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Juvenile Justice Reform Principles

BACKGROUND
On any given day in 2019, there were an estimated 48,000 juveniles confined due to juvenile or criminal justice
system involvement.1 That same year, there were nearly 700,000 juvenile arrests.2 Involvement in criminal and
juvenile justice systems causes children lasting harm that can limit their potential to thrive in adulthood. When
justice-involved children are not offered alternatives such as restorative justice, or do not receive rehabilitative
support such as community treatment, they are at higher risk of school dropout, substance abuse disorders, and future
offending.3 These harms are not experienced equally — with Black youth 5.8 times, Native youth 2.5 times, and
Hispanic youth 1.7 times more likely than white youths to be incarcerated and to experience resulting collateral
consequences.4
The reflexive use of punitive sanctions against youth does not promote public safety in the long run.5 Study after
study has proven what common sense has long shown: children’s neurological and developmental immaturity often
leads to poor decision-making.6 Providing children with trauma-informed, developmentally appropriate responses to
offending can improve their sense of security and connection to their communities. The data bears this out: while
juvenile incarceration has fallen 66 percent nationwide from 2008 to 2018, we have also seen a 65 percent decline in
youth crime over that same period.7 We can reduce unnecessary youth incarceration and crime at the same time.

RECOMMENDATIONS
RECOMMENDATION 1: RAISE THE AGES OF CRIMINAL
AND JUVENILE COURT RESPONSIBILITY AND STOP
AUTOMATIC TRANSFERS OF YOUTH TO THE ADULT
CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

The prosecution and incarceration of juveniles as
adults fails to meet their developmental needs,
adversely affecting youth rehabilitation.8 As many in
law enforcement have recognized, states should raise
the age of criminal responsibility to 18, end automatic
transfers of youth to adult court, and raise the
minimum age of juvenile court jurisdiction to at least
14, consistent with international norms.9
Despite the national trend of raising the age of
criminal responsibility to 18, three states have yet to
do so.10 In addition, most states have laws that allow
or require prosecutors to automatically transfer
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children to adult courts for more serious offenses and
under certain conditions.11 In many states, children as
young as 13 and 14 can be automatically tried as
adults.12 However, these automatic transfer laws are
both ineffective at reducing crime and harmful to
rehabilitative goals. Juveniles who are prosecuted as
adults are more likely to recidivate, commit more
serious new offenses upon release, and reoffend more
quickly than youth processed through the juvenile
justice system.13 Further, trying young people as
adults fails to account for their evolving capacities and
can limit chances for rehabilitation.14 Such practices
undermine extensive scientific research showing that
adolescents tend to make poor decisions because they
are cognitively less able to regulate their behavior and
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that youth neurological development continues until
around 25 years of age.15
RECOMMENDATION 2: REDUCE RELIANCE ON
INCARCERATION AND INVEST IN PREVENTION AND
COMMUNITY-BASED TREATMENT

Incarcerated juveniles experience disproportionate
rates of mental illness and a higher risk of self-harm.16
Further, juvenile detention disrupts psychological
development and youths’ capability to “age out” of
delinquency.17 As a result, incarcerated youth are
more likely to recidivate than those placed in
community-based rehabilitation and probation
programs.18 Incarcerated youth are also less likely to
graduate from high school and face diminished job
opportunities, limiting their future earning potential
and further increasing their likelihood of recidivism.19
States should design juvenile justice systems around
the goals of diversion and rehabilitation — with the
ultimate aim of closing youth prisons, as has been
called for by dozens of current and former
correctional leaders of youth justice agencies.20
RECOMMENDATION 3: PROVIDE COUNSELING,
MEDICAL CARE, AND APPROPRIATE PROGRAMMING
TO INCARCERATED YOUTH

Psychological research demonstrates how important it
is for states to reduce juvenile incarceration, which
can severely exacerbate youth’s existing mental health
problems.21 However, when incarceration is necessary
for public safety, correctional facilities must create
and maintain conditions that protect youth. Youth
incarcerated in adult facilities face disproportionate
rates of chronic physical and mental health conditions,
mortality, suicide, and violence, as well as physical,

sexual, and psychological abuse.22 Even worse, young
people placed in solitary confinement — still common
in certain states — face severe, sometimes
irreversible, psychological damage.23 And juveniles in
adult facilities typically do not have access to the
same rehabilitative services as should be available in
juvenile systems. To achieve full rehabilitation, it is
critical that young people receive educational, mental
health, and substance abuse resources tailored to their
needs. Youth should only be housed in adult facilities
or in solitary confinement as a last resort.
RECOMMENDATION 4: STOP CHARGING YOUTH
CRIMINAL JUSTICE FEES AND FINES

Justice-involved youth, many of whom are from lowincome households, often bear significant monetary
burdens associated with the court system. This
includes fees and fines imposed as a result of court
proceedings, probation, and rehabilitation programs.24
In at least 26 states, when juveniles fail to pay these
costs, they can be incarcerated, even if they pose no
threat to public safety.25 Consequently, young people
are pushed into inescapable debt, and often pushed
further into the justice system for inability to pay.26 As
a general rule, children are financially dependent and
unable to pay criminal justice fees and fines. They
should not be saddled with criminal justice debt or
incarceration because their parents cannot afford to
pay it. These unfair policies risk wasting scarce law
enforcement resources, and also have long-lasting
effects — they trap children in poverty and increase
their risk of recidivism.27 As New Jersey did in 2020,
states should eliminate the practice of imposing
juvenile justice fees and fines on youth.28

Juvenile justice policies must reflect the reality that children have unique needs. State, local, and
tribal juvenile justice systems should rely less on incarceration and more on providing
developmentally appropriate responses in order to advance both juvenile rehabilitation and
community public safety goals.
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