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The IJJO: for a fair juvenile justice worldwide

• International foundation of public interest based in Brussels, Belgium.

• Aims: 

o Bring an international and interdisciplinary vision of juvenile justice

o Create multidisciplinary networks of experts to collaborate in the 
development of research and new initiatives

o Promote international development strategies of appropriate policies, 
legislations and intervention methods

• Beneficiaries: children and young people all over the world who are in 
situations of exclusion leading to conflict with the law
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“Blowing out the candles on an 18th birthday 
cake does not magically transform anyone into 
a fully functioning and mature adult – even 
without the life disadvantages many young 
people in criminal justice have experienced.”

Dame Anne Owers DBE in the Foreword to PATHWAYS FROM CRIME: Ten steps to a 
more effective approach for young adults in the criminal justice process, Transition 
to Adulthood Alliance, London (2012).
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Outline

1) From childhood to adulthood: key elements

2) International and European standards

3) Scientific evidence on brain and psycho-social 
maturity

4) Overview of family and societal factors linked to 
young adults offending

5) Overview of several European criminal justice 
systems’ child-friendly approaches to young adults

6) Conclusions and recommendations
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From childhood to adulthood: key 
elements

1) Research into brain maturity has found that psychosocial
and cognitive development continues up to age 25 and
possibly even beyond.

2) Early adulthood is a crucial period in ‘criminal careers’.
3) Several factors influence the likelihood or not of getting

involved in criminal activities, including parenthood, steady
employment, self control, and brain maturation.

4) Factors linked to desistance are happening later and later in
life.

5) There is little evidence to justify why the same regulations,
procedures and legislation are not applied to young adults
(18-24) as to the under 18s.
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Main International and European
standards

The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice (The Beijing Rules) :
Efforts shall also be made to extend the principles embodied in the Rules to young adult offenders, and extend the protection
afforded by the Rules to cover proceedings dealing with young adult offenders.

Recommendation Rec (2003) 20 of the Committee of Ministers to member states concerning new ways of dealing with juvenile 
delinquency and the role of juvenile justice :
Reflecting the extended transition to adulthood, it should be possible for young adults under the age of 21 to be treated in a way 
comparable to juveniles and to be subject to the same interventions, when the judge is of the opinion that they are not as mature 
and responsible for their actions as full adults.

Recommendation CM/Rec(2008)11 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on the European Rules for juvenile 
offenders subject to sanctions or measures : young adult offenders may, where appropriate, be regarded as juveniles and dealt 
with accordingly. It also recommended that the imposition of sanctions take account of “age, physical and mental well-being, 
development, capacities and personal circumstances (principle of individualisation) as ascertained when necessary by 
psychological, psychiatric or social inquiry reports”.

Resolution of the 17th World Congress of the International Congress on Criminal Law in 2002:
[The] state of adolescence can be prolonged into young adulthood (25 years) … [As] a consequence, legislation needs to be 
adapted for young adults in a similar manner as it is done for minors. …The administration of educational measures or alternative 
sanctions that focus on rehabilitation may be extended, at the demand of the concerned individual, to the age of 25. It also 
resolved that concerning crimes committed by persons over 18 years of age, the applicability of the special provisions for minors 
may be extended up to the age of 25.
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COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT
IN YOUNG ADULTHOOD

KEY POINTS
• A strong body of scientific research now shows that the human brain and maturity

continue to develop beyond adolescence and into one’s mid-twenties.

This often means that young adults:

- have a lower capacity for self-regulation than older adults.
- tend to make decisions based on immediate concerns rather than long-term

outcomes
- can be particularly vulnerable to peer pressure.

Moreover:
• Young adults who offend may have a less mature capacity for moral reasoning.
• There is a higher rate of acquired brain injury, linked to offending behaviour, among

young people than the rest of the population.

Sources: Prior, D, Farrow, K, Hughes, N, Kelly, G, Manders, G, White, S, Wilkinson, B (2011) Maturity, young adults and criminal justice: A
literature review, University of Birmingham (commissioned by the Barrow Cadbury Trust for the Transition to Adulthood Alliance).
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS
AND OFFENDING BEHAVIOUR

Research shows that young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs) are more
likely to engage in offending behaviour.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS:

Living in a disadvantaged area has been found to increase a young person’s level of exposure to
risk factors for engaging in crime.

Young homeless people who remain homeless into adulthood can be more likely to engage in
offending behaviour than young people who escape homelessness.

Young adult offenders who engage in violent crime are more likely to come from a history of
serious disadvantage and adversity.

FAMILY-RELATED FACTORS:

Family-related problems have been found to exert a particularly strong influence on young
people’s likelihood of offending, especially for adolescents.

Once into adulthood, remaining in the parent’s home instead of starting a family of one’s own
can however delay a successful transition to adulthood, and may reduce the likelihood of
desistance for young adult offenders.

OTHER FACTORS:

Problem drinking and drug use has been found to be associated with offending behaviour among
young adults.

Source: PATHWAYS FROM CRIME: Ten steps to a more effective approach for young adults in the criminal justice process, Transition to
Adulthood Alliance, London (2012). 9



LIMITATIONS OF A CUSTODIAL 
APPROACH (1)

HIGH RECIDIVISM:

High recidivism rates among young adults clearly shows the inefficacy of a strict
retributive approach (detention without aims of reintegration) in terms of
reducing offending behaviour among young adults.

INAPPROPRIATE ENVIRONMENT:

The growing evidence on the ongoing brain development in early adulthood shows
that prison is increasingly seen as an inappropriate environment for most young
adults, due to limited access to education and training, isolation from family and
home, and limited access to required supports.

TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD:

A large qualitative study in the UK found that young adults in prison identified a range
of complex needs, which required some form of support or intervention to enable
them to desist from future offences. Many of these needs were found to relate to
the transition from childhood into adulthood. This report strongly recommended
alternatives to detention where possible, as re-incarceration can be massively
detrimental to desistance goals. 10



LIMITATIONS OF A CUSTODIAL 
APPROACH (2) 

MENTAL HEALTH:
Evidence also suggests that imprisonment has a negative effect on the

mental health of young people.
A study by the Social Exclusion Unit in the UK found that 95% of

prisoners aged 15–21 years suffered from a mental disorder and
80% suffered from at least two mental health problems.

Another study found that prisoners aged 18–21 years experienced
higher levels of mental health problems and were more likely to
attempt suicide than either younger or older ages, with the stress
of imprisonment being an exacerbating factor.

Sources: Mental Health resources and Young Offenders: State of art, challenges and good practices, IJJO (2011). Social Exclusion
Unit (2002) Reducing re-offending by ex-prisoners,(2002) London: Social Exclusion Unit; Gyateng et al, 2013. Singleton et al
(2000). Flynn et al. (2012) Ultra high risk of psychosis on committal to a young offender prison: an unrecognised opportunity
for early intervention; BMC Psychiatry, 12:100. Mayock and Corr (2013).



TRAJECTORIES OF OFFENDING 
BEHAVIOUR

OFFENDING BEHAVIOUR COMMENCEMENT:
Studies found that 13–15 years marks an important turning point, both for those who

began offending at an early age, and those who began offending during this age
period.

Key contributory factors identified include a family break-up, a reduction in parental
monitoring and an increase in alcohol use.

DESISTANCE:
Regardless of when involvement in offending behaviour commences, evidence shows

that most young people who offend tend to stop committing crime as they grow
older.

A 2012 study concluded that while various longitudinal studies identified different
trajectory groups, ‘the highest concentration of desistance takes place during early
adulthood irrespective of age of onset’.

Desistance has been associated with important life events, such as marriage and
having children, while factors such as low intelligence and a history of residential
care have been associated with lengthier periods of engagement in criminality.

Sources: McAra, L and McVie, S (2010) ‘Youth crime and justice: Key messages from the Edinburgh study of youth transitions and crime’, Criminology and Criminal Justice, Vol.
10, pp. 211–230. Farrington, D, Coid, J, Harnett, L, Jolliffe, D, Soteriou, N, Turner, R and West, D (2006) Criminal careers and life success: New findings from the
Cambridge study in delinquent development, Research, Development and Statistics Directorate, Home Office, London. Pruin and Dünkel (2014).
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Persons convicted for crimes in Germany, 1886-2011,
Convicted per 100,000 of the age group

Age, up to +

The ‘Age-crime curve’
The example of Germany

Source: Dunkel & Pruin (2014) 



Type of offences (1)

14

England & Wales



Types of offences (2)
Germany
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Young adult offenders in EU criminal 
justice systems

Countries with special rules for 
young adults in the general 
criminal law system concerning 
the mitigation of sentences:

Austria; Czech Rep.; Denmark; 
Finland; England and Wales; 
France; Germany; Greece;  
Hungary; Ireland; Italy; Lithuania;
Poland; Portugal; Scotland; 
Slovakia; Sweden

Countries with special rules for
young adults providing the
application of juvenile law
sanctions:

Austria; Croatia; Czech Rep.; 
Finland; Germany; Lithuania;
Netherlands; Scotland; Slovakia; 
Slovenia; Sweden.

In yellow: countries which provide for both types of adaptation of rules for young offenders

Countries with  no special rules for young adults:
Belgium; Estonia; Latvia; Spain

Source: Pruin (2012) with own modifications

NB: All EU States also have provisions for sentences for crimes committed as juveniles to be served in a juvenile 
institution until the offenders turn 21, and sometimes up to 25.

For crimes committed by an offender aged 18+:



FLEXIBLE APPROACHES TO 
SENTENCING - GERMANY

In Germany, young adults (18–21 year olds) have come within the jurisdiction of the juvenile
courts system since 1953. Young adults may be sentenced under juvenile law if:

‘A global examination of the offender’s personality and of his social environment indicates that
at the time of committing the crime the young adult in his moral and psychological
development was like a juvenile.’

This also applies if the offender’s motives and circumstances of the crime are typical of a
juvenile crime.

Proportion of young adult cases deemed to fall under juvenile law:

38% in 1965

67% in 2011

Sanctions: educational measures, disciplinary measures (such as fines or community service
orders), a suspended youth prison sentence (maximum of two years) or, in very serious
circumstances, an immediate youth prison sentence of between five and 15 years.

The German approach has seen considerable success with ‘a lower crime rate, a lower
incarceration rate of young people and lower reoffending rates.’

Sources: (Centre for the Prevention of Youth Crime (2004) Prevention of youth crime in Germany: Educational strategies.

Trends, experiences and approaches. Centre for the Prevention of Youth Crime, München.). Pruin and Dunkel (2014).
Turnaround Youth: Young Adults (18–24) in the Criminal Justice System The case for a distinct approach, IPRT 2015.
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GERMANY (2)
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FLEXIBLE APPROACHES TO 
SENTENCING - AUSTRIA

In Austria, offences committed before 21 years are tried in special youth courts that 
involve youth judges who are particularly suitable or qualified for working with 
young people. In addition, various provisions of juvenile criminal procedure law 
apply to young adults in order to support the courts in tailoring their sentencing 
decisions appropriately to each individual case. These include:

• stricter preconditions for ordering pre-trial detention/ custodial remands;
• separation from adult offenders while serving a sentence; and
• special assessments of and investigations into an offender’s personality, living 

conditions and life circumstances.

The commencement of a sentence can be postponed when certain preconditions are 
met, for example if immediate commencement would impede the completion of 
an education or training course. 

While the range of sanctions and rules for sentencing are the same as those for other 
adults, those aged 18–21 years can be eligible for early release on parole at an 
earlier stage. 

Sources: Muncie, J. (2009) Youth and Crime, Chapter 10. Turnaround Youth: Young Adults (18–24) in the Criminal Justice System 
The case for a distinct approach, IPRT 2015. 
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FLEXIBLE APPROACHES TO 
SENTENCING - CROATIA

Those aged 18 to 21 years at the time of the offence fall within the scope of the Croatian Juvenile
Courts Act (CJCA) and specialised juvenile courts. This allows the court to apply special
juvenile sanctions including special obligations, intensified supervision, and juvenile
imprisonment.

In Croatia, the crucial question is whether the purpose of sanctioning, i.e. the offender’s
rehabilitation and the prevention of further offences, can presumably be better achieved by
resorting to juvenile justice sanctions.

Where the court decides to apply the general provisions of adult criminal law, it has the
discretion to mitigate the sentence in accordance with the mitigating limits prescribed by the
Criminal Code.

Croatian law also contains regulations according to which cases cease to be open for prosecution
after a certain age has been reached: for e.g. once a person has turned 21 he/she cannot be
tried for an offence committed before his/her 16th birthday.

Statistics show that 8 to 10 % of young adult offenders are sentenced to juvenile sanctions.

Sources: Muncie, J. (2009) Youth and Crime, Chapter 10. Turnaround Youth: Young Adults (18–24) in the Criminal Justice System The case for a
distinct approach, IPRT 2015. PATHWAYS FROM CRIME: Ten steps to a more effective approach for young adults in the criminal justice process,
Transition to Adulthood Alliance, London (2012).
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FLEXIBLE APPROACHES TO 
SENTENCING – ENGLAND & WALES

In England and Wales, young adult offenders between their 18th and 21st birthdays fall into a
separate legal category, but in almost all respects the way they are dealt with is more
comparable to the way older adults are dealt with. One major difference to adult sentencing
is that they cannot legally be given adult sentences of imprisonment (barring certain
exceptions of very serious offending), but instead are sentenced to detention in a young
offender’s institution.

In 2011, ‘age and/or lack of maturity where it affects the responsibility of the offender’ has been
included as a mitigating factor in the Sentencing Council for England and Wales’ sentencing
guidelines for adults.

In 2013, the Crown Prosecution Service published a new Code for Crown Prosecutors with the
explicit inclusion, for the first time, of ‘maturity’ as a factor for consideration in culpability
decisions on whether to charge a young adult aged over 18.

A Crown Court Sentencing Survey (2012) showed that this factor wass already being routinely
considered by judges.

Sources: Muncie, J. (2009) Youth and Crime, Chapter 10. Turnaround Youth: Young Adults (18–24) in the Criminal Justice System The 
case for a distinct approach, IPRT 2015. PATHWAYS FROM CRIME: Ten steps to a more effective approach for young adults in the 
criminal justice process, Transition to Adulthood Alliance, London (2012). Transition to Adulthood Alliance (2013) Prosecuting Young 
Adults: The potential for taking account of maturity at the charge and prosecution stage of the criminal justice system, Criminal Justice 
Alliance, London)
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Other interesting approaches
• Czech Republic: For young adult offenders, the sentence is reduced by one-quarter.

In some cases, educational measures available to juveniles can be applied to young
adults.

• Lithuania: For young adult offenders, the option exists to choose an appropriate
sanction from juvenile or adult criminal law, depending on factors such as the
maturity of the offender.

• The Netherlands: Special provisions exist for young adults within general criminal
law and also provides for the possibility of avoiding requirements of adult law, or
of reducing adult sentences.

• Sweden: In deciding punishment, youth is considered a relevant factor for all those
aged up to 21 years. Any statutory minimum sentence requirements can be
disregarded for this age group. Fines also vary depending on age. For example,
those aged 18–20 years face fines of up to a maximum of two-thirds those faced
by people aged over 20 years. Additionally, for those aged 18–20 years, a fine can
replace a short prison sentence.

• Switzerland: Those aged 18–25 years receive less severe sentences. Young adults can
fall under the juvenile court system up to 25 years of age.

Sources: T2A (2010) and Hazel (2008) 22



Conclusions & Recommendations (1)

Young adulthood is a crucial and sensitive period in young peoples’ lives, with wide-
ranging changes and transitions, which can have a significant impact on the
trajectory of their lives and on the likelihood of whether they engage in criminal
activities.

Longitudinal studies have shown that early adulthood is a pivotal period in the
course of criminal careers.

Overall, research has shown that the development of criminal behaviour during young
adulthood can take very individual, subjective courses, which implies a need for
flexible and individualised criminal justice responses. In most countries this
flexibility is available for juveniles but not for adults, which results in longer prison
sentences and unrealistic fines. The nature of young adult offending, however,
does not justify treating this age group differently from juveniles.

Sociological research has revealed that important role transitions, that are said to be 
associated with desistance from crime, have come to be completed later and 
later in life. 
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Conclusions & Recommendations (2)

Therefore, except for reaching the age of civil majority, and assuming the rights and 
responsibilities that that age brings with it, reaching the age of 18 has no major 
impact on the realities of life experienced by young adults.

Results from research into the maturation of the brain and into psychosocial and
cognitive development emphasise that brain development (in particular higher
executive functions of the brain, such as planning, verbal memory and impulse
control) continues up until the age of 25 and possibly even beyond.

These findings indicate that applying juvenile justice sanctions to people older than
18 is justifiable, because young adults, like juveniles, must be considered less
culpable than older adults due to their psychosocial immaturity.

Applying young adult specific practice would give the courts a wider range of
interventions and enable the judiciary to tailor responses to individuals in an
effort to mitigate life-long disadvantage and ongoing involvement in the criminal
justice system.



Conclusions & Recommendations (3)
• To decrease the negative consequences of coming in contact with the

justice system, it is crucial to put the child/young adult back to the centre
of the juvenile justice system, and give them an opportunity to speak
freely about their needs and desires.

• To that purpose, the IJJO has developed a training package comprising a
Manual, a Toolkit for Professionals, videos featuring young people and an
upcoming online training course, for a child-friendly justice based on the
voice of the child, that is fully applicable to young adults given their
developmental stage.

“Can anyone hear me”: Participation of children in 
juvenile justice: A manual on how to make European 
juvenile justice systems child-friendly. IJJO, 2016. 
http://www.oijj.org/en/improvingjjs-manual

http://www.oijj.org/en/improvingjjs-manual


Going further
Alternatives to detention for juvenile offenders: 
Manual of good practices in Europe, IJJO 2016
http://www.oijj.org/en/joda-manual

European Research on Restorative Juvenile Justice
3 volumes, IJJO 2015
http://www.oijj.org/en/european-research-on-restorative-jj
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Thank you for your attention!

Sophie Duroy International Juvenile Justice Observatory

sophie.duroy@oijj.org www.oijj.org
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