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Population Trends and Crime:
What should we be planning for?
Crime and crime rates, as
measured by official statistics, have not
been static (Chart #1). Explaining why
changes occur is not simple . T her e is
growing evidence that social and
econo mic factor s, s uch a s popu lation
changes, unemployment and income
disparity, are correlated with crime.
These factors are seen to influence the
amount and nature of actual crime
committed.
(Other factors include
changes in attitudes, policies and
practices and legislation - all of which
can influence the reporting and
recording of crime regardless of any
change in the actual incidence of
c ri me . )
Current and p roje cted tr ends in
social and economic factors allow us to
anticip ate possible effects on crime and
the criminal justice system . W e shou ld
be able to use this information to beg in
planning and developing approaches
which might help to ameliorate the
possib ility of negative effec ts. T his
Fact Sheet looks specifically at trends
in the age composition of the Canadian
population, exam ines w hat effe cts
these trends might have on factors
associated with crime and our
responses to crime and suggests action
required.
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Age and Incidence of Crime
There is gene ral ag ree men t in the
literature that the crime-prone years
are between the ages of 15 and 24. The
offences committed by this age group
are typically less serious personal
offences and prope rty crim es. This is
not a new phenomenon - it has existed
since the middle of the nineteenth
century.
Judging from official
statistics and self-report studies which
show that involvement in criminal
behaviour decrea ses with age,
Chart #1

Source: Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics
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offending is, for most, part o f a
maturational process that ceases as
young people mature.
Victimization surveys carried out
in Canada show that young p eople also
have higher personal victimization
rates. The most recent survey carried
out by Statistics Canada in 1993
rep orte d that:
Canadians age 15 to 24 reported a
personal victimization rate (318 per 1000
population) twice that of those age 25 to 44
(156 per 1000 population) and over 4 times
that of those 45 to 64 (74 per 1000
population)... These differences become
even wider in the case of violent
victimizations: the young (15 to 24) are five
times more likely to be a victim than those
45 to 64 (225 vs 45 per 1000 population) .

Many expe rts asso ciate changes in
age popu lations w ith cha nges in the
crim e rate. For exam ple, the r apid
rise in the cr ime r ate in the 1960's and
1970' s has been attributed in large part
to the “baby boom” phenomenon.
Those in the “baby boom” generation born between the years of 1947 and
1966 - came into the years of h ighest
criminal activity during the 1960's and
1970' s. It was also a time of abrupt
social and economic change. In the
same vein, the decline in the crim e ra te
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those between the ages seem to be as age-dependent between
the ages of 15 to 50. T he slower and
of 35 to 49 and to 5%
over the age of 50. smaller chan ges in v iolent crime may
Statistics Can ada p roje cts that, over a 20 year
be more reflective of the fac t that those
With “o ther” crimes,
period (1996 to 2016), the number of Canadians age
born in the baby bo om er a are no w just
the
decrease
with
age
15 to 24 will increase by 13%. During the same
starting
to turn 50.
is less dramatic.
period, the number of those age 65 and older will
•
The pattern for
increase by 62%. By the year 2 00 6, the two age
violent
crime is not as Age and Perceptions of Crime
group s will be virtually the sam e in numb ers.
clear.
While
those age
In 2016, those age 15 to 24 will make up 12% of
With the aging of the “baby boom”
15 to 24 a ccou nt for
the total population (down slightly fro m 13 % in
generation and no matc hing g row th in
31% of accused in
1996). Correspondingly, Canadians age 65 and
the younger population, the Canadian
1997, the proportion
older will comprise 16% of the total population - up
population as a whole is aging. Not
decr eases o nly slightly
from 12% in 1996.
only could this affect the incidence and
to 27% for the age
type of crime but it could also
Chart #2
group 25 to 34 and
influence perceptions of crime and,
remains at 27% for
correspondingly, how our socie ty
those age 35 to 49.
responds to crime.
The proportion then
A poll cond ucted by A ngus R eid in
decreases to 7% for
1997 showed that more Canadians age
+ 62%
those over the age of
55 and over felt that crime rates had
50 (C hart # 3).
+ 13%
increased greatly over the previous
Since 1991, the
five years. Fur ther, more C anadians
police-reported crime
in this age group had a “grea t/fair”
rate has declined by
fear of crim e (26% ) com par ed w ith
19% prim arily due to
younger Canadians (18% for those age
the dro p in pr oper ty
18 to 34 and 21% for those age 35 to
c r imes, part ic u la r ly
54). While gene rally there was a high
break and enter. The
Source: Statistics Canada
level of supp ort fo r th e use of
rate of violent crime
alternatives to prison for non-violent
has been declining
offences, opposition was highest
in the 1990's is seen as a reflection of since 1992 and was 9% lowe r in 1997 among Canadians age 55 and over.
than it was in 1992.
decreasing num ber s of thos e age 15 to
M ost exper ts agree that these
24 - the pr oduc ts of the “ baby bust”
Impact of Projected Changes in Age
years (1967 to 1979). There has been trends are associa ted with changing
Composition
Dec lining p rop erty
a smaller pool of people who are at the demograph ics.
Statistics Canada projects a 13%
greatest risk with respect to criminal crime rates seem to be a refle ction of
the declining number of those age 15 increase in the number of Canadians
behaviour.
to 24 (along with a relatively healthy age 15 to 24 from 1996 to 2016. This
econo my).
In the same vein, age group will increase by about
Age and Type of Crime
involvement in violent crime does not 500,000 by 20 11 an d then begin to
Official statistics (Revised Uniform
Cr ime Sta tistics) sug gest tha t:
If childhood neglect and disadvantage are not altered, there is a strong
•
Property crime is the staple of
likelihood that delinquency and crime will develop over time ... A history of
youthful offending - 45%
of those
parental mishandling, family crime, school failure and economic deprivation
accused of a property crime in 1997
[in childhood] makes delinquency in the next three years probable. Truancy,
are between the ages of 15 and 24.
economic deprivation and delinquent friends in the early teenage years
•
Involvement in property and
combine to make delinquency more likely. Any unstable job record and anti“other” crime gene rally de crease s with
establishment attitudes, combined with delinquency by the age of 20, makes
age.
With property crime, the
criminal behaviour from the ages 21 to 24 more likely.
proportion of acc used d rop s to 21%
Report of the Standing Committee on Justice and the Solicitor General, 1993
for those age 25 to 35, to 16% for

Changing age patterns
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decline slightly. With more Canadians
at the greatest risk of involvement in
criminal activity , o ne co uld ea sily
speculate that C anad a mig ht aga in
experience an increase, modest, in the
incidence of cr ime g ener ally, with
pro per ty crime driving the trend. The
projections also foresee small er
increases in the age groups 25 to 34
(+ 3%) and 3 5 to 49 (+ 5% ). T his
projected trend wou ld suggest relative
stability with respect to the incidence
of violent crim es.
In the next 20 years, the number of
Canadians age 50 to 64 is expected to
grow from 4.2 million to 7.8 million
(+ 84%) and those age 65 and older
from 3.6 million to 5.9 million
(+ 62% ). While there will be far more
peop le less likely to be the perpetrators
of crime, there will be mor e peo ple in
the age group m ore pro ne to
experience a heightened fear of crime,
main tain misperceptions about crime
and are less likely to be in favour of
alternatives to incarceration.
Cur rently, we see more demands
for longer and harsher sentences
despite declining crime rates and
growing eviden ce of C anada ’s overu se
o f i n c a r c e r a t i o n a nd of it s
ineffectiveness. In an e nvir onm ent of
a dramatically aging population, these
attitudes and demands could become
more prevalent. It will become even
more difficult to reduce our use of
incarceration and to make greater use
o f m o r e e f f e c t i v e com mun ity
alternatives if
these trends are
combined with further politicization of
crime.

Ameliorating the negative effects:
# Dealing with the risk factors
associated with crime
Given the pr ojecte d ris e in the
crime-prone age group, good planning
wou ld sugge st that w e inve st now in
initiatives designed to r educe the r isk
factors associated with crime.
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There is growing and
Chart #3
consistent evidence that
incom e
dispar ity,
unemployment, abuse,
family problem s and
sc h o o l problem s or
failure cor rela te with
crime. The au thors o f a
1993 Statistics Canada
study done by Statistics
Canada in 1993 found
that
the
socio d e m o g r a p h i c
char acter istic correlated
most strongly with all Source: Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics
offences under study was
the male unemployment
rate. Other community characteristics transient run-d own neigh bourh oods.
correlated with specific offences Providing for the basic needs of food
include: high proportions of families and shelter often leave disadvantaged
living in poverty, in rented dwellings families witho ut the r esour ces to
involve the children in sports and
or who are suppor ted by lone-pa rents,
and the percentage of the population com mun ity activities, resu lting in
over the age of 15 without a high children having more unstructured and
unsupervised time. Financ ial stress
school diploma.
Many of these factors are can lead to family problems and abuse.
R e d u c ing t h e r i s k f ac t o rs
interrelated. Low levels of education
are tied to high rates of unemployment associa ted w i th c r ime sugg ests
and job insta bility. Unemployment imm ediate action on a number of
means a lower income.
Fam ilies fronts including:
headed by a lone -par ent, par ticular ly if i) early childhood education and
the lone-parent is a female, are more parent supp ort fo r disadvantaged
likely to be living with a low income families
than two-parent families. Low income A 25 year follow-up of the Perry
families often have no other choice but Preschool Program in the U.S. showed
that individ uals who participated in the
to live in lo w-quality ho using in
program providing high quality ea rly
childhood education and support and
The ability to forecast undesirable
training for the parents were far less
outcomes, such as a rise in certain
likely to be per sistent offend ers (5
kinds of crime or an increased use
arr ests or more by age 28) than a
of hard drugs, highlights another
matched control group who were not
important use of demographics part of the program (7% versus 35% ).
making predictions in the hopes that
ii) community-based afterschool
they will be wrong. If we know,
recreation programs
through demographic analysis that
A 1998 report to the U. S. C ongre ss on
certain things are likely to occur,
the effectiveness of different programs
then we can take steps to prevent or
in preventing crime found evidence
at least mitigate these outcomes.
that such programs can red uce ju venile
David Foot, Boom, Bust and Echo
crime in the immediate area.
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iii)
family therapy and parent
training about at-risk and delinquent
pread olescen ts
The same 1998 rep ort to the U .S.
Cong ress stated that such programs
have shown to reduce the risk factors
for delinquency such as aggression and
hyperactivity.
iv)
stay-in-school programs
RA N D , a research institute in the
U . S ., rep orte d signific ant reductions
in arrests of youth s who par ticipate d in
graduation incen tive pro gra ms. The ir
analy sis indicated that such programs
appear to be more cost-effective (in
terms of serious crimes averted per
cost o f
th e
p r og r am )
t h an
incarceration.
v)
youth employment initiatives
Research has sho wn a relatio nship
between unemployment rates and
crime and incar ceration
r ates.
Statistics show that youth are
par ticular ly disadv antag ed w ith respect
to emplo ymen t and fu rther that they
have not benefitted from the recent
impr ovem ents in the economy (Chart
#4). Employment provides income,
status, meaningful use of time and
demands
r e s p o n s i b i li t y
a nd
commitment - all of which can make a
young per son less likely to main tain
involvement in criminal behaviour.

Chart #4

15 to 24

Total (15+ )

Source: Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics

average incomes one-half the national
average, one-half of the children living
in pove rty a nd ov er-r epr esenta tion in
prisons and a s victims are only some
of the ob stacles th at Ab orig inal pe ople
face. Given what we know about the
risk factors associated with crime, the
fact that 35% of the Aboriginal
popu lation are under the age of 15
(compared with 21% for the total
population) should call all Canadians
to action.

Special attention should be paid to the

# Dealing with the misperceptions
about crime

urgent circumstances of Aboriginal
people. High rates of illiteracy, lower
levels of education, unemployment
rates three times the national average,

Attention must be paid to
providing citizens, particularly older
C anadians, with ac cur ate info rm ation
about crim e and their risk of

victimization, strategies for avoiding
victimization that do not create panic
and more detail ab out effe ctive w ays to
prevent crime and reduce re-offending.
Pub lic educ ation is the key. Given
that most C anadians get their
information about crime from the
media, the m edia have a spec ial ro le to
play in providing Can adian s with
accurate, balan ced a nd co mple te
information on crim e and resp onses to
crime. As well, politicians must be
committed to leading with the facts and
the research rather than me rely
resp onding to what they perceive the
public demands to be. Any attemp t to
reduce the fear of crime and to create
an atmosphere hospitable to developing
thoughtful responses to crime cannot
succeed in an environment where
crime is highly politicized.

Anticipate the future: Act now
Pop ulatio n forecasts can, to some
degree, help us anticipate changes
relating to crime and identify areas of
concern. We cannot afford, however,
mer ely to anticipate the changes and
take no action. We need to develop
strategies and implement initiatives
now in order to, in the future, prevent
c r i m e and ensure a citizenry
knowledge able and supportive of
effective approaches to crime and its
causes. We can make a difference if
we start now.

Effective, just and humane responses to crime and its causes
For mor e inform ation, please contac t us at:
John Ho ward Society of O ntario
123 Edward St. , Suite 701
Toro nto, Ontar io
M5G 1E2
Tel:
(416) 408-4282
Fax:
(416) 408-2991
E-mail: jhsont@johnhoward.on.ca
Website: www. johnhoward.on.ca
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