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; .'*'-Z'!';; Sfamily disintegration, peer pressure, educational deprivation, urbanization, and social marginalization.

o ;3,_,5__233 This research paper examines the phenomenon through an interdisciplinary lens, combining sociological
ff}ﬁgﬁ; ! -: and legal perspectives to analyze the causes, consequences, and institutional responses. The study explores
%% the evolution of juvenile justice laws—from the Juvenile Justice Act, 1986, to the 2000 and 2015 Acts—and
assesses the impact of international conventions such as the UNCRC on India’s legal framework. Key
institutional mechanisms, including Juvenile Justice Boards, Child Welfare Committees, observation
homes, NGOs, and government schemes, are evaluated for their effectiveness in rehabilitation and
reintegration. Judicial approaches balancing reformative and punitive measures are examined through
landmark Supreme Court judgments. Findings highlight that while legal provisions emphasize
rehabilitation, challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, procedural delays, and social stigma persist.
The paper concludes with policy recommendations to strengthen preventive, corrective, and rehabilitative
measures, promoting child welfare and reducing recidivism.
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I. INTRODUCTION abuse to more serious offenses such as sexual assault and

Juvenile delinquency is a phenomenon of critical socio-
legal concern in contemporary India. The term refers to the
participation of minors, generally those below 18 years of
age, in unlawful, antisocial, or deviant activities that
violate the established laws or social norms of society. The
concept has been widely debated, as it lies at the
intersection of sociology, psychology, and law. Unlike
adult crime, juvenile delinquency cannot be
comprehensively  understood only through legal
provisions, since it is deeply rooted in social realities such
as family structures, economic inequalities, peer
influences, and community environments (Sharma, 2018).
At the same time, the issue of juvenile delinquency
challenges the legal system to reconcile two competing
demands: the need to safeguard children’s rights and the
requirement to ensure justice for victims and society.

In India, juvenile delinquency has emerged as a pressing
issue, especially since the early 21st century. According to
data from the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB,
2021), there has been a gradual increase in the proportion
of crimes committed by juveniles, particularly in urban
areas. These crimes range from petty theft and substance
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murder. Such trends raise important questions about the
effectiveness of the legal system and the role of social
structures in preventing youth from slipping into criminal
activities. The increasing involvement of juveniles in
heinous crimes, as highlighted by the 2012 Delhi gang
rape case, where one of the accused was a minor, brought
national attention to the need for reforms in juvenile
justice legislation (Kumar, 2020).

Definition and Scope of Juvenile Delinquency

The term “juvenile delinquency” has been defined
differently across legal and social sciences. From a legal
standpoint, a juvenile delinquent is a child in conflict with
the law, as recognized under the Juvenile Justice (Care
and Protection of Children) Act, 2015. The Act
distinguishes between children in need of care and
protection and those in conflict with the law, thereby
expanding the scope of state responsibility (Government of
India, 2015). From a sociological perspective, delinquency
encompasses behaviors such as truancy, substance abuse,
vandalism, and other deviant acts that may not always
result in formal criminal charges but reflect a departure
from accepted norms (Ahuja, 2019). Thus, the socio-legal
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study of juvenile delinquency requires an interdisciplinary
approach that integrates legal definitions with social
realities.

Historical Background of Juvenile Delinquency in
India

The recognition of juveniles as a distinct category in the
criminal justice system has its roots in both colonial and
post-colonial legislation. The Apprentice’s Act of 1850
was among the first laws in India addressing juvenile
offenders, followed by the Juvenile Justice Act of 1986,
which provided a comprehensive framework. Later, the
Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act,
2000, was enacted in compliance with international
conventions, especially the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989. The most recent
legislation, the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of
Children) Act, 2015, introduced significant changes by
allowing juveniles aged 16—18 years to be tried as adults in
cases of heinous offenses, reflecting the growing societal
concern about violent crimes committed by minors
(Tripathi, 2017). This evolution shows how the Indian
legal system has shifted from a purely welfare-oriented
approach to a more balanced model, addressing both child
rights and societal safety.

Socio-Legal Importance of the Study

The socio-legal aspect of juvenile delinquency is crucial
for multiple reasons. First, it highlights the social roots of
criminal behavior among children, showing how factors
like poverty, broken families, peer influence, and lack of
education contribute to delinquency (Rao, 2019). For
instance, NCRB data reveal that a majority of juvenile
offenders come from economically weaker sections,
underlining the correlation between socio-economic
deprivation and crime. Second, it examines the adequacy
of legal mechanisms in addressing juvenile crime. While
the law seeks to rehabilitate and reform children rather
than punish them, public opinion often demands stricter
punishment, especially in cases of heinous crimes. This
tension creates a continuous debate about the effectiveness
and fairness of the juvenile justice system. Third, the
socio-legal study contributes to policy-making by
providing insights into preventive strategies, including
community engagement, education, and counselling,
which are as important as legal reforms.

Global Context and India’s Position

Internationally, the treatment of juveniles in conflict with
the law is guided by instruments like the Beijing Rules
(1985) and the Riyvadh Guidelines (1990), which
emphasize rehabilitation and reintegration over punitive
measures. India, being a signatory to the UNCRC, is
obligated to align its domestic laws with these global

https://theshillonga.com/index.php/jhed

Journal of Humanities and Education Development (JHED)
J. Humanities Educ. Dev.- 6(6)-2024

standards. However, the 2015 Act sparked debates about
whether trying juveniles as adults contradicts the principle
of child rights. Critics argue that it undermines the
rehabilitative approach, while supporters justify it as a
necessary response to rising crimes by older adolescents
(Singh, 2021). Thus, India’s position reflects the global
tension between child protection and crime control,
making it an important case study for comparative socio-
legal research.

Contemporary Relevance

The issue of juvenile delinquency in India is particularly
relevant today due to rapid urbanization, technological
change, and the influence of the media. Exposure to online
content, cyberbullying, and peer pressure through social
media platforms are new factors influencing juvenile
behaviour. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic
exacerbated vulnerabilities, with reports of increased
substance abuse, online crimes, and domestic violence
impacting children (UNICEF, 2021). Such contemporary
challenges demand not only legal responses but also
holistic social policies focusing on mental health,
education, and family welfare.

Methods of Measuring and Tracking Delinquency
Rates

Accurate measurement and tracking of juvenile
delinquency are essential for understanding trends,
formulating policies, and evaluating the effectiveness of
interventions. In India, multiple methods are used,
combining official statistics, surveys, and research studies.

1. Official Crime Records

i. The National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) compiles annual data on crimes
committed by juveniles, categorized by age,
gender, type of offense, and region.

ii. This data helps identify patterns, such as the
prevalence of theft, assault, or cybercrime
among minors.

2. School and Community Surveys

i.  Surveys in schools and communities
capture unreported delinquent behaviour,
including truancy, substance abuse, and
petty theft.

ii. Tools like self-report questionnaires and
interviews with teachers, parents, and
social workers provide insights into
behavioural trends.
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3. Observation Home and Reform Centre
Records

1. Institutions housing juveniles maintain
records of offenses, rehabilitation
progress, and recidivism rates.

il. These records help in evaluating the
effectiveness of reformative measures
and identifying repeat offenders.

4. Longitudinal and Academic Studies

i. Research studies track cohorts of
children over time to study causal
factors, environmental influences, and
the impact of interventions.

Objectives of the study: -

1. To examine the social and economic factors
leading to juvenile delinquency in India.

ii. To understand the judicial approach towards
juvenile crime through landmark judgments.

I1. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The conceptual framework of juvenile delinquency
provides the foundation for understanding the interplay of
social, psychological, and legal dimensions that contribute
to deviant behaviour among children. Juvenile delinquency
is not a single-dimensional phenomenon; rather, it arises
from a complex interaction of individual traits, family
environment, peer influence, community settings, and
broader socio-economic structures (Ahuja, 2019). From a
sociological perspective, theories such as strain theory and
social disorganization theory suggest that poverty, lack of
opportunities, and breakdown of community institutions
push juveniles toward unlawful activities. In contrast,
psychological theories emphasize personality traits,
emotional instability, and exposure to violence during
early childhood as significant determinants (Rao, 2019).

The legal framework complements these perspectives by
defining who constitutes a juvenile offender and how the
state should respond. Under the Juvenile Justice (Care and
Protection of Children) Act, 2015, children in conflict with
law are treated as a special category requiring care,
rehabilitation, and in certain cases, stricter legal
accountability. This duality reflects the core tension of the
socio-legal approach: balancing reform with deterrence.

Typologies of juvenile delinquency further enrich this
framework, distinguishing between individual delinquency
(stemming from personal or psychological issues), group
delinquency (influenced by peers or gangs), and organized
delinquency (involving systematic crimes such as drug
trafficking). Each type requires different interventions,
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from counselling and family support to legal deterrence
and community rehabilitation programs (Sharma, 2018).

Juvenile Justice System in India

The juvenile justice system in India has evolved
significantly, reflecting changing social attitudes and
international obligations. Its central aim has been to
balance child protection with accountability, ensuring that
children in conflict with law are rehabilitated rather than
criminalized.

Evolution of Juvenile Justice Laws in India

L. Juvenile Justice Act, 1986: This was India’s first
comprehensive law, applicable uniformly across
the country. It focused on care, protection, and
rehabilitation of juveniles, distinguishing them
from adult offenders. However, it lacked
provisions aligned with international standards.

ii. Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of
Children) Act, 2000: Enacted to bring Indian law
into conformity with the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC),
1989, ratified by India in 1992. The Act
emphasized the “best interest of the child,” set up
Juvenile Justice Boards (JJBs) and Child Welfare

(CWCs), and

diversionary and rehabilitative approaches.

Committees introduced

1il. Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of
Children) Act, 2015: Passed in the aftermath of
the 2012 Delhi gang rape case, it introduced
provisions allowing juveniles aged 16—18 years to
be tried as adults in heinous offenses. While
controversial, the Act retained rehabilitation as its
core  philosophy but introduced stricter
accountability.

Influence of International Conventions (UNCRC)

The UNCRC, 1989 profoundly shaped India’s juvenile
justice framework. It mandates four guiding principles:
non-discrimination, best interests of the child, right to
survival and development, and child participation. India’s
2000 and 2015 Acts incorporated these principles,
especially the emphasis on rehabilitation, reintegration,
and child-friendly procedures. Instruments like the Beijing
Rules (1985) and Riyadh Guidelines (1990) also
influenced India’s shift from punitive to reformative
approaches.

Socio-Legal Causes of Juvenile Delinquency in India

Juvenile delinquency is influenced by both social
conditions and the legal environment in which children
grow. In India, the convergence of poverty, family
disintegration, educational deprivation, and gaps in law

Page | 54


https://theshillonga.com/index.php/jhed

Nisha

enforcement creates a fertile ground for juvenile offenses.
The following points highlight the socio-legal causes with
explanations:

1. Poverty and Economic Deprivation

i

ii.

iii.

Children from economically weaker sections
often lack access to basic needs such as food,
shelter, and education.

Economic hardship pushes them into theft, child
labor, and even organized crime for survival
(Ahuja, 2019).

NCRB data (2020) indicates that a majority of
juvenile offenders come from families with
annual incomes below 325,000.

2. Family Disintegration and Broken Homes

1.

ii.

iil.

Parental neglect, domestic violence, or separation
weakens emotional support systems.

Children raised in unstable homes are more prone
to delinquent behaviour due to a lack of
supervision and guidance.

Studies show that absentee or alcoholic parents
are a recurring background factor in juvenile
cases (Rao, 2019).

3. Peer Pressure and Group Influence

1.

il.

Adolescents are easily influenced by peers,
leading to group crimes such as vandalism,
substance abuse, and gang involvement.

Group delinquency offers a sense of belonging to
children alienated from family or school.

4. Educational Backwardness and School Dropouts

i.

il.

iil.

Lack of educational opportunities increases idle
time, frustration, and exposure to negative
influences.

School  dropouts are  disproportionately
represented among juvenile offenders (Sharma,
2018).

Weak school infrastructure in rural areas further
aggravates the problem.

5. Substance Abuse

1.

il.

iii.

Drug and alcohol addiction is both a cause and a
consequence of delinquency.

Juveniles involved in substance abuse often
commit crimes to finance their addiction.

The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances
Act, 1985, exists, but enforcement among
juveniles remains weak.
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6. Influence of Media and Technology

1.

Exposure to violent movies, online games, and
unregulated  internet  content
aggressive behaviour.

normalizes

Cybercrimes such as hacking, online fraud, and
cyberbullying are emerging forms of juvenile
delinquency in India.

7. Urbanization and Slum Environment

i.

ii.

Migration to cities creates overcrowded slums
where children lack proper housing, sanitation,
and recreational spaces.

Social disorganization theory suggests that such

environments weaken community control,

fostering delinquency.

8. Legal Loopholes and Weak Enforcement

1.

il.

iii.

Despite the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection
of Children) Act, 2015, there are gaps in
enforcement.

Many states lack adequate Juvenile Justice
Boards and Child Welfare Committees.

Slow trials and overcrowded observation homes
fail to deter juveniles from repeat offenses.

9. Social Inequality and Marginalization

i.

ii.

Children from Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, and minority
discrimination, exclusion, and a lack of
opportunities.

communities  face

Marginalization creates frustration and alienation,
leading to higher delinquency rates in vulnerable
groups (Singh, 2021).

10. Lack of Effective Rehabilitation Mechanisms

i.

ii.

Observation homes and reform centres often lack
trained staff, proper counselling, or reintegration
programs.

Instead of reforming, such institutions sometimes
expose juveniles to hardened
reinforcing delinquent behaviour.

criminals,

Judicial Approach towards Juvenile Delinquency

The judiciary in India has played a pivotal role in shaping
the treatment of juveniles in conflict with the law. Courts

have consistently emphasized that juveniles are entitled to
special care, protection, and rehabilitation under the
constitutional mandate and the Juvenile Justice (Care and
Protection of Children) Act. At the same time, the
judiciary has recognized the need for accountability in
cases of heinous crimes, striking a balance between
reformative and punitive approaches.
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Landmark Supreme Court and High Court Judgments

i Salil Bali v. Union of India (2013): The
Supreme Court emphasized that the juvenile
justice system must remain rehabilitative and
reformative. It highlighted that children must not
be punished as adults merely for expediency and
reiterated the importance of child-friendly
procedures.

ii. Mukesh v. State of NCT of Delhi (2017): In this
case concerning the juvenile involved in the 2012
Delhi gang rape, the Supreme Court upheld the
trial of a 16—18-year-old juvenile as an adult for a
heinous crime. The judgment sparked debate on
balancing justice for victims and the rehabilitation
of juveniles.

iil. Bachpan Bachao Andolan v. Union of India
(2011): The Court
implementation of juvenile justice laws, ensuring
that children in conflict with the law are treated in
accordance with the rehabilitative principles of
the UNCRC.

directed stricter

Balancing Reformative and Punitive Approaches
The Indian judiciary consistently follows a dual approach:

1. Reformative: Juveniles are to be rehabilitated
through counselling, skill development, and
reintegration  into  society. Courts  have
emphasized observation homes, probation, and
alternative measures rather than imprisonment.

ii. Punitive (in exceptional cases): For heinous
offenses by older adolescents (16—18 years),
courts have permitted trial as adults to ensure
societal protection and deterrence, as reflected in
the 2015 Juvenile Justice Act.

This balance reflects the socio-legal philosophy that while
juveniles are accountable for their actions, the state’s
primary duty is to reform and protect them, preventing
recidivism. The judiciary acts as a custodian of child rights
while ensuring justice to victims, creating a framework
where law and social welfare converge (Singh, 2021;
Tripathi, 2017).

Institutional Framework and Rehabilitation Measures

India’s juvenile justice system relies on a well-defined
institutional framework to ensure the protection,
rehabilitation, and reintegration of children in conflict with
the law. Two key institutions under the Juvenile Justice
(Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015 are:

1. Juvenile Justice Boards (JJBs)

1. JIBs handle cases of juveniles in conflict
with the law.
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ii. Each board comprises a judicial
magistrate and two social workers,
ensuring legal and social perspectives in
decision-making.

iil. The focus is on inquiry, rehabilitation
plans, and diversionary measures rather
than punitive action.

2. Child Welfare Committees (CWCs)

i. CWCs cater to children in need of care
and protection.

ii. They ensure shelter, counselling,
education, and reintegration into families
or adoption where necessary.

Observation Homes and Rehabilitation

i. Observation homes provide temporary care for
juveniles during inquiry and rehabilitation.

ii. Reformatories focus on vocational training,
counselling, and life skills development.

Role of NGOs and Government Schemes

. NGOs supplement governmental efforts by
providing education, mental health counselling,
and vocational training.

il. Schemes like ICPS (Integrated Child
Protection Scheme) and Bachpan Bachao
Andolan initiatives promote social reintegration
and prevent repeat offenses.

Together, these institutions and measures create a
comprehensive socio-legal framework, balancing care,
protection, and rehabilitation with legal accountability,
thereby aiming to prevent recidivism and promote social
reintegration.

Challenges in the Implementation of Juvenile Justice in
India

Despite significant legislative reforms, the implementation
of the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children)
Act, 2015, faces multiple challenges in India. These
challenges span legal, institutional, social, and
administrative ~ domains,  limiting  the  system’s
effectiveness in preventing and rehabilitating juvenile
delinquency.

1. Inadequate Infrastructure and Institutional
Capacity

1. Many states lack sufficient Juvenile Justice
Boards (JJBs) and Child Welfare Committees
(CWCs), leading to delays in inquiry and
rehabilitation.
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il. Observation homes and reformatories are often
overcrowded, underfunded, and inadequately
staffed.
ii. Lack of trained social workers, psychologists, and

counsellors reduces the quality of rehabilitation
programs (Singh, 2021).

2. Legal Loopholes and Procedural Delays

i. The 2015 Act allows juveniles aged 16—18 years
to be tried as adults in heinous offenses, but states
struggle with defining procedures and timelines.

ii. Judicial delays, backlog of cases, and slow
functioning of JJBs compromise the timely
delivery of justice.

iii. Inconsistent implementation across states results
in disparities in how juveniles are treated.

3. Social and Cultural Challenges

i Social stigma against juveniles in conflict with
the law often hinders reintegration into families
or communities.

il. Poverty, illiteracy, and social marginalization
make children more vulnerable to recidivism.

ii. Communities may resist rehabilitation programs
or foster environments that do not support
positive behavioural change.

4. Insufficient Monitoring and Data

i Lack of centralized, real-time data on juvenile
offenders impedes evidence-based policy-making.

il. NCRB reports provide statistics, but unreported
cases, especially of minor offenses, remain
untracked.

5. Challenges in Preventive Measures

1. Effective prevention requires addressing root
causes such as child labor, substance abuse, and
school dropout rates.

il. Coordination between government departments,
NGOs, and law enforcement is often weak.

iii. Limited awareness about legal rights and social
welfare schemes reduces access to preventive and
corrective mechanisms (Rao, 2019).

6. Financial Constraints

1. Many rehabilitation programs rely on government
funding, which is inadequate or inconsistently
disbursed.

ii. NGOs and community-based organizations face

resource constraints, limiting the scale and
effectiveness of interventions.
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1. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

i. The analysis of juvenile delinquency in India
reveals a strong interplay between social and
legal factors. Socio-economic deprivation, broken
families, peer influence, school dropouts, and
urbanization are consistently identified as key
drivers of juvenile crime (Ahuja, 2019; Rao,
2019). Data from the NCRB (2021) shows that
juveniles from marginalized communities and
economically weaker  backgrounds are
disproportionately represented among offenders,
highlighting the role of structural inequalities.

il. The study also finds that the legal framework,
particularly the Juvenile Justice Act (2015),
provides a comprehensive mechanism for care,
protection, and rehabilitation. Juvenile Justice
Boards, Child Welfare Committees, observation
homes, and government schemes like ICPS are
designed to prevent recidivism and reintegrate
children into society. However, institutional gaps,
procedural delays, and uneven implementation
across states limit the effectiveness of these
measures.

1. Judicial interventions have played a significant
role in balancing reformative and punitive
approaches. Landmark cases, such as Mukesh v.
State of NCT of Delhi (2017), demonstrate the
judiciary’s attempt to hold older juveniles
accountable  for  heinous crimes  while

emphasizing rehabilitation for younger offenders.

Conclusion and Suggestions

Juvenile delinquency in India is a complex socio-legal
issue, shaped by social, economic, and familial factors, as
well as the effectiveness of legal institutions. While the
Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act,
2015, provides a robust framework for rehabilitation, the
study highlights persistent challenges such as inadequate
infrastructure, procedural delays, social stigma, and weak
preventive Judicial interventions and
institutional mechanisms like Juvenile Justice Boards,
Child Welfare Committees, and observation homes have
contributed to reformative approaches, yet gaps in

measures.

enforcement and reintegration remain.

Suggestions:

1. Strengthen infrastructure and increase trained
personnel in JJBs, CWCs, and observation
homes.

ii. Enhance preventive measures through education,

skill development, and community engagement.
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iil.

iv.

A

Improve data collection and monitoring for
evidence-based policy-making.

Foster public awareness to reduce stigma and
support the reintegration of juvenile offenders.

Ensure uniform implementation of juvenile
justice laws across states.

combined focus on social reform and legal

accountability is essential to reduce juvenile crime and
promote child welfare.
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