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Objectives

To examine differences in youth justice (YJ) system contact
patterns, early life characteristics, child protection system con-
tact, and adolescent mental health outcomes among young
people who have early, late or no contact with the YJ system.

Approach

Data were from the Better Evidence Better Outcomes
Linked Data (BEBOLD) platform including children in South
Australia born 1991-2002, followed from birth to age 18
(n=249,995). Young people were categorised into three
groups: 1) those who had their first YJ supervision before
age 14, i.e., those who had ‘early’ contact; 2) those who had
their first YJ supervision at age 14 or older, i.e., those who
had ‘late’ contact; and 3) those who had no contact with the
YJ system by age 18.
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Results

Of the 249,995 children born 1991-2002, 4,097 (1.6%) had YJ
contact. Of these, 667 (16.3%) had their first YJ supervision
early, and 3,430 (83.7%) had their first YJ supervision late.
Compared to the late contact group, young people with early
contact had more serious YJ contact patterns (e.g., 91% ver-
sus 59% ever experienced custodial supervision). Compared to
the late contact and no YJ contact groups, the early contact
group were: more disadvantaged at birth; had more serious
child protection contact by age 10; and a higher proportion
had experienced at least one mental health-related hospitali-
sation from ages 12-18.

Conclusions

This analysis demonstrates the complex circumstances that
precede and co-occur with YJ involvement. Early life adver-
sity and poor adolescent mental health were more pronounced
for young people who had early contact with YJ, compared
to those who had late contact. This points to the need for
investment in early supports.
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