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Comparisons between the youth and adult justice 
systems: 2015–16
This fact sheet summarises some of the similarities and differences between young people aged 10–17 and adults in 
the justice systems in Australia. 

The justice systems for young people and adults are separate, each with specific legislation, and in all states and 
territories, young people aged 10 and over can be charged with a criminal offence. In most cases, the upper age limit in 
the youth justice system is 17 at the time of the offence, except in Queensland, where the age limit is 16 (but legislation 
to raise Queensland’s age limit to 17 was passed in November 2016, and is expected to be enacted in November 2017). 
Some young people aged 18 and over are under youth justice supervision for various reasons, including their age at the 
time of the offence, their supervision being continued once they turn 18, and their vulnerability or immaturity. 

More information about the youth justice system is available from: <www.aihw.gov.au/youth-justice>.

Contact with police
People first enter the justice system when they are investigated by police for allegedly committing an offence. Police 
may start legal action against them (proceed against) via court actions or non-court actions. Court actions refer 
to those where charges are laid that must be answered in court; non-court actions include cautions, conferences, 
counselling, or infringement notices.

Young people are more likely than adults to be proceeded against for allegedly committing an offence. This is due, 
in part, to the fact that involvement in crime tends to be highest in adolescence or early adulthood, and diminishes 
with age (Fagan & Western 2005; Farrington 1986). Reasons for this include the tendency of young people to commit 
offences in groups, in public areas, and closer to where they live, and their being less experienced at committing 
offences (Richards 2011). 

In 2015–16, 239 per 10,000 young people aged 10–17 (the primary group in the youth justice system) were proceeded 
against by police, compared with about 196 per 10,000 among those aged 18 and over (ABS 2017a 2017c).

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) publishes information on the types of principal (most serious) offences among 
young people who were proceeded against by police.

In 2015–16, the most common principal offences among young people aged 10–17 were Theft (35%), Acts intended to 
cause injury (15%), and Illicit drug offences (11%) (Figure 1). 

The most common principal offences among adults aged 18 and over were Illicit drug offences (20%), Acts intended to 
cause injury (18%), and Public order offences (16%). The adult category includes a much broader age group than the 
young people category, and this might influence the results. 



Comparisons between the youth and adult justice systems: 2015–16  2

 

Note: Young people—those aged 10–17; adults—those aged 18 and over. 
Source: ABS 2017c. 
Figure 1: Young people and adults proceeded against by police, by selected principal  
offence, 2015–16  

Community-based supervision, detention, and 
prison
Although young people were more likely than adults to be proceeded against by police, 
adults were more likely to be placed under formal supervision.  

There were 35 per 10,000 adults aged 18 and over in community-based corrections on an 
average day during the June quarter 2016. This compares with 18 per 10,000 young people 
aged 10–17 under community-based youth justice supervision on an average day in 2015–16. 
At the same time, 21 per 10,000 adults were in full-time prison, compared with 3 per 10,000 
young people in detention (Figure 2).  
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Figure 1: Young people and adults proceeded against by police, by selected principal offence, 2015–16 

Community-based supervision, detention and prison
Although young people were more likely than adults to be proceeded against by police, adults were more likely to be 
placed under formal supervision. 

There were 35 per 10,000 adults aged 18 and over in community-based corrections on an average day during the June 
quarter 2016. This compares with 18 per 10,000 young people aged 10–17 under community-based youth justice 
supervision on an average day in 2015–16. At the same time, 21 per 10,000 adults were in full-time prison, compared 
with 3 per 10,000 young people in detention (Figure 2). 
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Note: Data on young people under supervision are for 2015–16, and data on adults under supervision are for the June quarter 2016

Sources: ABS 2017b; tables S39 and S77.

Figure 2: Young people aged 10–17 and adults under supervision on an average day, by type of 
supervision, 2015–16 

There were higher proportions of Indigenous young people under youth justice supervision 
than there were Indigenous adults under supervision.  

On an average day in 2015–16, more than half (59%) of young people (aged 10–17) in 
detention—compared with over a quarter (28%) of adults in full-time prison, were 
Indigenous. Similarly, almost half (46%) of young people supervised in the community, and 
one-fifth (20%) of adults in community corrections were Indigenous (Figure 3). 

As a result, the level of Indigenous over-representation was higher among the youth 
detention population on an average day in 2015–16 than among adults in full-time prison on 
an average day in the June quarter 2016.  

Young Indigenous Australians were 25 times as likely as young non-Indigenous Australians 
to be in detention (37 and 1.5 per 10,000, respectively), while Indigenous adults were 
13 times as likely as non-Indigenous adults to be in full-time prison (204 and 16 per 10,000, 
respectively) (ABS 2016; Table S77). 

The proportions of young people aged 10–17 and adults under justice supervision who were 
male were similar—on an average day in 2015–16, about 90% of young people in detention, 
and 92% of adults in prison (on an average day in the June quarter 2016) were male, as were 
80% of young people, and 82% of adults supervised in the community (ABS 2017b; tables S38 
and S76). 

 

Community-based supervision/corrections Detention/prison

Type of supervision

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Number per 10,000

AdultsYoung people

3

Note: Data on young people under supervision are for 2015–16, and data on adults under supervision are for the June quarter 2016.

Sources: ABS 2017b; tables S39 and S77.

Figure 2: Young people aged 10–17 and adults under supervision on an average day, by type of supervision, 2015–16

There were higher proportions of Indigenous young people under youth justice supervision than there were 
Indigenous adults under supervision. 

On an average day in 2015–16, more than half (59%) of young people (aged 10–17) in detention—compared with over 
a quarter (28%) of adults in full-time prison, were Indigenous. Similarly, almost half (46%) of young people supervised  
in the community, and one-fifth (20%) of adults in community corrections were Indigenous (Figure 3).

As a result, the level of Indigenous over-representation was higher among the youth detention population on an 
average day in 2015–16 than among adults in full-time prison on an average day in the June quarter 2016. 

Young Indigenous Australians were 25 times as likely as young non-Indigenous Australians to be in detention (37 and 
1.5 per 10,000, respectively), while Indigenous adults were 13 times as likely as non-Indigenous adults to be in full-time 
prison (204 and 16 per 10,000, respectively) (ABS 2016; Table S77).

The proportions of young people aged 10–17 and adults under justice supervision who were male were similar—on an 
average day in 2015–16, about 90% of young people in detention, and 92% of adults in prison (on an average day in  
the June quarter 2016) were male, as were 80% of young people, and 82% of adults supervised in the community  
(ABS 2017b; tables S38 and S76).
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Note: Data on young people under supervision are for 2015–16, and data on adults under supervision are for the June quarter 2016.

Sources: ABS 2017b; tables S38 and S76.

Figure 3: Indigenous young people aged 10–17 and Indigenous adults under supervision on an 
average day, by type of supervision, 2015–16 

Young people in detention were more likely than adults in prison to be unsentenced (that is, 
to be awaiting the outcome of their court matter or sentencing).  
On an average day in 2015–16, 64% of young people in detention were unsentenced, 
compared with 31% of adults in prison in the June quarter 2016 (ABS 2017b; Table S110). 
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Figure 3: Indigenous young people aged 10–17 and Indigenous adults under supervision on an average day, by 
type of supervision, 2015–16

Young people in detention were more likely than adults in prison to be unsentenced (that is, to be awaiting the 
outcome of their court matter or sentencing). 

On an average day in 2015–16, 64% of young people in detention were unsentenced, compared with 31% of adults in 
prison in the June quarter 2016 (ABS 2017b; Table S110).

References
ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) 2017a. Australian demographic statistics, June 2016. ABS cat. no. 3101.0. Canberra: ABS.

ABS 2017b. Corrective services, Australia, June quarter 2016. ABS cat. no. 4512.0. Canberra: ABS.

ABS 2017c. Recorded crime—offenders, Australia, 2015–16. ABS cat. no. 4519.0. Canberra: ABS.

Fagan A & Western J 2005. Escalation and deceleration of offending behaviours from adolescence to early adulthood.  
The Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology 38:59–76.

Farrington D 1986. Age and crime. In: Tonry M & Morris N (eds). Crime and justice: an annual review of research. Vol. 7. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Richards K 2011. What makes juvenile offenders different from adult offenders? Trends and issues in crime and criminal 
justice no. 409. Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology. Viewed 4 July 2014, <www.aic.gov.au/publications/
current%20series/tandi/401-420/tandi409.html>.



Comparisons between the youth and adult justice systems: 2015–16  5

Box 1: Youth justice supervision fact sheets

This is 1 of a series of fact sheets on youth justice supervision in 2015–16 published by the Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare. These fact sheets can be downloaded free of charge from: <www.aihw.gov.au/youth-justice/fact-sheets>.

The fact sheets form part of the Youth justice in Australia 2015–16 release, which also includes a bulletin, supplementary 
tables, and web pages released in multiple stages throughout the year (see: <www.aihw.gov.au/publications/ 
youth-justice>).

The supplementary data tables (those with a prefix of ‘S’) referred to in this fact sheet can be downloaded from:  
<www.aihw.gov.au/publication-detail/?id=60129558624&tab=3>.

For more information about young people under youth justice supervision, see: <www.aihw.gov.au/youth-justice>.

Box 2: Technical notes

1. Information in this fact sheet about young people under youth justice supervision is based on data from the Juvenile 
Justice National Minimum Data Set. This data set contains information about all young people supervised by state 
and territory youth justice agencies in Australia, both in the community and detention. The Northern Territory did 
not supply this data set with data for 2008–09 to 2015–16, but non-standard data were used, where possible, in 
calculating national totals.

2. This fact sheet uses an ‘average day’ measure to illustrate the number of young people under supervision. The 
average day measure reflects the number of young people under supervision on a typical day during the year, and 
indicates the average number of young people supported by the supervision system at any 1 time. It is a summary 
measure that reflects both the number of young people supervised, and the time they spent under supervision.

3. Population rates allow for the comparison of different groups while taking into account differences in population 
sizes. Rates are restricted to those aged 10–17, due to differences between states and territories. They exclude young 
people where necessary data items were unavailable, and were not calculated where there were fewer than  
5 people, due to a lack of statistical reliability. 

4. Rate ratios are used to compare Indigenous and non-Indigenous rates, and to provide a measure of the level of 
Indigenous over-representation. Rate ratios should be interpreted with caution where there are: small denominators; 
rare events; and rates that converge while falling, or diverge while rising. 

Further technical and data quality information, including definitions of key terms in this fact sheet, is available from: 
<www.aihw.gov.au/youth-justice/data-quality>.
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