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What Is Adult System Involvement?
Historically, the juvenile court system was designed to hold youth accountable for their behavior while
maintaining public safety and to encourage youth to become positive members of society. Therefore, juvenile
courts typically handle cases in which youth are accused of delinquent acts—acts that would be crimes if
committed by adults.
However, all states have “bindover” or “transfer” laws that allow for the criminal prosecution of youth in adult
court. Since the 1990s, many states, including Ohio, have changed their laws to make it easier for youth to be
prosecuted in adult courts and held in adult jails and prisons, even requiring mandatory transfer of a youth to adult
court under some circumstances.

Research on Adult System Involvement:
National research shows that on average, youth who are prosecuted as adults are 34% more likely to commit
additional felonies than youth who commit similar offenses, but remain in the juvenile system. This increase in
recidivism is present even if a youth has minimal involvement with the adult court, including youth who receive
only community control or probation. While the reasons for higher recidivism rates are unknown, the Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention summarized some reasons why this might be the case, which have
significant implications for corrections and public safety systems:


Adult corrections systems lack age appropriate services and supports: Youth have less access to rehabilitation
and family support in the adult system.



Stigma: Youth may be impacted by the stigmatization or negative labeling effects of being labeled a
convicted felon.



Resentment: Youth may have a sense of resentment and injustice about being tried as an adult.



Peer deviance training: Consistent with the literature that youth learn criminal mores and behavior from other
juveniles if they are in custody inappropriately, the experience of “peer deviance” training may be more
significant than if youth are incarcerated with adults.

Placing youth in adult jails and prisons also creates negative short- and long-term impacts on youth. Research
shows that youth housed in adult prisons are more likely to be sexually abused, physically assaulted by staff, are
unable to access education resources, are more likely to be subjected to isolated conditions, and commit suicide
at alarming rates, compared to youth held in juvenile detention centers. In response to this research and the recent
implementation of the Prison Rape Elimination Act, many jails and state correction departments separate youth
from the adult population. When youth are separated from the adult general population, they often are placed in
isolation, which can cause physical and psychological harm as well as staffing challenges and cost differentials
in serving these youth. Adult jails and department of corrections face similar issues in keeping youth safe,
providing age appropriate services, and managing the costs of these youth in their systems.

Adult System Involvement in Ohio:
Ohio youth under the age of 18 can become involved in adult court through one of three procedures: 1) bindover,
2) Serious Youthful Offender (SYO) laws, which allow youth to receive a "blended" juvenile court disposition
and a stayed adult court sentence that can be invoked under certain circumstances, and 3) laws that allow youth

ages 18-21 who are still under the jurisdiction of the juvenile court to be placed in adult jails. On average, over
260 youth per year are bound over in Ohio, but over the past five years, bindovers have dropped 55% from 362
youth in Fiscal Year 2009 (FY09) to 163 youth in FY13. An average of 26 youth per year are prosecuted as
SYOs, which has remained consistent since FY03. Data is not available on the number of youth in adult jails.
Although data on youth in the adult system in Ohio is piecemeal, data on bound over youth shows that:


Mandatory bindover is used most frequently: In Ohio, youth 14 and older can be mandatory or discretionary
bindovers. Mandatory bindover allows youth to be transferred to the adult system without an individualized
review by a juvenile court judge, while discretionary bindover requires juvenile court judges to determine
whether a youth can be rehabilitated in the juvenile system by examining several factors, including the
youth’s age, the nature of the offense, maturity and mental health, and any prior record. In FY13, 61% of
bound over youth were mandatory bindovers. Under certain circumstances, mandatory bindover youth can
be sent back to the juvenile court for an individualized review.



Bindover youth serve relatively short sentences: In FY13, 59% of youth bound over to adult court were
sentenced to five years or less in the adult prison system, including 12% of youth sentenced only to
community control.



Bindover disproportionately affects Black male youth: Although Black youth make up only 17% of Ohio’s
population, they represented 81.6% of the bindover population in FY13.



A very small percentage of boundover youth are convicted of murder offenses: In FY13, only seventeen of
163 bound over youth were convicted of Aggravated Murder, Murder, or Attempts of these offenses.

The Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections (ODRC) houses male bindover youth in the Youth in
Adult Prison (YAP) unit, where they can be held until age 21. This unit is currently located at the Corrections
Reception Center in Orient, Ohio and youthful offenders are separated from the adult general population in
accordance with state and federal law and regulations. The goal of this unit is to show that – given the right youthcentered programming, such as education, substance abuse and mental health treatment, and job training delivered
by individuals trained to work with youth – youth thought to be beyond rehabilitation in juvenile court can indeed
be rehabilitated. Female bindover youth are held in the state’s only adult women’s prison.
Costs: The average cost to house a youth in an ODRC facility is $ 67.90/day, less than placing a youth in a DYS
facility. However, the long-term costs of increased recidivism indicate that it may be more expensive to transfer
youth to adult court, both for the youth and for the public.
Outcomes and Recidivism: ODRC does not track recidivism rates of bindover youth, making it impossible to
compare recidivism rates between youth in the adult and juvenile justice system.

Conclusion:
Across the country, courts and state legislatures are recognizing the harm and the ineffectiveness of transferring
youth to adult court, and are shifting away from prosecuting youth as adults. In light of research and national
trends, placing youth in adult courts and facilities in Ohio does not make economic sense, it is not in the best
interest of public safety, and it does not serve our taxpayers, state, communities, or youth.
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