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Juvenile Cqurts Vary Greatly in How 
They Handle Drug and Alcohol Cases 
The widespread use of drugs and alcohol 
among young people is one of this coun
try's most pressing social problems. 
Communities have traditionally looked 
to the justice and health systems as the 
primary means of addressing the prob
lem of substance abuse. Recently, the 
public has become increasingly con
cerned with the way young drug offend
ers are handled. Some have called for the 
courts to "get tough" with drug offend
ers, no matter their age. Others see drug 
involvement as an illness, like alcohol
ism, requiring treatment rather than 
sanctions, especially when young people 
are involved. 

Such: "Iilosophies, although sometimes 
contrao:ictory, have been a part of the 
juvenile justice system for years. Juve
nile courts must constantly weigh these 

From the Administrator 

Although there are many key players in the 
war against illicit drugs, the courts playa 
pivotal role in holding drug users accountable 
for their illegal ~ctions. This is especially true 
for juvenile courts that have the authority to 
intervene in the lives of young people. 

Because the courts do play such a critical 
role, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin
quency Prevention asked the National Center 
for Juvenile Justice to analyze information in 
its National Juvenile Court Data Archive to 
determine how juvenile courts respond to 
alcohol and drug offenses. 

two demands. Reaching the appropriate 
balance is difficult. 

Just how do juvenile courts handle drug 
and alcohol cases? At the request of the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin
quency Prevention (OJJDP), the Na
tional Center for Juvenile Justice (NCJJ) 
analyzed nearly 393,000 court records 
in the National Juvenile Court Data 
Archive describing delinquency cases 
processed in 1984 in 696 courts in 15 
States. Focusing on cases that had a drug 
or alcohol offense as the most serious 
charge, they found that in these 
jurisdictions: 

• Drug and alcohol offense cases 
accounted for 14 percent of the delin
quency cases handled by the juvenile 
courts in 1984 . 

The analysis found considerable variation. 
Some courts handle most of their substance 
abuse cases formally, ordering the youth to 
court for a formal hearing, while others 
handle these cases informally. releasing or 
diverting the juvenile to another agency. This 
variation is especially apparent in drug pos
session cases. One State, for example, proc
essed 80 percent of such cases formally, 
while another did so for 9nly 15 percent. 

It is important that juvenile justice policy
makers be aware of these differences. They 
may want to examine the criteria for deter-

• Juvenile courts handled three drug 
cases and three alcohol cases for every 
1,000 youth ages 10 through 17 living in 
their jurisdictions. 

• Drug cases were more common in 
large counties, but alcohol cases were 
more common in small ones. 

• More than half the youth referred to 
juvenile court for a drug or alcohol 
offense had been referred to juvenile 
court at least once before. 

• Juvenile courts responded to alcohol 
and drug cases formally much less often 
than to other delinquency cases. 

• C0U11s were more likely to handle 
drug cases formally than alcohol cases. 

• When drug and alcohol cases were 
handled formally, most youth were 

mining when formal processing seems most 
appropriate, or when an informal response, 
such as diversion to voluntary services, is 
used. 

Recent studies show a significant relation
ship between the use of illegal drugs and in
volvement in crime. The findings described 
in this Update can help juvenile courts de
velop policies to ensure appropriate and 
effective responses to illegal drug activity. 

Terrence S. Donahue 
Acting Administrator 



placed on probation or in residential 
facilities. 

• Drug possession cases were just 
as likely to be processed formally by 
juvenile courts as drug trafficking cases. 

., Driving-under-the-influence cases 
were more likely to be handled formally 
than other alcohol cases. 

In this Update, drug offenses are defined 
as possessing or selling a controlled 
substance or possessing drug parapher
nalia. Alcohol offenses include public 
drinking, drunkenness, liquor law viola
tions, underage drinking, and driving
under-the-influence. For a variety of 
reasons, many juveniles who use drugs 
or alcohol never come to the attention of 
the juvenile justice system. Because of 
this, the rate of referral to juvenile court 
for drug and alcohol offenses is much 
lower than estimates of drug and alcohol 
use among youth. The findings from this 
study pertain only to those youth who 
were referred to juvenile court for a drug 
or alcohol offense. 

Of the delinquency cases examined in 
this study, 7 percent involved a drug 
offense and 7 percent involved an alco
hol offense (figure 1). The courts re
ceived three drug and three alcohol 

Figure 1 

cases for each 1,000 youth ages 10 
through 17 living in their jurisdictions 
(figure 2). 

Rates vary by age, sex, 
and race 
Drug and alcohol case rates (the number 
of cases per 1,000 youth ages 10 through 
17) vary greatly by age, sex, and race. 
For example, alcohol and drug case rates 
increase with age. Seventeen-year-olds 
were referred to court for drug offenses 
three times more often than 14-year
oIds. Alcohol case rates were eight times 
higher for the older group. 

In all age groups, substantially more 
males than females were sent to juvenile 
court for alcohol and drug offenses. For 
youth age 17, males were four times 
more likely than females to be referred 
to court for drugs and three times more 
likely for alcohol cases. 

There were racial differences in case 
rates as well. White youth were three 
times more likely than nonwhite youth to 
be referred to court for alcohol offenses. 
This difference held true for both sexes. 

Drug offense case rates were the same 
for whites and nonwhites. However, 

Delinquency Cases by Offense Category 

Drugs 
7% 

---
Alcohol 

7% 

Note: Person offenses include murder, rape, robbery, assault, etc. Property offenses 
include burglary, larceny, motor vehicle theft, arson, vandalism, etc. Public order 
offenses include disorderly conduct. prostitution. weapons offenses. contempt, etc. 

Data sources: Arizona. California. Florida. Hawaii. Iowa, Maryland, Mississippi. 
Nebraska. North Dakota. Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Dakota. Tennessee, Utah, 
Virginia (696 jurisdictions) 
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white males were four times more likely 
than white females to be referred to 
juvenile court for drug offenses; non
white males were seven times more 
likely than nonwhite females to be re
felTed to court for drug offenses. 

Although the overall drug case rates 
were the same for white and nonwhite 
youth, there were significant differences 
when males and females were considered 
separately. Nonwhite males were re
ferred to juvenile court for drug offenses 
at a 16 percent higher rate than white 
males, while white females were referred 
at a 66 percent higher rate than nonwhite 
females. 

County size makes 
a difference 
The combined drug and alcohol case rate 
increased with county size. Small coun
ties handled a higher rate of alcohol 
cases, large counties a higher rate of drug 
cases. 

In large counties, case rates were higher 
for drugs than for alcohol among all 
nonwhites, whites, males, and females. 
In small counties, case rates were higher 
for alcohol than for drugs among all 
groups except nonwhite males (figure 3). 

Court processing 
One of the first decisions to be made 
once a case is referred to juvenile court is 
whether or not the case is going to be 
handled formally (petitioned) or infor
mally. When a case is handled formally, 
a petition is filed and the case is placed 
on the court calendar for an adjudicatory 
or transfer hearing. Cases handled infor
mally are usually dismissed for lack of 
evidence or on other grounds. Youth in 
some informally handled cases are di
verted to another agency, informal pro~ 
bation, voluntary placement outside the 
home, or are ordered to make restitution. 

If a petition is filed and an adjudicatory 
hearing is held, the case might be dis
missed or the juvenile otherwise released 
or adjudicated delinquent. 

After an adjudication decision, the judge 
makes a dispositional decision. Possible 
sanctions include commitment to an 



institution for delinquents, placement in 
a group or foster home or other residen
tial treatment facility; probation; referral 
to another agency or to a day treatment 
program; or imposition of fines or 
restitution. A juvenile court may also 
transfer some cases to criminal (adult) 
court. 

In this analysis, NCJJ researchers found 
that juvenile courts did not handle 
alcohol and drug cases formally as often 
as they did other delinquency cases 
(figure 4). Also, juveniles adjudicated 
on drug and alcohol offenses were 
committed to a residential facility less 
often than those adjudicated for other 
delinquent offenses. 

However, drug cases were more likely 
than alcohol cases to be formally peti
tioned to court, with the juveniles com
mitted to a residential facility, placed 
on formal probation, or transferred to 
criminal court. 

For example, of each 100 drug of
fenses referred to juvenile court, 
47 were petitioned. Of that number: 

• Twenty-five resulted in formal 
probation. 

• Nine resulted in commitment to a 
residential facility. 

• Eight resulted in release after an adju
dication hearing. 

• One was transferred to criminal court. 

• Five involved some other formal 
disposition. 

For each of 100 alcohol cases referred to 
court, only 38 were petitioned. Of that 
number: 

• Seventeen were placed on formal 
probation. 

• Three were committed to a residential 
facility. 

• Five were released after an adjudica
tion hearing. 

• Twelve were given other formal 
dispositions. 

(Note: The above figures may not add 
up to totals because of rounding.) 
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Figure 2 

Drug/Alcohol Case Rates for Different Race/Sex Groups 
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Figure 3 
Drug/Alcohol Case Rates for Different Size Counties 
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(696 jurisdictions) 

When comparing States, NCJJ research
ers found a wide disparity in the way 
individual States handle juvenile drug 
and alcohol cases. For example, one 
State petitioned only 12 percent of its 
drug cases, while another petitioned 
more than 80 percent. For alcohol cases, 
the numbers varied even more widely, 
with the proportion of alcohol referrals 
handled formally ranging from a low of 
about 3 percent to a high of nearly 90 
percent. 

Court responses following adjudication 
also varied, although not as significantly 
as in the examples above. The proportion 
of juveniles placed in a residential facil
ity for drug offenses ranged from 2 pcr
cent to 33 percent. The number placed 
for alcohol offenses varied from 2 per
cent to just under 25 percent. 

Repeat offenders treated 
more severely 
From jurisdictions providing information 
about prior referrals, this study showed 
that, as with other delinquency cases, 
more than half of the juveniles referred 
to court for drug and alcohol offenses 
were repeat offenders and had been sent 
to court at least once before (table 1). 
More important, almost half (4 of 10) of 
the drug cases and 3 of 10 of the alcohol 
cases involved youth who had been re
ferred to court two or more times. 

Courts tended to deal more formally with 
juveniles who had appeared in juvenile 
court previously. For drug cases, almost 
two-thirds (62 percent) of the youth with 
previous court referrals were handled 
formally by the courts; in comparison, 
41 percent of the youth with no previous 
delinquency referrals were handled 
formally. 

This pattern differed somewhat for alco
hol cases. Youth with no prior delin
quency refelTals were just as likely to 
have their cases handled formally as 
informally. However, the majority (63 
percent) of those who had been in court 
previously had their cases handled 
formally. 

. ____ 4 ___ ~ 



Drug possession and 
drug trafficking offenses 
Of the 696 jurisdictions analyzed for 
this study, 287 had drugpossessioll cases 
that could be distinguished from drug 
trafficking cases. In those jurisdictions, 
half of the drug cases referred to court 
were for trafficking and half for posses
sion. Overall, drug trafficking and pos
session cases were equally likely to be 
handled formally by the courts (figure 5). 

The statistics show that while this is true 
for the sample as a whole, there is a wide 
variation from State to State. For ex
ample, one State handled 80 percent of its 
drug possession cases formally while 
another handled only 15 percent of such 
cases formally. For drug trafficking 
cases, the range was not quite as great, 
varying from 37 percent to 89 percent. 

Large counties handled drug trafficking 
and possession cases differently than 
medium and small counties (figures 6-A 
and 6-B). For example, large county 
courts handled drug trafficking cases 
formally and committed youths to resi
dential facilities more often than courts in 
medium and small counties. The 
percentage of drug possession cases 
handled formally by courts was similar 
for counties, regardless of size. 

Driving-under-the
influence cases handled 
more formally 
Most alcohol cases (82 percent) handled 
by juvenile courts involved public drink
ing, drunkenness, liquor law violations, 
or underage drinking. Driving-under-the
influence accounted for the remaining 18 
percent. The majority of drinking cases 
were handled informally; however, most 
driving-under-the-influence cases were 
handled formally (figure 7). Most youth 
formally charged with driving-under-the
influence were placed on probation. 

Driving-under-the-influence cases were 
generally handled in a similar manner by 
all counties (figures 8-A and 8-B). How
ever, drinking cases were more likely to 
be handled formally in small counties. 

Figure 4 

Processing of 100 Typical Cases for Different Offense Categories 

Drug Offenses 

100 cases 

Alcohol Offenses 

Petitioned 47 

I Nonpetitioned 53_ 

Transfer I 
Placement 9 
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Release 8 
Other'" 5 

Transfer <0.5 

_lo_o_c_as_'es __________ ------.-p~e~tit-io~n~ed~~3~8--______ ~~~~~~~~~t I~ 

I 
Release 5 

Other Delinquency Offenses 

100 cases 
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I Nonpctitioned 47 

Intake 
Decision 

:I< Referrals to other agencies. fines. restitution, etc. 
Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 

Other* 12 

Transfer I 
Placement 12 
Probation 23 
Release II 
Other* 6 

Court 
Disposition 

Data sources: Arizona. Califomia, Florida, Hawaii, Iowa, Maryland, Mississippi, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah, 
Virginia (696 jurisdictions) 

Table 1 

Referral History for Different Offense Categories 
.. ------.,-~.",.--~.,..--~ 

Number of Prior Referrals· 
(Percent of Cases) 

-_. "--"- -.'- _ --'",~------.- -~"".~-.--~-.~ ""'"'---'--""-'--

Curl'cnt Offense 

All Offenses 

Drug and Alcohol 
Dntg 
Alcohol 

Other Delinquency 

o 

47% 

46% 
41% 
48% 

48% 

* Prior delinquency and status referrals only 

17% 

20% 
19% 
20% 

17% 

Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 

2-4 5+ 

21% 15% 

21% 14% 
24~t 16% 
19% 12% 

21% IS'I" 

Data sources: Arizona, Hawaii, Iowa, Mississippi. Ohio, Utah (202 jurisdictions) 
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Totnl 

100% 

100% 
100% 
100% 

100% 
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Figure 5 
Processing of 100 Typical Drug Cases 
for Different Offense Categories 
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Figure 6-A 
Processing of 100 Typical Drug Trafficking Cases 
for Different Size Counties 
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Figure 7 
Processing of 100 Typical Alcohol Cas es 
for Different Offense Categories 
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Figure 6-8 
Processing of 100 Typical Drug Prosses sion Cases 
for Different Size Counties 
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FigureB-A 
Processing of 100 Typical Drinldng Cases for Different Size Counties 
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Again. when comparing individual 
Slales with one another. extreme vari
ations were found in the handling of 
juveniles referred to court for drinking 
and driving-under-the-influence of
fenses. The disparity was most acute for 
drinking offenses, with one State for
mally handling 3 percent of such cases 
compared to another that formally 
handled 90 percent. For driving-under
the-influence cases, the proportion of 
cases petitioned ranged from 45 percent 
to 98 percent. 

The proportion of cases resulting in for
mal residential commitment varied 
somewhat across States. ranging from 1 
percent to 15 percent for drinking cases 
and from 0 percent to 10 percent for 
dri ving-under~the-influence cases. 

Methods 
This report is based on automated case
level data for calendar year 1984 pro
vided to the National Juvenile Court 
Data Archive by State and county agen
cies responsible for collecting or report
ing information on the processing of 
youth I'eferred to courts with juvenile 
jurisdiction. 

Jurisdictions (counties) were selected for 
this study based on the following crite
ria: the upper age of juvenile court juris
diction was 17, and the data represent 
the complete reporting of both peti
tioned and nonpetitioned cases handled 
in the jurisdiction in 1984. Data from 
696 jurisdictions in IS States (Arizona, 
California, Florida, Hawaii, Iowa. Mary
land. Mississippi, Nebraska, North Da
kota. Ohio, Pennsylvania. South Dakota, 
Tennessee. Utah, and Virginia) met 
these criteria. These jurisdictions are 
somewhat overrepresentative of1argeJ' 
counties compared to the Nation as a 
whole, and they have a slightly larger 
proportion of nonwhite youth. 

Cases were identified as drug or alco
hol cases based on their most serious 
offense. Similarly. case disposition 
information was based on the most seri
ous disposition ifmore than one disposi
tion was ordered. 



The National Juvenile Court Data Archive 
collects administrative records on each 
case halldled in more than 1,300 of the 
Nation's juvenile courts. NCJJ uses data 
ftom the Archive to prepare an annual 
report that provides national estimates of 
the numbers and types of delinquency and 
status offense cases disposed by Juvenile 
courts each year. For more information on 
the Archive, contact the National Center 
forJuvenile Justice, 70 I Forbes Avenue, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15219. 
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