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Many British citizens have sympathy for the ‘splendid
isolation’ of their country, and the recent Brexit vote
may reinforce these thoughts. However, rational
skepticism still requires keeping eyes open to
developments in other parts of the world and, in
particular, in continental Europe. In concordance with
this view the editors of this special issue have asked us
to contribute an article on young offenders that looks
beyond the British border.

Different legal, political and social framing conditions
make transnational comparisons difficult and do not allow
very simple statements of what is good or bad here and
there. From this point of view we address various issues of
dealing with young offenders. At first, age thresholds of
criminal responsibility, detention of youth and application of
adult criminal law will briefly be discussed. Second, we
address the often neglected group of young adult offenders
and discuss reasons why they need more attention. The
article ends with conclusions for research and practice.

Age thresholds and criminal justice for young
offenders

The topic of ‘young offenders’ is somewhat vague
because legal definitions of juvenile and adult offenders are
internationally different. This is shown in Table 1 that
contains age thresholds of criminal responsibility, application
of adult criminal law, practices of detention, and legal
majority. Due to space limits we only mention a few
exeptions from general regulations. It should also be noted
that in many countries thresholds apply to the age at the
offence, whereas others refer to the age of sentencing. In
most countries 14 plus/minus 1-2 years is seen as the
appropriate age of criminal responsibility. Some countries
such as Germany can make exceptions on the basis of the
developmental state of the young offender. England and
Wales are still at the lower end of the age range. Since the
1960 report of the Home Office (Ingleby) Committee on
Children and Young Persons there have been repeated
proposals for a change, yet the Government has no plans for
raising the age threshold above 10 years.1 International

differences are primarily based on legal and political
traditions and not on clear scientific criteria for a threshold of
criminal responsibility. The assumption of a definite general
stage of development at a specific age is contradicted by
psychological research on developmental flexibility. Research
shows no clear age-related phases or stages but much inter-
individual variation in cognitive, moral, physical and social
development.2 Taking this into account, an age of criminal
responsibility between 12-15 years is most plausible from a
scientific point of view. Some research seems to suggest a
lower threshold because already children at age 10
understood the wrongfulness of offences such as theft.3

However, cognitive understanding in an experiment with
case vignettes does not necessarily imply the ability to control
behavioural impulses in real life.

From both a human rights and practical perspective it is
important what measures of case management, education,
treatment and protection of the public are most appropriate.
In this respect, at younger ages social welfare and youth
services are more suitable than pure punishment and
incarceration. This is partly reflected in the large variation of
detention in Table 1 and also in the use of specific institutions
such as secure children’s homes. However, there are no
sound international evaluations that compare the effects of
such different regulations and practices on an empirical basis. 

The large European differences in legal regulations and
practices at the lower end of ‘youth’ are mirrored at the
upper end. Although nearly all countries give full civil rights
to people at age 18, countries vary substantially in the age at
which criminal law treats young offenders as ‘adults’. There
are countries with a relatively low threshold of 16 years
whereas others have a higher limit at age 18. Many countries
show some flexibility by using different age thresholds at
which the young offender can versus must be treated as an
‘adult’ within the criminal justice system. In some countries
this applies to a period between 15-18 years, but others have
specific legal regulations and practices for young offenders
up to age 21 and even beyond. 

For example, in Germany criminal justice can deal
with offenders at age 18-20 years at the time of the
offence as ‘youth’ if their personality and live context

1. Lipscombe, S. (2012). The age of criminal responsibility in England and Wales. Standard Note SN/HA/3001. London: Library of the
House of Commons.

2. Lösel, F. and Bliesener, T. (1997). ‚Zur Altersgrenze strafrechtlicher Verantwortlichkeit von Jugendlichen aus psychologischer Sicht‘ [On
the age threshold of criminal responsibility: a psychological perspective]. DVJJ-Journal, 8, 388-395.

3. Wagland, P. and Bussey, K. (2015). ‘Appreciating the wrongfulness of criminal conduct: Implications for the age of criminal
responsibility.’ Legal and Criminological Psychology, online first, DOI: 10.1111/lcrp.12090.
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shows 1) that their intellectual and moral development is
still equivalent to a typical youth, or 2) if the circumstances
and motivation of the offence are typical for youth.
Originally, this regulation in §105 of the German Juvenile
Justice Act (JGG; ‘Jugendgerichtsgesetz’) was
conceptualized more as an exception from the application
of the general criminal law. However, over time application
of §105 JGG to offenders at age 18-20 years became very
frequent. There is a substantial variation between the 16
German states in this respect and in some states dealing

with 18-20 year old offenders as juveniles is more the rule
than an exception.

The German Juvenile Justice Act is basically oriented
towards education and contains a greater variety of
community and institutional sanctions than the adult
criminal law. Due to the aim of education the minimum
youth prison sentence is six months. The maximum length is
5 years, with exceptions for very serious cases (10 years) and
extremely serious cases for which adults would get a life
sentence (15 years). However, unconditional youth prison

Table 1: Legal age thresholds and practices of criminal justice for young offenders in
various European countriesa

Austria 14 18/21 14-27 18

Belgium 18/16b 16/18 welfare institution 18

Belarus 16/14c 14/16 14-21 18

Bulgaria 14 18 14-21 18

Croatia 14 18/21 14-21 18

Cyprus 10 16/18/21 14-21 16-18

Czech Republic 15 18 15-19 18

Denmark 15 15/18/21 15-23 18

England/Wales 10 18 10/15-21 18

Estonia 14 18 14-21 18

Finlandd 15 15/18 15-21 18

France 13/10f 18 13-18/23 18

Germany 14 18/21 14-24 18

Greece 13/8f 18/21 13-21/25 18

Hungary 14 18 14-24 18

Ireland 12/10c 18 10/12/16-18/21 18

Italy 14 18/21 14-21 18

Latvia 14 18 14-21 18

Lithuania 16/14c 14/16 14-21 18

Macedonia 16/14c 14/16 14-21 18

Moldova 16/14c 14/16 14-21 18

Montenegro 14 18/21 14-23 18

Netherlands 12 18/21 12-21 18

Northern Ireland 10 17/18/21 10-16/17-21 18

Norwayd 15 18 15-21 18

Poland 13e 15/17/18 13-18/15-21 18

Portugal 16/12e 16/21 12/16-21 18

Romania 14/16f 18/21 16-21 18

Russia 16/14c 14/16 14-21 18

Scotland 8e/16 16/21 15-21 18

Serbia 14 18/21 14-23 18

Slovakia 15 18 14-18 18

Slovenia 16/14c 18 14-23 18

Spain 14 18/21 14-21 18

Swedend 15 15/18 14-25 18

Switzerland 10g 18 10-22/17-25/30 18

Turkey 12 18 12-18/21 18

Ukraine 16/14c 14/16 14-21 18

Country Age of criminal
responsibility

Age when adult
criminal law can/must

be applied

Age range for youth
detention/custody
or similar forms

Age of legal majority

Note. a Sources: Council of Europe (2008). Commentary to the European Rules for juvenile offenders subject to sanctions or measures.
Brussels: Council of Europe; Dünkel, F. and Pruin, I. (2012) . ‘Young adult offenders in juvenile and criminal justice systems in Europe.’ In F.
Lösel, A. Bottoms and D.P. Farrington (Eds.), Young adult offenders: Lost in tradition? (pp.11-38). Milton Park, UK: Routledge. b Only for
motoring offences and exceptionally for very serious offences; c Only for very serious offences;

d Only mitigation of sentencing without separate juvenile justice legislation; e No criminal responsibility in a strict sense, but application
of the Juvenile (Welfare) Law; f If there is proof of no discernment at age 14; g Only educational sanctions (including closed residential care)
and measures.
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sentences are very rare. In 2013 they accounted for 4.3 per
cent of all criminal sanctions for youth.4 More frequent were
suspended youth prison sentences (6.6 per cent),
disciplinary measures such as short youth arrest (11.9 per
cent) or fines, cautions, retribution and other community
sanctions (36.8 per cent) as well as educational measures
such as community service, social training courses etc. (7.8
per cent). Nearly one third (32.7 per cent) of all cases were
not formally sanctioned but diverted or dismissed.

According to the aim of education the practice in
prisons for juveniles is more oriented towards pedagogy,
vocational training and psychosocial treatment than in
regular prisons for adults (although reducing
reoffending/rehabilitation is also a key aim of the latter).
Most recently, various German states also established
social-therapeutic departments for serious sexual and
violent young offenders. These follow the systems-
oriented model of treatment-oriented prisons for adults in
Germany.5 Beyond such specific developments it is
common practice that offenders can stay in prisons for
juveniles even when they become 21. This should enable
continuity in education, vocational training and
psychosocial treatment as far as necessary. Due to these
regulations youth prisons in Germany are in fact
institutions for young adults. In 2013, for example, only
9.4 per cent of the ca. 5,518 inmates of German youth
prisons were juveniles between age 14 and 18. 46.2 per
cent were between 18-20 years old, and 44.4 per cent
were 21 or older.6

As in other countries, criminal justice for young adults
in Germany is discussed controversially. In 2013 79
offenders per 100,000 of the population were
incarcerated in Germany, whereas England and Wales had
a rate of 148.7 This difference cannot simply be explained
by different crime rates, but seems to express traditions of
punitiveness. Similar to Germany, England and Wales have
education-oriented Young Offender Institutions (YOIs) for
people aged 15 to 21 (with an internal separation of
youngsters under 18). However, in comparison to
Germany and various other countries there is a stricter
legal and practical cut at age 18 and, in particular, at age
21. Over the last decade, the ‘Transition to Adulthood
(T2A) Alliance’, convened and funded by the Barrow-
Cadbury Trust, has proposed changes in the criminal
justice system that should better meet the needs of young
adult offenders who are at risk to become lost in
transition.8

Reasons for a special focus on young
adult offenders

Young adult offenders are not a small group. In England
and Wales 15,443 men aged between 18 and 20 were in
custody, served a sentence in the community or were on
licence at the end of 2013. Most of them were managed in
the community by Community Rehabilitation Companies (59
per cent) or the National Probation Service (13 per cent). 28
per cent were in custody. There are many reasons why young
adult offenders should not simply be dealt with like older
adults. Such arguments have been put forward by T2A, and
the Barrow Cadbury Trust is funding various practice projects
of the police, prison and probation service for young adult
offenders in Britain. In the present article we will only address
a few points that are relevant internationally. 

1. Socio-cultural extension of youth: Since the Second
World War the situation of young people in Western
societies has changed considerably. On the one hand,
physical acceleration, more liberal parenting, relatively good
economic circumstances, access to the internet and other
changes led to an earlier onset of a youth lifestyle (e.g. going
out at night, drinking alcohol, smoking, travelling with
friends, having sexual relations etc.). On the other hand,
coping with important developmental tasks became more
extended beyond traditional ‘youth’ (e.g. secondary
education, regular work, financial independence from
parents, founding of an own family). For example, over the
last 40 years the mean age at marriage in the European
Union has increased from ca. 23 to ca. 28 for females and ca.
25 to 30 for males. The mean age of mother- and
fatherhood increased similarly. In countries with a dual
system of academic and vocational training such as
Germany, in the 1950s ca. 70 per cent of youngsters left
school at age 14-15, went through an apprenticeship of
three years, and then most of them got a permanent job
with an income that enabled an independent life. In contrast,
today’s young people are much longer at school and in
higher education and often get only short fixed-term or
trainee jobs after that. The mean age of financial
independence increased to ca. 25 years. In most European
countries a majority of legally ‘adult’ young people live at
home with their parents. The recent financial crisis and high
unemployment in the young population have further
increased this development, particularly in Southern Europe.
Youngsters with low qualification are often ‘losers’ on the
job market. Since offending of young people is related to

4. Jehle, J.-M. (2015). Strafrechtspflege in Deutschland, 6. Aufl. [Criminal justice in Germany, 6th ed.]. Mönchengladbach: Forum Verlag
Godesberg. 

5. Lösel, F. and Egg, R. (1997). ‘Social-therapeutic institutions in Germany: Description and evaluation.’ In E. Cullen, L. Jones and R. Woodward
(Eds.), Therapeutic communities in prisons (pp. 181-203). Chichester: Wiley.

6. Jehle (2015), see footnote 4.
7. Walmsley, R. (2013). World prison population list (10th ed.). London: King’s College.
8. Barrow Cadbury Trust (Ed.) (2005).  Lost in transition. London: Barrow Cadbury Trust. Barrow Cadbury Trust (Ed.) (2009). Economic analysis

of interventions for young adult offenders. London: Barrow Cadbury Trust. Pruin, I. and Dünkel, F. (2015). Better in Europe? European
responses to young adult offending. London: T2A.  See also Lösel, F., Bottoms, A.E. and Farrington, D.P. (Eds.) (2012). Young adult
offenders: Lost in transition? Milton Park, UK: Routledge.
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problems of coping with transitions,9 lack of a stable
perspective, self- efficacy and identity in young adulthood
contains risks for antisocial behavior. This view is supported
by analyses showing that young adults are at high risk of
social exclusion.10

2. Neuropsychological development: The social-cultural
extension of youth into young adulthood is mirrored by
findings from neuropsychological research. Although general
intelligence is more or less stable at age 18, higher executive
functions of the brain that are relevant for delinquency (e.g.,
planning, verbal competence, time perspective and self-
control) are not mature before the mid-twenties.11 This seems
to be particularly the case for features of temperance, that is
the ability to limit impulsiveness, to control aggressive
responses and risk-taking, and to thinking before acting.
Such findings are in accordance with data on ongoing
myelination, white matter increases and pruning of synapses
in young adulthood.12 Areas of the prefrontal cortex that are
related to antisocial traits mature lately and are functionally
and structurally less developed in personality-disordered
criminals.13 Competences to plan ahead, defer gratification
and exercise self-control are core constructs in evidence-
based theories of delinquency.14 Such neuropsychological
characteristics are not fully developed in late adolescence but
grow from early youth into young adulthood.15

3. Prevalence of offending: The prevalence of offending
by young adults is similarly high as for juveniles. Although the
typical age-crime curve shows an increase during youth and
a peak around age 18, there are differences with regard to

crime types (e.g. a later peak in violence and drug offending),
measures of assessment (self-report vs. official data) and
between countries.16 The prevalence of offending of young
adults is not only particularly high, but various countries
experience an extension from the peak in late adolescence to
young adulthood. For example, in Germany the longer-term
decrease in the prevalence of young suspects (per 100,000
of the respective age group) is consistent to the widely
discussed international crime drop.17 However, the
prevalence is no longer the highest for juveniles but for those
at age 21-25 and, in particular, at age 18-20. Similar
developments were reported from police statistics in the
Netherlands (with some discrepancy to self-report data).18

Many social and psychological factors may be relevant for
the challenging crime problems in young adulthood. 

4. Continuity of offending: Numerous criminological
studies have shown that there is a decrease or desistance
from crime in young adulthood. However, this process is
not a sudden change and different for various types of
crime. For example, drug dealing and gun carrying has a
relatively late onset in adolescence and many drug dealers
persist into adulthood.19 Although approximately 50 per
cent of official offenders desist by early adulthood, the
other half is continuing and a substantial part of them
exhibits even more severe offending such as violence.20

There is also evidence for an increasing group of offenders
with a ‘late onset’ in early adulthood.21 A peak of criminal
activity in early adulthood instead of late adolescence is
most probable for low, medium and high chronic

9. Moffitt, T.E. (1993). ‘Adolescence-limited and life-course-persistent antisocial behavior: A developmental taxonomy’. Psychological Review:
100, 674-701.

10. Webster, C., Simpson, D., MacDonald, R., Abbas, A., Cielsik, M. and Shildrick, T. (2004). Poor transitions: Young adults and social exclusion.
Bristol, UK: Policy Press.

11. Prior, D., Farrow, K., Hughes, N., Kelly, G., Manders, G., White, S. and Wilkinson, B. (2011).  Maturity, young adults and criminal Justice.
Birmingham: University of Birmingham, Institute of Applied Social Studies.

12. Steinberg, L., Cauffman, E., Woolard, J., Graham, S. and Banich, M. (2009). ‘Are adolescents less mature than adults? Minors’ access to
abortion, the juvenile death penalty, and the alleged APA “flip-flop.”,’ American Psychologist: 64, 583-594.

13. Raine, A. (2013). The anatomy of violence: The biological roots of crime. New York: Pantheon Books. Lösel, F. and Schmucker, M. (2014).
Psychopathie: Ein zentrales Thema der ‚Neurokriminologie‘ [Psychopathy: A central topic of ‚neurocriminology‘]. Monatsschrift für
Kriminologie und Strafrechtsreform/Journal of Criminology and Penal Reform, 97, 487-503.

14. Lösel, F. (1975). Handlungskontrolle und Jugenddelinquenz: Theoretische Integration und empirische Prüfung [Self control and juvenile
delinquency: Theoretical integration and an empirical test]. Stuttgart: Enke. Gottfredson, M.R. and Hirschi, T. (1990). A general theory of
crime. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

15. Steinberg, L. (2004). ‘Risk taking in adolescence: What changes and why?’Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 2012, 51-58. See
also F. Lösel, A. Bottoms and D.P. Farrington (2012). ‘Introduction.’ In F. Lösel, A. Bottoms and D.P. Farrrington (Eds.), Young adult offenders:
Lost in tradition? (pp. 1-10). Milton Park, UK: Routledge. 

16. Piquero, A.R., Farrington, D.P. and Blumstein, A. (2007). Key issues in criminal career research: New analyses of the Cambridge Study in
Delinquent Development. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. Loeber, R., Farrington, D.P. and Petechuk, D. (2013). From juvenile
delinquency to adult offending. Bulletin 1 of the study group on the transitions between juvenile delinquency and adult crime. Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Justice. 

17. Tseloni, A., Mailley, J., Farrell, G. and Tilley, N. (2010). ‘Exploring the international decline in crime rates.’ European Journal of Criminology: 7,
375-394. Farrell, G. (2013). ‘Five tests of a theory of the crime drop.’ Crime Science, 2:5, 1-8. Lösel, F., Bender, D., Sünkel, Z. and Stemmler,
M. (2016). ‘Self-reported juvenile delinquency in three surveys over 38 years: A German study on the crime drop.’ In A. Kapardis and D.P.
Farrington (Eds.), The psychology of crime, policing and courts. (pp.24-43).  Milton Park, UK: Routledge.

18. Van der Laan, P.H., van der Laan, A.M., Hoeve, M. Blom, M., Lamet, W.H. and Loeber, R. (2012). ‘Offending and justice response at the
juvenile-adult interface.’ In R. Loeber, M. Hoeve, N.W. Slot and P. van der Laan (Eds.), Persisters and desisters in crime from adolescence into
adulthood (pp. 201-238). Farnham, UK: Ashgate.

19. Rosenfeld, R., White, H.R., & Esbensen, F.A. (2012). ‘Special categories of serious and violence offenders: Drug dealers, gang members, homicide
offenders, and sex offenders.’ In R. Loeber and D.P. Farrington (Eds.), From  juvenile delinquency to adult crime: Criminal careers, justice policy and
prevention. New York: Oxford University Press.

20. Loeber et al. (2013), see footnote 16.
21. Piquero, A.R., Hawkins, J.D. and Kazemian, L. (2012). ‘Criminal career patterns.’ In In R. Loeber and D.P. Farrington (Eds.), From  juvenile

delinquency to adult crime: Criminal careers, justice policy and prevention. New York: Oxford University Press 
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offenders.22 Those who were already more active criminals
in youth have an enhanced risk of continuity into
adulthood.23 Desistance is a more or less continuous
process.24 Accordingly, there is no sharp developmental
cut-off between ‘juvenile’ and ‘adult’ offenders at around
age 18. This view is underlined by data on reoffending
after official sanctions. For example, official statistics from
England and Wales show only a slight decrease in
reoffending rates within one year between age 18 and 30
after a custodial or community sanction.25 This is
supported by data from other countries. For example, in a
cohort from the Netherlands, the recidivism rates of
juvenile and young adult male offenders were nearly the
same and some data suggest a rather late-starting
desistance around age 30.26

5. Differences between young adult and older
offenders: Young adult offenders differ in various aspects
from older offenders. For example, the British Surveying
Prisoner Crime Reduction (SPCR) cohort study27 compared
‘adult offenders’ (age 21 and older) with ‘young offenders’
(age 18-20). A much larger proportion of young offenders
had received a sentence of one to four years (52 per cent vs.
29 per cent) and more had been sentenced for violent
offences (22 per cent vs. 17 per cent) or robbery (11 per cent
vs. 1 per cent). Before incarceration, more young offenders
had lived with their parents or step-parents (59 per cent vs.
20 per cent), had been regular truants (70 per cent vs. 55 per
cent) and excluded from school (52 per cent vs. 37 per cent).
More young offenders reported heavy drinking (42 per cent
vs. 35 per cent). The pattern for drug use was mixed, but
young adult prisoners showed more use of cannabis, ecstasy
and cocaine powder. A majority of young adults are
sentenced for violent and acquisitive offending, more often
for possession or small supply of drugs and also have higher
reoffending rates than older adults.28 In custody they show
more violence, self-harm and other risks.29 Similar differences
between young and older adult offenders have been

reported in other countries. For example, a comparison in
the Netherlands Probation Service showed different risk
profiles between offenders at age 17-24 and age 25+. In the
younger vs. older cohort the following risk domains were
present or seriously present: delinquency (38 per cent vs. 26
per cent), education, training and employment (61 per cent
vs. 46 per cent), relationship with friends and peers (50 per
cent vs. 22 per cent), drug use (36 per cent vs. 27 per cent),
thinking patterns, behaviour and skills (84 per cent vs. 77 per
cent), attitudes (45 per cent vs. 37 per cent).30 Since these
factors were related to unsuccessful completion of
supervision, the differences underline the enhanced risk of
recidivism in young adults.

6. Differences between young adult and juvenile
offenders: Although many young adult offenders are still
maturing, they are not simply juveniles, but show mixed
characteristics of both age periods. According to Moffitt
independence from parents, an own identity, intimate
relationships, and vocational issues become more important
during adolescence and successful coping with such
developmental tasks often lead to desistance from juvenile
delinquency.31 In the Cambridge Study in Delinquent
Development early risk factors for juvenile and young adult
offending were partly similar.32 Persistence after young adult
offending depended on risks such as heavy drinking or an
unsuccessful life in various domains. Dutch research suggests
that the pattern of risk factors for recidivism is somewhat
changing over time.33 Problems at school and in the core
family became less important, whereas substance misuse,
partner problems, vocational issues and criminogenic
thinking/attitudes became more relevant. Although there
was some change in the correlations between recidivism and
peer group influences, the latter were still important in
comparison to the mostly small correlations of other single
risk factors. Programmes for young adults do not need to
address basically new dynamic risk factors (e.g. self- and
emotional control is as important as in youth and later

22. Sampson, R.J. and Laub, J.H. (2003). ‘Life-course desisters? Trajectories of crime among delinquent boys followed to age 70.’ Criminology, 41: 555-592.
23. Loeber, R. et al. (2013), see footnote 16.
24. Bottoms, A. and Shapland, J. (2011). ‘Steps towards desistance among young male adult offenders.’ In S. Farrall, M. Hough, S. Maruna and R.

Sparks (Eds.), Escape routes: Contemporary perspectives on life after punishment. Milton Park, UK: Routledge.
25. Ministry of Justice (Ed.) (2015). Proven re-offending statistics quarterly bulletin April 2012 to March 2013, England and Wales. London: Ministry of

Justice.
26. Blokland, A.A.J. and Palmen, H. (2012). ‘Criminal career patterns’. In R. Loeber, M. Hoeve, N.W. Slot and P. van der Laan (Eds.), Persisters and

desisters in crime from adolescence into adulthood (pp. 13-50). Farnham, UK: Ashgate.
27. Stewart, D. (2008). The problems and needs of newly sentenced prisoners: results from a national survey. Ministry of Justice Research Series 16/08.

London: Ministry of Justice. Williams, K., Papadopoulou, V. and Booth, N. (2012).  Prisoners’ childhood and family backgrounds. Results from the
Surveying Prisoner Crime Reduction (SPCR) longitudinal cohort study of prisoners. Ministry of Justice Research Series 4/12. London: Ministry of
Justice.2.

28. NOMS (Ed.)(2015). Better outcomes for young adult men: Evidence based commissioning principles. London: NOMS. 
29. Liebling, A. (2012). ‘Young adult offenders in custodial institutions: vulnerability, relationships and risks.’ In also F. Lösel, A. Bottoms and D.P.

Farrington (2012). ‘Introduction.’ In F. Lösel, A. Bottoms and D.P. Farrrington (Eds.), Young adult offenders: Lost in tradition? (pp. 65-73). Milton
Park, UK: Routledge.   

30. Spanjaard, H.J.M., van der Knaap, L.M., van der Put, C. E. and Stams, G.J.J.M. (2012). ‘Risk assessment and the impact of risk and protective
factors.’ In R. Loeber, M. Hoeve, N.W. Slot and P. van der Laan (Eds.), Persisters and desisters in crime from adolescence into adulthood (pp. 127-
158). Farnham, UK: Ashgate.

31. Moffitt (1993), see footnote 9.
32. Farrington, D.P. (2012). ‘Childhood risk factors for young adult offending.’ In F. Lösel, A. Bottoms and D.P. Farrrington (Eds.), Young adult offenders:

Lost in tradition? (pp. 65-73).  Milton Park, UK: Routledge. 
33. Spanjaard et al. (2012), see footnote 29.
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34. NOMS (2015), see footnote 24.
35. McNeill, F. 2006. ‘A desistance paradigm for offender management.’ Criminology and Criminal Justice, 6: 39-62. Lösel, F. and Farrington, D.P.

(2012). ‘Direct protective and buffering protective factors in the development of youth violence.’ American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 43
(2S1): 8-23.Maruna, S. (2001). Making good: How ex-convicts reform and rebuild their lives. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association
Books. See also footnote 48.

36. Bottoms and Shapland (2011), see footnote 24.
37. Markson, L., Lösel, F., Souza, K., and Lanskey, C. (2016). ‘Male prisoners’ family relationships and resilience in resettlement.’ Criminology and

Criminal Justice, 15: 423-441. Lanskey, C., Lösel, F., Markson, L. and Souza, K.A. (2016). ‘Children’s contact with imprisoned fathers and the father
child relationships after release: An interactional perspective.’ Families, Relationships and Societies, 5, 43-58.

38. Williams et al. (2012), see footnote 27.
39. Murray, J., Farrington, D.P. and Sekol, I. (2012). ‘Children’s antisocial behavior, mental health, drug use, and educational performance after parental

incarceration: a systematic review and meta-analysis.’ Psychological Bulletin, 138: 175–210.
40. Besemer, S., van der Geest, V., Murray, J., Bijleveld, C. C. J. H. and Farrington, D. P. (2011). ‘The relationship between parental imprisonment and

offspring offending in England and The Netherlands.’ British Journal of Criminology, 51: 413–437. 
41. Widom, K.S., Czaja, S.J. and DuMont, K.A. (2015). ‘Intergenerational transmission of child abuse and neglect: Real or detection bias? ’ Science,

347: 1480-1485.

adulthood). However, more than at older ages, treatment
and management of young adult offenders should place
emphasis on identity formation, resistance to peer group
influence, experiences of self-efficacy, and a realistic future-
orientation.34

7. Protective factors and desistance: As mentioned,
many young adult offenders still live with their family and
have education and employment problems or criminogenic
peer group influences. However, their criminal career is not
yet as consolidated as it is the case in older chronic offenders.
Therefore, young adulthood is a particular sensitive phase in
which natural protective factors and experiences such as
family or partner support, labour force attachment,
education, new contacts and situations can contribute to
desistance.35 Since desistance is a longer process, it is not only
necessary to promote protective factors, but also to help
mastering obstacles and lapses, for example due to
alcohol/drug use and influences of criminal peers.36

Longitudinal research on somewhat older prisoners has
shown, that regular contact and good communication with
the family during imprisonment are highly important for
successful resettlement, even when pre-incarceration factors
were controlled for.37

8. Intergenerational transmission of crime: The SPCR
cohort study has shown that 19 per cent of young adult
prisoners already had a child.38 The proportion of prison
inmates with young children increases quickly after age 20.
Overall the SPCR data suggest that 61 per cent of all male
prisoners have a child beyond age 18. Per annum,
approximately 200,000 children in UK have a parent in
custody. International research has shown that children of
incarcerated parents have an increased risk of developing
behavioural problems and becoming delinquent.39 Although
parental incarceration is only one factor among others that
contributes to child behaviour problems, it enhances the risk

of intergenerational transmission of offending. Various
studies have shown crime transmission to the second and
even third generation.40 However, the cycle of violence and
antisocial behaviour is not closed.41 Therefore, focussing
intervention programmes more specifically on the needs of
young adult offenders can open a window of opportunity to
reduce multigenerational transfer of crime and other
psychosocial problems. 

Conclusions 

As shown above, there is a broad range in age
thresholds for criminal responsibility, practice of detention of
young offenders and application of adult criminal law in
Europe. This variation is in sharp contrast to the nearly
uniform definition of legal majority across countries. Taking
the heterogeneity and difficulties of a common approach in
other European policy areas into account, it is not realistic
and perhaps not desirable to aim for homogeneity in youth
criminal justice. However, using the available evidence and
theoretical considerations, countries should try to increase
the rational (and not only traditional) bases of dealing with
young offenders. As often discussed in Britain, this applies to
very low thresholds of criminal responsibility and early
detention. On the upper end of ‘youth’, our article presented
evidence and sound reasons that suggest more flexible and
development-oriented approaches in dealing with young
adult offenders. This should reduce problems in the transition
between the juvenile and adult criminal justice measures and
meet the specific needs of this population. More
differentiated criminal justice measures during this sensible
age period may not only reduce individual recidivism, but
also, on the longer term, contribute to a reduction of the
high incarceration rates in UK (except Northern Ireland).


