
	

The	Campaign	for	Youth	Justice	(CFYJ)	is	a	national	organization	dedicated	to	ending	the	practice	of	
prosecuting,	sentencing,	and	incarcerating	youth	under	the	age	of	18	in	the	adult	criminal	justice	

system.	

Adolescent	Brain	Development	

Adolescence	is	a	period	of	physical,	mental,	and	emotional	development,	generally	occurring	between	
the	ages	of	12	and	18,	often	accompanied	by	distinct	behavioral	changes.1	

Neuroscience	research	shows	that	there	are	physical	differences	between	the	brains	of	adults	and	
youth.	

• According	to	recent	findings,	the	human	brain	does	not	reach	full	maturity	until	at	least	the	mid-
20s.2		

• The	specific	changes	that	follow	young	adulthood	are	not	yet	well	studied,	but	it	is	known	that	they	
involve	increased	myelination	and	continued	adding	and	pruning	of	neurons.3	

• The	prefrontal	cortex	of	the	brain	is	crucial	for	weighing	risk	vs.	reward,	future	planning,	impulse	
control,	and	is	critical	for	a	person	to	be	able	to	make	rational	decisions.4		However,	it	is	one	of	the	
last	parts	of	the	brain	to	develop	and	is	still	not	fully	mature	by	late	adolescence.5	

• The	limbic	system,	which	assists	in	processing	and	managing	emotions,	is	still	maturing	during	
adolescence.	As	a	result,	adolescents	are	more	prone	to	experiencing	mood	swings	and	acting	in	an	
impulsive,	instinctive	manner.6		

In	addition	to	structural	differences,	adolescent	brains	have	an	imbalance	among	these	developing	
brain	systems.	

• The	subcortical	region	of	the	brain,	responsible	for	novelty	and	emotions,	will	more	frequently	take	
precedent	over	the	prefrontal	cortex,	responsible	for	self-control,	in	an	adolescent	brain.7	

• As	the	National	Research	Council	states,	“In	emotionally	charged	situations	with	limited	time	to	
react,	as	may	be	the	case	for	most	juvenile	offenses,	basic	emotional	circuits	may	drive	adolescent	
actions.	In	more	neutral	contexts,	more	top-down	cortical	circuits	may	have	a	greater	impact	on	
decisions.”8	

Youth,	even	in	their	late	teens,	do	not	have	the	same	ability	as	adults	to	make	mature	decisions.	

• Engaging	in	reckless	actions	during	adolescence	is	socially	normative	behavior.9		However,	although	
crimes	peak	around	late	adolescence,	they	begin	a	steep	decline	into	adulthood.10		

• It	is	harder	for	adolescents	to	exercise	self-control	than	it	is	for	adults.11		In	fact,	it	is	unreasonable	to	
expect	that	people	younger	than	18	will	have	a	fully	formed	ability	to	resist	impulses.12	



• Adolescents	and	adults	think	differently	in	terms	of	risks	and	rewards	when	considering	alternative	
choices.		In	particular,	because	of	shifts	in	dopamine	production,	kids	are	more	likely	to	place	
greater	weight	on	rewards	than	on	risks	when	making	such	a	choice.13		This	type	of	decision-making	
is	likely	to	lead	to	risky	behaviors.14	

• Adolescents	are	less	likely	to	consider	the	long-term	consequences	of	the	actions	they	choose	
because	their	capacity	for	thinking	and	planning	for	the	future	is	still	developing.15	

Youth	are	more	vulnerable	to	the	negative	influences	of	environment	and	peer	pressure	than	adults	
are.	

• Research	shows	that	during	youth	and	adolescence,	people	are	more	likely	to	engage	in	risky	
behaviors	because	of	peer	pressure.16	

• Specifically,	one	study	showed	that	adolescents	experienced	increased	stimulation	in	reward-related	
circuitry	when	performing	a	difficult	task	in	the	presence	of	peers.17	

• Negative	characteristics	of	neighborhoods	have	a	major	influence	on	juvenile	delinquency.18	
Because	youths	have	less	freedom	over	their	lives	than	adults,	they	are	often	unable	to	escape	these	
environments.19			

• Such	negative	environments	often	include	emotional	and	physical	trauma,	which	can	inhibit	
effective	adolescent	brain	development.20	

Crime	is	often	a	characteristic	of	the	period	of	adolescence	itself.		It	does	not	necessarily	indicate	the	
final	character	of	a	person.	

• Adolescence	is	a	time	when	a	person	is	still	forming	an	identity,	a	process	that	will	not	be	complete	
until	adulthood.21			

• Because	of	the	changes	taking	place	during	adolescence,	most	young	offenders	will	not	become	
adult	offenders.22		Furthermore,	there	is	no	reliable	way	to	tell	which	juveniles	will	be	among	the	
few	that	do	continue	their	criminal	behavior	into	adulthood.23	

• In	fact,	a	male	adolescent	arrested	at	16	for	robbery	has	the	same	likelihood	of	being	arrested	as	his	
peers	at	age	24.24	

The	Supreme	Court	has	acknowledged	the	fundamental	differences	between	the	brains	of	adults	and	
adolescents.		

• In	Roper	v.	Simmons,	the	Supreme	Court	ruled	that	juveniles	may	not	be	sentenced	to	the	death	
penalty,	seeing	it	as	cruel	and	unusual	punishment	for	adolescents	without	fully	developed	brain	
systems	responsible	for	behavior	control.25		

• In	2012,	with	Miller	v.	Alabama,	the	Supreme	Court	ruled	the	sentencing	of	juveniles	to	mandatory	
life	without	parole	unconstitutional.	This	judgment	rested	on	the	opinion	expressed	in	Roper	v	
Simmons	that	adolescents	have	a,	“‘Lack	of	maturity,’	and	‘Underdeveloped	sense	of	responsibility,’	
[which]	lead	to	recklessness,	impulsivity,	and	heedless	risk-taking.”26		
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