The Application of Standardisation and Decomposition Techniques to the Analysis of Population Ageing Related Changes in Australian Crime Levels 

Research in Criminology

Miss Lisa Rosevear

School of Sociology and Social Work

University of Tasmania

Lisa.Rosevear@utas.edu.au
Ph: 0407 973 441

Official crime statistics consistently indicate a strong dynamic between age and crime, with persons aged 15 to 24 years having a higher incidence of criminal involvement than other age groups. At the same time, the population is ageing structurally, meaning that the population age structure is shifting from having high proportions of young persons, to low proportions, caused primarily by falling fertility rates. Given the recurring age/crime pattern, structural ageing can be expected to have a profound impact on crime – where the proportion of young persons in a population is large, the group’s impact on the respective crime rate will be large; if small, the impact will be smaller. 

Over time, the differing proportions of young in a population compromise the measurement of trends in total crime rates. This paper focuses on the application of the demographic techniques of standardisation and decomposition to criminal data. These techniques express what the crime rate and/or numbers would be if the population age structure had not changed over time - hence, quantifying the proportion of change in the total crime rate that is due to changes in the population age structure, and the proportion that can be regarded as the ‘true’ crime rate (one which is free of age effects). Specifically, the techniques of standardisation and decomposition will be illustrated with reference to preliminary findings for changes in Australian police apprehension and prison population rates arising from structural ageing. Additionally, challenges and limitations for applying such techniques to Australian criminal data will be discussed.

