
E
very year hundreds of youth die in fires that they set 
themselves. Some of these fires are set unintentionally 
while others may be set with deliberate intent to destroy 
property and harm others.  

	 In fact, young people account for a significant number of 
arson arrests every year worldwide. In addition to the lives lost, 
these fires also create millions of dollars in property damage 
every year.
	 As such, youth firesetters are a clear threat to themselves 
and the public. Despite the gravity of this issue, youth who start 
fires are not often arrested because they are younger than the 
state’s age of accountability or the fire may be set in their home 
and the parents would not press charges. 

INTERVENTION PROGRAMMES
As a result of this lack of identification, many children do not 
receive the firesetting interventions that they need. All fires start 
small. Just because a fire was “only small” does not mean that it 
is not a big deal. Diversion (intervention) programmes are very 
effective in changing the behavior of children who set fires. 
	 Criminal justice and forensic professionals play a key role in 
identifying and addressing youth firesetting by helping children 
receive help and treatment. A successful intervention is multi-
disciplinary in nature and includes a baseline assessment of 
recidivism risk. 
	 Factors for successful intervention include fire education, 
a mental health evaluation and possible referrals to mental 
healthcare providers, a restorative justice component, and 
subsequent check-ins to confirm that the firesetting behaviour 
has stopped. These factors are as follows:
 
1.	 Identification: It may be difficult to identify youth who need 
youth-fire intervention. The family may minimise the seriousness 
of small fires and their children’s behaviour or prefer to avoid 
initiating legal consequences for their child. Further more, law 
enforcement officials may decide that an extinguished fire is not 
worth reporting. Alternatively, criminal justice professionals may 
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decide that adjudicating the youth is not worth the effort if the 
fire was the first offense and minimal damage occurred, thus 
not meeting the criteria for an arson charge. In a different arena, 
mental health and medical professionals may not even inquire if 
their young client is starting fires.
 
2.	 Diversion: All young people who start fires can benefit 
from multidisciplinary intervention. Punishment alone is not an 
effective diversion, and locking youths up can cement rather 
than change behaviour. Rather than an indictment, juvenile 
justice professionals can divert youth firesetters into youth fire 
intervention programmes. Youth-fire intervention programmes 
may not be available in all communities and care must be taken 
when searching for one. 
	 Most firefighters are not trained to provide this kind 
of specialised education. Therefore, a trip to the local fire 
station for a tour and a talk with a firefighter will fall short of 



a true intervention programme. To be 
comprehensive in nature, one should look 
for a programme that has a specialist in this 
field of work and can identify the unique 
nature of the curriculum and intended 
outcomes. 
	 Firesetting: Intervention programmes 
typically consist of a baseline assessment 
to determine the risk for re-offending, fire 
science education, and often a referral 
to mental health care. Effective diversion 
programmes can limit the likelihood of 
repeat offending. 

3.	 Assessment: Criminal justice and 
forensic professionals often lack the 
appropriate awareness and training 
necessary to accurately detect and 
treat problematic firesetters. As such, 
appropriate and comprehensive screening 
and assessment is strongly encouraged in 
order to accurately treat the adolescent’s 
unique and often challenging needs. 
	 As mentioned above, a baseline 
assessment will help determine the risk of 
re-offending. An appropriate assessment 
tool consists of a questionnaire for the 
family about family dynamics and potential 
family crisis, previous firesetting behaviour, 
and the youth’s personality and mental 
health. 
	 The assessment should also 
include a questionnaire for the youth 
about fire interest and motivations for 
starting the fire(s). Most of the available 
assessment tools provide score-based 
recommendations for intervention 
strategies. Higher risk youth should be 
prioritised for quicker entry into diversion 
programmes. 

4.	 Fire Education: Fire service 
professionals are best suited to provide the 
firesetter and his/her family with accurate 
fire science education. Fire science, 
prevention and safety, the consequences 
of fire, and appropriate behaviours with fire 
are critical components of education.  	
	 Fire survival skills, such as escape 
planning and smoke alarm details, can 
also be included. Most citizens do not 
understand the power of fire, and the 
media misrepresents and glorifies fire in 
advertising, television, movies, and social 
media. 
	 Unfortunately, in many cases, people 
learn about fire behaviour from the media 
instead of personal experience. As such, it 
is important to teach the true science of fire 
to youth with firesetting behaviours.
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5.	 Mental Health Considerations: A youth who start fires often 
needs a referral to a mental healthcare professional. These youth 
often have mental health conditions and limited impulse control. 
	 The fire incident may be their first introduction into the mental 
health system and serve as a valuable opportunity for them to 
help address their condition. 
	 When a youth is already in treatment, the intervention 
specialist often works with the mental health care professional 
to coordinate 
a successful 
intervention plan.

6.	 Restorative 
Justice: Restorative 
Justice can help the 
youth and victim to 
heal following the 
fire incident. The 
healing process 
could include a 
thoughtful apology 
letter or helping to 
restore that which 
was destroyed in 
the fire, such as 
helping to paint 
a church that 
may have been 
destroyed as a 
result of a youth-
set fire. Probation 
officers and the 
juvenile justice 
system can help 
by mandating 
participation and 
helping with the 
restorative justice 
practices.

7.	 Follow-up: 
Interviewing the 
family at six, 12 and 
18 months after 
an intervention is 
critical to confirm 
behaviour change. 
This can be difficult 
in light of the 
transient nature 
of many families 
of firesetters. 
Follow-up is an 
important measure 
in evaluating the 
family’s change in 
behaviour.

Although curiosity 
about fire is normal, 

youth firesetting behaviour is expensive and can be deadly. 
Without intervention, many may continue to set fires, yet most 
will not reoffend if they participate in a youth fire intervention 
programme.  
	 These findings highlight the importance of diversion 
programmes for youth firesetters. They also emphasise the 
importance of criminal justice and forensic professionals in the 
identification and treatment aspects of this process. 


