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What is this research about?  

As many as 10% to 25% of young people have 

mental health problems, but the problem is 

greater among those who are involved with 

the justice system. One study estimated that 

almost two-thirds of young people who are in 

custody have a mental disorder.  

There’s evidence that young people who are in 

the justice system have mental health 

problems that are as complex as those of 

young people receiving inpatient care or 

outpatient care.  

No study has compared the needs of these 

two groups, so Ontario researchers undertook 

a study to better understand the needs of 

justice-involved youth. 

What did the researchers do?  

Ontario researchers looked at responses to 

semi-structured assessment interviews, 

conducted using the Child and Youth interRAI 

instruments. This tool assesses psychiatric, 

substance use, social, environmental, and 

medical issues. The two groups were 

compared for internalizing and externalizing 

problems as well as exposure to traumatic life 

events. 

What did the researchers find?  

Participants were between 16 and 19 years 

old. There were 90 youth in the youth justice 

group, 75 in the inpatient group, and 590 in 

the outpatient group.  

Justice youth had higher rates of certain types 

of trauma. This included the following 

experiences: 

 physical and emotional abuse 

 death of a parent 

 custodian change 

 death in the family 

 having a parent with addiction  

 being abandoned by a parent 

What you need to know  

Ontario researchers compared 

internalizing and externalizing problems as 

well as exposure to traumatic life events 

among three groups of young people: 

those involved with the justice system, 

those receiving inpatient mental health 

services, and those receiving outpatient 

mental health services. They found that 

those justice-involved youth had higher 

rates of certain types of trauma and lower 

scores for internalizing symptoms, but 

lower scores on externalizing symptoms 

than inpatients. Males in the justice group 

had more trauma than those in the 

outpatient group, but not the inpatient 

group. Females in the justice group had 

more trauma and higher externalizing 

scores than the other two groups. 



 witnessing domestic violence 

 living in a violent neighbourhood 

 being a victim of crime 

 failing or dropping out of an education 
program. 

Males in the justice group had more trauma 

than those in the outpatient group, but not the 

inpatient group. Females in the justice group 

had more trauma than those in the other two 

groups.  

The justice group had lower internalizing 

symptoms scores but lower externalizing 

scores than inpatients. Females in the justice 

group had higher externalizing scores than 

their peers in the other two groups. 

Limitations and next steps  

This study had several limitations. For example, 

it didn’t look at youth substance use or 

consider any overlap between youth in the 

three groups. Its cross-sectional design also 

makes it difficult to draw any conclusion about 

a causal relationship. 

Also, the youth justice group assessments were 

part of a pilot project and these youth were not 

seeking mental health services. So the results 

might have underestimated the mental health 

needs of the justice group. 

Finally, this study didn’t look at other factors 

that are known to be related to health needs 

and justice involvement, such as race, ethnicity, 

and socioeconomic status. Future research will 

need to address the limitations of this study. 
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Evidence Exchange Network (EENet) helps create and share evidence to build a better mental health and substance use system in 
Ontario. We connect mental health and addictions system stakeholders with each other and with relevant, actionable evidence to inform 
decision-making. Part of the Provincial System Support Program (PSSP) at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH), the 
network includes researchers, clinicians, service providers, system planners, policymakers, persons with lived experience, and families.  

How can you use this research?  

This study provides information that can 

inform the work of system planners and 

agency decision makers who allocate 

funding and develop interventions that 

serve the specific mental health needs of 

youth involved with the justice system. 
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