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Abstract 

This paper reviews the application of people-centered justice principles to children, focusing on what we know—and still 
need to know—about how justice systems can better respond to children’s distinct needs and experiences. Based on 
existing research, we know that children under 18, constituting approximately 30% of the global population, face justice 
problems that are both similar to and qualitatively different from those of adults, including exclusion, barriers to 
establishing legal identity, exposure to violence, restrictions on association, and unlawful detention. We also know that 
children’s evolving capacities, developmental stages, and interdependencies with families and communities require 
specialized, ecosystemic responses that integrate across the portfolios of government ministries and civil society. 
Promising interventions—including prevention measures, systemic inclusion efforts, multi-sectoral service models, child-
friendly professionals, and procedural safeguards—demonstrate transformative potential, with preliminary evidence from 
Sierra Leone, for example, suggesting child maintenance agreements yield benefit-cost ratios as high as 50:1. However, 
important questions remain around the effectiveness, scalability, and sustainability of these interventions across diverse 
contexts, particularly in low- and middle-income countries. Significant data gaps also persist: children are largely absent 
from legal needs surveys, age-disaggregated data are scarce, and current methodologies often fail to capture children’s 
lived experiences or the structural determinants of their justice needs.  
 
Drawing on global frameworks, expert consultations, and emerging evidence, this paper argues that an expansive, child-
centered approach to justice is essential for achieving justice for all, and concludes with proposed steps for ethical, child-
specific data collection, participatory research methodologies, and economic analyses to build compelling investment 
cases for reform. 
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30 (Global Perspectives on People-Centered Justice: Exploring the Evidence, Matthew Burnett & Rebecca L. Sandefur eds., 
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1. Overview 

People under the age of eighteen account for approximately 30% of the world’s population, and in numerous 
countries children make up more than half of all residents.1 Given children’s demographic significance, this paper places 
a distinctive focus on children under age 18. It draws on a growing global movement driving people-centered justice, which 
designs justice systems based on people’s ordinary experiences and seeks proportionate, accessible justice systems 
focused on people’s outcomes and applies this approach to children. In doing so, it shifts the focus from justice systems, 
to children’s agency and own experiences of their justice needs, and seeks to understand the distinctiveness of these needs 
in policy and practice responses. It advances an expansive definition of child-centered justice, rooted in the recognition of 
children’s distinct characteristics and experiences. It uses an ecosystemic lens—which views children’s lives as situated 
within a network of interrelated relationships, institutions, and structural conditions—to understand child-centered justice 
and apply this in practice and policy. It does so by reviewing existing knowledge on children’s justice needs established 
though the consolidated expertise of the Global Working Group on SDG 16+ Justice for Children,2 and identifies promising 
evidence-based strategies and innovations for child-centered justice. This paper pays particular attention to the common 
justice problems children face, and to the evidence of service-level interventions that respond to these needs while driving 
systems toward greater child-centeredness. The analysis identifies critical gaps, including the underrepresentation of 
children in global data, limitations in legal needs surveys, and the lack of evidence on interventions necessary to address 
the justice needs of children facing adversities. It concludes with proposed next steps for research and action. 

 

2. An Expansive Definition for Child-centered Justice 

An opening reference point for this paper is drawn from the 2025 Global Declaration on Advancing Child-Centred 
Justice which positions child-centered justice within the people-centered justice movement. It calls for inclusive, 
participatory, and accountable justice systems that uphold children’s rights under international law, respond to their 
specific needs as victims, witnesses, or alleged offenders, ensure their protection and participation, and advance reform 
through data, intersectoral cooperation, and meaningful child involvement.3 Specifically, it offers an expansive 
understanding of child-centered justice through its “Child-Centred Justice Conceptual Framework” as follows:  
 

A broad interpretation of the meaning of child-centred justice is required to address the wide range of 
challenges children face and to remove barriers to their accessing justice. Such challenges may include 
instances of violence and armed conflict in particular, exclusion, barriers to identity, discrimination, including 
gender-based discrimination, and deprivation of children’s liberty. 4 

In this light, the scope of child-centered justice in this paper follows that set out in the Declaration, including 
administrative, civil, criminal, economic, environmental, political, and social justice. It operates through both judicial and 
non-judicial mechanisms, spanning courts as well as customary, religious, indigenous, community-based, and other 
justice systems. It recognizes that children may engage with these systems in multiple capacities—as victims or survivors, 
witnesses, accused of an offence, interested parties, or individuals requiring intervention for their care, protection, health, 
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or wellbeing. It incorporates justice processes initiated by children themselves or on their behalf to seek remedies for 
violations or denials of rights under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and other relevant international 
child rights instruments including preventive measures and complaints mechanisms, delivered by public authorities and 
other providers responsible for children, such as education, healthcare, childcare, child protection, social services, and 
other essential services. Where domestic systems fail to provide appropriate remedies, children have recourse to review 
or appeal procedures at regional or international levels. It emphasizes the need for states and stakeholders to establish 
strong, accessible pathways to justice that begin where children experience injustice. 

 

3. Policy Distinctions for Children 

The distinctive nature of children reinforces the need for an expansive and people-centered approach to 
advancing access to justice for children; the complexity of delivering child-centered justice can differ from other complex 
challenges in several ways.5 Because a range of both individual,6 familial7 and environmental8 factors profoundly affect 
children, supporting children’s rights and addressing their justice needs can have particularly complex and multifaceted 
challenges. This is by nature of the distinct needs, rights and evolving capacities of children, and the immense mediating 
role that adults, communities and public services play in children’s lives.  
 

Responding differently in the light of this distinctiveness requires an intricacy of solutions, and a structure and 
nature of government and civil society integration that matches the task. Effective child-centered justice responses 
integrate the following distinctions:  
 
Children have evolving agency and capacities; the impact of policies and programs on children at various stages of 

their development requires careful consideration and specialized knowledge so the impact of policy decisions 
are tailored to children’s development. 

 
Children are at the most formative point in their lives, with deep-seated and long-lasting impacts from policy 

successes and failures.  
 
Lived experience offers crucial insights into understanding the lives and experiences of children, especially those 

children who are less “visible.” 
 
The nature of the challenge of child-centered justice demands the integration of a full understanding of the nature of 

children’s wellbeing, the determinants of adversity and of their future wellbeing, and the understanding of what 
programs and policies will most likely address their rights and needs.  

 
Children’s interdependencies mean their wellbeing is inextricably linked to the wellbeing of the family, and supporting 

their families is critical for supporting children themselves. Local and community experiences in turn support 
families and their children, and so insights and expertise at the local and community level are key contributors to 
responding effectively in children’s lives. 

 
Children play a pivotal role in the success of a very wide range of national economic and social objectives that are 

often seen as quite distinct from the child per se, for example, gender equality; inclusive growth; and climate 
change. Children’s wellbeing is inherently interconnected with adults’ wellbeing, and to the adults’ contribution 
to society and the economy in the immediate- and medium-term. As such, child wellbeing needs to be positioned 
as both a priority outcome to which society aspires, and as a fundamental determinant of many other high priority 
national outcomes.  
 

The time horizon for children requires both urgency, due to the speed of their changing developmental stages, and 
sustained, high levels of commitment over time. Persistent efforts are needed to prevent lapses in coherence and 
consistency of programs.9  
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Child-centered justice thus cannot be achieved through agencies’ efforts within singular mandates. An effective 
response requires actions that unite across government portfolios with civil society, driven by an unclouded vision for the 
outcomes, sustained over a long time horizon.10 The distinct nature of children, and an expansive definition of child-
centered justice in response, together shape the parameters of this paper. 

 

4. What We Know 

Responding with a child-centered justice approach begins with an understanding of children’s justice needs; 
these are interrelated but not exclusively the same as the justice needs adults face. Following from the people-centered 
justice movement flagship report Justice for All: Report of the Task Force on Justice,11 which outlines “the most Common 
Justice Problem,”12 the following section outlines a range of recognized and pressing justice problems facing children. This 
is followed by an overview of “gamechanging” approaches to children’s justice problems which have the potential to shift 
whole systems towards better meeting children’s justice needs. These are both outlined below. 

 

5. Common Justice Problems Children Face 

Fundamentally, as with adults a child—or the person supporting them—must recognise a justice need and know 
that a right exists before they can exercise it. Following on from this, 10 common justice problems children face were drawn 
from a review of recent international justice reports, led by international academic and technical experts, augmented by 
expert interviews and group consultations.13 Children’s justice needs were found to be driven primarily by: Exclusion, Lack 
of access to justice, Lack of prevention, Barriers to identity, Violence, Limits to their association, and Detention. These 
problems manifest in both individual experiences and structural impacts, unjustly shaping children’s outcomes as well as 
their interactions with justice systems. These common justice problems, with examples for both individual and structural 
levels, are briefly described below (see Appendix 1 for summary table).14  
 
Children experience exclusion. For example, at the individual level, this is evident amongst children who grow up in 

poverty, and those who experience marginalization, isolation, and discrimination. These experiences are 
reinforced structurally—for example, through intergenerational economic inequality and systemic 
discrimination—perpetuating cycles of exclusion. 

 
Children struggle to access justice when their rights are violated. For example, this occurs when children are 

unable to participate in decisions that directly affect their lives during justice proceedings; and when encounters 
with justice systems often (re)harm, ignore, or traumatize them. Structurally, this is mirrored in the lack of 
institutional accountability to children, and in the inaccessibility of justice systems that fail to respond to the 
distinct nature and needs of children. 

 
Inadequate prevention compounds children’s experiences of injustice and harm. A child may be unable to access 

essential public services such as mental health services due to barriers in accessibility for the child, or 
affordability for the family, for example, and in turn may be criminalized for running away from home. On a 
systemic level, this is reflected in justice systems that fail to integrate with broader efforts to strengthen access 
and affordability of education, health, and family or community support, leaving children without preventive 
safety nets. 

 
Children’s barriers to their right to identity present another justice obstacle.  For instance, when a child without 

legal identity is excluded from national protections and services, or when children face severe risks in cross-
border contexts when their legal identity is not recognized by another country. Structurally, these barriers are 
evident in situations such as when child migrants and refugees—who are made especially vulnerable in these 
circumstances—are systematically blocked from securing legal identity, creating the risk of generational 
statelessness. 
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Exposure to violence is a pervasive justice problem children face. At the individual level, children experience 

violence in multiple forms within and outside of the family —gender-based violence, abuse, bullying, and 
exploitation. They may also witness violence or, in some cases, commit violent acts themselves. Children also 
experience structural violence, such as when weak rule of law fosters corruption resulting in those who commit 
violence against children not being held accountable; or when frontline service providers lack child-sensitive 
approaches to violence, failing to protect children effectively. 

 
Restrictions on children’s associations is a further justice need. This includes when children are held accountable 

for their associations rather than for their actions—for example, where a child is exploited and recruited into 
criminal gangs, or into violent extremism and accused of national security related offences, and not treated as a 
victim; children can be treated primarily as victims while still being held accountable for their actions rather than 
their associations. At a systemic level, their justice needs are then perpetuated when justice systems fail to 
differentiate between adults and children in national security-related offences, treating them with equal severity, 
made worse where military courts—lacking transparency and unprepared for cases involving children—permit 
hearing such cases. 

 
Finally, a further common justice need arises when children are detained in custody  rather than safely in 

communities, such as when children are arbitrarily and unlawfully deprived of their liberty, held in prolonged pre-
trial detention, or placed in harmful large-scale institutions for “care” purposes, far removed from their families 
and communities.15 This is also evident structurally when justice systems are costly, unimaginative, and limited 
in their diversion and community-based options, and where detention facilities permit harmful practices, such 
as solitary confinement, violent punishment severe neglect, which exacerbate profound harms rather than 
promote rehabilitation. 

 

6. Child-Centered Justice Interventions 

Responding to children’s justice problems requires evidence-based interventions at individual, community, and 
systems levels, which together are essential to delivering child-centered justice. Applying innovations which are based on 
a clear foundation of understanding children’s justice needs can accelerate child-centered, rights-focused, and inclusive 
justice in particular. Still, further evidence is needed to sharpen knowledge, especially at scale and in a variety of differing 
contexts. Evidence supports the following range of interventions. 

“Gamechangers” to advance child-centered justice  
Innovative approaches can shift whole systems towards improved and holistic child-centered justice. The Hague 

Institute for Innovation of Law (HiiL) defines people-centered justice “Gamechangers” as having “strong potential to solve 
legal problems fairly and deliver effective treatments consistently.”16 Less is documented about the full range of child-
centered justice innovations that may warrant Gamechanger status. 

However, evidence of Justice for Children Gamechangers is emerging.17 These are child-centered, rights-focused, 
and inclusive approaches which are, or show promise to be, “effective, scalable, and sustainable solutions.”18 These 
components create the legal and social environment that enables children to thrive, receive fair treatment, and actively 
participate in their own development and the society in which they live. They reinforce children’s rights, wellbeing, and, 
where relevant, promote rehabilitative over punitive measures.  
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Emerging from a review of promising practices around the world,19 and supported by international expert interviews, 
the following seven Justice for Children “Gamechangers” are drawn from children’s experiences as well as research and 
insights from professionals. These seven types of services, active across multiple ecosystemic levels, emerged from this 
review; these are presented in Figure 1 and outlined below, identified as core to addressing children’s justice needs:  

 

 
Prevention services are designed to avoid escalation into formal system interactions by meeting children’s justice 

needs and addressing underlying causes within their homes, families, and communities. These can include child-
specific justice needs assessments; community services and programs, including law-related education bringing 
accessible, practical, and rights-focused legal education into high schools; cash transfer programs; school-
based violence prevention curricula; and mechanisms for resolving family justice disputes. 
 

Systemic inclusion efforts target structural changes that address the disproportionate representation of 
marginalized children, families, and communities with unmet justice needs. Examples include mandated free-
of-charge birth registration, ensuring access to social security by removing barriers for those without legal 
identification, enforced child maintenance agreements (see below), strengthening democratization and the rule 
of law, the decriminalization of poverty, and systematic consultation processes that include co-designing 
solutions with affected communities. 
 

Multi-sectoral, solution-oriented services shift siloed justice interventions to instead provide integrated responses 
that resolve justice issues as close as possible to the child’s daily life. Such services include community-based 
Sociolegal Defense Centers,20 which provide children with direct access to justice and socio-legal support to 
uphold their rights; Child Advocacy Centers21 and Barnahus22 models, which offer multi-sector, interdisciplinary 
responses for child victims and witnesses of violence; and restorative justice services, which focus on repairing 
relationships through mediation, conflict resolution, counselling, and support. 
 

Child-centered justice services intentionally design, implement, and operate procedures across formal, informal, 
and customary systems with children’s needs in mind, whether they are witnesses, offenders, or victims. 

Figure 1. Seven “Gamechanging Innovations to Achieve Justice for Children” (2024) 
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Interventions can include policy guidelines and practices that systematically and effectively seek children’s views 
in family justice disputes such as divorce, custody, or maintenance; community-based non-custodial sentences 
for children and their primary caregiver; the establishment of special children’s tribunals as alternatives to formal 
courts; and legal aid made directly accessible to children, independent of parental income levels or permissions. 
 

Child-friendly professionals are central to delivering effective child-centered justice services. Adults working within 
the justice sector, such as lawyers, paralegals, judges, and police, as well as essential providers of health, 
education, and social work services, are recruited and equipped to communicate with children meaningfully and 
ensure their rights are met. Examples include services that support young people with lived experience of the 
justice system to share their perspectives, as well as training and mentoring programs for justice professionals to 
build child-sensitive skills and knowledge, particularly in relation to children’s rights.  
 

Procedural safeguarding ensures robust protections throughout all legal proceedings, making justice processes 
child-inclusive and consistent with international human rights standards. Relevant interventions include child-
friendly complaints mechanisms; approaches that enable children to express their views at all stages of their 
justice interactions and proceedings; provision of clear, accessible, and age-appropriate information, tools, and 
support; and the option for children to choose whether proceedings take place in person or digitally. 
 

Finally, collaborative alliances involve leadership at multiple levels to build transformative partnerships between 
government and non-governmental actors, legal professionals, child advocates, donors, and children 
themselves. Such alliances secure shared commitments to child-centered justice by shaping policy with the 
involvement of children, pooling resources, and promoting children’s rights and wellbeing. Ambitious donors with 
long-term vision are seen as essential partners, as investment in justice for children is vital to accelerate the pace 
of change required to meet Agenda 2030.23 Practical examples include global movements driving child justice 
reforms, national whole-of-government and whole-of-society mainstreaming initiatives, and the establishment 
of child advisory groups to meaningfully inform professional development, standards, regulation, policies and 
practices. 

 

7. What Are the Gaps 

Gaps in evidence and data on child-centered justice vary in nature and substance. Missing are data collection 
efforts that go well beyond descriptive data to include baseline, comparative, and trend data to properly equip justice 
leaders, policymakers, and funders to drive change and track progress nationally, internationally, and globally. Data 
collection gaps also include a lack of age disaggregation; a scarcity of applied child-specific methodologies beyond the 
children’s nongovernmental sector; and a lack of investment into research that asks relevant questions of children to better 
reflect the nature of children’s justice needs (which, due to the distinct nature of children, can be hidden within children’s 
wider circumstances). Data that captures the ecosystemic aspects of children’s lives would enable more effective and 
targeted responses. 
 

In this high-level review, gaps in evidence include clear definitions of replicable interventions and, relatedly, 
evaluation data on the effectiveness of specific child-centered interventions related to the common justice problems 
children face outlined above. These gaps are particularly pronounced in relation to culturally situated child-centered justice 
interventions in low and middle-income countries. These gaps in turn contribute to a lack of effective and compelling 
investment cases for child-centered justice interventions, which then undermines progress to deliver and scale evidence-
based innovations for justice for children. An overview of gaps and considerations related to specifically legal needs 
surveys and investment cases are explored below. 
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7.1. Data Collection Gaps 

7.1.1. Legal Needs Surveys and children  

Current quantitative tools (e.g., legal needs surveys, victim surveys) often fail to capture children’s justice needs. 
High-quality, statistically robust data (both quantitative and qualitative) is essential. Children (under 18) are not commonly 
included within legal needs survey samples, and when they are, these will be older adolescents (ages 15 and older).24 Based 
on an unpublished and European-based rapid review of the literature to identify child-relevant Legal Needs Surveys (LNS),25 
the following insights are offered:  
 

In attempting to understand why children are not included in LNS, Balmer et al. offer three reasons for why their 
own LNS methodology was restricted to those over 18 years old.26 They explain that the distinct nature of children (as 
discussed above) means that children may not know their rights; LNS do not set out to define justice problems in a way that 
would capture children’s justice needs; and the responsibility for children’s judiciable problems often lies with others rather 
than children.27 These reasons are echoed elsewhere in the literature.28 

7.1.2. Child-friendly methodologies 

Children have been effectively included in some justice needs analyses by adapting research methods in order to 
be responsive to children’s distinct needs. In doing so, important insights from and about children are offered. Key 
messages from research include concerns that “in general, many children lack knowledge of their rights.”29 Children 
expressed experiences that their “needs and concerns are not prioritised by the adults working for them.” 30 Researchers in 
contexts of displacement conclude that qualitative research methods such as focus groups and observation are an 
essential part of data collection on the basis of the rich, nuanced and applicable insights elicited by the research: 

From a methodological point of view, one of the main conclusions that can be drawn from this work is that 
qualitative research methods such as focus groups and observation are an essential part of data collection. 
Creating a space for researchers to record their observations of the social dynamics in which an interview or 
focus group takes place is essential to be able to interpret the results, including to read silences and identify 
areas of self-censorship.31  

7.1.3. Economic Investment Evidence Gaps 

Relatedly, in a context of highly constrained public resources, intense competition within all governments for 
scarce resources, and heightened demand for services, sustained political and civil society commitment to child-centered 
justice is critical. A case for investment into child-centered justice offers would offer immense value as a crucial 
complement to the fundamental arguments to implement programs which enhance children’s access to justice.  
 

Investing in children generates benefits through two main channels: immediate improvements in childhood 
experiences, and long-term reductions in adults who have endured prolonged adversity. These investments create both 
direct value for the child and broader economic value for families, communities, and society. The benefits emerge in both 
the short term and the long term — including enhanced well-being for children and reduced social costs for society as well 
as increased contributions of adults to economic, social and cultural national life. The investments themselves span 
preventative efforts that reduce the onset of adversity and restorative efforts that mitigate or repair harms already 
experienced.3233 
 

Some evidence is emerging. For example, unpublished preliminary evidence from Sierra Leone34 suggests that 
child maintenance agreements are highly cost-effective, with a conservative benefit-cost ratio of 50:1—exceeding other 
known justice interventions35 and comparable to global returns from leading health measures such as immunization and 
reducing child malnutrition.36 This intervention also disproportionately benefits girls, and families living in poverty, as 
transfers predominantly reach female-headed households, which are typically poorer.37 However, evidence on the return 
on investment in child-centered justice remains limited.  
 

Insights may nonetheless be drawn from wider people-centered justice initiatives and lessons borrowed from 
wider child-focused public policy evaluations. For example, in the adult criminal justice system, an economic analysis of a 
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UK restorative justice program demonstrated returns of £4 GBP (≈$5 USD) for every £1 GBP (≈$1 USD) invested, and £14 
GBP (≈$19 USD) per £1 GBP for society overall, highlighting the potential of such “gamechanger” interventions to reduce 
detention and strengthen social cohesion.38 Broader evidence on children’s wellbeing underscores the long-term 
economic benefits of early investment39 particularly in education, and with research on COVID-19 school closures showing 
significant lifelong earning losses from disrupted learning.40 Similarly, a Danish longitudinal study links childhood adversity 
with higher use of health, welfare, and justice systems, reinforcing the case for equitable early preventive investment.41 
Building on these insights, with further effort, the potential exists for child-centered justice to be framed not as a cost but 
as an investment that generates immediate benefits in child wellbeing and long-term societal gains. 
 

While the arguments in support of greater investment are compelling in principle, and informed by powerful lines 
of thinking and deep understanding, the hard evidence is still limited. Understanding the effectiveness and impact of 
investing in child-centered justice programs to enhance children’s wellbeing is a crucial element in the promotion of child-
centered justice. The data needed to build this case for the economic and social returns on investment into child-centered 
justice reforms, however, are complex, difficult to identify, and as yet under-researched—or unpublished and lacking peer-
reviewed, where research has been undertaken. Refining and validating estimated benefit-cost ratios may be an important 
next step, where preliminary evidence exists. It is proposed that drawing on successful models in related fields, and 
applying robust methodologies to measure these outcomes, would contribute to sustaining political will and advancing 
systemic reform.  

7.2. Closing these Gaps 
Reviews exploring actions to close data gaps42 and steps to implement smarter financing strategies43 were undertaken by 
the Global Working Group on SDG 16+ Justice for Children44 identified the following: 
 
On the gap of age disaggregation in data collection: Where current data systems lack sufficient attention to the 

distinct experiences of children, an evidence and data framework that specifically includes children’s justice 
needs sharpens the focus on data collection from the start. While engaging with families and other adults about 
children provides useful insights, this is not sufficient on its own, and children must be directly and meaningfully 
included in data processes. 

 
On ethical and inclusive data collection: Involving children in data collection requires specific ethical safeguards, 

given their vulnerability and the sensitivity of justice-related information. Partnering with expert organizations that 
have built trust with children facing marginalization, and using such processes to inform both prevention and 
response strategies are useful investments to close these gaps. Following the Agenda 2030 principle of 
addressing those “furthest behind, first,”45 priority placed on the needs of the most disadvantaged and least 
visible children will close the largest gaps. 

 
On methodologies: Integrate both quantitative and qualitative evidence; expanding specialist surveys to cover the 

justice needs of children in vulnerable populations to ensure more comprehensive understanding of children’s 
justice needs. Develop methods that support the development of interventions investment cases. Collate 
illustrative examples of how specific approaches can be applied to achieve child-centered justice which are 
applicable to a range of country contexts. Establish demonstration projects with a specific focus on interventions 
to accelerate learning. 

 
On evidence initiatives that view children holistically: Where data collection focus exclusively on individual-level 

problems, design initiatives to also examine the structural elements driving children’s justice needs. This includes 
incorporating children’s perspectives on factors such as family income, family separation, race and ethnicity, 
gender, disability, and rurality. A broad understanding informs more effective interventions, policies, and 
programs. 

 
On safe and inclusive partnerships in data gathering: Although safeguarding efforts are crucial, the evidence 

suggests that these can inadvertently lead to children being invisible within datasets. To avoid this, new 
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methodologies developed and deployed to accurately capture children’s justice needs require collaboration with 
experts in participatory research with children, data protection specialists, civil society, policymakers, adult 
allies, and trained professionals. 

 
On creative and participatory approaches: To help ensure children’s views and experiences are authentically 

represented in justice data, methods include for example strength-based, art-based, and play-based strategies, 
which can facilitate meaningful engagement. While such methods may require greater investment of time and 
resources, they can generate nuanced, relevant, and ethical insights, and contribute to high-impact solutions. 
They also provide valuable guidance for the implementation and improvement of justice policies and programs. 

 
On prioritizing efforts: Focus on child-centered justice interventions that are multipliers, that are underpin and 

benefit wider aspirations. 
 
On capacity-building: Develop learning resources that support policymakers to assess the cost benefit value of 

interventions. Ensure these assess the benefits and savings to wider society of investing in justice for children, as 
well as the direct benefits to the child well into adulthood, for the breadth of national prosperity. 

 

Conclusion 

Given that children constitute a substantial share of the global population, child-centered justice forms an 
important focus in achieving people-centered justice. This paper draws on the growing global movement driving people-
centered justice, offering a perspective on how people-centered justice matters to children. It examines the distinct 
characteristics of children’s justice needs, the common justice problems they encounter, and the systemic and 
methodological barriers which impede a full, actionable understanding and means of intervention. The expansive definition 
of child-centered justice proposed forms a necessary basis from which to address the wide range of justice challenges 
children face, for an effective people-centered response. 

This high-level review of growing international evidence to date underscores several key findings. Children 
experience justice problems that are both similar to and qualitatively different from those faced by adults, including 
exclusion, barriers to identity, exposure to violence, and unlawful detention. These, and the responses in turn, are mediated 
by the adults around them. Promising service-level interventions, or “gamechangers”, demonstrate potential to transform 
systems, yet evidence on their effectiveness, scalability, and sustainability remains limited. Critically, gaps in data and 
research are ongoing: children are largely absent from legal needs surveys, age-disaggregated data is scarce, and 
methodologies often fail to capture children’s lived experiences. These deficits constrain the ability to design responsive 
policies and to build a compelling investment case for child-centered justice. 

These findings point to clear priorities for future action. Advancing child-centered justice requires robust, ethical, 
and child-specific data frameworks that integrate quantitative and qualitative approaches and adopt intersectional 
methodologies to reflect the structural determinants of children’s justice needs. Research that focuses on co-design with 
children, rigorous evaluation of interventions, and economic analyses to demonstrate the longer-term benefits of 
investment are important to this effort. These steps will require further research and evidence efforts, founded on inclusive, 
multi-sector partnerships and sustained leadership across government, civil society, academia, and the private sector.  
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Appendix 1. Common Justice Problems Children Face1  

 

 

 
1 JENNIFER DAVIDSON ET AL., JUSTICE FOR CHILDREN: APPLYING LESSONS FROM THE PANDEMIC 10-11(Univ. of Strathclyde, 2022), https://cic.nyu.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2023/06/6c192f_5c90474d29574ce6bf07eb631729a5d9-1.pdf.  
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