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ABSTRACT

The rehabilitation of young offenders and accountability to victims are
conflicting but vital goals in India's juvenile justice framework. Through a
detailed analysis of the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children)
Act, 2015, its Model Rules, and international benchmarks (such as Beijing,
and Riyadh Rules), the study examines the legal expectations of rehabilitation
in relation to judicial limitations and protections. It also reviews significant
Supreme Court rulings Pratap Singh, Hari Ram, Sheela Barse, Salil Bali,
Subramanian Swamy, among others to illustrate how legal precedent has
increasingly favoured the date-of- offense criterion for determining
juvenility, permitted claims at any stage of proceedings, and mandated
separation from adult judicial systems, all while acknowledging societal
concerns following severe crimes. Insights gained from this analysis, along
with trends from the NCRB and contemporary research, suggest that
rehabilitation-focused strategies such as diversion, educational/vocational
training, counselling, restorative practices, and structured aftercare can
reduce recidivism and better meet the needs of victims when complemented
by appropriate and proportionate consequences (like community service,
restitution, and probation). The ongoing issues reside not in the framework
of the law itself, but in its execution: inconsistent resources, protracted
investigations, limited mental health services, and restricted victim
involvement. The paper suggests personalized assessments, regular
restorative alternatives, enhanced aftercare services, definitive national
protocols for the transfer of 16—18-year-olds, and prompt investigations.
Ultimately, sustainable public safety in juvenile justice is achieved through
accountability that educates and rehabilitation that endures, rather than
through punitive measures modelled after adult systems.
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Restorative justice, Judicial Interpretation, Child Rights.
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Introduction

Juvenile justice pertains to the legal framework surrounding minors who have conflicts with
the law. In contrast to adults, children and teenagers are still undergoing physical, mental, and
emotional development. Their judgment and decision-making abilities are not fully developed,
making them more susceptible to errors. However, they also possess a greater potential for
learning, change, and rehabilitation. This is the reason the juvenile justice system is founded
on the principle that young offenders should not just face punishment like adults, but instead
be guided towards a positive future. The primary challenge within juvenile justice, therefore,
lies in balancing rehabilitation, which aids in correcting a child's behaviour, with
accountability, which ensures that the impact on victims and society is acknowledged and

addressed.

The juvenile justice system is based on the principle that prioritizing the “best interest of the
child” is essential'. This principle asserts that when considering any intervention, the child's
welfare, growth, and dignity should come first. Rehabilitation is a crucial aspect of this
philosophy. It encompasses initiatives such as education, counselling, vocational training,
therapy, and community-based programs. These measures aim to address the underlying factors
contributing to criminal behaviour, which often stem from issues like poverty, trauma, neglect,
or insufficient guidance. In contrast to the adult criminal justice system, which primarily
emphasizes punishment and deterrence, the juvenile justice system holds a stronger belief in
the potential for reform, trusting that every child can become a responsible member of society

if provided with appropriate support.

At the same time, the importance of accountability must be acknowledged. A justice system
should ensure that young people grasp the seriousness of their behaviour and the repercussions
that arise. Victims of crimes and the broader community also seek justice and security. In
juvenile justice, accountability doesn’t always entail severe punishment; it can also be achieved
through alternatives like community service, restitution, or restorative justice approaches.
These strategies enable young offenders to comprehend the consequences of their actions,
cultivate empathy for victims, and accept responsibility in a positive manner. For instance, in

restorative justice, the offender interacts directly with the victim to recognize the harm done

'The Legal Quorum, https:/thelegalquorum.com/juvenile-justice-system-balancing-rehabilitation-and-
accountability/ (last visited Sep. 19, 2025)
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and to work on repairing it. This method fosters healing for both parties while minimizing the

adverse impacts of incarceration.

The greatest difficulty is finding the appropriate balance between these two objectives. If the
system focuses too much on punitive measures, young offenders might miss the chance to
rehabilitate, potentially leading to a future of hardened criminal behaviour. Conversely, if
accountability is overlooked, victims may feel deprived of justice, and public confidence in the
system might diminish. Therefore, a just juvenile justice system must formulate responses that

are appropriate to the crime, consider the needs of victims, and still foster the child's growth.

In India, this equilibrium is evident in the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children)
Act, 20152, which establishes distinct procedures for addressing children who are in conflict
with the law. Shaped by international benchmarks such as the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC), the Act acknowledges the significance of both rehabilitation and

responsibility, particularly in instances of serious crimes.

Statement of the Problem

The main issue in current juvenile justice practices is finding the appropriate equilibrium
between rehabilitation and holding young offenders accountable. Although the legal
framework acknowledges the necessity for children to have chances for reform and
reintegration into society, achieving this balance is frequently inconsistent in reality. Numerous
juvenile justice systems face challenges such as insufficient resources, systemic flaws, and
divergent policy strategies. These shortcomings result in varied outcomes that can sometimes

harm the child’s best interests and erode public confidence in the system.

A significant problem is the absence of sufficient rehabilitation programs and support systems.
Without adequate counselling, education, and community services, young offenders often lack
the resources necessary for meaningful behavioural transformation. This may lead to a pattern
where children re-offend instead of successfully re-entering society®. Moreover, the legal
framework experiences inconsistencies. In certain instances, juveniles receive overly lenient

treatment, while in other cases, they encounter harsh penalties, particularly for serious crimes.

2 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India)
3 Khushi Tiwari(Juvenile Justice System: Balancing Rehabilitation and Accountability), The Legal Quorum,
https://thelegalquorum.com/juvenile-justice-system-balancing-rehabilitation-and-accountability/
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Such variations not only undermine the consistency of the system but also raise questions about

fairness and justice.

The issue is further complicated by delays in the legal process. Courts that are overloaded and
institutions that are lacking in staff often lead to extended periods of detention, during which
young individuals are held in custody without prompt intervention. Such settings can subject
them to harmful influences and potentially reinforce criminal behaviour. Moreover, various
social factors contributing to juvenile delinquency, such as poverty, inadequate education,
unstable family environments, and exposure to trauma are still not adequately addressed. If

these fundamental issues are not tackled, the cycle of delinquency is likely to persist.

The wider consequences of these deficiencies are significant. When accountability is prioritized
without sufficient rehabilitation, young offenders may miss out on opportunities for
improvement, leading society to produce more hardened criminals*. On the other hand,
advocating for rehabilitation without ensuring accountability can leave victims feeling
overlooked and diminish trust in the justice system. Ultimately, the inability to find a consistent
equilibrium leads to increased recidivism rates, inadequate protection of victims' rights, and
long-lasting damage to both young offenders and society as a whole. Therefore, there is an
urgent need for a more robust, victim-aware, and child-focused juvenile justice system to

achieve its genuine goal of providing justice while safeguarding the future of children.

Research Questions

1. In what ways does the juvenile justice system balance the objectives of rehabilitation and
accountability in real-life situations, especially in instances of serious or recurring offenses?

2. What are the main elements that affect judicial choices regarding the emphasis on
rehabilitation versus punitive actions for young offenders?

3. Is the current legislative framework, particularly the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection
of Children) Act, 2015, sufficient in balancing the rights of victims with the rehabilitation

and reintegration of young offenders?

4 Priyanka Pillay,( Juvenile Justice Reform: Balancing Accountability and Rehabilitation), Lawful Legal,
https://lawfullegal.in/juvenile-justice-reform-balancing-accountability-and-rehabilitation/
5 supra note 2

3386



Indian Journal of Law and Legal Research Volume VIII Issue I | ISSN: 2582-8878

4. What are the primary obstacles and deficiencies in executing rehabilitation-focused
programs for young offenders, and in what ways do these influence rates of reoffending?
5. In what ways do social elements like poverty, trauma, family dynamics, and educational

disenfranchisement influence the success of rehabilitation in the juvenile justice system?

Significance of the Research

The importance of examining the equilibrium between rehabilitation and accountability in
juvenile justice stems from its immediate effects on the well-being of young offenders as well
as society as a whole.® Juvenile justice is not merely a legal system; it also raises moral and
social questions regarding how society treats its most vulnerable offenders. By exploring this
balance, the research guides policies and practices that can influence future generations,
focusing on reducing recidivism, encouraging positive growth, and improving community

safety by tackling both the underlying factors and the impacts of juvenile delinquency.
Why This Research Matters

This research emphasizes the necessity of tailored methods that take into account the distinct
developmental, psychological, and social requirements of young individuals. It critiques
blanket punitive approaches that may reinforce the cycle of reoffending, and instead underlines
the importance of rehabilitation initiatives that cultivate life skills, offer education, and tackle
trauma. Finding a balance between accountability and rehabilitation ensures that the rights and
needs of victims are not neglected, while simultaneously providing genuine chances for young

offenders to reintegrate and transform their lives.

The findings produced by this research can advocate for changes like restorative justice
programs, community service, and diversion initiatives, all of which offer humane and
evidence-informed alternatives to imprisonment’. These measures not only safeguard the rights
of minors but also foster a more effective and equitable juvenile justice system that emphasizes

long-term solutions instead of short-term penalties.

¢ Priyanka Pillay,(Juvenile Justice Reform: Balancing Accountability and Rehabilitation), Lawful Legal,
https://lawfullegal.in/juvenile-justice-reform-balancing-accountability-and-rehabilitation/

" Harini T,(Balancing Rehabilitation and Accountability: The Evolution of Juvenile Justice in India), Record of
Law, https://recordoflaw.in/balancing-rehabilitation-and-accountability-the-evolution-of-juvenile-justice-in-
india/
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Societal and Policy Impact

On a larger scale, this research aids in creating policies that promote safer neighbourhoods
while empowering young individuals to enact change. Recommendations derived from this
research can assist in diminishing the social and economic burdens linked to juvenile
reoffending and extended imprisonment®. By illustrating how rehabilitation and accountability
can coexist, the study guarantees that justice systems stay just, equitable, and effective in

steering youth toward positive, lawful futures.

Additionally, this study contributes to scholarly discussions by linking global standards like the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) with India's legal structure as outlined in
the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015. It offers guidance to judges,
policymakers, and child welfare organizations on effectively meeting the needs of victims

while also pursuing the rehabilitative objectives of the law.

Scope and Limitations of the Research

Scope

This research on juvenile justice finding a balance between rehabilitation and accountability
mainly examines the legal structures, rehabilitation strategies, and accountability methods
employed in juvenile justice systems. The study emphasizes the impact of these approaches on
recidivism rates, victim satisfaction, and the successful reintegration of young offenders into

society.

The study focuses on minors, legally defined as individuals under the age of 18, who interact
with the justice system due to unlawful or delinquent behaviour. It explores legal provisions,
court rulings, and policy changes in India, especially in relation to the Juvenile Justice (Care
and Protection of Children) Act, 2015. The analysis also considers how these regulations align
with or differ from international standards like the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRO).

The research encompasses an evaluation of different rehabilitation programs, including

diversion initiatives, restorative justice, community-based interventions, counselling, and skill

8  Stephen  Millan, https:/stephenmillan.com/criminal-law/juvenile-justice-balancing-rehabilitation-and-

accountability/, (last visited Sep. 17, 2025)
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development measures’. It also examines accountability methods like community service,
restitution, and the transfer of juveniles between the ages of 16 and 18 to adult courts for serious
offenses. Additionally, comparative perspectives from other jurisdictions might be incorporated

to showcase alternative approaches.

Additionally, the study investigates how social, psychological, and economic elements—Iike
poverty, trauma, family circumstances, and educational neglect affect juvenile conduct and the
success of rehabilitation initiatives. Where applicable, case studies and data will be analysed

to assess the results of rehabilitative approaches compared to punitive measures.

Limitations

The research has certain limitations even though it covers a lot of ground. First of all, it mostly
draws from secondary sources, including laws, court rulings, academic publications, reports,
and case law assessments. Due to time and budget limitations, primary data collection methods
including fieldwork in child care facilities, juvenile interviews, or Juvenile Justice Board

observation are not conducted.

Second, although references to international norms and practices are provided for comparison,
the findings are primarily situated within India's institutional and legal framework. This could

restrict how broadly conclusions can be applied to other jurisdictions with distinct systems.

Third, because many programs combine responsibility and rehabilitation, it can be difficult to
separate their effects!®. Additionally, the extent and trustworthiness of data on victim
satisfaction, program efficacy, and recidivism may be constrained. The accuracy of the data
that is currently available may also be impacted by institutional biases, resource limitations,

and a lack of transparency in rehabilitation centres

Lastly, sensitive personal information about minors is restricted by privacy regulations and
ethical reasons, which limits the scope of qualitative research. Furthermore, because juvenile
justice is a developing field of law, findings may become less relevant over time due to new

reforms or judicial interpretations.

° Susan Young,( Juvenile delinquency, welfare, justice and therapeutic interventions: a global perspective),
National Library of Medicine, https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5288089/
10 id
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Objectives of the Research

The aims of the research “Juvenile Justice in Practice: Balancing Rehabilitation and
Accountability” focus on comprehending and enhancing the dual goals of ensuring young
offenders are held accountable for their actions while fostering their constructive development
and reintegration into the community!!. By investigating the connections between legal
structures, rehabilitative approaches, and accountability systems, the research intends to add

value to a more balanced and compassionate juvenile justice framework.

Key Objectives

1. To examine how juvenile justice systems reconcile accountability with rehabilitation,
particularly through individualized and proportionate approaches that reflect the
developmental needs of juveniles.

2. To analyze the effectiveness of rehabilitation programs, diversion initiatives, and
restorative justice practices in reducing recidivism and facilitating the successful
reintegration of young offenders into society.

3. To investigate the legal frameworks and policies governing juvenile justice with a focus on
the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015 and assess how effectively
they balance victim rights, community safety, and the welfare of offenders.

4. To identify the social, psychological, and economic factors contributing to juvenile
delinquency including poverty, trauma, family environment, and lack of education and
evaluate how these factors influence the success of rehabilitation and accountability
measures.

5. To study the challenges and limitations in implementing balanced juvenile justice
approaches, such as disparities in resources, societal perceptions, and procedural
inconsistencies in institutions and courts.

6. To provide policy recommendations for reform that integrate accountability with humane,
evidence-based rehabilitation models aimed at fostering moral development, responsibility,

and long-term social inclusion among juveniles.

1 supra note 6
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The goal of this research is to help create a juvenile justice system that is equitable, efficient,
and equipped to enforce the law while fostering young offenders' capacity for positive

transformation.

Research Methodology

Methodological Approach

The study on “Juvenile Justice in Practice: Balancing Rehabilitation and Accountability”
utilizes a mixed-methods strategy, integrating qualitative and quantitative methods to offer a
comprehensive insight into the functioning of the juvenile justice system and the degree to

which it harmonizes reform with accountability.

1. Literature Review: An extensive examination of current legal frameworks including the
Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015 alongside international
agreements like the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), scholarly articles,
and policy papers. This lays the theoretical groundwork for the research and positions it
within the context of ongoing discussions.

2. Qualitative Analysis: Conduct interviews, gather case studies, and collect narratives from
various stakeholders, including juvenile justice officials, social workers, psychologists,
and, when possible, the juveniles themselves. These perspectives aid in examining on-the-
ground issues, institutional practices, and the success of rehabilitation programs.

3. Quantitative Data Analysis: Analysis of statistical information, such as reports from the
National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), rates of recidivism, trends in sentencing, and
involvement in rehabilitation programs. This facilitates the identification of trends and
results associated with accountability measures and reform efforts.

4. Comparative Research: Examination of practices in various jurisdictions, both domestically
in India and internationally, to evaluate which models best achieve a balance between
rehabilitation and responsibility. Emphasis is placed on restorative justice, diversion
initiatives, and community-oriented alternatives to imprisonment.

5. Policy Examination: A thorough assessment of current policies and reforms, emphasizing

gaps in implementation and the uniformity of juvenile justice practices'?. This phase aids

12 Dr. L. P. Singh, Juvenile Justice Reforms: Balancing Rehabilitation and Punishment, Ignited.in,
thttps://ignited.in/index.php/jasrae/article/download/15352/30310/75029%inline=1
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in developing suggestions to enhance rehabilitative measures while ensuring accountability

and safeguarding public safety.

Significance of Approach

By combining qualitative insights such as personal experiences, case analyses with quantitative
measurements regarding crime rates, the approach guarantees both thoroughness and
dependability. This mixed-methods framework offers a detailed comprehension of how legal
frameworks, institutional actions, and social influences work together to affect outcomes in
juvenile justice. It also facilitates evidence-founded policy suggestions aimed at creating a

system that is equitable, efficient, and compassionate.

Literature Review

Constitutional Provisions

The Indian Constitution lays the foundation for the protection and development of children,

including juvenile offenders.

Article 15(3)"* allows for affirmative action for children, permitting the State to establish
specific laws for children and women, even if these laws may seem discriminatory, to enhance
and safeguard their welfare. This provision provides constitutional support for specialized
legislation like the Juvenile Justice Act, which distinguishes between juveniles and adults in
the context of criminal law. It acknowledges the fact that children require protection and special
consideration. Article 15(3) strongly aligns with my research proposal that children should not
be treated in the same manner as adults, thus facilitating the development of a rehabilitative

approach.

Article 21, which ensures the right to life and personal freedom, declares that no one,
including minors, may be deprived of life or freedom except in accordance with a lawfully
established procedure. This right encompasses the entitlement to live with dignity, the right to
education, and the right to a fair trial. Any laws or systems that address juvenile justice must
adhere to these rights. The detention of minors or their punishment must be carried out through

procedures that are fair and humane. The principle of rehabilitation is included in the right to

13 INDIA CONST. art. 15, cl. 3.
14 INDIA CONST. art. 21.
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live with dignity and the right to develop as an individual. Consequently, Article 21 serves as

the constitutional basis for the rehabilitative approach in juvenile justice.

Articles 39(e)'> and 39(f)!¢, which are part of the Directive Principles of State Policy, mandate
that the State ensure children are not compelled to engage in inappropriate work and that their
childhood is safeguarded from exploitation and both moral and material neglect. These
provisions emphasize the State's duty to create safe and supportive environments for children.
They reinforce the research notion that the accountability of juveniles should not take

precedence over their need for care, rehabilitation, and reintegration into society

Statutes
1. The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015

Section 2(13): Child in Conflict with Law

This section describes a child in conflict with the law as an individual under 18 years old who
is accused of committing an offense. This definition is crucial, as it establishes who is eligible
for the juvenile justice system, emphasizing the child’s age and mental maturity when

determining responsibility!”.

Section 3: General Principles to be Followed

The Act establishes key principles like the presumption of innocence, prioritizing the child's
best interests, allowing for a fresh start, facilitating repatriation, and focusing on restoration.
These principles prioritize rehabilitation instead of punishment and illustrate that accountability

should always be weighed against the welfare of the child!®.

Section 15: Preliminary Assessment

This clause enables the Juvenile Justice Board to evaluate minors between 16 and 18 years old
charged with serious crimes to decide if they should face adult legal proceedings. It addresses
the conflict between rehabilitation and responsibility by allowing trials as adults only after a

thorough assessment of the child’s mental abilities and chances for reform!.

15 IND1A CONST. art. 39(¢).

16 IND1IA CONST. art. 39(f).

17 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §2(13), No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
18 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §3, No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).

19 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §15, No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
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Section 18: Orders Regarding Children Found in Conflict with Law

This part of the law forbids imposing the death penalty or life sentences without the chance of
parole on juveniles. Rather, it emphasizes rehabilitative strategies like counselling, skill-
building, and community involvement. This reflects the legal system’s inclination towards

rehabilitation instead of punishment, even in cases that involve serious crimes?’.

Section 19: Child Tried as an Adult
When a minor is prosecuted as an adult, the case is moved to a juvenile court that follows
specific procedures. Nonetheless, in these situations, rehabilitation continues to be the

primary focus?!.

2. The Indian Penal Code, 1860 (Now Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023)

Section 82: Act of a Child Under Seven Years
This clause states that children below the age of seven cannot be criminally charged. It is
founded on the idea that responsibility should match a child's age, highlighting the necessity for

safeguarding and understanding the boundaries of cognitive growth??,

Section 83: Act of a Child Above Seven and Under Twelve Years of Immature
Understanding

This part states that a child aged seven to twelve cannot be held accountable if they do not
possess the necessary maturity to comprehend the nature and effects of their actions. It
emphasizes the importance of assessing each case individually before assigning liability and

underscores the need to find a balance between responsibility and rehabilitation??.

3. Bhartiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS), 2023

While juvenile cases are primarily governed by the Juvenile Justice Act, certain processes

from the BNSS (formerly CrPC) are incorporated into juvenile proceedings.

Section 21: Jurisdiction in Case of Juveniles

This regulation indicates that crimes committed by individuals under the age of sixteen

20 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §18, No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
2! Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §19, No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
22 Indian Penal Code, 1860, §82, No 45, Acts of Parliament, 1860(India).
2 Indian Penal Code, 1860, §83, No 45, Acts of Parliament, 1860(India).
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should be handled by specialized courts. This guarantees procedures that are sensitive to

children and strengthens the focus on rehabilitation within juvenile justice?*.

Section 437: Bail for Juveniles

This part advocates for providing bail to minors, unless their release could lead them to
associate with negative influences. It is in accordance with the concept of restorative justice and
seeks to prevent confinement unless it is truly required, thus promoting the goal of

rehabilitation?.

4. The Probation of Offenders Act, 1958

This legislation permits courts to grant probation to specific offenders rather than imposing a

sentence, especially in cases involving young offenders.

Section 6: Special Provisions for Juveniles

This part stipulates that when an offender is under twenty-one and has committed an offense
that does not carry a life sentence, the court is required to contemplate granting probation.
This regulation aligns with the principle of rehabilitation, making certain that young offenders

have the opportunity to improve themselves instead of facing severe punishment?®.

5. The Commission for Protection of Child Rights Act, 2005

This legislation creates the National Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR),

tasked with overseeing and assessing all laws pertaining to child rights.

Section 13: Functions of the Commission

The Commission protects children's rights and suggests actions to guarantee the proper
execution of laws related to children. The NCPCR is essential in making sure that rehabilitation
programs and child justice systems are carried out successfully, thereby connecting closely with

the idea of practical justice delivery?’.

24 Bhartiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, § 21, No 45, Acts of Parliament,2023(India).

%5 Bhartiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, § 437, No 45, Acts of Parliament,2023(India).

26 The Probation of Offenders Act, § 6, No 20, Acts of Parliament, 1958(India).

?’The Commission for Protection of Child Rights Act, § 13,No 4, Acts of Parliament, 2006(India).
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Rules and Regulations

Juvenile Justice (Model Rules), 2016

Rules 101828 pertain to procedures conducted before the Juvenile Justice Board (JJB). They
guarantee that the child’s history, family circumstances, and mental health are assessed prior
to determining their level of responsibility. These regulations are closely linked to the concept

of balancing rehabilitation with accountability.

Rules 39-41%° focus on reintegration services, including vocational training, rehabilitation,
counselling, and aftercare programs. These systems are central to my research, as they present

organized methods for reintegrating juvenile offenders and creating chances for reform.

International Conventions and Treaties

e United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989
India ratified the UNCRC in 1992.

a) Article 37 forbids torture or inhumane treatment and endorses the concept that minors
should not be regarded as adult offenders*’.

b) Article 40 advocates for approaches like education, institutional care, counselling, and
community service. It highlights alternatives to punitive measures and aligns closely
with my research focus on rehabilitation rather than punishment?!.

e Beijing Rules — UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile

Justice, 1985

The Beijing Rules highlight that the juvenile justice system should prioritize the child's welfare
and steer clear of severe punitive actions. They bolster the foundation of the Juvenile Justice

Act and further endorse rehabilitation as the main objective®2,

BJuvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Model Rules, 2016, rr. 10-18, G.S.R. 1106(E) (India).
2 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Model Rules, 2016, rr. 39-41, G.S.R. 1106(E) (India).
3%Convention on the Rights of the Child art. 37, Nov. 20, 1989, 1577 UN.T.S. 3.

3IConvention on the Rights of the Child art. 40, Nov. 20, 1989, 1577 UN.T.S. 3.

32U.N. Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice (Beijing Rules), G.A. Res. 40/33,
U.N. Doc. A/RES/40/33 (Nov. 29, 1985).

3396



Indian Journal of Law and Legal Research Volume VIII Issue I | ISSN: 2582-8878

e Havana Guidelines — UN Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their
Liberty, 1990

These guidelines address the situation of children held in detention. They emphasize the
importance of humane treatment, educational opportunities, and programs for reintegration.
The connection to the topic underscores a commitment to rehabilitation while also ensuring

that young individuals are held accountable fairly and with dignity3?.

Judicial Precedents

In the case of Pratap Singh v. State of Jharkhand**, the defendant faced murder charges and
asserted his right to be recognized as a juvenile. The authorities contested his assertion,
claiming that his age should be assessed based on the date the court acknowledged the case
instead of the date the crime occurred. The primary question before the Court was whether the
key date for determining juvenility was the date of the crime or the date the charge sheet was
submitted. Citing Section 2(k) of the Juvenile Justice Act, 2015, which defines a "juvenile,"
and Section 7(a)’*%, which permits raising the claim of juvenility at any point in legal
proceedings, the Court examined the purpose behind the legislation. It underscored that the aim
of the Act is reformative rather than punitive, concluding that the appropriate date for
evaluating juvenility is the date of the offence. Consequently, the defendant was recognized as
a juvenile because he was under eighteen years old at the time of the crime and was, therefore,
entitled to the protections provided by the Act. The Supreme Court stressed that juveniles, even
if accused of serious crimes, should be treated with compassion and respect, and should be

given a chance to rehabilitate rather than face punishment like adult offenders.

In the case of Hari Ram v. State of Rajasthan’’, the defendant faced conviction for offenses
that occurred before the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2000 was
enacted. Even though the trial was conducted after the Act’s implementation, he asserted his
status as a juvenile based on the new law. The issue presented to the Court was whether the
2000 Act could be applied to events that took place before its enforcement. According to
Sections 7(a) and 20 of the Act, which permit a claim of juvenility at any point and apply the

33 United Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty : resolution / adopted by the General
Assembly, A/RES/45/113, 2 April 1991

34Pratap Singh v. State of Jharkhand, (2005) 3 SCC 551

3 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §2(k), No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
3¢Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §7(a), No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
3"Hari Ram v. State of Rajasthan, (2009) 13 SCC 211

38 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, §20, No 2, Acts of Parliament, 2016(India).
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Act to ongoing cases, the Court ruled that the legislation is indeed retrospective. The reasoning
behind this decision was that the purpose of the Act is to provide reformative protection to all
juveniles, irrespective of when the trial occurs. As a result, the conviction was overturned, and
the case was sent back to the Juvenile Justice Board. This ruling reflects the protective and
reformative nature of juvenile justice legislation, emphasizing that procedural delays or the

timing of legal proceedings cannot strip a child of the rights assured by the Act.

In the case of Sheela Barse v. Union of India®, journalist and child rights advocate Sheela
Barse uncovered that numerous children were being held in prisons alongside adult inmates.
Alarmed by this significant infringement of child rights, she filed a writ petition under Article
3240 of the Constitution, seeking the protection of children involved with the law, as well as
those requiring care and protection. The central question before the Court was whether it was
legally permissible for children to be confined with adult prisoners and what measures were
necessary to safeguard their rights. Article 214! of the Constitution, which ensures the right to
life and personal liberty, as well as the Juvenile Justice Act of 1986 (which was applicable at
that time), the Supreme Court determined that housing children with adult offenders constituted
a blatant violation of their fundamental rights, particularly their right to live with dignity. The
Court ordered the immediate separation of children from adult inmates, the establishment of
adequate observation and juvenile homes in every district, and the development of swift
rehabilitation programs to reintegrate children into society. This ruling established a framework
for a more compassionate and rehabilitative approach to juvenile justice in India, guaranteeing

that children in custody are treated with kindness and respect.

In the case of Salil Bali v. Union of India*, the constitutional validity of the Juvenile Justice
Act, 2000 was contested on the grounds that young offenders aged 16 to 18 who committed
serious crimes such as murder and rape were being treated too leniently. The petitioners
claimed that such leniency infringed upon the victims' right to justice and the principle of
equality before the law. The Court was tasked with determining if juveniles aged 16—18 who
committed serious offenses should be tried as adults and whether the Juvenile Justice Act

contravened Articles 14* and 21 of the Constitution. The Court ruled that the differentiation

3Sheela Barse v. Union of India, (1986) 3 SCC 596.
40INDIA CONST. art. 32.

4IINDIA CONST. art. 21.

42Qalil Bali v. Union of India, (2013) 7 SCC 705.
“INDIA CONST. art. 14.
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between juveniles and adults stemmed from the belief that young offenders are capable of
rehabilitation and require different legal treatment. Citing psychological research and
international benchmarks, the Court stressed that a child-centric approach was essential to
safeguard the rights of juveniles. It upheld the legitimacy of the Act and dismissed the call for
trying juveniles as adults, even in situations involving serious crimes. The Court reiterated that
the objective of the law is reformation instead of retribution. This judgment reinforces the
rehabilitative philosophy of juvenile justice in India and illustrates how the legal framework
emphasizes the mental and emotional growth of young offenders over severe punishment, even

for serious offenses.

The Nirbhaya case, officially referred to as Mukesh v. State (NCT of Delhi)* stemmed from
the horrific gang rape and murder of a 23-year-old woman in Delhi on December 16, 2012.
Among the six individuals accused, one was a juvenile, just under 18 years old. While the adult
accused faced trial in a fast-track court, were found guilty, and received death sentences, the
juvenile was tried separately under the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act,
2000. He was placed in a special home for three years, the longest sentence allowed by the Act.
This outcome sparked significant public outrage, leading to calls for juveniles involved in
severe crimes to be prosecuted as adults. The incident ignited a nationwide discussion about
the effectiveness of India’s juvenile justice system and ultimately resulted in legislative
changes, particularly the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, which
introduced the requirement for preliminary assessments for children aged 16 to 18 accused of
serious offenses. Therefore, the Nirbhaya case marked a pivotal moment in Indian criminal
law, attempting to reconcile public calls for justice with the legal principle of safeguarding

juveniles through a focus on rehabilitation.

Academic Works

Ved Kumari (2016) — Indian Context

Ved Kumari critically analyzes the modifications brought about by the Juvenile Justice (Care
and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, particularly the contentious clause permitting the trial
of children aged 16—18 accused of serious crimes as adults. She illustrates how this amendment
was shaped by public indignation in response to specific incidents, despite data from the

National Crime Records Bureau indicating no substantial increase in juvenile delinquency.

“Mukesh v. State (NCT of Delhi), (2017) 6 SCC 1
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Kumari contends that this punitive stance erodes the fundamental principle of rehabilitation
and reintegration, substituting it with a focus on retribution. Additionally, she emphasizes that
the Act poses a risk of contravening India’s obligations under international child rights
agreements. This article is pertinent to the research as it highlights India's conflict between

rehabilitation and accountability*.
Elizabeth Scott & Laurence Steinberg (2008) — Developmental Science and Law

Scott and Steinberg utilize insights from psychology and neuroscience to elucidate how
adolescent development impacts culpability. They contend that teenagers exhibit lower
maturity levels, heightened impulsivity, and greater susceptibility to peer influence, which
diminishes their blameworthiness in comparison to adults. Simultaneously, they emphasize that
adolescents have the potential for rehabilitation if provided with structured programs. Severe
penalties, such as adult trials, neglect these developmental truths and ultimately exacerbate
long-term outcomes. Instead, they advocate for “proportional accountability,” where
consequences correspond to both responsibility and the ability to reform. Their research
scientifically supports rehabilitation as the most effective means to achieve a balance between

justice and accountability?S.
Ackerman et al. (2024) — Systematic Review of Juvenile Incarceration Outcomes

Ackerman and colleagues analyze various studies regarding the impacts of juvenile
incarceration. Their review concludes that incarceration often leads to adverse outcomes such
as higher rates of reoffending, diminished educational success, and enduring psychological
damage. Conversely, community-based solutions, restorative justice practices, and family-
focused programs have been demonstrated to be more effective in fostering accountability and
decreasing the likelihood of reoffending. This comprehensive review offers current evidence
that policies focused on rehabilitation are not only more compassionate but also more

successful than punitive incarceration®’.

Barry C. Feld (1999) — Critique of Transferring Juveniles to Adult Court

4Ved Kumari, The Juvenile Justice Act 2015 — Critical Understanding, 58 J. Indian L. Inst. 83, 83—-103 (2016).
“Elizabeth S. Scott & Laurence Steinberg, Adolescent Development and the Regulation of Youth Crime, 18
Future Child. 15, 15-33 (2008).

47E. Ackerman et al., Impact of Juvenile Incarceration: A Systematic Review, Heliyon Social Sciences, 2024, at 1
(Elsevier).
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Barry Feld presents a groundbreaking critique of the movement in the United States towards
prosecuting juveniles in adult courts. He contends that this trend compromises the rehabilitative
goals of the juvenile justice system, replacing them with punitive approaches that do not
effectively lower crime rates. Feld also highlights the racial inequalities in transfer practices,
indicating that youth from minority backgrounds are disproportionately subjected to adult
trials. His research intertwines legal and sociological perspectives, serving as a caution against

implementing policies that prioritize accountability over rehabilitation®®,
Franklin E. Zimring (2005) — Developmental Perspective on Juvenile Justice

Franklin Zimring examines the increase in youth violence in the United States during the 1980s
and 1990s, along with the public anxiety it caused. He demonstrates that, although public
perception led lawmakers to implement tougher laws, the actual statistics did not warrant such
extreme actions. Zimring contends that the majority of young offenders tend to “age out” of
criminal behaviour as they grow older, advocating for legal systems to focus on diversion,
appropriate penalties, and rehabilitative approaches. His evaluation highlights that prioritizing
rehabilitation is not about justifying criminal acts, but rather about minimizing reoffending

while recognizing the realities of developmental growth®.

Jennifer L. Woolard & Elizabeth Cauffman (2001) — Perceptions of Responsibility in

Juveniles

Woolard and Cauffman examine how the developmental immaturity of adolescents affects their
views on responsibility. They assess psychological studies on adolescent decision-making,
moral reasoning, and risk-taking, connecting these findings with legal discussions about
culpability. They assert that juvenile courts ought not to impose adult standards of
responsibility, since children do not possess the maturity and self-control expected from adults.
Instead, consequences should be aimed at holding juveniles accountable while promoting their
development. This research supports the notion that rehabilitation and accountability can work
together, rather than being opposing forces, when the law acknowledges developmental

differences™’.

“Barry C. Feld, Bad Kids: Race and the Transformation of the Juvenile Court, Oxford University Press(1999).
“Franklin E. Zimring, American Youth Violence, Oxford University Press, (2005)

SWoolard, Jennifer L., & Cauffman, Elizabeth (2001). Criminal Responsibility, Developmental Maturity, and the
Juvenile Court. Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 91(2), 491-514(2001)
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Dictionaries and Commentaries

Juvenile justice is a distinct area of criminal law that acknowledges the fragility and immaturity
of minors involved with the law. In contrast to traditional criminal law, which focuses on
responsibility and punishment, juvenile law emphasizes reform and rehabilitation.
Nonetheless, serious offenses committed by minors often ignite public discussions regarding
the equilibrium between accountability and protection. To fully grasp this field, it is insufficient
to merely examine statutes; legal dictionaries, interpretations of case law, and secondary
textbooks offer authority, conceptual clarity, and a variety of perspectives that enhance

research.

(i) Black’s Law Dictionary

Black’s Law Dictionary describes juvenile justice as a legal area dedicated to the management
of minors, with a primary focus on rehabilitation. It further defines a “juvenile delinquent” as
a minor who engages in behaviour that would be deemed criminal if performed by an adult.
This indicates that juveniles are regarded differently than legally recognized adults,
highlighting their potential for reform rather than labelling them purely as criminals. This
reinforces the rehabilitative philosophy that underpins juvenile law and provides a solid

foundation for my research.

(ii) Wharton’s Law Lexicon

Wharton’s Law Lexicon characterizes “delinquency” as the behaviour of a minor that infringes
upon legal or ethical standards, necessitating corrective actions. It frames delinquency not just
as a breach of the law, but also as a societal and moral issue that calls for legal action. This
reinforces my point that the notion of rehabilitation is ingrained in the legal perception of
juveniles, emphasizing that the system aims to reform young offenders instead of punishing

them like adults.

(iii) Oxford Dictionary of Law

The Oxford Dictionary of Law defines the juvenile court as a specialized venue for young
offenders that focuses on their welfare. This highlights the procedural distinction between adult
courts, which tend to be punitive, and juvenile boards, which aim for reform. It illustrates the

reasoning behind Indian law establishing Juvenile Justice Boards instead of depending on
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standard trial courts, thus adhering to the principle of adjudication that is sensitive to the needs

of children.
(iv) Halsbury’s Laws of India (Criminal Law: Juvenile Justice)

Halsbury’s Laws of India presents a thorough overview of the provisions found in the Juvenile
Justice Acts of 2000 and 2015, along with pertinent case laws like Sheela Barse v. Union of
India and Salil Bali v. Union of India. This resource supports my research by providing not just
a definitive explanation of the legal framework but also perspectives on judicial interpretation
and application. It ensures that my arguments are anchored in credible commentary as well as

the practical realities of juvenile law.

Textbooks

i) R.V. Kelkar’s Criminal Procedure (Revised by Dr. K.N. Chandrasekharan Pillai)
y

This textbook describes how juvenile cases differ from standard criminal processes. It points
out that Juvenile Justice Boards take the place of traditional criminal courts, prioritizing the
care and protection of minors rather than lengthy legal proceedings. The methodology is
protective and focused on welfare, stressing rehabilitation over punitive measures. This
reference illustrates how the rehabilitative model is inherently integrated into the Indian
criminal process, thus reinforcing my research argument regarding the balance between

rehabilitation and accountability®!.
(ii) S.K. Deshpande, Juvenile Justice in India

Deshpande’s research highlights the conflict between legal frameworks and societal
expectations in the development of juvenile justice. He discusses how the 2015 Act embodies
a middle ground between the public's desire for harsher penalties and the rehabilitative goals
of juvenile law. The textbook illustrates that public anger following notorious crimes played a
significant role in the movement towards increased accountability. This examination is vital for
my study as it illustrates why the equilibrium between rehabilitation and accountability has

shifted and how societal influences can compromise reformative ideals>2.

SIR.V. Kelkar, Criminal Procedure (K.N. Chandrasekharan Pillai rev., Eastern Book Co. 2019).
528 K. Deshpande, Juvenile Justice in India (Deep & Deep Publishing 1999).
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(iii) Mamta Rao, Law Relating to Women and Children

Rao highlights that rehabilitation is essential, stemming from both constitutional requirements
and international law. Simultaneously, she recognizes that accountability must be addressed,
particularly for serious crimes where public trust in the justice system is crucial. Her
examination indicates that rehabilitative measures are a legal obligation for India, but
exceptions are often made to appease public sentiment and calls for harsher penalties. This
supports my argument that, although rehabilitation is the primary goal, accountability is often

incorporated as a compromise>*.
(iv) N.K. Chakraborty, Child and the Law (LexisNexis)

Chakraborty emphasizes that accountability should be proportional, and true justice can only
occur by tackling the fundamental causes of juvenile delinquency. He maintains that solely
focusing on accountability will not yield long-term effectiveness without implementing
rehabilitation and social strategies to confront the underlying problems. This reinforces my
point that rehabilitation is not just a moral obligation but also a practical essential, as it

addresses the wider social circumstances that lead to juvenile crime>*.
(v) Ved Kumari, The Juvenile Justice System in India: From Welfare to Rights

Ved Kumari examines the transformation of the Indian juvenile justice system from a welfare-
oriented approach to one centred on rights. She emphasizes that children should be viewed not
just as subjects of welfare but as rights-holders deserving of dignity and protection. Her
analysis demonstrates that while accountability measures may gain political favour, they have
the potential to contradict and undermine the reformative goals of juvenile justice. This
provides me with a solid academic basis to assert that the rehabilitative essence of juvenile law

should not be sacrificed due to populist calls for more severe treatment™.

SMamta Rao, Law Relating to Women and Children (Eastern Book Co. 2012).
4N K. Chakraborty, Child and the Law (LexisNexis 2017).
55Ved Kumari, The Juvenile Justice System in India: From Welfare to Rights (Oxford Univ. Press 2004).
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Encyclopaedias

(i) Halsbury’s Laws of India (Volume on Children and Juveniles)

Halsbury’s Laws of India offers a definitive and impartial overview of the legal framework
concerning children and juveniles. It demonstrates that Indian law has predominantly focused
on rehabilitating juvenile offenders, yet it also recognizes the emerging shift towards holding
individuals more accountable for serious crimes. I utilize this source as it enhances the
reliability of my research by anchoring it in a respected legal analysis, while highlighting the

conflict between rehabilitation and punishment in India's legal stance™.
(ii) Encyclopaedia of Crime and Justice (David Garland, ed.)

This encyclopaedia discusses the international discourse surrounding the rehabilitative
approach, which focuses on welfare, reintegration, and reduced punishment, as opposed to
more punitive justice models. It notes that the tension between rehabilitation and accountability
is a global concern in the realm of juvenile justice, not just in India. This comparative viewpoint
enables me to place India’s “middle path” between retribution and rehabilitation within a wider

global framework?’.
(iii) International Encyclopaedia of the Social and Behavioural Sciences (Elsevier)

This encyclopaedia emphasizes the sociological aspects of juvenile delinquency. It points out
that the majority of juvenile offenses stem from poverty, insufficient education, peer influence,
and experiences of trauma. It highlights the importance of considering a child's background
and social circumstances when assessing accountability. Without proper rehabilitation and
support systems, punitive actions may primarily label juveniles and exacerbate their situations.
This source reinforces the belief that rehabilitation is crucial in the development of a just

juvenile justice system®.

S$Halsbury’s Laws of India: Juvenile Justice (Vol. 20, LexisNexis 2010).
S7Encyclopaedia of Crime and Justice (David Garland ed., 2d ed., Macmillan Reference 2002). International
Encyclopaedia of the Social & Behavioural Sciences (Neil J. Smelser & Paul B. Baltes eds., Elsevier 2001).
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Balancing Reformative and Retributive Approaches in India’s Juvenile
Justice System

This chapter represents the core of the study on “Juvenile Justice in Practice: Balancing
Rehabilitation and Accountability.” It analyzes how the juvenile justice system aims to balance
the rehabilitative needs of young offenders with the obligation to deliver justice for victims and
protect society. The discussion is structured into thematic segments that progress from
conceptual foundations to legal frameworks, rehabilitation methods, accountability measures,
challenges, and comparative perspectives. Each section builds on the last to provide a
comprehensive examination of the juvenile justice system in India, while also drawing

comparisons to international practices.

Conceptual Framework

Juvenile justice pertains to the legal framework aimed at addressing situations involving
children and teenagers who encounter legal issues. In contrast to adult criminal justice systems,
it prioritizes reform and rehabilitation, recognizing that young individuals are at a crucial
developmental stage where transformation is viable. Rehabilitation aims to tackle the
underlying factors of delinquency, such as poverty, neglect, peer influence, or trauma, while
accountability ensures that young offenders understand the harm they have caused and assume
responsibility for their actions. These dual principles collectively establish the basis of juvenile
justice. The system in India embodies a blend of welfare, justice, and restorative approaches,

achieving various balances depending on the gravity of the offense.

Legal and Policy Framework

The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015 serves as the main legislation
regulating juvenile offenders in India. It characterizes juveniles as individuals under the age of
18 and establishes Juvenile Justice Boards, Child Welfare Committees, and dedicated facilities.
A contentious aspect of the Act is the provision that allows juveniles between 16 and 18 years
old to be tried as adults for serious crimes, indicating a move towards greater accountability in
response to societal pressure. On the international front, documents such as the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child, the Beijing Rules, and the Riyadh Guidelines emphasize the
importance of rehabilitation, diversion, and the use of detention only as a final option. Judicial

rulings in India have also influenced the system, with cases like Sheela Barse v. Union of
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India*® advocating for humane treatment, and Salil Bali v. Union of India® maintaining the 18-
year age threshold, while Dr. Subramanian Swamy v. Raju®' brought attention to the

discussions around juvenile involvement in serious offenses.

Rehabilitation in Juvenile Justice

Rehabilitation is fundamental to the philosophy surrounding juvenile justice. Initiatives
encompass education, vocational training, counselling, therapy, and restorative justice methods
that enable offenders to make amends with victims. Juvenile Justice Boards and Child Care
Institutions are responsible for implementing these initiatives, but NGOs and community
organizations often play a crucial role by offering legal assistance, mentorship, and support for
reintegration. Success stories highlight the effectiveness of rehabilitation in decreasing
recidivism rates and facilitating social reintegration, although obstacles like overcrowded

facilities, social stigma, and insufficient funding often impede these efforts.

Accountability Mechanisms

In addition to rehabilitation, ensuring accountability helps protect victims’ rights and maintains
public confidence in the justice system. Approaches like community service, restitution,
restorative dialogues, and probation enable young offenders to grasp the implications of their
actions while still promoting their chance for rehabilitation. Finding a balance between the
rights of victims and the welfare of youth is a complex challenge, as overly harsh consequences
may hinder reform, while too much leniency could distance victims. Notable cases, such as a
juvenile's involvement in the 2012 Delhi gang rape, have heightened discussions around

accountability and have played a role in prompting legislative reforms in 2015.

Challenges in Balancing Rehabilitation and Accountability

Although there is a progressive framework in place, various systemic issues undermine the
equilibrium between reform and accountability. A number of juvenile institutions are deficient
in infrastructure, trained personnel, and necessary resources. Delays in legal processes extend
the duration of detention, frequently resulting in adverse effects on young individuals. Factors
related to social and economic conditions, such as poverty, lack of educational opportunities,

and family disintegration, lead youth towards delinquent behaviour while also hampering

59 Sheela Barse v. Union of India, (1986) 3 SCC 596.
60 Salil Bali v. Union of India, (2013) 7 SCC 705, AIR 2013 SC 3743
6! Dr. Subramanian Swamy v. Raju, (2014) 8 SCC 390.
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rehabilitation efforts. The general public's perspective and media portrayal, particularly in
instances involving serious crimes, often call for harsher measures, intensifying the conflict

between children's rights and the demands for justice for victims.

Case Study Analysis

Case studies offer valuable perspectives on how rehabilitation and accountability are
implemented in practice. Restorative justice programs in regions such as Maharashtra highlight
the advantages of facilitating conversations between victims and offenders, which can lower
recidivism rates and encourage healing. On the other hand, instances where young offenders
are moved to adult courts showcase the risks associated with emphasizing punishment rather
than rehabilitation, frequently leading to lasting adverse effects for both the individual and the

community.
Comparative Analysis

A comparative perspective reveals how various nations maintain the equilibrium between
reform and accountability. Norway and Canada prioritize diversion and community-based
rehabilitation, resulting in reduced recidivism rates. Conversely, the United States’ inclination
towards punitive approaches has faced criticism for inadequately supporting the reintegration
of young offenders. These global practices highlight the significance of restorative and

rehabilitative frameworks that India can more thoroughly implement.

Impact on Juvenile Offenders and Society

The equilibrium between rehabilitation and accountability carries significant implications.
Successful rehabilitation diminishes recidivism, facilitates reintegration, and serves the
community by converting offenders into responsible members of society. Accountability
provides reassurance to victims and upholds public trust in the justice system. However, an
imbalance whether due to excessive leniency or overly severe punishment can undermine
justice or create more hardened criminals. Consequently, the manner in which this balance is

handled has a direct effect on the future of juvenile offenders and societal cohesion.

Recommendations

Based on the evaluation, various suggestions come to light. Rehabilitation programs should be
enhanced with sufficient funding, qualified professionals, and community involvement.

Initiatives for restorative justice and diversion should be broadened to lessen dependence on
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custodial options. The participation of victims should be included in ways that respect the rights
of children. Reforms within institutions are necessary to minimize procedural delays and to
upgrade infrastructure. Lastly, more public awareness campaigns need to be conducted to shift

societal views from punitive perspectives to more rehabilitative approaches.

The intellectual, legal, institutional, and social facets of juvenile justice have been examined in
this chapter, emphasizing the ongoing difficulty in striking a balance between accountability
and rehabilitation. It has demonstrated that although India's juvenile justice system strives to
uphold justice and safeguard children's rights, there are still gaps in its application and public
perception. The results highlight the pressing need for changes that combine empathy and
accountability in order to create a juvenile justice system that is just, compassionate, and

efficient.

Findings

The conclusions are based on statutory evaluations, legal precedents, secondary literature,
comparative analyses, and relevant data such as NCRB reports®?. The research utilized a mixed-
method approach that combined doctrinal analysis with descriptive and analytical perspectives.
Although primary interviews could not be carried out due to ethical and practical constraints,
the study relies significantly on documented cases, governmental reports, and academic

discussions.

The results are structured into six key areas: the effectiveness of rehabilitation techniques;
practical accountability measures; the difficulties in balancing reform with responsibility; the
effects of juvenile justice on offenders; the viewpoints of victims and communities; and the
discrepancies between policy and execution. Each area emphasizes how the juvenile justice

system operates in reality and where conflicts occur in achieving its dual goals.
1. Rehabilitation Practices and Effectiveness

Rehabilitation has become a fundamental component of the juvenile justice system, aligning

with international norms and Indian legal provisions. The research identified several programs,

62 Suresh Deepala, Data: NCRB Data Indicates that Crimes Committed by Juveniles Down 30% Between 2013
& 2022, Factly,(May 28,2024),https://factly.in/data-ncrb-data-indicates-that-crimes-committed-by-juveniles-
down-30-between-2013-2022/
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including formal education, vocational training, counselling, trauma and substance abuse

therapy, community diversion initiatives, and restorative justice practices.

Findings from NCRB reports and NGO research suggest that involvement in vocational and
educational programs is linked to reduced rates of reoffending. Young individuals who receive
organized training tend to find employment after their release, enhancing their reintegration
success. Key players, including child welfare agencies and NGOs, highlight that rehabilitation
is most effective when treatments are tailored to meet the distinct psychological and social

requirements of each child®.

Nonetheless, obstacles persist. Numerous juvenile facilities are overcrowded and deficient in
qualified counsellors or educators, restricting the effectiveness of programs. Financial
limitations ensure that only a small percentage of youths obtain ongoing educational or
therapeutic assistance. Additionally, societal stigma frequently obstructs reintegration efforts
even after juveniles finish rehabilitation programs. Despite these challenges, restorative justice
initiatives in regions like Maharashtra indicate potential in decreasing reoffending rates and

encouraging reconciliation.
2. Accountability Measures in Practice

Responsibility is a crucial aspect of juvenile justice, making certain that offenders understand
the repercussions of their behaviour while victims and society perceive that justice has been
achieved. In India, methods of accountability comprise community service, restitution,
conditional release, probation, and, for particularly serious crimes, the transfer of 16—18-year-

olds to adult courts.

Research indicates that restorative justice methods like dialogues between victims and
offenders are not frequently used, yet when they are, they foster empathy and accountability
more effectively than punitive measures. Community service has also demonstrated beneficial

outcomes, allowing young offenders to make positive contributions to the community.

Officials in the justice system, as reported in secondary sources, frequently consider

accountability essential for maintaining public trust. Nonetheless, there are ongoing worries

8 Ms. Khyati Singh, 4 Study Of Juvenile Justice In India, 7, IJMFR, (2025), https://www.ijfmr.com/research-
paper.php?id=50520
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that certain measures may overly emphasize punishment, especially in high-profile cases that
are swayed by media and public pressure. The 2012 Delhi gang rape incident highlighted this
trend, as the public called for more severe consequences for juvenile offenders, leading to the

2015 amendment that permitted older juveniles to be tried as adults.

3. Balancing Rehabilitation and Accountability

A key discovery from the research is the challenge of striking a balance between rehabilitation

and accountability. Various obstacles are particularly notable:

e Limitations of Resources: Insufficient infrastructure, lack of staff, and inadequate funding
undermine rehabilitation initiatives.

e Unclear Legal Framework: Laws permitting older juveniles to be prosecuted as adults
create uncertainty and inconsistency in their enforcement.

e Social Influences: Factors such as poverty, family instability, and peer pressure drive
juveniles towards criminal behaviour and complicate their reform.

¢ Inequities in Enforcement: Evidence shows variations in the treatment of juveniles across
regions, with some states prioritizing diversion programs while others depend more on

detainment.

4. Impact on Juvenile Offenders

The results indicate that strategies that integrate rehabilitation and accountability yield more
favourable results for offenders. Young offenders who participate in educational and
counselling initiatives demonstrate enhanced behavioural progress, reduced rates of
reoffending, and increased likelihood of successful reintegration. In contrast, those who solely
face punitive actions tend to suffer from psychological distress, feelings of stigma, and

diminished prospects for reintegration.

Interviews referenced in secondary sources show that a significant number of young offenders
have a favourable view of rehabilitation programs, characterizing them as encouraging and just.
Conversely, those who underwent solely punitive measures often reported feelings of isolation
and despair, heightening their likelihood of reoffending. Consequently, findings suggest that
balanced accountability alongside authentic rehabilitative assistance offers the greatest

opportunity for lowering juvenile crime over time.
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5. Victim and Community Perspectives

The satisfaction of victims continues to be a debated topic in the juvenile justice system.
Although rehabilitation prioritizes the well-being of the offender, victims frequently perceive
that their needs are overlooked. Research indicates that restorative justice methods, involving
direct interaction between victims and offenders, improve victim satisfaction by offering
acknowledgment and closure. Nonetheless, these practices are still infrequent and not formally

established throughout India.

Community viewpoints are also crucial. Media attention often heightens public sentiment,
leading to calls for stricter penalties for young offenders engaged in serious crimes. Although
this mirrors valid safety concerns, it may also jeopardize the ideals of rehabilitation.
Conversely, community participation in diversion programs and mentoring efforts has

demonstrated the ability to enhance both accountability and reintegration.
6. Policy and Implementation Gaps

One of the most important discoveries is the considerable disparity between policy and actual
practice. While India’s juvenile justice system is theoretically aligned with international
standards that focus on reform, diversion, and the welfare of children, real-world application
frequently suffers from limited resources, bureaucratic inefficiency, and societal pressure,
which often lead to more punitive outcomes. Challenges to effective execution include delays
in the juvenile board's proceedings, insufficient aftercare services, inadequate monitoring of
juveniles who have been released, and a lack of collaboration between state agencies and
NGOs®. These shortcomings help explain why recidivism rates continue to be troubling

despite the existence of progressive legal frameworks.

The results of this study indicate that India's juvenile justice system faces a challenging task of
balancing rehabilitation with accountability. While rehabilitation initiatives are in place and
show potential when executed properly, issues related to resources and implementation hinder
their effectiveness. Mechanisms for accountability are essential for delivering justice, yet they

can sometimes shift towards punitive measures influenced by public opinion. Victims and local

%4Ms. Kumari Sukriti, Juvenile justice and human rights: Reforming India’s
Juvenile justice act, 3, IJCLLR, (2023), https://www.civillawjournal.com/article/138/5-2-3-465.pdf
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communities frequently feel excluded from the proceedings, underscoring the necessity for

restorative justice approaches.

Suggestions

1. Individualized Rehabilitation

The juvenile justice system must implement personalized evaluations that cater to the
developmental, psychological, and social requirements of each young offender. A standardized
or “one-size-fits-all” approach cannot adequately address the many different aspects of
delinquency. Thus, customized rehabilitation programs should incorporate educational
alternatives to reduce school dropouts and provide youth with marketable skills, counselling
and therapy to deal with trauma, substance abuse, and mental health issues, as well as
restorative justice practices where juveniles engage directly with victims, fostering empathy
and accountability®. Research indicates that personalized rehabilitation reduces recidivism and
aids reintegration by addressing the underlying factors of delinquent behaviour rather than

merely its manifestations.
2. Balanced Accountability Measures

Responsibility for young offenders should be different from that for adults. The focus should
shift away from punishment and towards fostering moral growth and social understanding.
Consequences should be significant yet suitable for their age, including community service that
allows juveniles to give back to their communities, victim-offender mediation that helps them
comprehend the injury caused and offers a chance to make reparations, and conditions such as
probation or supervised release that maintain oversight while providing opportunities for
change®. This approach guarantees that accountability is both strict and constructive,

supporting the rehabilitative goals of the juvenile justice system instead of hindering them.
3. Policy Harmonization and Consistency

A significant flaw in the existing system is the variation across jurisdictions, leading to

juveniles receiving differing treatment based on their state or institution. To promote fairness

Jus Corpus Law Journal, https://www.juscorpus.com/juvenile-justice-balancing-accountability-and-
rehabilitation-under-the-ipc/ (Sep. 18, 2025).

% J. Robert Flores, Best Practices in Juvenile Accountability: Overview, (2003),
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/0jjdp/184745.pdf.
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and equity, there should be nationwide implementation of consistent standards for diversion
programs, accountability measures, and aftercare facilities. Judicial guidelines also need to
establish clear criteria for prosecuting 16—18-year-olds as adults in serious offenses to avoid
arbitrary judgments®’. It is essential to create standard operating procedures to ensure that all
institutions comply with minimum standards of care and rehabilitation. Achieving consistency
across jurisdictions will enhance public confidence and uphold the constitutional principle of

equality under the law.
4. Strengthening Support Systems

Juvenile delinquency is heavily influenced by social disadvantages, indicating that preventive
approaches are just as crucial as reactive ones. Therefore, support systems should include
community-oriented initiatives that involve at-risk youth in positive activities, family
intervention programs, and parental guidance initiatives that ensure stability in home settings,
as well as focused social services that tackle issues like poverty, educational exclusion, and
abuse®®. By allocating resources to these preventive strategies, society can decrease the number
of children who enter the juvenile justice system initially, thus enhancing both prevention

efforts and protective measures.
5. Victim and Community Involvement

A fair juvenile justice system must recognize and address the needs of victims and their
communities. Implementing restorative justice practices should be a priority, allowing victims
to have a voice in the proceedings, acknowledge their pain, and encourage healing among
offenders, victims, and the community. This method boosts the credibility of juvenile justice
outcomes by showing that reform can happen alongside the delivery of justice. Involving the
community in diversion programs, mentoring, and reintegration efforts can further diminish
stigma and promote the acceptance of rehabilitated youth, making their reintegration smoother

and more enduring.

6. Ongoing Monitoring and Research

The juvenile justice system must be flexible and adaptable to evolving social conditions,

7 supra note 6
8 Tanya Singh, The Juvenile Justice Dilemma: Accountability Vs. Rehabilitation, 3, JLRIS, 2024,
https://jlrjs.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/142.-Tanya-Singh.pdf
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necessitating ongoing assessment and research. Consistent evaluation of rehabilitation
initiatives, restorative approaches, and accountability frameworks is crucial for determining
their effectiveness®. Policy development should be informed by data, utilizing trustworthy
statistics on recidivism, program results, and victim feedback. Furthermore, it is important to
carry out comparative studies with international models to incorporate best practices suited for
the Indian landscape. By integrating continuous monitoring and innovation, reforms can be

grounded in evidence rather than being merely reactive to public concern or specific incidents.
7. Reducing Procedural Delays and Building Institutional Capacity

Prolonged delays in investigations diminish the rehabilitative aims of juvenile justice and
increase the risk of children facing extended detention. To address this issue, serious cases
should be prioritized for expedited hearings before Juvenile Justice Boards, and technology-
based hearings should be implemented to alleviate backlogs. The capacity of institutions must
be enhanced by training probation officers, social workers, and board members in child
psychology and restorative approaches. A more robust institutional framework will facilitate
prompt interventions, yield more reliable outcomes, and foster greater trust in the justice

system.
8. Harmonization with International Standards

India needs to guarantee that its juvenile justice system aligns with its international
responsibilities under the UNCRC and guidelines like the Beijing Rules. The debated policy
permitting youths aged 1618 to be treated as adults should be reconsidered to ensure
adherence to child rights standards. Non-custodial options should always be prioritized,
reserving detention as a last resort and for the briefest duration possible. Effective strategies
like diversion, community-based rehabilitation, and organized aftercare need to be integrated

into Indian practices to conform to global child rights standards.

Conclusion

The study on “Juvenile Justice in Practice: Balancing Rehabilitation and Accountability”

underscores that juvenile justice is one of the most intricate and delicate branches of law. It

 Shalom Gauri, Could a real apology serve justice more than a prison sentence?, thethirdeyeportal.in,
https://thethirdeyeportal.in/pedagogy/could-a-real-apology-serve-justice-more-than-a-prison-sentence-juvenile-
Jjustice/
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continually grapples with the challenge of reconciling two opposing expectations empathy for
youth, who have the potential for transformation, and the need for accountability to ensure

justice for victims and the safety of the community.

Rehabilitation stands out as the fundamental principle of juvenile justice. Global guidelines
such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Beijing Rules, along
with the Juvenile Justice Act of 2015, stress the importance of measures like diversion,
education, vocational training, and counselling to assist in the reintegration of young offenders.
When these initiatives are effectively executed, they lower the rates of reoffending and create

opportunities for a brighter future.

Simultaneously, accountability is essential. Young offenders must understand the
repercussions of their actions through suitable, age-sensitive penalties such as community
service, restitution, probation, or restorative justice discussions’’. Nonetheless, it is crucial that
accountability does not eclipse rehabilitation, as excessively harsh measures could jeopardize

the purpose of a distinct juvenile justice system.

The research indicates that public sentiment and media often influence policy towards more
severe approaches, such as prosecuting older juveniles as adults. This poses a risk to the
principles of children's rights. Victims and communities are often overlooked, even though
restorative justice frameworks demonstrate potential in balancing accountability and reform.
International comparisons show that systems that emphasize diversion and community
rehabilitation yield more favourable outcomes than punitive ones. India needs to enhance
rehabilitation efforts, improve institutional capacity, and adopt restorative methods to close the
gap between legal provisions and actual practices. In summary, juvenile justice should not be
viewed as a conflict between compassion and deterrence, but rather as a combination of the
two. By merging tailored rehabilitation with appropriate accountability, India can develop a
system that safeguards children's rights, provides justice for victims, and fosters a safer and

more humane community.

0 supra note 8
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