
Raise the Age

A simple guide to talking to your friends, 
colleagues and local members of 
Parliament about why we need to 

#RaiseTheAge to keep children safe 
from prison, and invest in the 

alternatives that work. 

Messaging Guide
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Our Story
 
This is our story - the story we tell each other, our friends, our colleagues,  
politicians and the media about why we must #RaiseTheAge to keep children 
safe from prison, and invest in alternative solutions that actually work. 

 
Short story 
(Value) Every child should be free to go to school, have a safe home to live in and 
be supported to learn from their mistakes.  
 
(Villain) But right now, Politicians are sending children as young as ten years old 
to be locked away in prison. Politicians have the power to change the laws to keep 
children safe, supported and free from prison.  
 
(Victory and ask) That’s why I am calling on [my local MP / my state/territory gov-
ernment / the Attorney General] to raise the age of criminal responsibility to at least 
14 years old and instead invest in solutions that work.  
 
(Vision) It’s proven that community-led solutions work because they focus on help-
ing children learn from their mistakes, and take responsibility for their actions.

Longer story
(Value) Every child should be free to go to school, have a safe home to live in and 
be supported to learn from their mistakes. Most of these children are Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children. Locking children away in prison can cause them 
lifelong harm, increase their risk of mental illness, disrupt their education and even 
increase their chance of premature death. 

(Villain) But right now, Politicians are sending children as young as ten years old 
to be locked away in prison. Politicians have the power to change the laws to keep 
children safe from prison. 

(Victory and ask) That’s why I am calling on [my local MP / my state/territory gov-
ernment / the Attorney General] to raise the age of criminal responsibility to at least 
14 years old and instead invest in solutions that work.

Alternatives to prison that help children learn, and take responsibility, already ex-
ist - but politicians are pouring millions of dollars into prisons instead of funding the 
solutions that actually work. 

(Vision) Every child deserves the chance to learn from their mistakes in a safe and 
supported way. If a child does something serious, we need to help them learn from 
their mistakes so they can grow into responsible members of our community. 
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1. Right now across Australia, politicans are locking away primary 
school-aged children in prisons.  

 
Children belong in schools, playgrounds and with their families, not behind bars.  

2. Children deserve the chance to learn from their mistakes without 
being harmed in prison.

 
Every day a child spends in prison can cause lifelong harm to that child’s 
growth and development. 

The medical evidence is clear - children who are arrested by police, sent to 
court or locked away, are more likely to develop mental illness, disengage from 
school, become homeless and even die prematurely.  

3. Politicians need to invest in alternatives to prison that are already 
working. 

 
Community programs work and they help children learn from their mistakes and 
keep children in their communities.  

Politicians currently spend the majority of their youth justice budgets on locking 
children up in prisons. 

We are calling on politicians to invest in the services and programs that work, 
instead of just building new prisons to lock children up.

4. Politicians should, and can, act now. The hold the keys to releasing 
our children from prison and investing in their futures. That’s why we 
are calling on them to #RaiseTheAge and support every child to learn 
and grow. 

Key Messages 

Key messages are the lines that we come back to again and again and again 
- in every radio or TV interview, in every piece of website text, every email, 
every conversation we have. These are the key messages that we want to 
repeat at every available opportunity because we know they are the most 
persuasive (you can check out the research and focus group findings in  
the Appendix to read about the evidence behind these messages). 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Words that Work
 
The words we use matter. There are entrenched cultural ideas about  
‘law and order’, crime and young people across all our communities.  
We need to choose our words carefully to make sure we don’t reinforce 
these negative frames of thinking, but instead clearly articulate our  
position and alternative vision for the future.

Don’t use Do Use Because

Disadvantaged / 
vulnerable / at risk / 
poor / 

All children 
Every child

‘Law and order’ narratives work 
by creating ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
children, us and them. We need 
to help our audience identify 
with the children we are talking 
about.Youth / kid Child / young person 

The system is broken 
/ failing / racist 

Politicians refusing 
to act are hurting 
children and the whole 
community. We need to make the ‘agent’ 

clear - politicians are the 
decision makers, and they are 
the reason children are being 
sent to prison. They also hold 
the key to the solution. We must stop 

sending children  
to prison

Politicians must raise  
the age to give every  
child the chance to learn 
from their mistakes, and 
grow up to contribute to 
our communities. 

Locking children up 
doesn’t keep the  
community safe

We create safer communi-
ties by investing in  
alternatives to prison that 
help children grow and 
learn from their mistakes. 

When we simply negate our 
opponent’s frames we actually 
restate and reinforce them. 
Instead, we need to reframe our 
own positive solution. 



Messaging Guide 2021Raise the Age

6

Responding to Objections 
People have been hearing one dominant set of messages from politicians and the 
media about law and order for a long time. This means you are likely to face  
objections and concerns from people when you talk about raising the age. This 
section is about providing you with some tools to respond to these objections. 
 
This is not an exercise in myth busting. While it is tempting to try and set the  
record straight with facts and figures, we know that underpinning people’s  
objections are values and fears that we need to genuinely engage with if we are 
going to persuade them. 

Objection Response

10/11/12/13 year olds know 
right from wrong. 

Primary school aged children are still learning right 
from wrong. It is our job as adults to help them 
learn from their mistakes in a safe way so they can 
lead happy and fulfilling lives in our community. 

We should raise it to 12 years 
old, but 14 is too high. 

There is no good age for a child to be locked away 
in prison. The medical evidence is clear that  
children under the age of 14 years are undergoing 
significant growth and development, and any  
contact with the criminal justice system can cause 
life long harm and trauma. 

The community deserves to be 
safe no matter how young the 
offender is. 

We create safe and healthy communities by  
meeting the needs of children, not locking them 
away and making things worse in the future. 

Longer answer: that means investing in community 
services to support families, health and disability 
care, and working with schools to keep children  
engaged. 

What about the victims of 
crime?

We create safe and healthy communities for every-
one when we help children learn from their  
mistakes in a safe and supported way. 
 
When people are hurt, the best thing we can do for 
them is provide direct support, and then make sure 
it doesn’t happen again. That means investing in 
victim support programs as well as the programs 
we know work to help children learn from their  
mistakes safely, and provide them with the health 
care and support they need to grow. 
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Prison should be used as a 
last resort for children who 
do things that are seriously 
wrong - like murder, sexual 
assault and violent crime.

On the extremely rare occasion that a child does 
something seriously wrong, it is because they have 
been seriously let down and need our help. 

That means investing in the programs that we 
know work to help children learn from their mis-
takes safely, and provide them with the safe hous-
ing, health care and support they need to grow.  

If really pushed: Our goal as a community should 
always be to keep everyone safe. Sometimes that 
might mean a child needs to receive care and 
support in a hospital or specialist environment, 
but it certainly doesn’t mean locking them away in 
prison.

The system is working, it’s  
the judge’s job to work out  
whether the child knows right 
from wrong.

Right now, ten year old children are being locked 
away in prisons because politicians have failed 
to update these outdated and harmful laws. Very 
young children are being locked away on remand 
before they have even had the chance to tell their 
story in court, or come before a judge. They can 
wait on remand for days, weeks and even months 
before they have been found guilty of a crime. 

The medical evidence is clear - even locking a 
child away for a short time as they wait to appear 
in court can cause them lifelong harm. That’s why 
politicians must change the laws to keep very 
young children safe.

We need a national approach. 
We can’t have the age of 
criminal responsibility in some 
states to be 10 and in other 
states to be 14.

Every state and territory has its own Criminal Code 
already with different laws and penalties. This is 
nothing new, and raising the age of criminal  
responsibility would be no different. 

Longer response:  We want children everywhere 
to live safe, healthy and happy lives but politicians 
are refusing to act. In July 2020, Attorneys-General 
from every state and territory could have acted to-
gether to raise the age across the country - instead 
they put it off and delayed taking action again. 
That’s why we are calling for each state and terri-
tory to take matters into their own hands and raise 
the age to keep children safe from harm.
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Some children keep doing the 
wrong thing, how many  
second chances can you  
give them before prison is  
the only option?

We already know what works - the problem is  
governments aren’t funding the programs and 
services that support children and their families 
through difficult times. We can help children lead 
happy, healthy lives and stay out of trouble by 
adequately funding the family support services, 
health, disability and education supports they need 
to learn and grow.

If you raise the age there will 
be lawlessness with children  
running amok knowing there 
are no consequences for  
their actions.

We are talking about a very small number of  
children who often have serious health, disability 
and family needs. Responding to the needs of 
these children and their families with appropriate 
services instead of locking them away, will mean 
they can grow as happy and healthy members of 
our community.



Messaging Guide 2021Raise the Age

9

How We Win
Right now, the majority of Australians have no idea that 10 year olds can 
be locked away in prison. When they are told, the majority are opposed and 
believe that governments should raise the age in line with medical advice to 
14 years old. 

To win this public debate we must do two things: 

1. Dramatically increase public awareness that 10 year old children are arrested 
and locked away in prisons. 

2. Develop a vocal constituency of advocates in each state and territory who loudly 
call for reform. 

We don’t need to convert the vocal opponents, or even outnumber them. We just 
need to match them. Right now they are the only loud voices being heard. We need 
to build public awareness and then mobilise our supporters to take action to show 
members of parliament that there is a political cost to inaction, and a political benefit 
to them taking action and raising the age. 

Our goal is to do these two things in every state and territory until we see all  
governments raise the age. 

Tools and tactics 
Building public awareness
• Sign the petition: the more people on the petition, the more people we can 

reach out to directly about #RaiseTheAge. The petition is also a great way for us 
to show politicians the huge number of Australians who support raising the age.  
 
You can download and print out petition sheets to take to your workplace, uni-
versity, gym or child’s school and ask people to sign up. Alternatively, email your 
friends and family the weblink raisetheage.org.au and encourage them to sign 
up to the campaign so we can speak with them directly. 

• Spread the word: Sharing our material online is an important way to help us 
reach more people. We always share content with the hashtag #RaiseTheAge 
so look out for that on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. Every so often we will 
email all our petition signatories to update you on significant developments and 
ask you to spread the word. 
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Image Caption

• Share #MeAtTen or #MyFirstDay: One of the greatest challenges we face is 
helping people understand that the tiny children being locked away are just like 
us, our children or children we know. People have a tendency to think that the 
laws that see primary school aged children locked up, do not apply to ‘people 
like them’.  
 
#MeAtTen or #MyFirstDay is designed to challenge this. We ask you to share a 
photo of yourself at 10 years old, or on your first day of high school (at 12 or 13), 
doing things that typical children do (playing, reading, getting ready for school, 
going to the beach etc.). Tag your local MP and call on them to #RaiseTheAge 
to keep very young children at school, with family and in their communities - not 
behind bars. 

• Write to your local paper: One of the most powerful actions we can take is to 
show our community that other people just like them care deeply about raising 
the age. Writing a short letter to the editor explaining who you are, why you think 
the governments should raise the age to keep children safe from prison, and 
where you live is a great way to demonstrate community support.  

Advocate for reform 
• Write to or call your local MP: The majority of Australians support raising the 

age to at least 14 years old. But a vocal minority are in the ear of politicians with 
their alternative views. You can help counter this opposition by contacting your 
local MP to explain why you, as a local constituent, care deeply about this issue 
and think they should take action now.  
 
Remember: 

• Always be polite to staff and members of parliament. 

• Introduce yourself and where you are calling or writing from (they will care 
more about what you have to say if you are a local constituent in their 
electorate). 

• Don’t be afraid to speak personally about how you feel about the laws that 
allow ten year old children to be imprisoned. 

• Ask them clearly to take action and talk to their party / the government 
about raising the age of criminal responsibility to at least 10 years old. 

• Organise a meeting with your local MP and community members:  
Speaking with your local MP about why your local community supports raising 
the age can be extremely persuasive. Think about who you would like to bring 
with you to best represent the views of your community - maybe a local business 
owner? A teacher? A doctor? A parent of a child under the age of 14?  
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Ideally, you would approach your local MP with a group of 3 - 5 people and re-
quest a meeting to discuss local concerns about the age of criminal responsibili-
ty. You will probably only be given a slot of 15 - 30 minutes so do some planning 
beforehand about who will say what to make sure you get all your key messages 
across.  
 
Don’t forget to take a photo with your MP and share it on social media with the 
hashtag #RaiseTheAge urging them to take action!  

• Invite your MP to a community event:  
 
Hosting a community event and inviting your local MP along requires a little bit 
of organising, but it can also be a very effective way of showing politicians that 
there is broad community support (when they may have only heard from the 
vocal minority opposed to reform!)  
 
A community event can be as big or small as you want, but it usually involves a 
central activity - such as a film screening or a BBQ - some speakers to talk about 
#RaiseTheAge and a call to action (sign up to the campaign, call or write to the 
state Attorney General or spread the word on social media).  
 
We have a section in our Event Guide about how to invite MPs to your  
community event and what role they can play if they attend. 

 


