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When juveniles are taken into custody, a complicated process of determining how to 
best deal with them with the aforementioned goals in mind is initiated. Juveniles may 
be released to their parents or detained in a detention center until this determination is 
made. The most lenient disposition of a case is known as deferred adjudication. Depend-
ing on the jurisdiction, a deferred adjudication decision can be made by the police, the 
prosecutor, a juvenile probation officer, or a juvenile magistrate or judge. A deferred 
adjudication means an agreement is reached between the youth and a juvenile probation 
officer, without any formal court appearance, that the youth will follow certain proba-
tion conditions. This form of disposition is only used for status offenses or minor prop-
erty offenses, and as long as the juvenile has no further charges, he or she is discharged 
from probation within a short time period. No formal record of the proceedings of the 
case is made in deferred adjudications.

Other juveniles may be placed on formal probation after adjudication in court by a 
juvenile judge. In such cases, there are records of the proceedings, and probationers 
are more strictly monitored. As in the adult courts, juvenile judges typically make their 
dispositional decision based on recommendations made by probation officers. Juvenile 
probation officers write predisposition reports (analogous to the adult presentence inves-
tigation report) and will have a variety of classification instruments very similar to those 
used in the adult system and discussed in Chapter 9 to help them to formulate their 
recommendations.

Once a youth is placed on probation, under the doctrine of parens patriae, the probation 
officer becomes a surrogate parent to the youth. But with probation officers being sad-
dled with a nationwide average of around 42 cases (Taylor, Fritsch, & Caeti, 2007), they 
can do very little “parenting.” Probation officers may see their charges only once a month 
for perhaps 30 minutes, whereas the juveniles’ natural parents see them (or should) every 
day. Juvenile probation officers therefore insist on parental support in working with 
their children because parental involvement in the rehabilitative effort of juveniles is 
considered a must (Balazs, 2006). It is a must because while probation serves the positive 

Deferred 
adjudication: A 
decision made by 
certain criminal justice 
personnel to delay or 
defer formal court 
proceedings if a youth 
follows probation 
conditions.

Predisposition 
report: A report done 
in juvenile courts that 
is analogous to a 
presentence 
investigation report in 
adult courts.

Note: Due to rounding, totals are not exact. Most recent data available.

Source: Livsey (2012). 

FIGURE 17.6    �Juvenile Delinquency Probation  
Caseload, 1985–2009
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