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Adjudication 
In juvenile court the term used for a child’s trial is 

“adjudication hearing.” At the adjudication hearing 
the court determines if there is sufficient evidence 
to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the child 
committed the alleged delinquent acts. 

Arraignment  
A non-detained child who is accused of committing 
a delinquent act is given an arraignment before the 
juvenile court no later than 30 days after the filing of 
the petition.

Child  
For purposes of delinquency, a child is a person 
under the age of 17 when alleged to have committed a 
delinquent act.

Complaint 
The complaint is the initial document setting out the 
circumstances that resulted in a child being brought 
before the court. Filed by either a police officer, 
parent, or private citizen, it is analogous to an arrest 
warrant in the adult system.

Delinquency Offenses 
Delinquent offense refers to an act committed by a 
child that would be a criminal act if committed by an 
adult.

Designated Felony  
The Juvenile Code provides that certain felony acts 
when committed by a child are “designated felonies.”  
Under Georgia law there are two types of designated 
felonies: Class A and Class B designated felonies. The 
offenses encompassed in Class A designated felonies 
are enumerated in Code Section 15-11-2 (12) and the 
offenses encompassed in Class B designated felonies 
are enumerated in Code Section 15-11-2 (13). A child 
adjudicated delinquent for the commission of a Class 
A designated felony can be placed in DJJ custody for 
up to 60 months.1 A child adjudicated delinquent for 
the commission of a Class B designated felony can be 
placed in DJJ custody for up to 36 months.2 Notably, 
up to 18 months can be served in restrictive custody.3 

Detention Hearing 
A detention hearing is the proceeding at which 
the court determines if there is probable cause to 
believe that a delinquent offense occurred and that 
continuing the temporary custody of an alleged 
delinquent child in a secure environment is merited 
for their own or the community’s protection or to 
ensure they appear at their next court appearance.

Disposition  
A child’s disposition hearing follows their 
adjudication and is the phase similar to the 

“sentencing” phase of an adult trial.  The court will 
determine whether the child “is in need of treatment, 
rehabilitation, or supervision” and if so, enters an 
order as prescribed in O.C.G.A. § 15-11-601.

PBIS 
“PBIS” stands for “Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports” and is a tiered system of incentives 
and supports implemented in the school system to 
reward positive behavior among children. 

Petition  
A petition of delinquency is a formal document filed 
in juvenile court that outlines the State’s accusations 
against an alleged delinquent child. 

Regional Youth Detention Centers 
Regional Youth Detention Centers (RYDC) are 
managed by the Department of Juvenile Justice and 
provide temporary secure care to youth who are 
awaiting adjudication or awaiting placement after 
being committed to the Department of Juvenile 
Justice. A full list of all RYDCs across Georgia can be 
found here: https://djj.georgia.gov/locations/regional-
youth-detention-centers  

Youth Development Campuses  
Youth Development Campuses (YDC) are managed by 
the Department of Juvenile Justice and provide secure 
care and treatment services to youth who have been 
committed to the Department of Juvenile Justice. A 
full list of all YDCs across Georgia can be found here: 
https://djj.georgia.gov/locations/youth-development-
campuses

Glossary of Terms
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Georgia’s Juvenile Delinquency System

Jurisdiction of the Juvenile Courts
The Juvenile Code governs the treatment of 
children within the jurisdiction of juvenile courts.4 
The Juvenile Code is grounded in principles of 
accountability, rehabilitation, and “[a]bove all” 
advancing the “best interests of its children.”5 

There are two types of Juvenile Courts in Georgia: 
Independent and Dependent Juvenile Courts.6 
Independent Juvenile Courts are managed and run 
on the county level.7 In contrast, Dependent Juvenile 
Courts are managed and run by the Department of 
Juvenile Justice (DJJ).8 Currently just over half a 
dozen Georgia counties have Independent Juvenile 
Courts.9  

Juvenile courts in Georgia have jurisdiction 
broadly over any “child” defined as any individual 
who is:

• Under the age of 18 years; 10

•  Under the age of 17 years when alleged to have 
committed a delinquent act; 11

•  Between 18 and 21 years of age and receiving 
extended care youth services from DFCS; 12 or 

•  Under the age of 21 years who committed an 
act of delinquency before reaching the age of
17 years and who has been placed under the 
supervision of the court or on probation to the 
court for the purpose of enforcing orders of the 
court.13

Concurrent Jurisdiction with the Superior Court
Juvenile courts exercise concurrent jurisdiction 
with the superior court over any child who commits 
offenses that would be punishable by “loss of life, 
imprisonment for life without possibility of parole, 
or confinement for life in a penal institution” if 
committed by an adult. 14

Exclusive Jurisdiction of the Superior Court
Superior courts have exclusive original jurisdiction 
over the trial of any child 13 – 17 years of age who 
commits any of the following offenses: 

(1) Murder;
(2) Murder in the second degree;
(3) Voluntary manslaughter;
(4) Rape;
(5) Aggravated sodomy;
(6) Aggravated child molestation;
(7) Aggravated sexual battery;
(8) Armed robbery if committed with a firearm;
(9)  Aggravated assault if committed with a firearm 

upon a public safety officer as such acts are 
prohibited under subsection (c) of Code 
Section 16-5-21; or

(10)  Aggravated battery upon a public safety officer 
as such acts are prohibited under subsection 
(c) of Code Section 16-5-24.

O.C.G.A. § 15-11-560 (b)(1)-(10)
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Overview of the Delinquency Process

Georgia Juvenile Justice System FlowIn Georgia the juvenile court system is distinct 
from the criminal legal system and adjudicates 
“delinquency offenses” which are offenses that 
would be criminal acts if committed by an adult.15 
While many aspects of the delinquency system 
mirror those of the criminal system there are large 
variances between the two systems. The delinquency 
system is designed to have expedient review of 
cases, bench trials in place of jury trials, and less 
punitive and more rehabilitative outcomes than that 
of the criminal system. Further, “delinquent acts” 
are not regarded as “criminal acts”16 and children’s 
delinquency records are treated as confidential.17

The delinquency process can be broken into discrete 
phases: 

1.  Creation of Complaint

2.  Intake 

3.  Detention 

4.  Filing of Petition 

5.  Arraignment 

6.  Adjudication 

7.  Disposition
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Complaint
A police officer, private citizen, or parent can file a 
complaint referring a youth to juvenile court. After 
the complaint is filed, an intake officer at the juvenile 
court makes the decision as to whether to detain the 
youth based on the allegations.

Intake
If a child has not been detained after the filing of the 
complaint the child will either be referred to intake or 
given the date for their arraignment.18 Juvenile court 
intake officers inform the child about the allegations 
in the complaint made against them, the nature 
of the proceedings, the possible disposition and 
consequences that may flow from an adjudication of 
delinquency, and advise the child of their due process 
rights including their right to an attorney.19

Intake officers may elect to pursue the 
case through informal adjustment or another 
nonadjudicatory procedure.20

Detention
Detention Assessment Instrument
An alleged delinquent child may be taken into 
custody pending formal adjudication. At intake a 
juvenile court officer will administer an Detention 
Assessment Instrument (DAI) to evaluate whether the 
child should be detained or released to their parent 
or guardian.21 The DAI considers the juvenile history 
and age of the child and assigns a number of points 
to each factor.22  Under this system a child with a more 
extensive juvenile history and other pending charges 
will have a higher score, and thus a greater likelihood 
of being detained, than a child with no prior charges.

Factors Justifying Detention
While detention is authorized in certain 
circumstances it may not be used as a preemptive 
punishment for a child.23 Rather, detention is 
authorized when it is clear that “no less restrict 
alternatives will suffice” and that: 
•   Detention is likely to prevent the child from 

seriously harming themselves or others; 
•   The child has a demonstrated pattern of theft or 

destruction of property;
 •   Detention is necessary to secure the child’s 

presence in court; or
 •   The juvenile court issues an order for detention.24 

Detention Hearing
If a youth is taken into custody at intake, a detention 
hearing shall be held promptly, and not later than 2 
days if the youth was taken into custody without an 
arrest warrant or 5 days if the youth was taken into 
custody pursuant to an arrest warrant.25

In the event that the required hearing falls on 
a weekend or holiday, the court should review the 
detention decision and make a determination with 
respect to probable cause within 48 hours of the 
youth being taken into custody.26

At the start of the detention hearing the court shall 
inform the child of: 

•   The contents of the complaint or petition;
•   The nature of the proceedings;
•   The right to make an application for bail;
•   The possible consequences or dispositions 

that may apply to such child’s case following 
adjudication; and

•   His or her due process rights, including the right 
to an attorney.27

Petition
Cases that are not resolved through informal 
adjustment or other nonadjudicatory methods are 
referred to the prosecutor for the filing of a formal 
petition.28 For non-detained children a formal 
petition of delinquency must be filed within 30 days 
of the filing of the complaint.29 If a child is detained, 
the petition must be filed no later than 72 hours after 
the detention hearing.30

Arraignment
A non-detained child’s case will proceed to an 
arraignment where the child is given the opportunity 
to admit or deny the offenses alleged against them in 
the petition. The arraignment must take place no later 
than 30 days after the filing of the petition.31  
At arraignment the court must inform the child of: 
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•   The contents of the petition alleging 
delinquency;

•   The nature of the proceedings;
•   The possible consequences or dispositions 

that may apply to such child’s case following 
adjudication; and

•   His or her due process rights, including the right 
to an attorney.32

If the child is represented by counsel, the court 
may accept the child’s admission and proceed directly 
to disposition of the case.33

Adjudication
In juvenile court a child’s adjudication hearing 
resembles a trial in an adult criminal court 
proceeding. At the adjudication hearing the State 
puts on its case, the State and child both have the 
right to present evidence. Unlike an adult criminal 
trial where juries are common, all adjudication 
hearings are bench trials. At the adjudication hearing, 
the State bears the burden of proving the allegations 
against the child beyond a reasonable doubt.34 

The timeline for a child’s adjudication hearing 
depends on whether the child was detained or not:

•   Detained Child: Adjudication is held no later 
than ten (10) days after the filing of petition 
alleging delinquency.35

•   Non-Detained Child: The adjudication hearing 
shall be held no later than 60 days from the filing 
of the petition alleging delinquency unless a 
continuance is granted.36

In order for a child to be adjudicated delinquent 
the court must find that the child has: (1) committed 
a delinquent act and (2) is in need of treatment or 
rehabilitation.37 If the court finds that the State has 
not met its burden of proof, then the court shall 
dismiss the delinquency proceeding.38 If the court 
finds that the child has committed the alleged 
delinquent acts, then the court may either move 
directly into a disposition hearing or schedule a 
disposition hearing.39

Disposition
The purpose of a disposition hearing is to 
determine whether a child “is in need of treatment, 
rehabilitation, or supervision,” and if so, what 
services and supervision is appropriate for the child.40 
The disposition hearing may be scheduled no later 
than 30 days after the adjudication hearing provided 
that the court files a written finding of fact explaining 
the need for delay.41 

Pre-Disposition Report
Prior to the disposition hearing the court may direct 
probation to prepare a pre-disposition report that 
minimally includes or addresses the following:

•   A summary of the facts of the conduct of such 
child that led to the adjudication;

•   The sophistication and maturity of such child;
•   A summary of such child’s home environment, 

family relationships, and background;
•   A summary of such child’s prior contacts with 

the juvenile court and law enforcement agencies, 
including the disposition following each contact 
and the reasons therefor;

•   A summary of such child’s educational status, 
including, but not limited to, his or her strengths, 
abilities, and special educational needs. The 
report shall identify appropriate educational 
and vocational goals for such child. Examples of 
appropriate goals include:

 -   Attainment of a high school diploma or its 
equivalent;

 -   Successful completion of literacy courses;
 -   Successful completion of vocational 

courses;
 -   Successful attendance and completion of 

such child’s current grade if enrolled in 
school; or

 -   Enrollment in an apprenticeship or a 
similar program;

•   A summary of the results and recommendations 
of any of such child’s significant physical and 
mental examinations;

•   The seriousness of the offense to the community;

Overview of the Delinquency Process
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•   The nature of the offense; and
•   Whether the offense was against persons or 

against property.
O.C.G.A. § 15-11-590(b)
The report must be presented in a concise and 

factual manner and a copy of the report must be 
provided to the child at least 5 days prior to the 
scheduled disposition hearing.42

 
Disposition Outcomes
If the court determines that child is in need of 
treatment or rehabilitation, then the court must enter 
the “least restrictive” disposition order appropriate 
for the child. A judge’s disposition order may include 
the following: 

•   Dismissal (no need for treatment, rehabilitation, 
or supervision) 

•   Abeyance or hold open 
•   Informal adjustment or other diversion program 
•   Treatment as CHINS (no need for treatment or 

rehabilitation, but need for supervision) 
•   Probation (supervised or unsupervised; possibly 

with probation management program) 
•   Placement in a secure residential facility for up 

to 30 days (felony or misdemeanor with prior 
felony and other adjudications) 

•   Commitment to DJJ (2 years, felony or 
misdemeanor with prior felony and other 
adjudications) 

•   Restrictive custody with commitment to DJJ for 
up to 3 or 5 years (class B or class A designated 
felony acts).

O.C.G.A. § 15-11-601
The disposition options will vary depending 

upon the type of offense for which the child has been 
adjudicated delinquent. The offenses are broken 
down into 4 categories: misdemeanors, felonies / 
misdemeanors (+)43, class B designated felony acts, 
and class A designated felony acts.

Misdemeanor Offenses
In general, youth who have been adjudicated 
delinquent of a misdemeanor offense (unless they fall 
into the misdemeanor (+) category described below) 

will be placed on probation with conditions. They 
may also be required to complete community service, 
pay restitution, and finish school. It is also possible 
that their driver’s license will be suspended or that 
issuance of their license will be delayed.44 

Conditions of Probation
The probation conditions imposed on a young person 
in juvenile court often differ from those in adult 
court. It is common for youth to have the following 
conditions: stay away from victim or co-defendant, 
curfews or home confinement, attend classes 
assigned to them by probation, write book reports 
or essays, complete study logs and maintain a certain 
average in school, submit to random drug screenings, 
and comply with counseling and medication 
recommendations. Other conditions may be imposed 
as deemed appropriate by the court.  

Probation Management Program
In addition to any other terms or conditions of 
probation, the judge may order a child to participate 
in a probation management program or a secure 
probation sanctions program.45 If a child is ordered 
to participate in one of these programs, either 
DJJ (dependent counties) or the probation office 
(independent counties) shall establish the applicable 
rules and regulations for graduated sanctions 
as an alternative to court imposed sanctions.46 
The restrictions imposed through a probation 
management or secure probation sanctions program 
may not be more restrictive than the maximum 
sanction set forth by the court.47

The secure probation sanctions program is run by 
DJJ, and may result in periods of secure confinement 
equaling 7, 14, or 30 days.48 The Juvenile Code outlines 
a series of procedural steps (and a requirement 
that the child has had three or more violations 
of probation) before a child can be placed in the 
secure probation sanctions program.49 The Code 
also outlines due process protections relating to 
the imposition of sanctions for each violation of a 
condition of probation.50 

An overview of the available disposition options is 
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contained in the following chart:

Felony / Misdemeanor (+)
There are several additional disposition options 
available for youth who have been adjudicated 
of a felony offense, or who have been adjudicated 
delinquent of a misdemeanor offense where the child 
has had at least one prior adjudication for a felony 
offense, and at least three other prior adjudications 
for a delinquent act. Youth who fall within this 
category of delinquent child may be committed to 
DJJ for a period of 2 years, and may be ordered to serve 
up to 30 says in a secure residential facility (RYDC) 
in addition to those disposition options available for 
youth who have been adjudicated delinquent for a 
misdemeanor.51  

Commitment to the Department of  
Juvenile Justice
When a child is committed to DJJ, legal custody is 
transferred temporarily to the State of Georgia to 
create a plan for treatment and rehabilitation. DJJ, not 
the court, is then responsible for making placement 
decisions about the youth in its care.  Therefore, 
upon commitment to DJJ, all youth are screened and 
assessed to determine the most appropriate, least 
restrictive placement that will meet the needs of the 
youth and public safety.52 The screening committee 
will ultimately make a recommendation for 3 

placements, with the “best” placement listed first.53 
For most youth, the first recommendation will be at 
home in the community, akin to probation. However, 
this is not always the first recommendation, and 
more restrictive placements might be recommended. 
Additional DJJ placement options include drug and 
alcohol treatment program, sex offender treatment 
program, independent living, group home, and even 
placement at a Youth Development Campus.    

An overview of the available disposition options is 
contained in the following chart:

Designated Felony Act
When a child is adjudicated of committing a Class A 
or Class B designated felony act, the court must first 
consider whether restrictive custody is required.  

This determination of whether restrictive 
custody is required is based upon a finding, by 
a preponderance of the evidence, that the child 
requires placement in restrictive custody.54 The court 
shall consider and make specific written findings of 
fact with respect to each of the restrictive custody 
factors, which include: 55

(1)  The age and maturity of the child;
(2)  The  needs and best interests of the child;
(3)   The record, background, and risk level for 

the child, as calculated by a risk assessment, 
including information disclosed in the 

Disposition Options

Disposition Options

Applicable for felonies and misdemeanors if child has at least 
one prior felony adjudication and at least three other prior 
adjudictions for a delinquent act.
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probation investigation report, diagnostic 
assessment, school records, and dependency 
records;

(4)   The nature and circumstances of the offense, 
including whether an injury to another 
resulted, the culpability of the child in 
planning and carrying out the offense, and 
the existence of any aggravating or mitigating 
factors;

(5)  The need for protection of the community; and
(6)  The age and physical condition of the victim.
Juvenile courts must also adhere to specific 

direction in law when the act was trafficking of 
substances or aggravated child molestation. 56

Prior to ordering a child placed in restrictive 
custody, the court must order a behavioral health 
evaluation and give consideration to the results, 
unless the court has considered the results of a 
prior behavioral health evaluation that had been 
completed within the last 6 months. 57

The disposition order for a child adjudicated 
delinquent for a class A or class B designated felony 
act must be issued within 20 days of the disposition 
hearing. 58

If restrictive custody is not required, the court may 
enter any disposition order available for a child who 
has been adjudicated delinquent of a misdemeanor or 
felony offense. 59  

If the court finds that restrictive custody is 
required, the court may order that the child be 
committed to DJJ for a period of up to 5 years (class A) 
or 3 years (class B), with a portion of that time to be 
served in restrictive custody.  

An overview of the available restrictive custody 
options is contained in the following charts:

Overview of the Delinquency Process
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Profile of System Impacted Youth 

National census data reflect a major decline in 
juvenile detention and arrest rates in the last 20 years. 
Georgia alone saw a 46% decrease in the number 
of juvenile commitments in 2018 after the 2014 
implementation of statutory reforms and refinancing 
to support increased availability and access to 
evidence-based programs in the community.60

National Youth Arrests 1980 –2020

Source: U.S. Department of Justice & National Institute of Justice. 
(2024). Five Things About Youth and Delinquency. In National 
Institute of Justice (NCJ 309129). https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/
nij/309129.pdf

Georgia’s investment over recent years to expand 
the capacity of evidence-based alternatives to 
detention for delinquent youth through the Juvenile 
Justice Incentive Grant has proven to be an effective 
reform. Nevertheless, racial disparities persist. Within 
Georgia’s youth justice system youth of color are 
consistently overrepresented, particularly within 
the Black and Latine populations. Black youth are 
overrepresented at each decision point in the juvenile 
justice process in each category of decision points in 
the juvenile justice process.61 They are more likely to 
be the subject of a referral to juvenile court and more 
likely to be formally adjudicated rather than have a 
charge dismissed or case diverted than youth of other 
races. Moreover, despite making up around 35% of 
the general youth population in Georgia, Black youth 
represented approximately 70% of youth committed 
and detained.62 Gender differences are also notable. 
Rates of detention among boys are higher than for 
girls.63 Male offenders account for 73% of the detained 
youth population while female offenders account for 
27%.64  

Types of Crimes and Outcomes 

2023 YDC Population Most Serious Offenses by  
Male Youth

Source: Reynolds-Cobb, S., Heath Taylor, S., & Georgia Department 
of Juvenile Justice. (2023). FY2023 Annual Report. In Georgia 
Department of Juvenile Justice. Retrieved September 30, 2024, 
from https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-
f6e8e09b5687

2023 YDC Population Most Serious Offenses by  

Female Youth
Source: Reynolds-Cobb, S., Heath Taylor, S., & Georgia Department 
of Juvenile Justice. (2023). FY2023 Annual Report. In Georgia 
Department of Juvenile Justice. Retrieved September 30, 2024, 
from https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-
f6e8e09b5687

https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/309129.pdf
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/309129.pdf
https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-f6e8e09b5687
https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-f6e8e09b5687
https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-f6e8e09b5687
https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-f6e8e09b5687
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Risk Factors of Offending
Developmental Factors 
A developmental approach to youth justice considers 
not only the physical markers of development but the 
foundational socioemotional progression necessary 
for children to lead holistic and healthy lives. Aspects 
of a child’s life such as their environment, family 
medical history, and “within-child” components 
(temperament, behavior, health issues, educational 
development capacity) all work together to adversely 
or positively influence school performance, tendency 
for delinquency, and overall success. 

In FY2023, the Georgia Department of Juvenile 
Justice reported that most youth included in the 
RYDC Average Daily Population were 15 years of 
age and older.65  This is a critical time in a youth’s 
neurological development, and the changes during 
this time increase the likelihood of risky and 
impulsive behavior.66 The hormonal and neurological 
changes associated with this period of development 
often produce increased reward-seeking as teens 
navigate the complexities of self-regulation.67 
Compellingly, in 2023, 62.5% of youth in DJJ secure 
care were diagnosed with disruptive, impulse control, 
and conduct disorders.68 The prevalence of this 
impulsive behavior declines as adolescents transition 
into adulthood as both functional and structural 
changes occur in the portion of the brain that 
controls decision-making.69  

FY2023 RYDC Average Daily Population by Age Range

Georgia DJJ FY2023 Annual Report 

Source: Reynolds-Cobb, S., Heath Taylor, S., & Georgia Department 
of Juvenile Justice. (2023). FY2023 Annual Report. In Georgia 
Department of Juvenile Justice. Retrieved September 30, 2024, 
from https://indd.adobe.com/view/b9208c64-d7df-4999-a101-
f6e8e09b5687

Trauma and Stress Related Impacts  
on Functioning
The experience of trauma also profoundly impacts 
brain development and disrupts normal childhood 
developmental patterns. Of youth receiving a 
diagnosis in secure facilities, 39.88% received a 
diagnosis of trauma and stressor-related disorders.70 
System-impacted youth are highly likely to 
experience Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
which can directly increase the probability of 
engaging in delinquent behavior.71 The assessment 
of Adverse Childhood Experiences includes 10 
areas correlated with physical, mental health, and 
behavioral problems among youth.  

1.  Emotional Abuse 

2.  Physical Abuse 

3.  Sexual Abuse 

4.  Emotional Neglect 

5.  Physical Neglect 

6.  Family Violence 

7.  Household Substance Abuse 

8.  Household Mental Illness 

9.  Parental Separation or Divorce 

10.  Household Member Incarceration 

Around 3 in 5 Georgians have reported at least one 
ACE.72 In this same study, the data shows that those 
with 4 or more ACEs had higher rates of adverse 
outcomes to those without.73 While this study 
does not segment data by age demographics, other 
supplemental information clearly demonstrates a 
high probability of ACEs among juvenile offenders.74  
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Health Behavior and Outcomes for GA Adults Reporting 
4+ ACEs Compared to 0 ACEs (Georgia Essentials for 
Childhood) 

Source: Davis, V.N., Bayakly, A.R., Chosewood, D., Drenzek, C. 2018 
Data Summary: Adverse Childhood Experiences. Georgia Department 
of Public Health, Epidemiology Section, Chronic Disease, Healthy 
Behaviors, and Injury Epidemiology Unit

Family as a Social Institution 
Strong, healthy familial ties and support systems 
are imperative for producing thriving children. Safe 
and stable homes are the foundation for positive 
development in children. The control theory 
in social sciences asserts that positive parent-
child relationships can be a bond that precludes 
delinquency.75 This is particularly true when 
considering the intersections of the family structure, 
poverty, school performance, and juvenile outcomes. 
As of 2022, 39% of surveyed Georgia households were 
headed by single parents, higher than the national 
average of 34%.76 Family disruption is listed as an 
Adverse Childhood Experience. A single-parent 
household is more likely to exist below the poverty 
line,77 another factor that contributes to juvenile 
offending.  
 
The Community and Environment 
Violence Exposure 
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) has recognized violence as a public health 
crisis because of the long-term adverse effects that 
experiencing and witnessing violence can have 
on an individual.78 A report by the CDC provides 
that children living in environments that are 
habitually threatening have an increase likelihood 

of responding violently or running away.79 Some risk 
factors of violence include living in neighborhoods 
with low social cohesion, social isolation, and 
living in areas that lack economic opportunity.80 
Studies have shown that a significant majority of 
detained youth have witnessed violence within 
their communities.81 Research has shown that youth 
who are exposed to one type of victimization are 
significantly more likely to be exposed to other forms 
of victimization.82  
 
Socioeconomic Status 
According to 2022 Census data, around 17.2% of 
Georgia’s children under the age of 18 live in poverty.83  
Nationally, 16.3% of youth under the age of 18 were 
reported to live in poverty.84 Census data indicates 
that the Supplemental Poverty Measure has more 
than doubled for youth under the age of 18 from 5.2% 
in 2021 to 12.4% in 2022.*85 

Mental Health  
Data and empirical research show that there is an 
overlap between youth with mental health conditions 
and those who are system-impacted. According 
to a briefing by the National Judicial Task Force to 
Examine State Courts’ Response to Mental Illness 

“[n]early 90% of youth involved with the justice 
system have been exposed to at least one potentially 
traumatic event.”86 Estimates show that over half of 
system-impacted youth (50 to 75%) meet the criteria 
for mental health disorder or illness while 40 – 80% 
have at least one diagnosed mental illness.87 

From 2020 –2021 roughly 24% of Georgia’s children 
(approximately 515, 491 children) had one or more 
emotional, behavioral, or developmental condition.88 
However, the lack of adequate mental health care for 
youth across Georgia may result in an undercounting 
of impacted youth. There is a well-documented 
shortage of Child and Adolescent Psychiatrists (CAPs) 
in Georgia.89 As of 2017, there were only 199 CAPs in 
the state of Georgia serving a youth population of 
2,504,491.90

Profile of System Impacted Youth 
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Map of CAPs Shortage Across Georgia

Source: American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 
GEORGIA Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist (CAP) Workforce 
Distribution Map, (last accessed October 30, 2024), https://www.
aacap.org/app_themes/aacap/docs/Advocacy/federal_and_
state_initiatives/workforce/individual_state_maps/Georgia%20
workforce%20map.pdf

Youth Justice System Outcomes:  
Recidivism Trends

Commonalities Among Repeat Offenders 
The Georgia Department of Juvenile Justice 
defines and measures recidivism as “a new charge 
within three years of the initial post-adjudication 
community placement which results in a juvenile 
court delinquency adjudication or adult criminal 
conviction.”91 In 2020, the DJJ released a report 
examining the recidivism data of the individuals 
released in 2016.92 During this time, offenders were 
surveyed annually for three years post-release.93 
Through this analysis, the DJJ found that 75% of the 
juveniles who did recidivate did so within one year 

of release.94 Youth were segmented into four legal 
action categories: those who received probation, 
placed in short-term programs, were committed, 
and committed designated felons.95 Of this release 
cohort, 88% of youth were on probation, a status 
which continues to represent a large portion of the 
greater juvenile release population.96 The traditional 
probationary period focuses on externalizing factors 
such as drug use and good behavior, and, in the 
context of this study proved to be the group that 
recidivated the least.97 The committed felons segment 
of the sample was highest in those who recidivated 
at a 42.2% recidivism rate, indicating the lack of 
rehabilitative experiences while confined.98 These 
varying factors and outcomes highlight the need 
for individualized supervision plans for improving 
offender outcomes.     

Other research efforts from the Council of State 
Governments have identified primary recidivism 
predictors such as:  

1.   Behavioral problems/traits: This includes 
anti-social behavior and mental health-related 
difficulties.99 

2.   Family Circumstances: The structure, 
interpersonal dynamics, and socio-economic 
standing of the family. It is important to note 
that family may extend beyond one’s biological 
relatives.100 

3.   Negative Peer Groups: The adolescent period 
is one of increased forms of peer pressure 
and a drive to fit in. This desire to be socially 
acceptable creates a particular susceptibility to 
delinquent behavior.101  

4.   Behavioral problems in school: Some children 
may act out due to difficulties at home, peer 
influence, or due to underlying mental health 
complications. These behavioral issues lead 
to discipline that may include out-of-school 
suspension. While being suspended from school 
is not an automatic cause for delinquency, 
it does increase the likelihood of academic 
struggles and that the student will drop out. 
Moreover, students who miss school are more 
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likely to engage in risky behavior associated 
with delinquency.102

Youth Protective Factors  
Researchers have posited that protective factors 
should be accounted for when exploring youth 
capacity for recidivism particularly after any 
supervisory period has ended.103 Such factors include:  

•   Identity of Self: The process of youth 
understanding who they are, what their future 
self could look like, and how they may navigate 
to their moral ideal self.  

•   Pro-Social Engagement: This may include the 
youth’s sense of connection to their school, 
involvement in their community, and forming 
strong connections that promote concern for 
others.  

•   Social Supports: Sense of belonging and 
community with peers and family 

•   Self-control and Self-efficacy: Youth believing 
that they have a say in their future and the way 
they navigate the world. This also includes 
modulating impulsive behavior. Self-efficacy 
describes the belief in one’s capacity to achieve 
and succeed in goals.  

Intervention & Prevention

Evidence-Based Programming 
Since 2013, the Georgia Juvenile Justice Incentive 
Grant (JJIG) has supported the use of evidence-based 
programming (EBP) across 33 counties to reduce 
recidivism and increase the use of community-based 
services.104 Evidence-based practice and programming 
are modalities in which scientific data has supported 
efficacy. Through the implementation of 9 core 
evidence-based programs, the JJIG aims to address the 
risk factors of youth delinquency and to enhance or 
strengthen the protective factors against delinquency.  

•   Aggression Replacement Training (ART) 

•   Botvin Life Skills Training (Botvin LST) 

•   Brief Strategic Family Therapy (BSFT) 

•   Connections Wraparound (Connections) 

•   Functional Family Therapy (FFT) 

•   Multidimensional Family Therapy (MDFT) 

•   Multisystemic Therapy (MST) 

•   Thinking for a Change (T4C) 

•   Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
(TF-CBT) 

Across the 33 counties offering EBP alternatives, the 
interventions most implemented in fiscal year 2022 
were Functional Family Therapy (33%), Multisystemic 
Therapy (28%), Aggression Replacement Training 
(16%), and Thinking for a Change (9%).105 In total, 16,281 
EBP sessions were delivered to youth enrolled in such 
programs.106 

Functional Family Therapy: Twelve counties 
currently provide Functional Family Therapy. This 
therapy focuses on the risk and protective factors 
associated with youth family dynamics. Some risk 
factors of the family structure can include high family 
conflict, negative communication, and poor family 
management. Protective factors can include positive 
family attachment styles, positive parenting and 
discipline, and supportive communication patterns. 
FFT works to integrate skills the youth is learning 
into the greater picture of the family or household. 
Over three to four months, enrolled families will 
meet with the therapeutic practitioner for 10-hour 
weekly sessions to learn more about their functional 
behaviors, ways to alleviate strains in communication, 
and how to set expectations of roles, privileges, and 
rewards interpersonally. In Fiscal Year 2022, a reported 
74% of enrolled youth and their families completed 
this program between July 2021 to June 2022.107 

Aggression Replacement Therapy: Aggression 
Replacement Therapy is a group-based form of 
therapy targeted to alleviate outcomes of violence 
and aggression. ART is administered over a 10-week 
course for a total of 30 intervention hours with 
sessions including Social Skills Training, Moral 
Reasoning, and Anger Control training.108 In Fiscal 
Year 2022, a reported 63% of enrolled youth completed 
this program between July 2021 to June 2022.109
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Multisystemic Therapy (MST): MST extends 
beyond individual-family therapy and into the 
community aspects of juvenile functioning. This 
program works to work with youth and antisocial 
behavior.  

Thinking for Change (T4C): T4C is a group-based 
intervention to address the thought patterns that 
may lead youth to offend. Youth principally work on 
developing problem-solving and social skills to learn 
to take control of their lives by taking control of their 
thoughts. In Fiscal Year 2022 a reported 71% of youth 
enrolled completed this program between July 2021 to 
June 2022.110

Restorative Justice 
Despite having a history dating back decades, 
restorative justice (RJ) remains an intervention that 
has yet to be widely implemented, and research on 
the effectiveness of restorative justice is still in its 
infancy. RJ centers victims’ rights and on repairing 
harm and restoring relationships rather than 
punishing the offender.111 Some popular modalities of 
RJ include: 

1.  Victim-offender mediation and dialogue 

2.  Community Justice Committees 

3.  Victim Impact Panels 

4.  Family Group Counseling

Some school districts in Georgia have adopted 
restorative justice principles into their policies 
and discipline procedures.112 With these guardrails 
in place, schools can funnel resources into more 
effective discipline approaches.113 

Diversion 
Youth involved in a diversion program are 45% less 
likely to recidivate than youth who move through 
traditional court procedures.114 Established examples 
in Georgia include juvenile mental health courts, 
locally developed court-based diversion programs, 
and Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports 
implemented in local schools.

Juvenile Mental Health Courts
Currently, only 11 of Georgia’s 159 counties (Polk, 
Haralson, Douglas, Carroll, Gwinnett, DeKalb, 
Rockdale, Henry, Newton, Lowndes, and Chatham) 
have juvenile mental health courts as a diversionary 
alternative to formal delinquency adjudication.115 
The mental health courts function as accountability 
courts for youth who have severe or persistent mental 
illness and whose mental illness provides a barrier to 
rehabilitation.116 

Juvenile Drug and Juvenile Mental Health Courts 
Available by County
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Youth Diversion Program (Gwinnett County)117 
This program has been in place since 1996 to target 
first-time nonviolent juvenile offenders in Gwinnett 
County to “resolve the matter within the community 
without being prosecuted through the traditional 
court process.” 118 Eligible offenders must be willing 
to admit guilt for the crime for which they are 
charged.119 This admission is not on record, but 
rather the foundational step of accountability for 
the youth’s understanding and development beyond 
delinquency. Individuals referred to the Youth 
Diversion Program meet with trained community 
volunteer panels and their parent(s) or guardian(s).120 
This panel conducts a conference in which they will 
weigh the facts and circumstances of the case. Upon 
discussion, the panel presents the agreed-upon 
consequences which will be signed by the youth and 
their parents. With this signed order in place, the 
youth is responsible for fulfilling all requirements of 
the consequences. If the youth is successful, the case 
will be dismissed and keep the youth from beginning 
a record.121  

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) 
The Georgia Board of Education and Governor’s Office 
of Student Achievement reported an enrollment 
of 1,923,756 children in the 2023 school year.122 Of 
these, 258,189 students were involved in school-
based incidents resulting in discipline. The 583,062 
total incidents yield an average of two incidents per 
disciplined child.123 Georgia schools opted for out-
of-school suspensions in 38.5% of cases, in-school 
suspension 50.2% of the time, and expulsion 0.3% of 
the time.124 

•   Gender: 64.5% of disciplinary incidents were 
committed by male students, 35.5% committed by 
female students (please note when considering 
gender there is a gap in trans and gender non-
conforming youth).125  

•   Socioeconomic Status: Economically 
disadvantaged youth account for 56% of the 
general public-school K-12 population, and 73.4% 
of the total disciplined population.126  

•   Race: Black youth account for 37.5% of the 
surveyed population but account for 54.3% of all 
disciplinary incidents in 2023.127 This is the only 
demographic overrepresented in disciplinary 
data.  

•   Grade: Most of the disciplined youth were ninth 
graders. The middle school-aged population 
accounted for a total of 38.7% of disciplined 
students.128 

PBIS has been implemented successfully in 
Georgia schools to reduce disciplinary incidents and 
promote positive student behavior through a three-
tier plan.129 

Tier 1: Assessment of challenges or behavioral 
issues experienced within the school or organization. 
Professionals under PBIS collect data on these 
incidents and work to identify contributing factors. 

Tier 2: Implements an intervention plan informed 
by the findings during the tier 1 phase. This plan may 
include teaching strategies for positive behavior and 
discouraging problem behaviors. This tier focuses 
on interventions that tackle social skills, self-
management, and academic support.  

Tier 3: This tier is typically reserved for the most 
serious cases of disruptive and problematic behavior. 
This level of intervention may include individualized 
instruction outside of the classroom, residential 
treatment programs, or even hospitalization.  

 Counties such as Spalding and Lee have 
implemented PBIS since 2009. Griffin-Spalding has 
had a decrease in the number of days students spend 
out of school by 30%. Lee County also joined in this 
initiative in 2009 and saw a 58% decrease in referrals 
and a 24% reduction in out-of-school suspensions by 
2014.130

Funding For Intervention and  
Prevention Programs

Federal Funding
United States Department of Justice 

The United States Department of Justice (DOJ) 
funds a number of grants annually that are targeted 
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specifically at improving outcomes for systems 
impacted youth. Detailed information about the 
grants available, grantee toolkit, and other resources 
are available at their webpage: https://www.ojp.gov/
funding. DOJ has compiled a Guidebook that grant 
applicants can utilize when applying for various DOJ 
grants, located on their webpage: https://www.ojp.
gov/doj-financial-guide-2024.

 In addition to grants offered by the DOJ, the 
Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP) offers a wide range of both formula and 
discretionary grants. In the past, OJJDP has funded a 
number of grants that address a wide range of topics 
including enhancing youth defense, youth reentry, 
and supporting youth community art programs. 
Local opportunities include a 2023 award of $450,000 
to Fulton County Juvenile Court to implement a 
Youth Intervention Program (YIP) that evaluates 
current intervention programs, identifies strategies 
for cost savings, and establishes a continuum of care 
framework for youth.131 More information about 
funding opportunities through OJJDP is available at 
their webpage: https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/funding. 

State Funding 
Grants Managed by the Criminal Justice 
Coordinating Council (CJCC)
The CJCC administers numerous federal grant 
programs and manages state grant programs funded 
by the Georgia legislature.  Notable funding streams 
include the Delinquency Prevention Grant, Title II 
Formula Grant, STOP School Violence Grant, and 
the Juvenile Justice Incentive Grant (JJIG).132 Detailed 
information about these and other grant awards is 
available on CJCC’s webpage: https://cjcc.georgia.gov/
grants/grant-subject-areas/juvenile-justice/juvenile-
justice-incentive-grant-program.

Local Funding
Macon Violence Prevention Initiative 
The Macon Violence Prevention (MVP) Initiative 
is a program spearheaded by local government in 
Macon-Bibb County that is aimed at reducing crime 
and creating a safer community.133 You can read more 
information about MVP on their webpage: https://
maconviolenceprevention.org/about-macon-violence-
prevention/ and find application information for the 
MVP Grant Program, here: https://cfcga.org/grant/
mvp-program/.

https://www.ojp.gov/funding
https://www.ojp.gov/funding
https://www.ojp.gov/doj-financial-guide-2024
https://www.ojp.gov/doj-financial-guide-2024
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/funding
https://cjcc.georgia.gov/grants/grant-subject-areas/juvenile-justice/juvenile-justice-incentive-grant-program
https://cjcc.georgia.gov/grants/grant-subject-areas/juvenile-justice/juvenile-justice-incentive-grant-program
https://cjcc.georgia.gov/grants/grant-subject-areas/juvenile-justice/juvenile-justice-incentive-grant-program
https://maconviolenceprevention.org/about-macon-violence-prevention/
https://maconviolenceprevention.org/about-macon-violence-prevention/
https://maconviolenceprevention.org/about-macon-violence-prevention/
https://cfcga.org/grant/mvp-program/
https://cfcga.org/grant/mvp-program/
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Data From the Juvenile Justice System
The Department of Juvenile Justice
The Department of Juvenile Justice or “DJJ” compiles 
annual reports of the youth under its care. These 
reports include demographic information of youth 
under DJJ care, data relating to the treatment and 
care of youth under DJJ care, and education data for 
youth under DJJ care. DJJ publications can be found 
on the agency’s webpage: https://djj.georgia.gov/djj-
publications 

The Juvenile Data Exchange
The Juvenile Data Exchange (JDEX) is a collaborative 
effort on the part of stakeholders across Georgia to 

create one central data repository for juvenile justice 
data.134 JDEX has some of the most comprehensive 
datasets regarding juvenile delinquency in the state 
of Georgia. Some of this information is publicly 
accessible via: https://juveniledata.georgiacourts.gov/
dashboards-reports/
For more information about the data available 
through JDEX or to initiate a data request, contact: 
Ms. Kristy King (Kristy.king@georgiacourts.gov), Mr. 
Andrew Cummings (acummings@acog.org), or Ms. 
Anne Kirkhope (akirkhope@cjcjofga.org). The below 
charts highlight the resources and data available 
through JDEX:

https://djj.georgia.gov/djj-publications
https://djj.georgia.gov/djj-publications
https://juveniledata.georgiacourts.gov/dashboards-reports/
https://juveniledata.georgiacourts.gov/dashboards-reports/
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