
Should the Age of 
Criminal 

Responsibility be 
raised from 8 to 12?



What does the age 
of Criminal 

Responsibility 
mean?

It is the age when a 
person is considered old 
enough to understand 

what they did and why it 
is wrong

Children under 8 who 
commit crimes can’t be 

arrested or charged with a 
crime

This bill wants to stop 
children under 12 being 
treated as criminals, and 
give them help to stop 

offending instead



Does it mean 
putting children 

in prison?
No, for most crimes, 

under 18s will be sent 
to the Children’s Panel.

It does mean that the child 
could have a criminal record 
which they might have to tell 

people about when they apply 
for a job.

For some very serious crimes, 
a young person might be sent 

to a secure unit or young 
offenders facility.



Why is the age 8 
just now?

In Scotland, the age of 
criminal responsibility has 

been 8 for a very long time –
possibly hundreds of years. 

People’s attitudes were 
very different back then. 

Some children were 
working from aged 4 or 

5!

8 is the youngest age of 
criminal responsibility in 

Europe. It’s 10 in England, 
Wales and Northern 

Ireland. 



Why should 
we raise the 
age to 12?

Because the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child 

says 12 should be the 
minimum age

Studies have shown that 
treating people like criminals 

from a young age actually 
makes them more likely to do 

it again

Children shouldn’t have their 
future spoiled because of 
something they did when 

they were very young.



Should the age 
be higher than 

12?
Other age milestones are 
higher – voting, getting 

married at 16, driving at 17, 
buying cigarettes at 18…

Most children who commit 
offences have very difficult lives, 

and need help, not criminal 
records that follow them around 

the rest of their lives.

But maybe gangs will start 
using older children to 

commit crimes for them, 
because they can’t be 

prosecuted.



Should the 
age be higher 

than 12?

Children generally do know right 
from wrong, but experts say that 

brain development means 
adolescents don’t fully 

understand risk and 
consequences until age 18 to 20.

The rest of Europe has higher 
Age of Criminal Responsibility 
– 14 in Germany and Italy, 16 

in Spain and Portugal!

Very harmful behaviour by children 
under the age of criminal 

responsibility would still be treated 
seriously, but that kind of behaviour 

is very rare.



What do I think


