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Justice for Children, Justice for All 
In setting out the ambitious vision for Sustainable Development, the United Nations 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development1 pledges not only to leave no one behind, but to also 
address the furthest behind first.2 

Children – those under age 18 – are 30% of the world’s population. In many countries, over half of 
the population is under the age of eighteen. Still, children are among those most at risk of being 
left behind, especially those already facing the greatest adversity and structural inequalities, 
which often intersect.  

At the half-way point to 2030 - and in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic - progress has 
markedly slowed. This slowed progress exacerbates existing inequalities and adversely impacts 
achieving people-centred justice for all.3  In addition, there is a stark gap when it comes to 
measuring, understanding, and fulfilling our global ambition for children.4  This is particularly 
important for future generations and securing intergenerational equity, as part of the global 
policy agenda to reinvigorate progress towards the SDGs and post-2030, Our Common Agenda. 

Justice for Children, Justice for All5 places children at the heart of a growing global movement for 
justice.   

With increased urgency and a clear vision for the future, the Justice for Children Agenda for 
Action builds upon the Justice for All Report, to shape the agenda to implement change across 
four key strategic levers needed to accelerate change for children: 

1. Building new types of partnerships, including intergenerational networks. 

2. Developing strategies for smarter financing; building the case to shift investment to 
children’s inclusion and well-being, and the political support for prevention. 

3. Using evidence and data to steer child-centred reforms, including disaggregated data, 
child friendly methodologies and child-centred views to drive change. 

4. Scaling up justice innovations, and applying imagination and safeguards for digital justice 
tools with children.  

The Policy Brief Series seeks to ensure that highly effective policies, services and practices 
support the achievement of SDG16.3 - promote the rule of law at the national and international 
levels, and ensure equal access to justice for all - for children and wider society, in the short- and 
longer-term. The full series of Justice for Children Policy Briefs is available here. 

This Policy Brief offers guidance for policymakers on Strategic Lever Three: using evidence and 
data to steer child-centred reforms. This Brief outlines actions needed to close the evidence and 
data gap, to achieve justice for children. It puts forward recommendations to improve current 
data collection and data governance – incorporating new holistic evidence initiatives and 
approaches. It then presents 7 emerging Gamechangers, or evidence informed service-level 
innovations, to shift systems to become more child-centred. Finally, it outlines key next steps to 
accelerate child justice transformations. This Policy Brief is directed not only to those whose 
policy remit primarily considers the child justice sector, but those with remits which engage the 
lives of children in the broadest sense. 

 

 

https://inspiringchildrensfutures.org/blog/justice-for-children-agenda-for-action
https://inspiringchildrensfutures.org/blog/justice-for-children-agenda-for-action
https://www.justice.sdg16.plus/report
https://inspiringchildrensfutures.org/blog/j4c-policy-brief-launch


Key Messages 
Evidence is integral to ensuring justice for children. It helps keep reforms on track by directing 
the continuous improvement of effective policy interventions. Data draws policymakers’ attention 
to children’s justice needs and, in turn, informs evidence. Evidence and data together drive the 
development, direct the selection, and steer the implementation of ‘Gamechangers’ – innovative 
services, systems and practices that shift systems to be more child-centred. Still, there are still 
extensive evidence and data gaps concerning children’s experiences of justice. 

Key messages include: 

• A growing movement for change is 
transforming people’s experiences of 
justice globally. Justice systems have 
not been designed for children, so 
adaptations are critical.  

• Children are amongst those most at 
risk of facing obstacles that prevent 
them from accessing justice and 
upholding their human rights. This is 
not a matter of if, but how to respond. 

• Act now to implement Gamechangers 
and improve evidence and data 
collection to understand children’s 
justice needs. Build the evidence on 
transformative child justice 
Gamechangers in practice – and 
implement reforms in the meantime. 

• Understanding children’s justice 
needs requires child-centred 
methodologies, new perspectives, and 
broader partnerships. This can take 
time. 

• Children’s common justice problems 
are driven by exclusion, inaccessible 
justice, lack of prevention, barriers to 
identity, violence, limits to 
association, and detention. These 
drivers impact children individually and 
have collective, structural equivalents. 
Identifying solutions to children’s justice 
problems must dually focus on both 
children’s justice experiences, and their 
outcomes6 (see Appendix 1). 

 

 

• Gamechangers that are ‘effective, 
scalable, and sustainable solutions’7 
have shown real potential, shifting 
systems to become more child-
centred. Better evidence is needed to 
innovate, nurture, and apply innovations 
at a structural level, to accelerate and 
embed child-centred, rights-focused, 
and inclusive justice. 

• Children are virtually invisible in 
global justice data and children’s 
justice needs are underrepresented. A 
more comprehensive picture of 
children’s justice needs will eradicate the 
notion of children being an afterthought 
in reforms. 

• Closing the justice for children gap is 
urgent, and possible. Data collection 
and data governance are changing, 
bringing new opportunities to close the 
global child justice data gap. These also 
bring challenges for protecting 
children’s personal data and upholding 
their rights. Evidence and data-driven 
reforms offer the best chance to achieve 
SDG16 with, and for, children. 

• There is a compelling need for new 
partnerships. Now is the moment for a 
collaborative funding platform of 
ambitious donors united in purpose. 
Increased SDG16-related risk-capital and 
entrepreneurial spirit from funders is a 
missing link. Investing in building and 
scaling child justice Gamechangers can 
accelerate progress to achieve SDG16 
and child-centred justice globally. 

 
 



Insights 

A growing movement for change is 
transforming people’s experiences of 
justice globally. Recent World Justice Project 
global findings tell us that two thirds of the 
global population8 have unmet justice needs. 
When people try to address these, they face 
many obstacles which prevent them from 
accessing their justice needs and rights.  In 
response, a paradigm shift is underway which 
seeks to prioritise people, and their 
experiences, as the starting point for 
designing responses and institutions. These 
people-centred justice reforms are proving to 
be wide reaching and socially transformative. 

Justice systems were not designed with 
children in mind and adaptations are 
critical. This is not a matter of if, but how to 
respond.  

Children are amongst those most at risk of 
facing obstacles which prevent them from 
accessing justice and upholding their 
rights. Children, especially those already 
facing discrimination, exclusion and/or 
multidimensional inequalities, are 
disproportionately at risk. And yet, children 
remain virtually invisible in justice reform 
efforts and their lived realities are not 
reflected. Children come into contact with 
justice systems in a number of ways - as 
victims, as witnesses, when accused of an 
offence, and where interventions are required 
for their care, health, etc. Children’s justice 
experiences are also inextricably linked to 
experiences of (in)justice faced by the adults 
and caregivers in their lives - such as the 
detention of a primary caregiver, or divorce 
and custody decisions - given children’s 
evolving capacities and reliance on adults in 
their lives to facilitate upholding children’s 
human rights. And so, a child-centred, 
intersectional approach to people-centred 
justice is essential. 

Evidence and data underpin the realisation 
of justice for children. Better evidence is 
needed to improve and apply what works 

well, in a manner that is sensitive to local 
and cultural contexts, and that captures 
continuous learning. Understanding and 
measuring what matters to children, and the 
drivers of systemic justice problems, are key 
to close the justice gap. This requires 
improving current data collection processes, 
and incorporating emerging evidence about 
innovative initiatives. Scaling and improving 
evidence and data create justice journeys that 
are rooted in children’s lived realities, and 
responsive to the individual and systemic 
inhibitors of access to justice for children. 
Evidence and data ensure reforms are on-
track, directing the continuous improvement 
of effective policies, programmes, and actions. 
Data informs this evidence.9 Frameworks are 
available.10  

Many children’s justice needs are already 
known. Common Justice Problems Facing 
Children (see Appendix 1) are driven by 
exclusion, inaccessibility, lack of prevention, 
barriers to identity, violence, limits to 
association, and detention. These impact 
children individually, and have collective, 
structural consequences. Addressing 
children’s justice problems requires dually 
focusing on children’s justice journeys and 
their final destinations, offering equal 
importance to the processes and interactions 
children face, as well as their outcomes.11  

A comprehensive picture is still lacking. 
Children are rarely the subject of global 
justice data. The Pathfinders for Peaceful, 
Just, and Inclusive Societies affirm that 
‘currently available justice data often does not 
give the information justice leaders, 
policymakers, and funders need to drive 
change’.12 Available data often lacks scale and 
depth, is imprecise, and/or does not 
meaningfully include children. The 
underrepresentation of children’s justice 
needs means a lack of reliable global 
measurements. Given the holistic nature of 
how justice affects children’s lives, there is 

https://worldjusticeproject.org/
https://www.sdg16.plus/
https://www.sdg16.plus/


more work to do to fully understand the scale 
and nature of the known justice problems 
facing children, and to reveal unknown justice 
problems. 

Good policies are not built on anecdotes. A 
variety of approaches will best inform the 
evidence that is needed. Closing the justice 
for children data gap requires child-centred 
methodologies, new perspectives, and 
broader partnerships. These methodologies 
uphold children’s agency and rights, and 
come with short-, medium- and longer-term 
commitments to investing in the best 
solutions with, and for, children. 

Closing the evidence and data gap on child 
justice can be done. The data gap has, to 
date, been exacerbated by experts’ legitimate 
apprehension when engaging in child justice 
data collection - due to ethical considerations 
and the necessary safeguards required to 
uphold children’s rights and refrain from 
causing further harm. Child-centred 
methodologies, new partnerships, specific 
efforts, and the distinct skills needed for 
adequate evidence and data collection will 
take time, but are essential. 

Data collection and data governance are 
changing. Digital justice technologies and 
automation tools have rapidly emerged and 
are swiftly adapting. The use of digital 
technologies in the justice sector may have 

direct, or indirect, consequences on children’s 
lives and experiences of (in)justice.13 The age 
of digital data creates new opportunities for 
closing the global child justice data gap, but 
also big challenges for protecting children’s 
personal data, upholding their rights, and 
securing justice for children.14  

Gamechanging services that are ‘effective, 
scalable, and sustainable solutions’15 
demonstrate real potential to close the 
child justice gap. Categories of innovations 
include: Prevention services, Systemic 
inclusion efforts, Multisectoral solution-
oriented services, Restorative services, Child-
sensitive justice services, Child-friendly 
professionals, Procedural safeguarding, and 
Collaborative alliances. More evidence is 
needed to sharpen the knowledge on child 
justice Gamechangers adapted to different 
situations and diverse cultures.  

Further evidence is still required to ensure 
that those transformative Gamechangers 
respond to a clear, child-centred 
understanding of children’s justice needs 
and experiences. And implement reforms in 
the meantime to accelerate child-centred, 
rights-focused, and inclusive justice. 

Attract funding collaborations united in 
purpose – including entrepreneurial 
philanthropists with risk-capital appetites –to 
accelerate these Gamechangers.



Evidence and Data: Prompts for Policymakers 
This section outlines actions to close the evidence and data gap to achieve justice for 
children. Recommendations include improving current data collection and governance, and 
incorporating new holistic evidence initiatives and frameworks. 
Close the justice for children evidence and data gap to better understand what matters 
to children. 

Better evidence is required to improve and apply what works well, with local and cultural 
sensitivity. Closing the global data gap on child justice requires scaling current data 
collection processes, whilst building new child-centred methodologies, perspectives, and 
cultivating broader partnerships. These methodologies should uphold children’s agency and 
rights, and come with short, medium, and longer-term commitments to investing justice 
solutions with, and for, children. 

A. Improve current data collection processes. 

Promote age disaggregation in new 
and already-established data collection 
efforts. 

• Engaging with families and other 
adults about children is essential, but 
not sufficient.16  

• Understanding children’s justice needs 
requires an evidence and data 
framework which specifically includes 
children. 

• Increasing the availability of child 
justice data allows justice leaders, 
policymakers, and funders to drive 
change and track progress – nationally, 
internationally, and globally.  

• Data collection with children requires 
distinct ethics and safeguards. 

Focus on addressing the ‘furthest 
behind, first’.17  

• The Agenda 2030 global ambition to 
not only leave no one behind but also 
prioritise reaching the most 
disadvantaged, most at risk, and least 
visible first, demands a collective focus 
on these children. 

• Governments will often need to work 
in partnership with expert 
organisations who have developed 
trusting relationships with children 
experiencing exclusion, 

marginalisation, and other justice 
problems.  

• These processes should inform both 
prevention and response strategies. 

Pursue quantitative and qualitative 
evidence and data. 

• A growing number of specialist 
surveys provide insights into the 
justice needs of people in vulnerable 
situations, covering an increasing 
number of countries.1819 

• However, quantitative data collection 
processes - including legal needs 
surveys, victim surveys, and risk 
assessments - do not sufficiently 
capture children’s justice needs, and 
risk overlooking the global justice gap 
for children.20  

• High quality and statistically robust 
quantitative and qualitative evidence 
and data are both essential to 
understand and inform solutions to 
children’s justice problems. 

• Qualitative evidence and data are 
especially important to systematically 
integrate children’s voices and 
experiences into justice solutions, 
innovations, and preventing individual 
and structural justice problems.2122 

 



B. Incorporate new evidence initiatives that look at the whole picture. 

Gather a holistic understanding of how 
injustice impacts children’s lives, from 
a child-centred view. 

• Evidence and data-gathering 
processes should seek to understand 
children’s individual and structural 
justice needs.  

• Structural injustices facing children 
cannot be adequately addressed 
without incorporating children’s 
perspectives. For example, 
understanding the impact of family 
income, family separation, race and 
ethnicity, gender, disability, and 
rurality on a child’s unmet justice 
needs is essential.  

• Innovations that deliver on this broad 
understanding of justice for children 
can inform more focused and effective 
interventions, policies, and 
programmes to support children and 
their families and communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strive for partnerships that ensure safe 
and inclusive evidence and data-
gathering. 

• Efforts to safeguard children can 
unintentionally reinforce their 
invisibility in data collection efforts. 
New and adapted methodologies are 
required to gather accurate evidence 
and data on children’s justice needs. 
Seek out experts with a track record of 
these approaches.  

• Build new partnerships which 
systematically include children and 
young people and adult allies – 
including with trained professionals in 
participatory research with children, 
data protection experts, civil society, 
policymakers, and those who support 
them. 

• Explore creative ways to engage 
children in the development of new or 
adapted strategies – including 
strength-based, art-based, and play-
based approaches. 

• Participatory approaches to evidence 
and data are complicated and can 
require more time and resources. 
However, the benefits of success are 
high and drive progress and effective 
solutions with nuanced, relevant, and 
ethical insights. Draw on these to steer 
implementation and improvement 
efforts. 



Gamechangers: Prompts for Policymakers 
This section outlines emerging Gamechangers – evidence-informed, service-level 
innovations, policies and practices that are shifting systems to achieve child-centred justice. 
This section includes youth justice approaches (18 – 25) in recognition of the essential 
intersections between child and youth justice.  

Implement Gamechanging Services. 

Where children’s justice needs are known, respond with evidenced innovations. Applying 
innovations can accelerate child-centred, rights-focused, and inclusive justice, particularly 
when based on a clear foundation of understanding children’s justice needs. This section 
outlines interventions that are, or will, help to close the child justice gap. Further evidence is 

needed to sharpen knowledge, especially at scale and in a variety of differing contexts.

A. Defining Gamechangers 

Innovative approaches can shift systems 
towards improved child-centred justice. The 
Hague Institute for Innovation of Law (HiiL) 
collated key people-centred justice 
Gamechangers that have ‘strong potential to 
solve legal problems fairly and deliver 
effective treatments consistently.’23 There is 
less known about the full range of child justice 
innovations that may rise to Gamechanger 
status.  

Justice for Children Gamechangers proposed 
here are child-centred, rights-focused, and 
inclusive approaches which are, or show 
promise to be, ‘effective, scalable, and 
sustainable solutions.’24 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, well-
being, and where relevant, promote 
rehabilitative over punitive measures.  

 

 

 

 

 

B. The Justice for Children 
Gamechangers 

Emerging from promising practices around 
the world, the Justice for Children 
Gamechangers are drawn from children’s 
experiences, research, and insights from 
professionals. Building on the Common 
Justice Problems Children Face25 and applying 
the evidence of what works where it is known, 
we outline 7 types of game-changing services 
with examples of key innovations that 
leverage systems change. 

https://www.hiil.org/


Gamechangers to Achieve Justice for Children 



 

Gamechanger Purpose Examples 
Prevention 
services 

 

Prevent escalation to system 
interactions by addressing 
children’s unmet justice needs and 
the underlying root causes, and 
finding solutions that serve 
children at home, with their 
families, in their communities. 
 

Child-specific justice needs 
assessments; Community services and 
programmes; Cash transfer 
programmes; School-based violence 
prevention curricula; Family justice 
disputes. 

Systemic 
inclusion efforts 

 

Target structural-level changes to 
address the disproportionate 
representation of marginalised 
children, families and communities 
with unmet justice needs.  

 

Mandated free of charge birth 
registration; Access to social security 
(removal of barriers to social security 
and civil and political rights for those 
without legal identification); 
Strengthening democratisation and 
rule of law; Decriminalisation of 
poverty; Systematic consultation and 
co-designing solutions.  

Multi-sectoral, 
solution-
oriented services 

Services which shift siloed justice 
interventions to solution-oriented 
and multi-sectoral justice services 
which focus on solving justice 
issues at the point closest to the 
child.  

 

Sociolegal Defence Centres (children’s 
direct access to justice and socio-legal 
support to address a range of needs 
and uphold children’s rights); Child 
Advocacy Centres and Barnahus model 
(child-centred, multi-sector, 
interdisciplinary response centres for 
child victims & witnesses of violence); 
Restorative services (focusing on 
repairing fractious relations through 
mediation, conflict resolution, 
counselling, and support). 
 

Child-centred 
justice services 

Justice services which intentionally 
design, implement, and operate 
their procedures and services – 
including formal, informal, and 
customary systems for children as 
witnesses, offenders, victims – with 
a purposeful child-centred 
approach.26 

 

Policy guidelines and sustained 
practices to systematically seek 
children’s views in family justice 
disputes (including divorce, child 
custody, child maintenance); 
Community-based non-custodial 
sentences for both children and their 
primary caregivers (including non-
custodial sentences for mothers); 
Special children’s courts as alternatives 
to formal courts; Legal aid (specifically 
made available to children directly 
which does not rely on parental 
income levels or permissions). 



Child-friendly 
professionals  

 

Adults within the justice 
sector (such as lawyers, 
paralegals, judges, police, 
etc.) and essential service 
providers (such as in health, 
education, social work, etc.) 
are recruited, skilled and 
equipped to communicate 
with children confidently and 
meaningfully, and facilitate 
their rights and needs being 
met.  

Services supporting young people with 
experience of justice systems to share 
their perspectives; Training and 
mentoring services for justice 
professionals to develop child-
sensitive skills and knowledge, 
including on children's rights. 

 

Procedural 
Safeguarding 

 

Implementing robust 
procedural safeguards 
throughout legal 
proceedings, ensuring that 
justice systems are child-
inclusive and children's 
human rights, as defined by 
international conventions 
and laws, are protected and 
fulfilled at every stage of the 
justice process. 

Child-friendly complaints mechanisms; 
child-centres approaches for children 
to express their views throughout the 
entire process of their justice 
interactions and/or legal proceedings; 
Providing children with clear, 
accessible, and age-appropriate 
information, tools and support; 
Children have access to information 
and support to choose whether justice 
proceedings are in-person or digital.  

Collaborative 
Alliances  

 

Leadership at all levels that 
builds transformative 
alliances between 
stakeholders (government 
and non-governmental 
agencies, legal professionals, 
child advocates, donors, and 
with children themselves), 
securing a shared 
commitment to child-centred 
justice, pro-actively and 
intergenerationally shaping 
policies, sharing resources, 
and promoting children’s 
rights and well-being. 

Ambitious donors with a big 
vision for transformation are 
essential partners in this 
endeavour – investment in 
justice for children is 
essential to accelerate the 
pace of change required to 
achieve Agenda 2030. 

Global movements driving child justice 
reforms; national whole-of-
government and whole-of-society 
mainstreaming initiatives; Child 
advisory groups meaningfully 
informing professional development, 
standards, regulation, and practice. 



Next Steps… 
This section outlines steps to accelerate child-centred justice transformations. Closing the gap is 
urgent, and possible. With six remaining years to achieve SDG16 for children, it’s time to accelerate 
building a more comprehensive and rigorous evidence-base, improving evidence and data-
collection, and gathering, and securing the implementation of child justice reform, propelled by 
Gamechangers. In this continuous learning journey, next actions include:

Understand the scope, nature, and impact 
of children’s justice needs. 

• Gather new knowledge: Work to close
the sizeable and extensive gaps in
knowledge about the scale, nature and
depth of children’s justice needs,
particularly knowledge through an
intersectional lens.27 Build more rigorous
evidence of Gamechangers, so the
substantial benefits to children and wider
society can be better understood. The case
for investment in child-centred justice
reform relies on this evidence. Research to
address new and emerging data gaps
should also consult and contribute to
emerging research on the impact of digital
justice technologies on access to justice
for children. Evidence collection about
solutions should involve children
themselves.

• Gather what is known: Good policies are
not built on anecdotes. Map the evidence
that is already there and build on it. An
Evidence and Data Agenda for Justice for 
Children is needed for coherence in an
otherwise fragmented data landscape, to
steer and accelerate policy, system, and
practice solutions to ensure SDG16 is
realised for children.

• Use existing tools: Develop assessment
tools to measure progress against tools
such as the OECD Child-Friendly Justice
Framework28 – support local, national, and
international programmes to reveal the
nature and scope of the challenge. Focus
on implementing child justice reforms.

Measure what works, then learn and adapt. 

• Drive national learning: Build on the
Justice Action Coalition’s29 partnerships to
create mutual learning opportunities
which support national child justice
transformation journeys. Partnerships can
support better learning and clearly
determining the reality of children’s justice
needs. Evidence should form a case for
investment to sustain political
commitment and sustainability of child
justice interventions.

• Promote global insights: Justice Action
Coalition members and other high
ambition country governments should
contribute to multilateral Learning and
Impact Events for global dissemination of
justice for children learning, including at
the High-Level Political Forum, World
Congress on Justice with Children,30 and
UNODC Crime Congress.

• Build new partnerships: Child justice
transformation requires specialised
expertise and demands partnerships well
beyond adult justice agencies. Include
other policymakers, child experts, data
protection experts, NGOs, donors,
academic and private sectors, and children
themselves.31 Convene a collaborative
funding platform of ambitious donors,
driving evidence and data transformations.
Increase SDG16-related risk-capital and
entrepreneurial spirit from philanthropic
and other funders to build and scale
Gamechangers accelerate achieving access
to justice for children.

Professional and political leadership, imagination, good judgement, and determination not 
to settle for an easy route at the cost of justice for children will also be key ingredients for 
success. 



Appendix 1: Common Justice Problems Children Face 
The Justice for Children: Applying Lessons from the Pandemic report32 builds on the Justice for Children 10 Calls to Act.33 Drawing from 
international justice literature,34 it outlines 10 common justice problems children face, driven by Exclusion, Lack of access to justice, Lack of 
prevention, Barriers to identity, Violence, Limits to their association, and Detention. These impact on individual children, have structural 
equivalents, and consider both children’s outcomes as well as their interactions and experiences throughout.  
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