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Between Hope and Harm: The Emotional Ecology of Youth Justice Practice with Gang‑Affected Adolescents
Laura Chambers, London Metropolitan University  
[image: ]

Youth justice practitioners in England and Wales working with gang‑affected children occupy an emotional landscape that is rarely acknowledged in criminological scholarship, policy or practice. While burnout and vicarious trauma have been extensively examined in policing (McCarty et al., 2019), probation (Tidmarsh, 2020), social work (Collins, 2008), juvenile justice in the United States (Salyers et al., 2015) and other fields (Baird and Jenkins, 2003; Anderson et al., 2020), the emotional toll of youth justice work in England and Wales remains largely invisible, with the exception of  Zempi’s (2025) study. This absence is striking given the intensity of the emotional labour required to support young people whose lives are shaped by violence, trauma, exploitation and marginalisation. Youth justice occupies a transitional space between welfare and criminal justice, care and control, childhood and adulthood.  Some of the findings from existing studies on burnout are likely to be transferable to youth justice contexts, however, as I prepare to undertake doctoral research on burnout in youth justice practitioners who work with gang-affected children, it is evident that the emotional ecology underpinning this work receives too little theoretical and organisational attention. This reflective piece explores the affective terrain practitioners navigate and argues that youth justice deserves far greater attention within affective criminology.
Youth Justice as an Affective Field
Youth justice practice has historically been framed in terms of risk assessment and management, intervention planning and statutory compliance (Farrington, 2000), although positively that landscape is changing with the implementation of child-first practice (Case et al., 2024). Beneath these procedural layers lies a deeply affective field. Practitioners routinely encounter children whose lives are marked by instability, loss, community violence, adverse childhood experiences or ACEs (Jacob et al., 2019), and the cumulative effects of structural disadvantage. Practitioners must build relationships with adolescents who may be guarded, traumatised, mistrustful of professionals, or trapped in peer networks where violence is normalised. They must make decisions that carry moral weight: whether to breach a young person (return them to court for possible further sanction), whether to escalate safeguarding concerns, whether to challenge or contain risky behaviour. These decisions might be based on statutory frameworks and guidelines, but can also be accompanied by strong emotions due to the practitioners’ relationship with the child. 
Despite this, youth justice is rarely conceptualised within academic literature as emotional labour. Practitioners are expected to absorb stories of trauma, manage crises, and maintain professional composure in what can at times be significantly emotionally challenging work. Youth justice practitioners often adopt a relational, strengths‑based approach that emphasises children’s potential rather than their risk. This can obscure the emotional toll of the work, as practitioners prioritise children’s needs over their own wellbeing. The result is a profession that quietly absorbs emotional strain without the recognition or support afforded to other sectors.
Fear: Navigating Risk, Violence and Uncertainty
Fear is an often‑unspoken but potentially pervasive emotion in youth justice practice. Practitioners may fear for young people’s safety, particularly those involved in gang‑affected violence, exploitation or retaliatory harm. They may fear that a young person will be seriously injured or killed, be involved in the serious harm or death of another person. Children at times disclose concerns over travelling to particular geographic areas, or on particular modes of transport due to incidents which have happened to their friends, and this can add an additional layer of anxiety for the practitioner who wants to ensure the safety of the child in the community. This anticipatory anxiety is a form of emotional hypervigilance that can become chronic (HMIP, 2024). 
There is also fear for one’s own safety. Home visits and community outreach can expose practitioners to volatile situations. While youth justice is not typically framed as a frontline emergency service, practitioners often operate in unpredictable environments where tensions can escalate quickly. The emotional labour of managing one’s own fear, while projecting calm, authority and relational safety, is significant.
Fear can also manifest in more subtle ways: fear of making the wrong decision, fear of organisational scrutiny, fear of being blamed in the aftermath of a serious incident. Inspection regimes and risk‑averse cultures can amplify this emotional pressure. 
Anger: Moral Distress and Systemic Frustration
Anger is another emotion that practitioners may encounter but struggle to articulate. In this context, anger refers to a response to systemic failures that constrain practitioners’ ability to protect or support a child. Practitioners may feel anger when a child is denied housing or local authority care, when mental health services are unable to engage with a child, when schools exclude rather than support, or when criminal justice responses feel disproportionate or inconsistent. These moments generate moral distress – the emotional discomfort that arises when one knows the right course of action but is unable to pursue it due to structural barriers. 
Anger also emerges in response to preventable harm. When a young person is assaulted, exploited or criminalised in ways that could have been avoided with earlier intervention, practitioners may feel a deep sense of frustration at the systems that failed them. Serious case reviews may identify similar trajectories for a number of children, as well as the failed opportunities to step in and prevent escalation (Griffin, 2023). Given the boundaries of the professional environment, this anger can be internalised, suppressed or redirected into professional stoicism, but it can accumulate over time, contributing to emotional exhaustion, one of the core components of burnout (Maslach, 1993).
In affective criminology, anger is recognised as a political emotion, one that reveals the tensions between governance, justice and care. In youth justice, anger exposes the contradictions of a system that expects practitioners to deliver transformative outcomes while operating within structures that reproduce inequality and harm. Youth justice is one spoke of the criminal justice wheel, a wheel in which disproportionality and inequality remain significant concerns (Lammy, 2017; Davis and Marsh, 2020).
Hope: The Emotional Currency of Youth Justice
Despite the emotional strain, hope is a powerful and sustaining force in youth justice practice. A child attending school after months of absence, engaging in a restorative conversation, or expressing a desire to change can generate a sense of optimism that counterbalances the emotional weight of the work.
Hope is not naïve positivity; it is a form of relational investment. Practitioners hold hope on behalf of children who may not yet be able to imagine alternative futures. Practitioners must also hold hope given the nature of the work and its rehabilitative intentions. This “hope work” is emotionally demanding. It requires practitioners to remain open, attuned and committed even when progress is slow, inconsistent or overshadowed by setbacks. It requires them to believe in the possibility of change while navigating the realities of trauma, exploitation and structural disadvantage.
Yet hope can also be fragile. When young people disengage, reoffend or experience harm, practitioners may feel a sense of emotional loss. The collapse of hope can be painful, particularly when practitioners have invested significant emotional energy in supporting a child. 
Empathy: The Emotional Cost of Caring
Empathy is central to effective youth justice practice. Building trust with gang‑affected children requires practitioners to understand their experiences, validate their emotions, and create relational safety. This empathic engagement is essential for meaningful intervention and a core facet of trauma-informed practice, yet it carries emotional costs. The emotional strain associated with sustained empathy can lead to emotional exhaustion, particularly when practitioners are exposed to repeated accounts of trauma, violence and loss (Facer-Irwin, 2022). The emotional labour of “holding” a child’s story or stories while maintaining professional boundaries and managing one’s own reactions is considerable. Practitioners may find themselves thinking about children outside of work, worrying about their safety, or replaying difficult conversations. Over time, this emotional spillover can contribute to burnout.
Empathy also intersects with moral emotions. Practitioners may feel guilt when they cannot provide the support a child needs, or shame when organisational constraints prevent them from acting in accordance with their values. 
Vicarious Trauma: Absorbing the Emotional Weight of Violence
Vicarious trauma i.e. the emotional impact of exposure to others’ trauma, is well documented in a number of “helping professions” (Anne Dombo and Whiting Blome, 2016; Kadambi and Truscott, 2003). Yet it is seldom acknowledged in youth justice, despite practitioners’ frequent exposure to traumatic narratives. Children may describe experiences of assault, exploitation, bereavement, domestic abuse or community violence. Practitioners must listen, respond and support, at times without appropriate reflective spaces. One could argue that a monthly opportunity for reflective practice or clinical supervision may not be sufficient to safely contain some of the traumatic experiences that practitioners may be exposed to. Practitioners who work with gang-affected children may also face the trauma associated with serious harm being caused to a child. Additionally there may also be incidences of repeated exposure to different children being harmed or killed, which can lead the emotional impact of these events to compound upon pre-existing trauma.
Vicarious trauma can manifest as changes in one’s cognitive schemas (McCann and Pearlman, 1990). It can erode practitioners’ capacity for empathy, contribute to cynicism, and increase hypervigilance. Without organisational recognition or support, practitioners may internalise these symptoms as personal weakness rather than occupational hazard.
The emotional ecology of youth justice as outlined here – the interaction between fear, anger, hope, empathy and trauma – creates conditions where burnout can flourish. Yet the field remains largely absent from burnout research, leaving practitioners without the conceptual frameworks or organisational support needed to understand and mitigate these emotional pressures.
Towards an Affective Understanding of Youth Justice Practice
Affective criminology offers a valuable lens for understanding the emotional dimensions of youth justice practice. By emphasising emotions, it allows us to see youth justice not merely as a technical or procedural field, but as an affective one. This shift has several implications. First, it highlights the need for organisational cultures that recognise and support emotional labour. Reflective supervision, peer support, manageable caseloads and psychologically informed environments are essential for mitigating burnout and vicarious trauma (Anderson et al., 2010; Peled-Avram, 2017). Second, it underscores the importance of research that centres practitioners’ emotional experiences. Understanding the emotional ecology of youth justice is crucial for developing interventions that support practitioner wellbeing and enhance the quality of practice. Finally, it invites a broader conversation about the emotional politics of youth justice – how emotions shape decision‑making, relationships, organisational cultures and policy frameworks.
Conclusion
Youth justice practitioners working with gang‑affected children navigate an emotional terrain that is complex, demanding and largely unacknowledged. Fear, anger, hope, empathy and vicarious trauma are woven into the fabric of their daily work, shaping their wellbeing, their relationships with young people, and their sense of professional identity. Yet the emotional ecology of youth justice remains under‑theorised within criminology and under‑supported within practice. Youth justice is an affective field, and its practitioners deserve recognition, support and further scholarly attention. By highlighting the emotional dimensions of the work, we can not only build on existing research, but also build a more compassionate, reflective and sustainable youth justice system, one that honours the emotional labour of those who hold hope in the face of harm. After all, a better supported workforce is in turn better able to support children who come into contact with the criminal justice system.
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