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The causes of youth custody

• 2019 Nuffield Foundation grant, PI Prof Richard Dorsett

• The evidence unpacks the causal pathways into youth custody

• Two papers: 

• Peers’ effect and youth custody

• School exclusion and youth custody



Peer effects and youth custody
Richard Dorsett, Emma Gorman, Greta Morando, Veruska Oppedisano, Dave Thomson, 
Min Zhan

Research question: 

 Does the academic ability of peers at secondary school affect the 
probability of being in custody at age 17/18?

Data: 
• 2011-2014 National Pupil Database: all grades by subject (from KS1 to KS5), 

school identifiers, socio-economic and demographic characteristics of students 
in state funded schools in England.

• National Client Caseload Information System: whether in custody at 17-18 
years old.



Peer effects and youth custody
Richard Dorsett, Emma Gorman, Greta Morando, Veruska Oppedisano, Dave Thomson, 
Min Zhan

Identification

1. Self-selection: Young people often group with peers who share similar school or 
background factors, which can affect outcomes like custody risk—
independently of peers' academic ability.

• Fixed effects remove this bias.

2. Peer effects can go both ways: it’s hard to tell whether peers influence a young 
person, or the young person influences their peers. 

• Instrumental variable exploits network intransitivity: we estimate the ability of a student’s 
peers encountered for the first time in secondary school using the ability of their former 
primary school classmates (peers-of-peers)



Peer effects and youth custody
Richard Dorsett, Emma Gorman, Greta Morando, Veruska Oppedisano, Dave Thomson, 
Min Zhan

Findings

• Reducing low-ability peers lowers custody risk: a 1 percentage point drop in the 
share of low-ability peers reduces the likelihood of youth custody by 0.2–0.4 

percentage points, consistently across specifications.

• Stronger effects for disadvantaged students: Impacts are larger for those eligible for 
free school meals and those in the bottom third of the prior ability distribution.

• Improving attainment in lower-attaining schools will have the knock-on benefit of 
reduced youth custody



School exclusion and youth custody
Richard Dorsett, Emma Gorman, Greta Morando, Veruska Oppedisano, Dave Thomson, 
Min Zhan

Research question: 

 Does exclusion from school causally increase the likelihood of 
youth incarceration?

Data: 
• 2010-2013 National Pupil Database: all grades by subject (from KS1 to KS5), 

school identifiers, socio-economic and demographic characteristics of students 
in state funded schools in England.

• National Client Caseload Information System: whether in custody at 17-18 
years old.



School exclusion and youth custody
Gerda Buchmueller, Claire Cathro, Richard Dorsett, Veruska Oppedisano, Alex 
Sutherland, Giulia Tagliaferri

Identification

• Challenge: differentiating the effect of school exclusion on youth custody from 

unobserved individual characteristics (e.g., impulsivity, behavioral norms), 

unobserved socio-economic background, and wider unobserved environmental 

factors (school/neighborhood).

• Policy-driven instrumental variable: academy conversion, linked to stricter discipline and higher 

fixed term exclusion rates (Machin & Sandi, 2020), allows us to isolate the effect of academy 

status on suspensions.



School exclusion and youth custody
Gerda Buchmueller, Claire Cathro, Richard Dorsett, Veruska Oppedisano, Alex 
Sutherland, Giulia Tagliaferri

Findings

• Suspension increases custody risk: being excluded significantly increases the 
probability of custody by age 18 by 2.6 percentage points, a substantial rise from 
the baseline custody rate of 0.06%.

• Stronger effects for high ability students: the effect applies to compliers—those 
suspended due to academization—with stronger impacts (5 percentage points) 
observed among high-ability pupils, reflecting the post-2010 focus on converting 
‘outstanding’ schools.

• Exclusionary practices may have unintended long-term consequences.
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