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“Demographics explains about two-thirds 
of everything”2 

In 1996, David K. Foot’s Boom Bust and Echo: How to 
P rofit from the Coming Demographic Shift became a 

best seller and helped popularize public discussion on 
issues related to the aging of Canada’s baby boomers.3 

Canadian society was transformed by the baby boom 
generation, which Foot defines as those born in the 
two decades following WW II (1947–1966). This birth 
cohort was of unprecedented size and persons born 
in this generation totalled 9.8 million people or almost 
33% of the Canadian population as of the 1996 census. 
As this huge birth-cohort flooded in succession 
t h rough one public institution after another, a 
massive re s t ructuring began to occur, beginning first 
in the pediatric wards, then the kindergartens, the 
elementary and secondary schools, before finally 
spilling into the universities and the job market. 

An issue that Foot also talks about, although it got 
less play in the media, is the impact of the aging 
boomers on crime rates.4 

Demography and crime 
The baby boom had a tremendous impact on 
Canada’s criminal justice system as boomers began 

in the early 1960s to enter into their most crime-
p rone years. Tr a d i t i o n a l l y, North American society’s 
youth population, those from their teens through to 
about thirty, are the highest crime-risk group. Baby 
boomers began to enter their teenage years in 1960 
and didn’t reach thirty until 1977. The youngest of 
the boomers, meanwhile, only began entering their 
teens in 1979 and didn’t reach thirty until 1996. 

The boomer generation there f o re passed thro u g h 
their high crime-risk years over a period spanning 
f rom 1960 to 1996. As the large number of boomers 
swelled this crime-prone age group, crime levels 
began to increase. Crime rates increased thro u g h o u t 
the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. 

N o w, however, all the boomers have aged beyond 
thirty and crime rates have been dropping since the 
early 1990s. One reason for this is that the follow-on 
(i.e., the baby bust and boomer echo) generations 
a re much smaller in size so there is a smaller high 
crime-risk population.5 

The demographics of imprisonment 
As we might expect, with rapidly growing crime, 
Canada’s prison populations also grew significantly 
f rom the 1960s through to the 1980s. This can be 
seen in Figure 1, which shows the increase in the 

Source : Adult Correctional Services in Canada (CCJS, annual). 

Adult Penal Population in Canada per 100,000. 

Figure 1 

29 



Figure 2: Male Population and Projections to 2011
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adult (federal and provincial) incarceration rate in 
Canada since 1950. 

The adult incarceration rate started to increase in 1960 
and continued upward — with the exception of 
a lull from 1970 to 1980 due to the introduction of a 
new parole system — for the next three decades. The 
i n c a rceration rate peaked at 114 adult inmates per 
100,000 population in 1995, at which point the rate 
was 52% higher versus the 75 per 100,000 re c o rded in 
1960. Now that the crime rate has been in decline for 
several years, incarceration rates seem likely to follow. 

Which way will crime and imprisonment 
rates go? 

Does the aging of the boomers foretell a continued 
decline in crime and imprisonment rates over the 
coming decade? Foot suggests a mixed future. On the 
one hand, there will be fewer youth, so violent crime 
rate should continue to decline as boomers move out 
of their violent years and into their fraud and white-
collar crime years. On the other hand, the lull in the 
g rowth of youth and violent crime may be short-lived 
because baby-boom echo kids, a larger cohort than 
the baby bust generation, is about to enter their crime-
p rone youth years.6 M o re o v e r, he notes that teenagers 

may be becoming more violent and that older people 
a re more fearful of crime. Thus, he warns that our 
police forces will remain busy and demographics off e r 
no reason for anyone to feel complacent about crime.7 

Aging reduces pressure on crime and 
incarceration rates 

The “aging” of the boomer population will continue 
to be the central demographic trend dominating 
Canadian society for the coming decade. Society’s 
c r i m e - p rone youth population will increase slightly, 
as the echo-generation youth begin to enter this 
g roup in large numbers over the next decade. 
H o w e v e r, there are about 3 million fewer echo-
generation members than boomers, so the impact 
should be nowhere as large as the 1960s, and will also 
be offset by a decrease in the baby bust generation. 
This can be seen from Statistics Canada’s population 
p rojections for males for the coming decade. 

T h e re will be very little upward demographic 
p re s s u re on crime or incarceration rates, since the 
i n c a rceration rates for 18–29 and 30–39 age gro u p s 
have become very similar in recent years. Figure 2 
indicates the projected size of the various age gro u p s 
over the next decade. 

Figure 2 

Source : Statistics Canada, Demography Division 



Figure 3: Federal Male Admission Rate Trends*

A c c o rding to the projections, by 2011 there will 
be a modest increase in the size of Canada’s 18–29 
year old male population (up about 180,000). 
H o w e v e r, this increase will be offset by a similar 
d e c rease in the population ages 30–39. The size of 
the population ages 40–49 at the end of the decade 
will be virtually identical to what it was at the 
beginning. The population over age 50 will incre a s e 
b ym o re than a million, from about 4.2 million to 
a b o u t 5 . 6 million by 2011. Finally, the population of 
young males ages 10–17 is projected to increase and 
then decrease slightly, all within the decade, fro m 
2 . 1 2 million in 2000 to 2.07 million in 2011. So there is 
no new youth high-risk demographic wave waiting 
i n t h ew i n g s . 

The admission risk of youth is declining 

It was noted earlier that the highest crime-pro n e 
years were also the highest incarceration-risk years. 
Federal admission statistics suggest, however, that 
the risk rate for young adults is declining. 

A youth admission-risk bias is evident in federal 
admission statistics. In fiscal year 1986–1987, the 
date to which reliable electronic files can go back, 
t h e re were 88 males aged 18–29 admitted to federal 
prison for every 100,000 male aged 18–29 in the 
population. The corresponding federal admission 
rates for males 30–39 was 50; for males 40–49 it 
w a s 28; and for males 50 years and older it was 
5 per 100,000 males (see Figure 3). 

The age-related admission risk rate has narro w e d 
between the younger and older groups over the 
past six or seven years. Fifteen years ago, the 
d i ff e rences in the admission rates for the various 
age groups was much greater than today. 

After 1993–94, the rate for all ages has declined. 
In fiscal year 1999–2000, for example, the federal 
male admission rate for males aged 18–29 years was 
67 per 100,000 males in the population; for males 
30–39 it was 55; for males 40–49 it was 28; and for 
males 50 plus it was 8. 

*Warrant of Committals only. Research Branch, CSC 
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Federal admissions will continue to decline 
to 2010–2011 

Estimating the number and ages of federal 
admissions in 2010–2011 re q u i res we make some 
assumption re g a rding admission-rate trends. For this 
article, we have chosen to highlight two scenarios: 

1. The first scenario assumes that the federal male 
Warrant of Committal admission rate will re m a i n 
constant over the next decade (e.g., the same in 
2 0 1 0 – 2 0 11 as it was in 1999–2000. This is labelled 
“Scenario a” (in Table 1); 

2 . The second scenario assumes that federal male 
Warrant of Committal admission rates will decline 

at the pace between 1999–2000 to 2010–2011, as it 
did between 1990 and 1999. This is labelled as 
“Scenario b” (in Table 1). 

Under the no-change scenario (“a”), the number of 
federal male Warrant of Committal admissions in 
fiscal year 2010–2011 will be slightly higher than 
today (4,240 versus 4,093). This is because the male 
population of Canada is projected to increase by 
about 12% over the next decade. If the admission 
rate (or crime rate) remains steady, the net effect is 
an increase in the number of admissions projected 
for fiscal year 2010–2011. 

Under the second scenario (b), the number of federal 
male Warrant of Committal admissions in fiscal year 

Table 1: Estimates of Federal* Male Admission to 2010 

Male adult population and projections, Projected – 
by age group June 1990 June 1999 June 2010** 

18–29 years 2 , 5 9 6 , 7 0 0 2 , 5 4 2 , 0 8 9 2 , 7 1 2 , 9 4 5 

30–39 years 2 , 2 5 0 , 8 0 0 2 , 5 4 3 , 7 6 0 2 , 2 8 3 , 8 6 7 

40–49 years 1 , 7 5 6 , 9 0 0 2 , 4 0 8 , 3 9 4 2 , 6 0 2 , 4 4 1 

50 years or more 3 , 0 6 6 , 4 0 0 3 , 9 3 9 , 7 9 7 5 , 4 0 1 , 0 5 5 

Male adult population — Total 9 , 6 7 0 , 8 0 0 1 1 , 4 3 4 , 0 4 0 1 3 , 0 0 0 , 3 0 8 

Male admissions and projections, 
by age group FY 1990–1991 FY 1999–2000 FY 2010–2011 

Scenario a: admission rates remains constant *** 

18–29 years 2 , 1 5 5 1 , 6 9 5 1 , 8 1 0 

30–39 years 1 , 3 1 1 1 , 3 9 4 1 , 2 5 2 

40–49 years 5 3 1 6 8 1 7 3 6 

50 years or more 2 1 7 3 2 3 4 4 3 

Male admission — Total 4 , 2 1 4 4 , 0 9 3 4 , 2 4 0 

Scenario b: admission rates decline at 1990–1999 rates **** 

Male WOC Admission 18–29 years 2 , 1 5 5 1 , 6 9 5 1 , 4 5 4 

Male WOC Admission 30–39 years 1 , 3 1 1 1 , 3 9 4 1 , 1 7 8 

Male WOC Admission 40–49 years 5 3 1 6 8 1 6 9 0 

Male WOC Admission 50 years or more 2 1 7 3 2 3 3 7 4 

Male WOC Admission — Total 4 , 2 1 4 4 , 0 9 3 3 , 6 9 7 

FY 2010–2011 
Male admission rates FY 1990–1991 FY 1999–2000 (Continuation of 
(per 100,000 and per age group) (Actual Rate) (Actual Rate) 1990–1999 Trend) 

18–29 years 8 3 6 6 . 7 5 3 . 6 

30–39 years 5 8 . 2 5 4 . 8 5 1 . 6 

40–49 years 3 0 . 2 2 8 . 3 2 6 . 5 

50 years or more 7 . 1 8 . 2 6 . 9 

Male – Total Admission rate 4 3 . 6 3 5 . 8 2 9 . 4 

* A Federal sentence is 2–year or over. 
** Statistics Canada Demography Division: Population and projections to 2011. 
*** OMS data and Research Branch projections (Warrant of Committal (WOC) admissions only). 
**** E.g., the admission rate declines in the same proportion between 2000 and 2010 as it did between 1990 and 2000. 

Table 1 



2 0 1 0 – 2 0 11 would be smaller than today (3,697 versus 
4,093). This is because the male population of 
Canada is projected to increase by about 12% over 
the next decade but the admission rate (or crime 
rate) is expected to decline at about the same rate as 
it has over the previous decade. The net effect is a 
s m a l l e r, but older, projected admission cohort in 
fiscal year 2010–2011 . 

The changing composition of crime 

Foot predicts that the boomer aging will lead to a 
d i ff e rent mix of crimes being committed. He notes 
how demographics can explain the diff e rent gro w t h 
rates in types of crime over the past three decades. 
“ We experienced major growth in property crime 
during the 1960s and 1970s, when large numbers of 
baby-boomers were passing through their bre a k 
and-enter years. A shift in growth from pro p e r t y 
crime to violent crime occurred over the 1980s, as 
the last of the boomers moved out of their teen years 
into their 20s and early 30s.”8 

The violent crime rate in Canada has generally 
declined since 1993, and Foot suggests this tre n d 
should continue as the large wave of baby-boom 
criminals moves out of its violent years and into its 
fraud years. White-collar crime may incre a s e 
because of population aging. 

As far as youth crime — especially youth violence — 
is concerned, the police and court-reported statistics 
tell a consistent story. Young offender crime — and 
violent crime — rates are dro p p i n g .9 The rate of 
youths charged with criminal offences has continued 
to decline since 1992, including a 7% drop in 1999. 
This decline was evident in all offence categories: 
t h e rate of youths charged with property off e n c e s 
declined 11%, violent crime dropped 5%. In total, 
youths were charged with Criminal Code off e n c e s 
a t a rate of 4,100 per 100,000 youths, compared to 
about 5,200 a decade ago (a drop of 21%).1 0 

Another crime-shift prediction — towards more 
fraud and related crimes — has also not occurre d . 
Indeed, the only crime category that has shown an 
i n c rease is drug related (perhaps this indicates the 
echo generation are mimicking their pare n t s ’ 
generation’s own youthful behaviour). 

The crime statistics of Canada indicate that crime is 
down to levels not seen since the 1970s. According to 
the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, the crime 
rate as reported by police decreased by 5% in 1999, 
the eighth consecutive annual dro p .11 Not only were 
crime rates at their lowest level since 1979, but the 
rate for all major crime categories was also down. 

Homicide rates are down 4.7% in 1999 and the 
homicide rate has generally been falling since the 

mid-1970s. The 1999 rate of 1.8 homicides per 
100,000 population is the lowest since 1967. 

The rate of violent crime in 1999 declined for the 
seventh consecutive year and was down 2% from the 
p revious year. All major categories of violent crime 
d e c reased in 1999, including attempted murd e r 
(–9%), sexual assault (–7%), assault (–2%), and 
robbery (–2%). 

The property crime rate dropped 6%, continuing the 
general decline that began in 1991. All major pro p e r t y 
crime categories have decreased in 1999, including 
b reaking and entering (–10%), motor vehicle theft 
(–4%), theft (–6%), and fraud (–5%). There is no 
evidence that youth are becoming more violent, 
though there are certainly too many spectacular 
incidents. The rate of violent crime is down, but 
so are the rates for fraud and other property 
crimes. Whether this continues is unknown, but 
demographics does not appear to be making the 
situation worse. 

Aging and fear of crime 

Fear of crime is probably the most dangerous shift 
we face. Why is fear of crime so at odds with actual 
crime statistics? David Foot suggests a demographic 
explanation: the crime rate is down for the simple 
reason that we have fewer people in the crime-pro n e 
youth age-groups, and conversely, the perception of 
crime is rising in this aging population because 
older people generally are more fearful of crime.1 2 

Violent crime rose by a worrisome 49% between 1984 
and 1994, largely because boomer criminals were 
reaching the age when all criminals are more likely 
to commit violence. Thus, the small dip in the overall 
crime rate by the mid-1990s (when Foot wrote this — 
note that crime has continued its decline since 1996) 
did not make our cities seem significantly safer. The 
public perception is right, says Foot: our cities in the 
mid-1990s were much more dangerous places than 
they were in the mid-1980s.1 3 

H o w e v e r, are they really that much more dangero u s 
in 1999 than in 1980? The answer is not easy to arrive 
at. However, a danger is that, because of our fears, 
we may overreact and invoke erroneous policy. 
The rapid increase in violent crime through the 1980s 
and early 1990s was due almost exclusively to 
common assaults and level 1 sexual assaults that 
exploded after the assault laws were revised in 1982.1 4 

H o w e v e r, the most serious violent crime of all — 
m u rder — has actually declined since 1976. So, were 
our cities safer in 1990 than in 1976? Yes, certainly, 
far safer if “safe” is defined as the likelihood of being 
m u rd e red. No, not as safe if “safe” is defined as the 
likelihood of common assault or sexual assault. 33 



Conclusions 

The “aging” of the baby boomers should contribute 
to a decline in crime and imprisonment over the 
next decade. Whether this lowering of risk continues 
to lead to lower crime and incarceration rates 
depends, however, on other factors as well. One key 
factor is how well we manage the fear of crime itself. 
If we react to fears of crime by pursuing harsher 
criminal justice policies, we will likely not contribute 
to the long-term reduction of risk. 
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The January 2001 issue of FORUM will be dedicated to 
Reintegration Levers. 

The May 2001 issue of FORUM will present a Special Issue of 
R e s e a rch Summaries: R-56, 1997 to R-100, 2000. 

The September 2001 issue of FORUM will focus on 
Alcohol and Dru g s . 


