on one actually youth work, no.”

Maintaining boundaries

Over two-thirds of staff interviewed (18 out of 26) described how they maintained clear boundaries and
rules, noting how this provides clarity and prevents young people from pushing against the rules. Some
staff described a hard-lined or ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, while others described a more flexible
approach which involved clear communication and open conversations about inappropriate behaviours
or why certain rules are in place.

‘Personally, me | set some very strong boundaries with the young people, they know that I'm
very stuck with rules.’

‘I can establish boundaries as the elder in the room and they can understand that I’'m not trying
to be tough just for no reason, I’'m actually trying to help them because we’ve established that
trust.’

‘Because if you go to a young person and you’re always like 100% like no you need to do this and
with authority, they're not going to listen.’

Several staff mentioned it can be challenging for some staff to distinguish between professional
rapport with appropriate boundaries and a friendship-like relationship with young people. They noted
the latter causes issues when staff no longer address inappropriate behaviours. However, staff also
pointed out that young people are more likely to adhere to rules and respect boundaries when there is a
positive relationship with staff.

‘Some people have confused friendship for rapport [...] so and if you, like subconsciously or
consciously, created a friendship or a bond between you and that young person, you will be
reluctant or hesitant to take actions that may threaten it.’

‘Some staff don’t know how to separate the two between being the worker and the class clown.’

‘I used to kind of insist on things, but then in the end | didn’t have to, because they sort of, would
just sort of see me coming and think oh | shouldn’t be doing that, so I’d better stop doing that.’

Staffing challenges

Staff turnover

A total of 22 staff members commented on the ongoing difficulties related to staff turnover and
retention — all noting the fact that a stable workforce is paramount to maintaining a safe environment.
Some staff members noted that despite many new staff being recruited, only a few of those are being
retained over time. Several staff mentioned the ongoing high number of people on sick leave, either due
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to work-related injuries or due to emotional or mental fatigue. This in turn causes staff shortages, high
workloads and rotation, which are discussed in more detail below.

‘There's been a lot of resignations between that [induction] group and this group. I’'ve had, | got
4 brand new staff in the last induction, I’'ve only got one left.’

‘The turnover is so high in this place there’s almost 20-30 inductees coming through every couple
of months, sometimes 40-50. For my induction we did really good, there’s 12 of us left | think.’

Several staff members attribute low staff retention to not recruiting the ‘right’ staff or staff that isn’t in
the job for the ‘right reasons’. It was noted that such staff either leave simply because they are not
committed to the job or because they are unable or unwilling to build a positive relationship with young
people. Three staff members noted they felt that that COVID had resulted in the attainment of
unsuitable staff.

‘For the staff that aren’t here for the right reasons usually the kids pick up on it as well, and they
usually don’t last long.’

Staff also mentioned the unstable workforce effects young people who often of trouble connecting
with new staff members and who are in need of consistency and stability. Some staff members
specifically pointed out this directly impacts upon safety.

That’s a big barrier for safety because if their own core staff have rapport with these kids are not
showing up to work, putting new staff in to take over, not take over but like to do their job for
the day, is quite dangerous | believe.’

Other factors mentioned by staff causing high staff turnover included: high workload, a lack of team
support and team unity, staff not being adequately trained, inaccurate expectations of the job, and staff
not feeling safe.

Staff shortages

Just over half the staff members interviewed (n= 14) mentioned low staffing numbers. Staff noted
having to little staff physically present, limits their ability to ensure a safe environment. Some staff felt
that with the current unit size, the minimum ratio of staff to young people should be 1:2 or 1:3. Others
noted it is not simply about numbers, but group dynamics, and staff’s experience and rapport with
young people substantially impact on the amount of staff required to safely operate a unit.

‘It's really hard to put a ratio staff for young people. | would say it’ll be the experience with the
young people.’

‘To me it comes down to the right staff. That’s it in a nutshell. You can have quantity, but you
need the quality.’

‘[...] and they call | need to send a staff member somewhere else. And then your risk assessment
goes down the drain, because you lost a staff member, it's not only a number [...] but we see it as
we lost our entertainer.’

Staff further noted how low staffing numbers impacts on their workload and ability to manage and
engage with young people throughout the day. A unit will be placed on rotations in order to manage low
staffing number, which is further discussed below.
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‘Right now, we’re sitting on, the most is 11, and we’d have minimum 6 for a safety security,
because you’ve got your lunches, you’ve got your visits, you've got programs to facilitate, you’ve
got so many things.’

Rotation

Half of staff members interviewed (13 out of 26) mentioned the impacts of being on rotations when
staffing numbers are low. Staff described how being on rotations can increase their workload, as young
people tend to have many requests while being locked in their room while on rotation. They also noted
how it often causes frustration amongst both staff and young people, as frustration and anger built
over time this in turn can cause create an unsafe environment.

‘So it’s quiet, it’s more busier having young people on rotations than it is having them up so it
can be a different type of stress but a lot more stressful | believe.’

‘Staff are under constant pressure when we’re on rotations because limited staff with the same
amount of tasks and things to be done for the day. Plus you’ve got the extra pressure of the kids
being frustrated and angry [...]. So there’s a lot of added pressure with rotations.’

Additionally, staff noted how being locked in their room for a longer period of time can impact upon
young people’s mental health, further adding to an unsafe environment during rotations.

‘Some could have trauma issues related to being locked in their rooms, some kids could have
mental health issues which then gets triggered by long periods of time isolated. Young people
with low 1Q’s could not understand what’s going on so therefore that adds an extra layer of
frustration of being stuck in their rooms.’

High workload

Over half the staff members (14 out of 26 interviewed) noted they experienced a high workload and
overall ‘busyness’, with staff staying back past their allocated working hours to complete their tasks
(compounded by staff shortages). Staff described how this causes exhaustion and prevents them from
engaging one-on-one and building rapport with young people, which in turn impacts upon safety.

‘I was here for 15 hours the other day and they were here for 13. | got here at 6.30 and | left at
9.30 and | was exhausted so in that sense it’s not safe.’

‘It’s very, very hard environment to be able to sit down and do some good old school one on one
work with these young people these days. Because it’s just so busy.’

‘The busyness is probably one of the main things that stops us or prevents us from that relational
security.’

One staff member specifically pointed out how the fluctuation of their time available to engage with
young people negatively impacts on their previous established relationship. Two staff members
described that COVID safety procedures had added to their usual workload.

‘If you invest a lot of time and all of a sudden you can’t invest time in the young people they can
get frustrated and then put-up defensive walls and push you away, so it can sort of work both
ways.’
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Emotional wellbeing

Half of the staff members interviewed (n= 13) described the work as being emotionally draining,
navigating their relationships with young people as well as other staff. One staff member pointed out
that staff’s emotional wellbeing has a direct effect on their ability to work with young people.

‘See | feel drained not physically but emotionally, and not from the kids, from the staff.’

‘And if they're in a bad head space then the kids you know, it's like a flow on effect, so my thing
is | want the kids to be looked after, but they won't unless the staff are in a good head space.’

Most staff described individual self-care as a way of dealing with the emotional stress. This included
taking some time out when overwhelmed, debriefing with others and being more guarded towards
young people. Two staff members noted COVID had an impact on their wellbeing or their usual self-care
routines which generated additional stress. One staff member mentioned counselling services available,
however they pointed out some staff distrust these services.

‘I have heard many different types of breaking of trust between the counsellors that work here
and talking to operations and what not about staff members.’

Staffing needs & capabilities

Skills and capabilities

Over 90% of staff members (24 of 26 interviewed) described various skills and capabilities needed during
their daily interactions with young people. Interpersonal and relationship building skills were
highlighted by most staff members, which included: being non-judgmental, open-minded and
approachable; being flexible and adaptable response to different needs; being able to listen and
communicate effectively with young people; being able to relate to young people (e.g. through humor,
activities, hobbies, interests, religion or cultural background); being able to recognise and understand
cultural and mental health needs; maintaining boundaries; and having confidence in ones capabilities.
Two staff members specifically pointed out that such skills can generally not be acquired through
training or education.

‘If you don’t have those interpersonal skills with these young people and aren’t able to — I've
found that yes, well you can’t teach life skills.’

Others also mentioned that staff need to be there for ‘the right reasons’. They pointed out that young
people sense when staff members are not genuine and willing to build rapport with them, which can in
turn cause distrust and frustration among young people.

‘So if you're not willing to help and build rapport, the residual out of that can be pretty bad. So
the anger is built up over a period of time, I’'m not saying that what happened last week, but
that’s how the kids have that perception.’

Staff members noted relationships building skills were acquired through their own life experience, such
as being parent, their cultural background, or coming from a disadvantaged background themselves.
Several staff members specifically mentioned resilience acquired through their life experience as a
reason for their longevity in their role.
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‘I've grown up in a very diverse school, I’'ve grown up around a very diverse culture, so | think it's
easy for me to be able to adapt to that. [...] So | know that I’m able to adapt to different
religions.’

‘I also heavily rely on my cultural background as a person of African descent when | work with
young people from African backgrounds | have to rely on what we have in common, what we
understand that other workers may not be able to understand.’

Several staff members described how the ability to distance oneself and stay calm when young people
display challenging behaviours, such as verbal abuse, was essential in their role and ability to de-escalate
situations.

‘You have to have thick skin working here, the verbal abuse that you get, you can’t take it
personally. It's not directed at you, and even threats that are sometimes made, of course you
have to unpack where it's coming from.’

Professional development and training

More than half the staff interviewed (n= 15) commented on the need for more training and professional
development opportunities. Many staff members highlighted the need for more regular revision
training and regular refreshers, as the initial training material can be hard to retain over time.
Furthermore, some staff highlighted that many had not received any additional training after the
induction training. Specifically, one staff member noted they had not done any training for 14 years,
while another staff member mentioned that many staff they worked with have not done any additional
training for 3 years. Two staff members specifically pointed out that COVID had restricted their access to
training opportunities.

‘I don’t remember anything that I learnt in my training.’

‘I think revision training and refresher training you know once a month on different aspects of
the roles you know would be beneficial to (a) help them keep staff, (b) helping me maintain my
confidence in what | do.’

The majority of staff members described how the training is very theoretical and does not nesecarrily
translate to real-life situations or give staff the practical skills to deal with the complex situations on
the floor.

‘It's very theoretical because usually you’re not getting a kid that has only one issue, it's a mix of
trauma, drug and alcohol abuse, intellectual disability, so it's really hard to just you know follow
a training.’

‘But | think that if you do the training, induction and then you come onto a unit, it's completely
different to what you learnt in training.’

‘You’re thrown into the floor, you’re thrown into the situation and you’re trying to remember
stuff that you did six, seven, eight weeks ago that was part of an eight-hour day where this one
person said something.’
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‘The training is mainly all about rules and regulations and sticking to rules. [..] but [on the floor]
there’s no black and white, there’s always grey, it’s always grey areas, yeah. And that’s working
with children.’

Staff described the need for more training in relation to mental health issues and suicide prevention,
trauma informed care and tactical training. The need for tactical training was mainly described as a way
of boosting staff’s confidence and feeling of (physical) safety during incidents. One staff member
mentioned the need for more diverse cultural training. Two staff members described the need for more
training together as a team, in order to be on same page and work together more effectively on the unit
(also see section on ‘teamwork’).

Responding to mental health needs

Over 80% of staff (21 of 26 interviewed) mentioned the extensive and various mental health problems
of young people in their care, including self-harm and suicidal behaviours, trauma related issues and
drug and alcohol problems. Several staff noted that being in custody itself can cause mental health
issues (e.g. anxiety or self-harm) or can further aggravate pre-existing mental health issues, especially
when those young people are involved in, or witnessed, incidents in the facility. Some staff also noted
that witnessing and dealing with certain mental health problems of young people can cause distress to
staff members.

‘He was a little bit scared then he saw an assault on a unit which happened late one night, he
sort of stayed up on the unit that night because honestly he was scared that if he moved he was
going to get assaulted.’

‘This kid is he didn’t come out of his room for five days. He wasn’t the one that got assaulted but
he saw what happened.’

‘He engaged in significant self-harm and threats to staff and yeah that was quite a horrible
moment.’

Cultural knowledge and awareness

Over two-thirds of staff interviewed (n= 18) mentioned the wide variety cultural and religious
backgrounds of the young people and the need to be responsive to their cultural and religious needs.
However, some staff recognized the limits of their cultural knowledge and awareness.

‘Sometimes it's a bit hit and miss and look | don’t need to turn up there and be another white
man telling them what to do.’

‘Cultural is probably a bit difficult for myself because a lot of the different cultures we have in
here | have, | wouldn’t say little understanding of, but not as much as an understanding of as
some others who are particularly from those cultures.’

Several staff described using their own cultural background and knowledge to establish a relationship
with young people from a similar background. Others mentioned the need to learn and understand the
various cultural and religious background in order to engage and respond appropriately to young
people.

‘I cooked every weekend and then | started doing cultural dishes for my Samoan boys that would
come in.’

15



‘I come from an Arabic speaking background so the young people that come in that speak Arabic
I can build that rapport by speaking in Arabic to them.’

Staff mentioned the availability of Aboriginal Liaison Worker, Maori Pacific Cultural Workers and a team
of African Engagement Workers, noting they assist with provision of culturally appropriate services.
However, some staff felt that these teams need to be expanded and/or need to be more engaged with
young people.

‘I think the cultural team need to be more hands on. [...] we don’t have enough. They're good
people, but | think the amount of people working in that area, we don’t have enough across both
centres.

Facility design

In total, 14 staff members mentioned at least one design aspect (or lack thereof) of the facility that
impacted upon their work and daily interactions with young people. These design aspects included: unit
size, calm and private spaces, communal areas, access to green spaces and ‘fresh air’, differentiation,
and facility and unit lay-out. Additionally, some staff members pointed out that the current
infrastructure is outdated, noting it is harsh and resembles an adult facility.

Several staff members mentioned that the current units are too big, which impedes their ability to
attend to individual needs and engage in meaningful activities with young people. They all note that
having smaller units would be preferable.

‘Main barrier is | think there needs to be smaller units. So, at the moment you’ve got units that
house up to like 15 young people, but | think we all know that young people when they're in a
cohort, the behaviours are more likely to escalate.’

Some staff member mentioned a lack of calm and private spaces, with little room to engage privately
with young people. At the same time, staff also described how communal areas contributed to a more
positive environment and opportunities for relationships building. All three staff member noted the
need for a shared kitchen area, which allows young people to cook their own meals.

‘We do activities together [..]. But we don’t do it anymore. And it's a shame, because it's about
you know kind of social, teaching people social skills and how to interact with each other.’

Several staff clearly described the need or impact of having access to an outside space (or lack thereof).
Staff described how taking young people out for some ‘fresh air’, siting in the garden, or having a walk
outside helps young people to calm down and allows staff to interact privately with young people,
creates an opportunity for de-escalation and rapport building. Staff highlighted that a lack of access to
the outside can cause frustration among young people, especially when being outside is a way of
regulating their emotions at times of distress, anxiety or anger. One staff member described a specific
example of how prolonged, restricted access to outside is able to cause self-harming behaviour in one
young person.

‘So you know like this environment sometimes isn’t all that helpful in ways to de-escalate. Like a
simple go outside and have a walk, you know go outside and get some fresh air, on some of the
units that’s not as simple as just being able to do that.’
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Staff members discussed the need for, or lack of, an ability to differentiate between different types of
young people and their needs, including mental health-, developmental- and security needs. They noted
that this inability to differentiate can be problematic when trying to navigate and deal with young
people from opposing gangs who end up being placed on the same unit. This contributed to an unsafe
environment for both staff and young people.

‘I think that’s an issue that we are trying to give everyone the same thing. [...] and that affects
the safety because you're trying to give someone something they don’t need, and you're forcing
it [...]. We have to have a gradated system that will fit everyone.’

Some staff members also described how the current facility lay-out results in a lot of movement across
the facility, from and to different areas and units. They noted that when an incident happens in the
facility, all movement ceases which creates frustration with both staff and young people and can cause
further incidents.

Conclusion and recommendations

Conclusion

Overall, the interviews with youth justice custodial staff show a high level of care and concern for the
wellbeing of young people in custody at Parkville Youth Justice Precinct (PYJP), which aligns with a
relational security approach. Most staff consider their role to involve caring, supporting and/or coaching
young people to make better choices, as well as challenging poor choices and negative or harmful
behaviours. Many described their role explicitly in terms of a parental or ‘big brother’ role, which clearly
indicates their relational orientation. Staff also highlighted the significant challenges of balancing the
caring, supportive aspects of their role with the need to maintain security and safety in their workplace
environment. The majority of staff interviewed identified that establishing good rapport and positive
working relationships with young people was directly linked to their ability to de-escalate conflict and/or
defuse heightened emotions, and thereby to maintain safety more effectively.

The findings also reveal, however, a range of impediments to balancing the care and support needs of
young people with the safety and security demands of the custodial setting. It is of concern, from a
relational security perspective, that a high number of staff members interviewed (50%) viewed their role
predominantly in terms of enforcing rules, ensuring security and policing young people. This is indicative
of some workers’ fear and mistrust of young people, which is an impediment to building positive
working relationships. Staff workloads, high turnover, and procedural inflexibility were some of the
challenges noted that limited staff’s capacity to engage and spend time building relationships with
young people. Staff training and team cohesion were also noted to be insufficient, with direct impacts
on staff and young people’s safety, emotional and physical wellbeing and mental health. The
overwhelmingly majority of staff emphasised strong interpersonal and relationship building skills as
central to their role and the maintenance of a safe environment. They highlighted the need for ongoing,
practical skills-based professional development and training, particularly in relation to understanding
mental health, trauma and cultural responsivity. Many staff noted the physical design of PYJP was also
an impediment to working effectively with young people.

The principles of relational security provide a way to balance the care and support of young people with
the need for safety and security in a custodial setting. These principles should inform staff recruitment,
training, support and management strategies, as well as decisions about design and use of space. The
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following recommendations are made with a view to addressing these issues, by optimising conditions
for relational security to be implemented, understood and practised consistently across PYJP, with the
aim of maximising the mental, emotional, cultural and physical health, safety and wellbeing of everyone
living and working this environment.

Recommendations

Recommendation 1 — Co-design and implement ongoing relational security training for all PYJP staff.

Relational security involves a dynamic and evolving set of practices that need to be responsive to the
demands of any complex relational setting where physical, emotional, psychological and cultural care
and support needs must be balanced with the need for physical, emotional, psychological and cultural
safety and security. To ensure that relational security principles are understood and integrated across
the organisation, and throughout PYJP policy and practice, relational security training need to be co-
designed using a collaborative approach involving staff and young people. It is recommended that this
co-design approach is facilitated and guided by external experts, including those with research expertise,
practice expertise and lived experience expertise.

Recommendation 2 — Time and space for building trust and establishing strong working relationships
between staff and young people are prioritised as key to promoting safety and security.

The findings highlight the importance of giving staff the time and space to communicate and engage in
meaningful conversations with young people and for staff to engage in activities with young people. This
needs to be understood as a key element of a relational security approach and therefore a core part of
PYJP staff roles. The need for time to be prioritised has implications for staff recruitment, training,
retention, support and management (see recommendation 3, 4, 5 below). The need for space to be
prioritised has implications for the physical, environmental and interior design of the facility. Although
unit size and facility and unit lay-out are static characteristics — the provision of calm and private spaces,
communal areas, security differentiation and access to green spaces should be a focus within the
current environment.

Recommendation 3 — Develop staff recruitment strategy in line with relational security principles.

The findings highlight that working in a youth justice custodial setting requires that staff are able to
establish positive working relationships with young people, involving mutual trust and respect, to be
flexible and adaptive to young people needs, and to maintain professional boundaries. These are the
skills and attributes to be sought out, fostered, developed, and supported in an ongoing way, to
promote a relationally secure workplace for staff and a relationally secure living space for young people.

To address the detrimental impacts of ongoing staffing issues, and the need to recruiting the staff with
the ‘right skills and capabilities’ as well as to ensure a stable and consistent workforce, it is
recommended that staff recruitment is based on the following core competencies:

- Excellent interpersonal and relationship building skills

- Ability to work as a team including communication, listening and (peer) support skills
- Genuine interest and commitment to building relationships with young people

- Ability to be flexible and responsive to young people’s individual needs

- Committed to ongoing training and professional development
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Recommendation 4 — Develop the broader staff training strategy to be line with relational security
principles.

The findings highlight staff need and appetite for ongoing professional development and training, with a
specific focus on developing staff competency in understanding mental health, trauma sensitivity and
cultural responsivity. It is recommended that training in strengths-based approaches to working with
young people in a way that engages, builds and strengthens their family and community connections
form a central part of the staff training strategy. Building and maintaining a positive and supportive
working relationship with young people should be at the center of all staff training components. It is
recommended that practical, skills-based and scenario-based training is guided and delivered by
external experts including those with practice expertise and lived experience expertise. Furthermore, it
is recommended that this is supported by ongoing mentoring and support for staff (see below,
recommendation 5), incorporating both peer support and managerial support.

Recommendation 5 — Develop staff support and management strategy in line with relational security
principles.

The findings show the need for stable, cohesive teams across the PYJP, and for staff to feel valued,
supported, and that they belong as part of a team. This requires a strategy of clear communication and
facilitating strong peer support within the team, led by clear communication and support from PYJP
management. In line with Recommendation 2, above, this strategy should emphasise time for
relationship-building and peer support as well as the creation of spaces where staff and young people
can feel safe and secure (physically, emotionally, culturally) to engage in one-on-one, small group or
collective activities — both for staff with their peers and for staff with young people.

Recommendation 6 — Establish a relational security community of practice.

To be able to effectively develop, implement and integrate relational security across PYJP policy and
practice, it is recommended that a community of practice that connects custodial staff with other
professionals and practitioners working with young people involved with the youth justice system is
established. A relational security community of practice can facilitate a rich source of knowledge, tools
and support for staff. Connecting PYJP staff with a peer network outside the custodial setting on a
regular basis will also increase the ability of staff to work in a strengths-based community-integrated
way that will allow them to more effectively respond to young people’s relational needs.

Recommendation 7 — Support and develop ongoing research into the operationalization and
implementation of relational security principles.

It is recognised that relational security is a vital part of establishing a safe and secure environment that
also facilitates a therapeutic approach. However, it is not well-defined within a youth justice setting and
a current model and implementation guidelines are missing. The current report provides a first set of
recommendations as to what is needed to establish, strengthen and maintain the use of relational
security in Victoria’s Youth Justice System. However, ongoing research into the operationalization,
implementation and impact of relational security principles is key for a sustainable relational security
approach.
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Appendix 1: Staff interview questions
1. How do you see your role as a youth justice worker?

E.g. overall aim/purpose, your responsibilities and daily tasks. May include ensuring safety, risk
management, enforcing rules, monitoring, building trust, supporting with life-tasks, supporting/building
skills, achieve goals, attend to needs.

2. How would you describe a typical young person on your unit?

E.g. Low/high risk, aggressive, quiet, extrovert/introvert, common mental health issues, offence type,
(un)motivated.

3. How would you describe your (working) relationship with young people on your unit?
4, What is your main approach in building and maintaining this relationship?

E.g. coaching, mentoring, role model, therapeutic, supportive, trusting, authority/ enforcing rules,
monitoring, repression/coercion.

5. What would be the ideal relationship with young people on your unit?
6. How do you consider, or respond to, a young person’s individual background, needs or skills?
E.g. developmental needs, age, mental health problems, cultural and/or religious backgrounds.

7. Do you feel your working environment is safe, and what are the main things needed in order for
you to feel safe?

This includes both physical and emotional safety.

8. Can you describe your main approaches and/or strategies to maintaining a safe environment for
staff and young people on your unit?

E.g.de-escalation/proactive approach, use of separation/restraint, allowing flexibility, negotiation,
rigorous application/enforcement of rules, close communication with staff, communicating with young
people.

9. What are the main barriers and/or facilitators to maintaining a safe environment on your unit?
Why/how do these effect the environment?

E.g. features of the environment, procedural or management issues, characteristics or changes/retention
of staff and management, mix/characteristics of young people, peer group dynamics, knowledge/
relationship with young people.

10. How does your relationship with young people influence your ability, or your approaches to,
maintaining a safe environment on your unit?

11. Is there room for you to consider, or respond to, a young person’s individual background, needs
or skills when maintaining a safe environment? Are there any flexibilities?

E.g. considering developmental needs, age, mental health problems, cultural and/or religious
backgrounds.
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12. How do your activities in order to maintain a safe environment effect your relationship with
young people?

13. What is needed for a safe, positive and rehabilitative custodial environment?

14. Any other things you would like to mention, or comment on, in relation to your working
relationship with young people and/or your working environment?
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