The Language of Youth Justice
Oberstown Children Detention Campus1 provides a safe and secure environment for young people
sent to the Campus by the courts. The legislative responsibility of Oberstown is to provide young
people with education and programmes in order to address and change offending behaviour so that
they can contribute positively to their families and communities.
Youth justice and the best way to deal with young people in conflict with the law has long been a
controversial topic of public debate. However, the public’s perception of young offenders does not
tally with reality, and this is in no small way related to the media coverage of youth crime. This is not
a new phenomenon – nor is it unique to Ireland.2 At its more powerful, public opinion can influence
politics and ultimately policy, and therefore responsible media should ensure they portray a fair and
balanced picture of young offenders and related issues. This however is not always the case, and
misleading reporting can lead to public and political outrage.
Challenging stereotypical reporting and stigmatising language3 is important because discrepancies
between public perceptions and statistical fact means that the public is likely misinformed about
youth crime. Among the detrimental effects of false public perceptions of youth crime are “public
intolerance, unnecessary legislation changes and inappropriate programming choices for young
offenders.”4 A public better informed about youth crime will better understand and appreciate
Ireland’s policy approach to young offenders.
It is also vital that young people who, under law are entitled to their privacy 5 and to have their
records expunged6, are not stigmatised or labelled through their involvement with the youth justice
system.
This is not to suggest that the media should not report on young offenders, but in doing so impartial
and accurate language should be used. Up-to-date data and statistics reflecting the numbers of
young people in detention should also be cited where appropriate.
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Quick facts
Some factors to take into consideration when reporting on young offenders:


Oberstown should not be referred to as a prison but a children detention school.



Young people in detention should not be referred to as inmates or prisoners, but young
offenders, or just young people.



Oberstown is the country’s only facility for young offenders under the age of 18.



The detention of young people is a measure of last resort in Ireland, therefore those who end
up in detention are the most challenging young people.



A large percentage of young people in detention have been in the care of the State at some
point prior to detention.7



Research has shown significant detrimental effects resulting from young people being labelled
as ‘delinquent’ or ‘criminal’8.



There are biological, psychological and social reasons why young people are different to
adults in that they are more susceptible to peer influence due to their stage of mental and
emotional development.9



The number of young people in detention has being falling over the past number of years. In
2012, there were 218 admissions of young people to Oberstown; in 2013, there were 191
admissions; in 2014 there were 198, and in 2015 there were 174 admissions.10



Most young people ‘grow out’ of offending and do not graduate to career criminals as is often
portrayed in the media.11
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