
From June to October 2018, the Committee invited responses from schools and youth groups on 
the age of criminal responsibility. Downloadable toolkits were available on the Committee website, 
and the Parliament’s Outreach Education service delivered sessions in schools around the 
country.  
 
Over 1000 secondary students and over 200 primary age pupils engaged with the Committee 
through these sessions and the toolkit. A list of those schools which participated is included as an 
annex. 

Of the schools that responded to the Committee directly, the majority of students in each class 
agreed that the age of criminal responsibility should be raised to 12. However, none of the classes 
felt that the age should be raised higher than 12. Their comments are collated below: 

• Concerns that older children might be used by criminal gangs.  

• Some children would prefer ACR being 10 or 11  to coincide with the end of primary school 
instead of 12.  

• If the age is older than eight, you might not take crime seriously because you’d get off with 
it.  

• The human brain isn’t fully developed into an adult brain until age 20, so that should be a 
major factor in deciding whether a young person is criminally responsible or not.  

• The age of criminal responsibility should be dependent on the severity of the crime. 

• A child’s future could be greatly affected by a permanent record. At eight years old 
someone doesn’t have full awareness of the consequences of their actions. 

• The age should be raised because the brain is developmentally immature.  

• We are not in line with other EU countries. 

• Having a criminal record when you’re young can affect getting a job. Raising the age will 
give children a chance to be responsible for their actions. 

• People are using young children as drug dealers 

• When I was 10 I knew the difference between good and bad. 

• Regardless of what age is chosen, a criminal record should be for anyone who has done 
wrong. 

• The age should be eight-10. 

• From birth we are taught the difference between right and wrong – though our brains may 
not be fully developed they are developed enough to tell us whether what we are doing is a 
good choice or not. 

• Different children realise what they are doing is wrong/mature/take responsibility for their 
actions at different ages 

• We feel at 12 you have enough knowledge and awareness of the consequences of your 
actions to understand. 

• At 12 you know that you would be breaking the law and the level of wrongness. 

• 12 is the age most young people enter high school. They know the difference between right 
and wrong. 

• People more or less know the law at the age of 12. 

• 8 year olds are still learning and don’t fully know right from wrong. 12 is a reasonable age 
because you know you can’t just get away with anything and you are more aware of what’s 
right and what’s wrong 

• Young children cannot really make life-impacting decisions. 
 
Response from Outreach Schools 
 
Of the schools who participated in Outreach sessions, the majority (77%) voted to increase the 
age of criminal responsibility to 12. One school was evenly split between increasing to 12 and 
maintaining the age at eight. 20% of schools voted against increasing the minimum age of criminal 
responsibility.  



 
Of those who participated in a session, the majority suggested that 12 was the appropriate age. 
Six classes suggested an age of higher than 12, with two agreeing that 16 should be the new age 
of criminal responsibility. 
 
The majority of teenagers involved in the school consultations felt that the age is presently too low 
and should rise. In some schools, pupils had understood that not going to court before age 16 
meant that there was no criminal liability before 16. These pupils tended to be shocked when they 
were told the actual position and were very opposed to keeping the present age, with most of them 
saying that they thought 16 was “about right”. 
 
Those who suggested that the age of criminal responsibility should be at eight had strong support 
for an education campaign delivered preferably by the police visiting schools. They felt it should be 
made clear to pupils in P3 classes that they are criminally responsible liable for their actions, and 
that if this was done it would act as a deterrent. Several teenagers asked if there was data on how 
other European countries had decided on their age, and how successful it was felt to be. 
 
Though several schools did vote to maintain the age of criminal responsibility at eight, most of the 
pupils who did so were clear that it was only because the question didn’t allow them to differentiate 
between severity of crimes. 
 
Other comments, especially from schools which voted not to raise the age of criminal 
responsibility, were that the rights of victims were important, and that letting young people face ‘no 
consequences’ would devalue victims of crime. 
 
One major concern was that while petty or accidental crimes should have an older age, serious 
assault, sexual crimes and murder should be treated as criminal regardless of age, and people 
who commit those crimes should carry a criminal record. 
 
One anecdotal response was reported from a pupil who had been referred for an incident that took 
place when they were eight. This pupil did not want the age of criminal responsibility raised 
because “I knew exactly what I was doing and I knew it was wrong”. 
 
The following table sets out the reasons given by the schools visited by Outreach for their choice 
of the age of criminal responsibility: 

 
 

Age Reasons given by young people for their choice on the Age of Criminal Responsibility 

8 
 

• The system “ain’t broke, so don’t fix it”. 

• Children know right from wrong and can be held responsible at 8 years of age. 

• The science on brain development is unproven. 

• Young children are easily manipulated. If the age is raised they will be at more 
risk of being used by adults or older children to commit crimes that they wouldn’t 
otherwise have committed. 

• Older children could play the system. If the age is raised they might feel they can 
get away with crimes. 

12 • It’s secondary school age, so a natural break from early childhood. 

• Children have more exposure to the company of older teenagers so are more 
liable to commit crimes. They should be accountable. 

• It’s the UNCRC recommendation. 

• Children are maturing physically, especially girls. If they look older they are more 
likely to be treated as older and led into crime by others. 

13 • It’s the start of teenage years, so a sort of rite of passage. 



• Pupils are going into S2 and starting to think about choosing subjects for a life 
beyond school. They will be more likely to take on board that a criminal record will 
damage their future. 

• It’s the social media age. Children will have more unsupervised contact with 
strangers. 

14 • It’s midway in the European norms. If it works for them, it’s probably about right 
for us. 

• Puberty will be mostly over. Teenagers are “properly teenaged” and more 
capable of making rational choices, therefore knowingly choosing to behave in a 
criminal manner. 

15 • Puberty is over and adulthood starting. 

16 • De facto adulthood. A teenager can legally marry and start a family, so should be 
legally liable for crime. This was raised in every school by the pupils who choose 
16, 

• It’s the voting age. This was mentioned in every school usually combined with 1 
above, but some pupils specifically raised it alone with one pupil summing up the 
general view as “How come you can be responsible enough to choose to do 
something that’ll get you lifted when you’re 8, but you can’t be trusted to choose 
your MSP till you’re 16?” 

18 • A few pupils felt that the age should be even higher and criminal responsibility 
should start at legal adulthood. The drinking age was also mentioned as a factor 
– if this was combined with the age of criminal responsibility it might reinforce the 
“drink responsibly” message. It was very much a minority view with most 
teenagers actively opposed.  

 



Annex: List of Schools 
 
The Committee would like to thank all the schools that participated and shared their views. 
 

Beeslack High School Penicuik 

Castlebay High School Barra 

Drumchapel High School Glasgow 

Eastbank Academy Glasgow 

George Heriot’s School Edinburgh 

Kirkwall Grammar Orkney 

Langholm Community High School Glasgow 

Lochend High School Glasgow 

Lockerbie Academy Lockerbie 

Lourdes Secondary Glasgow 

Monifieth High School Monifieth, Angus 

Musselburgh Grammar Musselburgh 

North Berwick High School North Berwick 

Rosshall Academy Glasgow 

Sgoil Lionacleit Benbecula 

St Andrew's Secondary Glasgow 

St Kentigern's Academy Blackburn, West Lothian 

St Margaret Mary's Secondary Glasgow 

St Mungos Academy Glasgow 

Strathaven Academy Strathaven, South Lanarkshire 

St Thomas Aquinas Secondary Glasgow 

Strathallan School Forgandenny, Perthshire 

Stromness Academy Orkney 

Wick High School Wick 

  

Primary Schools Location 

  

Glebe Primary Irvine 

Penninghame Primary Newton Stewart 

Royal Mile Primary Edinburgh 

Springfield Primary Linlithgow 

St Bartholomew's Primary Glasgow 

St Mungo's Primary Lockerbie 

Wallacestone Primary Falkirk 
 
 
 
 


