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A kid who sees 

no end to her/his 

court involvement 

is much more 

likely to conclude 

that how he/she 

behaves makes 

no difference.

– Gar Blume, 
attorney

INTRODUCTION
More than fifty years ago, the United States Supreme Court established in Gideon v. Wainwright 
that a criminal defendant who cannot afford to hire a lawyer must be provided one at no cost 
because “lawyers in criminal courts are necessities, not luxuries.”1 Just a few years later, the 
Court held in In re Gault that young people in juvenile justice proceedings, like adults in criminal 
cases, have the right to an attorney to ensure that the system treats them fairly.2 Yet, across the 
country, this fundamental right to counsel is accompanied by hefty price tags, even for youth 
who are indigent and eligible for court-appointed attorneys. In almost every state, laws either 
permit or require young people or their family members to pay for the cost of court-appointed 
attorneys, including public defenders.3 In many states, even families living in poverty must bear 
this burden. These laws and practices undermine young peoples’ procedural rights and erode 
the restorative vision of the juvenile justice system.

This report analyzes statutes regarding cost of court-appointed counsel in each state, including 
fees for public defenders.4 The report is also based on a survey of 153 individuals—including 
attorneys for youth and other professionals and stakeholders,5 and includes comments from 
attorneys who further explain the impact of these policies on youth and their families. The 
report reveals that laws and policies across the country permit or require youth and families 
to pay for cost of court-appointed counsel—including public defenders, that courts regularly 
impose such costs, and that the financial obligations lead to troubling consequences for youth 
and families.

Youth almost never have resources to pay for their own attorneys;6 asking them to do so puts 
them in an impossible position. Because state laws typically require youth or their families 
to prove indigence, however, this report focuses on what happens after the determination of 
indigence and the appointment of counsel. In almost every state, youth or their families must 
pay for legal assistance even if they are determined to be indigent, either by reimbursing the 
cost, paying a flat fee, or paying an application or other administrative fee.

Charging families—especially those living in poverty—for “free” attorneys leads to devastating 
consequences. Research has shown that fines and fees in the juvenile justice system create 
serious financial burdens that push youth further into the justice system and drive families who 
are already facing financial difficulties into greater economic distress.7 

Our research for this report suggests that requiring youth and families to pay for the cost of 
court-appointed counsel leads to similar problems—youth are forced deeper into the justice 
system, youth remain under justice system supervision longer, and families are pushed into 
poverty. As Alabama attorney Gar Blume explained, 

Despite scholarly research that shows that children perform best after relatively 
short probationary periods, Alabama youth can’t get off of probation until all of 
their financial obligations are paid in full. As a result, their time “in the system” is 
often extended indefinitely, while the child and a parent have to attend a monthly 
“pay or stay” docket to either bring their receipt for payment or face the threat 
of contempt proceedings. My experience is that a kid who sees no end to her/his 
court involvement is much more likely to conclude that how he/she behaves makes 
no difference.8 

Moreover, while the justice system should be a level playing field, these fines and fees also 
exacerbate disparities based on race and class. Research has shown that youth of color are 
pushed deeper into the juvenile justice system than their white counterparts, even for the same 
types of behavior.9 This, in turn, has placed a disproportionate financial burden on youth and 
families of color.10 Imposing legal costs likely magnifies this burden.
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In addition, requiring youth or families to pay for court-appointed counsel may undermine the 
juvenile court process. A significant number of survey respondents noted that young people 
waived the right to be represented by counsel because of the fees they or their family members 
would be required to pay for their attorneys. At least one survey respondent also highlighted 
that prosecutors used the threat of fees to pressure youth to plead to delinquency charges.

Section A of the report discusses the importance of counsel for youth in the juvenile justice 
system. Section B explores state laws and policies relating to the cost of court-appointed 
counsel for youth and families. Section C shares the result of our survey of public defenders 
and examines the harms associated with the cost of court-appointed counsel, including the 
financial burdens on young people and their families and the conflicts created when parents 
are responsible for their children’s appointed counsel fees, and Section D highlights a recent 
legislative reform in California that may serve as a model around the country.
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The most 

informal and 

well-intentioned 

of judicial 

proceedings are 

technical; few 

adults without 

legal training 

can influence or 

even understand 

them; certainly 

children cannot.

– In re Gault

A.  THE IMPORTANCE OF FREE COUNSEL IN 
JUVENILE PROCEEDINGS

In its landmark ruling, In re Gault, the United States Supreme Court recognized that “[t]he 
juvenile needs the assistance of counsel to cope with problems of law, to make skilled 
inquiry into the facts, to insist upon regularity of the proceedings, and to ascertain whether 
he has a defense and to prepare and submit it.”11 The Court has also noted that, “[t]he right 
to representation by counsel is not a formality. It is not a grudging gesture to a ritualistic 
requirement. It is of the essence of justice.”12

The Supreme Court’s conclusions are common sense. Most adolescents, particularly older 
adolescents, have the cognitive capacity to advise counsel and thus participate effectively in 
their own defense.13 What they typically lack is the capacity to withstand the pressure to waive 
counsel—or to withstand the inherently coercive environment of the courtroom without legal 
representation.14 They also lack the education and experience to understand and navigate court 
proceedings without counsel.15 The Supreme Court in Gault long ago recognized that youth are 
at an extreme disadvantage if they appear in court without counsel:

The most informal and well-intentioned of judicial proceedings are technical; few 
adults without legal training can influence or even understand them; certainly 
children cannot. Papers are drawn and charges expressed in legal language. 
Events follow one another in a manner that appears arbitrary and confusing to the 
uninitiated. Decisions, unexplained, appear too official to challenge.16

Research further confirms that youth may “function less capably as criminal defendants than 
do their adult counterparts.”17 Counsel for youth serve an important purpose, assisting youth in 
navigating complex procedures with momentous and potentially dire consequences.18 

Children simply do not have the resources to pay for their own attorneys. Moreover, making 
youth access to counsel contingent on family financial status raises serious concerns:

 (1) The investigation into parents’ incomes can be lengthy—not to mention invasive—
and, in some cases, is ongoing while children are held behind bars without access to 
an attorney; (2) the investigation can stir fear in families that they may be forced to 
hire an attorney they cannot afford, which can influence a child’s decision to waive 
counsel as a means of forgoing the investigation altogether; (3) some parents have 
incomes that fall just above the eligibility threshold, but they are not truly capable 
of paying for counsel, leaving the child without representation; (4) some parents 
who are ineligible may decide not to hire an attorney, even if they can afford one, 
forcing the child to navigate the system alone; and (5) if parents incur the cost of 
representation, there is potential for conflict between the juvenile defender’s loyalty 
to the child and perception of loyalty to the parents—either from the attorney 
or family.19 

Over a half century ago, the United States Supreme Court established a constitutional right 
to counsel for children delinquency proceedings. Requiring payment from youth, who almost 
always lack the financial means to pay, or from their families undermines the right and erodes 
the integrity of the juvenile court process.
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B.  COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH PUBLIC DEFENDERS 
AND APPOINTED ATTORNEYS

In almost every state, parents and children incur costs associated with court-appointed counsel. 
State statutes typically assess these costs by imposing administrative costs such as application 
fees, processing fees, or public defender fees, and by requiring reimbursement for the cost of 
counsel. These costs are often imposed even for youth determined to be indigent for purposes 
of appointment of counsel.

Our survey of attorneys and other professionals working with justice-involved youth confirms 
that costs for court-appointed attorneys—including administrative fees and reimbursement 
requirements—are imposed on youth and families across the country. Respondents in 19 states 
confirmed that these counsel costs are imposed in their jurisdictions.20 A study by the National 
Juvenile Defender Center based on telephone interviews with public defenders identifies an 
additional 19 states in which the costs are imposed.21 

Because practices vary so significantly from county to county, our survey likely under-reports 
many states in which fees are imposed. As attorney Amanda Powell explained:

Judges have wide discretion to impose or waive the application fee and, as you might 
imagine, there is incredible discrepancy in how this plays out. Some judges refused 
to ever impose the application fee from the moment it was instituted; others rarely if 
ever waive it. Same with recoupment. The Ohio Administrative Code states counties 
“shall” establish recoupment programs, but plenty of counties don’t have one. There’s 
wide variance in counties that do, from those that do a decent job of only assessing 
a reasonable amount on people who really are at the top of the indigence scale, to 
those that always assess the same amount on everyone (sometimes even those under 
125%), to those that assess full costs.22 

These wide disparities in application make tracking the practices challenging. Nonetheless, 
existing data confirm that the fees are widely imposed.

1. Indigency Determinations and the Appointment of Counsel

While this report focuses on costs imposed on youth after they have been deemed eligible 
for appointed counsel, these costs must be understood in the context of the appointment of 
counsel and the determination of indigence. In a handful of states, young people are presumed 
indigent regardless of their parents’ income or independent financial eligibility.23 While generally 
such a presumption results in an automatic appointment without further consideration of a child 
or the family’s financial resources,24 this is not always the case. In Pennsylvania, for example, 
the presumption can be rebutted if the court determines that children have financial resources 
to retain their own counsel.25 

Most states determine eligibility for appointment of counsel by assessing the financial 
resources of youth and their families. A national report found that eligibility determinations may 
be conducted by court personnel, public agencies, or public defender offices and are usually 
based on comparing salaries to the federal poverty guidelines.26 On average, young people 
only receive appointed counsel if their families’ salaries are less than 125% of the poverty 
guidelines.27 This is an incredibly stringent requirement. For an individual, this would be an 
income of approximately $15,000 per year; for a family of three, approximately $26,000.28 

States may also appoint attorneys for youth based on other considerations, such as a conflict of 
interests between the parent and child,29 a parent’s refusal to retain counsel for the child,30 or a 
court determination that appointment of counsel is necessary for the administration of justice.31
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The Public 

Defender’s Office 

represents indigent 

children who have 

indigent parents. 

Somehow, once 

they come to 

court we make 

believe that they 

have money.”

– amanda Powell, 
attorney

2. Administrative Fees and Reimbursement 

Even when a youth is determined eligible for a court-appointed attorney, most state laws permit 
or require youth or families to pay administrative fees or reimburse the court. As attorney 
Amanda Powell explained: “The Public Defender’s Office represents indigent children who have 
indigent parents. Somehow, once they come to court we make believe that they have money.”32 
Almost half of our survey respondents confirmed that even when youth or family members were 
presumed indigent, they were still required to pay at least some costs for their court appointed 
attorneys. Of the respondents, 26.2% reported that these youth or families were required to 
pay a portion of the cost of court-appointed counsel; 23.4% reported that they were required 
to pay an application fee for the determination of indigence; and 12.1% reported that they were 
required to pay for some other aspect of the cost of court-appointed counsel, including a fixed 
public defender fee of $200, an application fee and a public defender lien of $100-250, and 
attorney fees of up to $400. Just over half (50.5%) of attorneys and other professionals reported 
that their courts did not require such payments.

STATUTES PERMITTING OR REQUIRING YOUTH OR FAMILIES TO PAY FOR 
COST OF COUNSEL 

a. Administrative Fees

State administrative fees for appointed counsel include application fees, processing fees, and 
public defender fees, ranging from as little as $1033 to several hundred dollars.34 

Administrative fees add monetary barriers to a service designed to serve youth who lack 
financial resources. The charges are particularly problematic when assessed in states where 
young people are presumed indigent. For example, in Delaware, although every person 
under the age of 18 charged with a crime or act of delinquency is automatically eligible for 
representation by the Office of Defense Services,35 there is a $100 administrative fee for any 
defendant once a defense attorney enters an appearance, even if there is no adjudication 
of delinquency.36



The Price of Justice: The High Cost of “Free” Counsel for Youth in the Juvenile Justice System8

In some jurisdictions, application fees may be waived, reduced, paid later in a case, or paid off 
through work or community service. Colorado’s statute, for example, allows the court to waive 
the $25 processing fee, if the court determines the juvenile or his or her parents do not have 
the financial resources to pay the fee.37 In Tennessee, although the court may waive the $50 
court-appointed counsel administrative fee, it may also increase the fee to $200 upon finding 
that the child or their parents or guardian can pay the increased amount.38 In Ohio, the law shifts 
payment until final disposition if an individual fails to pay the non-refundable application fee 
within seven days of appointment of counsel.39 

While these statutes may be less onerous than set fees, they still impose financial burdens 
and may have a chilling effect on representation. Youth may waive counsel out of fear of the 
financial obligation, families may not know how to request waiver of fees, or courts may fail to 
offer the waiver. Moreover, even reduced fees may be highly problematic when compounded 
by the multitude of financial charges young people face as they navigate the justice system.40 
Indeed, even a Delaware law that allows people to work to discharge the Office of Defense 
Services administrative fine if they are unable to pay41 is not helpful to youth. Because youth 
must attend school full-time, have limited transportation resources, and may not have access 
to age-appropriate work projects, work obligations may undermine the purposes of the juvenile 
justice system.

STATE 

Arizona

Arkansas

Colorado 

Delaware*

Florida*

Georgia*

Louisiana

New Mexico

Ohio

Tennessee

AMOUNT

$25 Administrative Assessment Fee

$10-$400 Public Defender User Fee

$25 Processing Fee

$100 Administrative Fee

$50 Application Fee

$50 Application Fee

$40 Application Fee

$10 Application Fee

$25 Application Fee

$50-$200 Administrative Fee

STATUTES PERMITTING OR REQUIRING ADMINISTRATIVE FEES FOR 
APPOINTED COUNSEL

* Mandatory fee
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b. Reimbursement

Courts also require youth and their families to reimburse part or all of the cost of appointed 
counsel. Reimbursements are generally imposed on parents,42 although some states require 
reimbursement from the child as well.43 Rates vary but can, in some cases, be extremely 
burdensome. Reimbursement may be required,44 for example, at rates of up to $650 per hour.45

Most problematically, some statutes require reimbursement for counsel costs even when 
families lack the resources to pay. In Nevada, for example, even if the court determines that the 
parent is indigent, the court may still require the parent reimburse the county or state for the 
cost of appointed counsel in accordance with their ability to pay.46 Idaho code specifies that 
parents do not have to make reimbursement payments for cost of court-appointed counsel if 
they are indigent, but the “current inability” of parents or juveniles to pay the reimbursement 
does not “restrict the court from ordering reimbursement.”47 The provision gives judges 
significant discretion to determine whether parents will have future ability to pay and subjects 
even currently indigent people to costs. For poor families already struggling financially, these 
provisions may create significant added burdens. 

Even states that excuse reimbursement in cases of indigence may create serious financial 
burdens on families who have low incomes but do not qualify as indigent. In many states, 
parents who are determined capable of paying are obligated to provide attorneys for their 
children. If they fail to provide one, the state will appoint an attorney and charge the parent 
the cost of reimbursement.48 For families just above the cut off for indigence, in particular, the 
obligation to pay for these costs will be problematic, as further explained below.

WHEN REIMBURSEMENT REQUIRED 

Anytime attorney appointed 
 
 
 
 

Parent did not retain counsel for child

Child did not prevail in court

STATES

Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Connecticut, 
Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Maine, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, 
Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New 
Mexico, North Dakota, Oregon, Tennessee, Texas, 
Utah, Virginia, Washington, Wisconsin, Wyoming

Colorado, Florida, Oklahoma, South Carolina

North Carolina, South Dakota, West Virginia

STATUTES PERMITTING OR REQUIRING REIMBURSEMENT FOR  
APPOINTED COUNSEL 
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Our current system 

and the mindset 

that everyone can 

pay despite their 

circumstances is 

counterproductive; 

it further clogs the 

court docket and 

harms families.

– roB mason

C. IMPACT ON YOUTH AND FAMILIES
Imposing the costs of justice on youth and their families can have dire consequences. As Rob 
Mason, public defender and director of a Florida juvenile division, explained, “Besides adding 
financial and mental stress to the family, these fees and costs often keep a child under supervision 
until they’re paid . . . even if all other court sanctions have been satisfied. The longer the probation 
or conditional release, the more likely there will be a violation and further court proceedings 
. . . with more costs. Our current system and the mindset that everyone can pay despite their 
circumstances is counterproductive; it further clogs the court docket and harms families.”49 

State statutes also impose myriad penalties on young people and their families who fail to pay 
counsel fees.50 In many states, parents may face civil actions to collect unpaid attorney’s fees,51 
while many other states automatically enforce orders for uncollected costs as civil judgments.52 
Civil judgments have far-reaching and long-term financial consequences for youth and their 
families. For example, in Wyoming, civil judgments may result in income withholding, seizure 
of unemployment or worker’s compensation, imposition of property liens, and barring drivers’ 
license issuance or renewal.53 

Additionally, many state statutes, without requiring a civil judgment, explicitly establish that 
failure to pay for court-appointed counsel may result in penalties such as: liens on property,54 
wage garnishment,55 or suspending or barring driver’s licenses.56 Such penalties compound the 
financial difficulties families already face. Families who struggle to make payments to the court 
because of unemployment or underemployment may face even greater obstacles to employment 
without a driver’s license. Negative credit scores may hinder a youth’s attempts to seek further 
education or professional training or may undermine the family’s housing stability by making it 
difficult for family members to rent or buy homes. 

POSSIBLE CONSEQUENCES 

Civil action 

Civil judgment 
 

Claim against assets and estate

Contempt of court  

Garnishment (income or tax refund)

Property lien

Sent to private collections agency

STATES

Connecticut, Idaho, Kansas, Kentucky, New Hampshire,

Alabama, Arizona, Indiana, Iowa, Mississippi, New 
Jersey, North Carolina, Oregon, Tennessee, Washington, 
Wisconsin, Wyoming 

South Carolina 

Alabama, Florida*, Iowa, Michigan, Nebraska, North 
Carolina, Oklahoma*, Texas, 

Minnesota 

Florida, Iowa, New Jersey, South Dakota, 

Wisconsin 

STATUTES IMPOSING CONSEQUENCES FOR NONPAYMENT OF  
APPOINTED ATTORNEY COSTS 

* Parents in Florida and Oklahoma face contempt of court if they refuse to appoint counsel for 
their children. 
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You feel like 

you’re drowning 

and you’re trying 

to get some air, 

but people are 

just pouring 

more water into 

the pool.

– dequan Jackson, 
youth assessed 

counsel fees

Our survey confirms these consequences. More than half (51.9%) of respondents described 
added financial hardships or related problems resulting from these counsel costs. Of 
respondents who reported negative impacts, 42.3% reported that inability to pay resulted in a 
civil judgment against the youth that carried into adulthood. As attorney Gar Blume explained, 
“although juvenile court jurisdiction ends absolutely at age 21 for all other purposes, collection 
of financial obligations matters can go on forever.”57 19.2% reported no adverse consequences, 
and 28.8% were unsure. Our data on this issue is limited as numerous consequences occur 
after representation has ended or are outside the scope of the defender’s communications 
with youth. This likely explains the high number of respondents who reported being “unsure” 
about consequences. 

Respondents also confirmed the financial strain these costs impose on youth and families. Of 
those reporting additional burdens, 57.7% stated that costs and fees caused families to go 
into debt. An additional 23.1% of these respondents reported that the cost of court-appointed 
counsel led to “other” negative consequences, including “loss of housing, lack of money to pay 
transportation costs, loss of utilities or other basics of life due to inability to pay,” preventing 
“participation in other programs such as job corps [and] entry into military,” and “severed 
relationships between family members.”

While any imposition of costs and fees on indigent youth and their families can impair 
procedural justice and create additional hardships, the costs of court-appointed counsel 
create unique threats to the constitutionality and adequacy of juvenile court proceedings. 
More than a third (34.6%) of respondents reporting a negative impacted from attorney fees 
noted that these costs were leading youth to waive counsel, presumably to avoid the financial 
obligation altogether.58 

Attorney costs may also contribute to pressure on youth to plead to delinquency charges. In 
Florida, a survey respondent noted that families paid a standard public defender lien of $100 in 
misdemeanor cases and $250 in felony cases as well as deposition costs and other investigation 
costs. The respondent also noted that the state will sometimes present the threat of additional 
prosecution costs—including airfare for witnesses—and “the State often uses the additional fee 
request to get a child to plea[d] rather than go to trial.” 

Counsel costs also risk extending a young person’s involvement with the juvenile justice 
system. More than half (57.5%) of respondents identifying negative consequences reported 
that cases remained open longer because youth or families were unable to pay, while an even 
larger percentage (69.2%) reported that inability to pay resulted in additional court proceedings 
leading to school absences or missed work. In jurisdictions where each court visit triggers still 
more costs, youth and their families can be trapped in a revolving door of heightened family 
debt and recurring involvement with the juvenile justice system. Youth may be forced to remain 
under court supervision even after they have completed all other obligations, such as meeting 
the terms of their probation or completing their time in placement. As one youth, Dequan 
Jackson, previously reported, “You feel like you’re drowning and you’re trying to get some air, 
but people are just pouring more water into the pool.”59 

As nearly 20% of these respondents also reported, inability to pay costs may also result in 
juvenile justice placement. Of respondents who identified negative problems resulting from 
attorney costs, 19.2% reported that inability to pay resulted in youth being put in placement, 
and 26.9% reported it resulted in youth staying in placement longer. Research shows that 
juvenile placement can be harmful for many youth60 and, more specifically, that longer lengths of 
stay do not benefit youth or public safety.61 
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Research also shows that expungement of juvenile records is key to assisting youth in a 
successful transition back to school or a career,62 yet 34.6% of survey respondents who noted 
that inability to pay led to problems reported that it prevented a youth from having his or her 
juvenile record expunged. 

Our survey data reveal troubling patterns: the obligation to pay for court appointed attorneys 
and defenders pushes families into debt, forces youth deeper into the justice system, and 
jeopardizes the constitutionality of juvenile court proceedings.
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Ironically, the fees 

didn’t fund the 

public defender 

system and 

generated little 

if any revenue 

for counties 

after accounting 

for the costs 

of assessment 

and collection.

– Jeffrey selBin, 
clinical Professor 

of law

D. MOVING FORWARD
The policies that best ensure constitutional juvenile proceedings and an effective justice system 
require the elimination of costs and fees for court appointed counsel or public defenders.

Recent changes to California law provide a model for the rest of the country. In 2017, California 
passed S.B. 190, legislation eliminating all public defender fees, as well as several other 
administrative fees previously charged to parents and guardians for their children’s detention, 
probation supervision, electronic monitoring, and drug testing.63 The act explicitly makes 
clear that parents must receive notice that they “shall not be liable for the cost of counsel or 
legal assistance furnished by the court for purposes of representing the minor.”64 Prior to the 
legislative change, at least 51 of California’s 58 counties charged one or more of the fees.65 

According to Jeffrey Selbin, a clinical professor of law and director of Berkeley Law School’s 
Policy Advocacy Clinic, eliminating these fees in California improved outcomes for youth and 
families and eliminated an unfair burden on families of color—without imposing a substantial 
fiscal burden on the counties or states.

Most people were shocked to find that counties charged indigent families for their 
child’s public defender. Together with other administrative charges, we also found 
that public defender fees undermined youth rehabilitation and public safety, and fell 
most heavily on families of color. Ironically, the fees didn’t fund the public defender 
system and generated little if any revenue for counties after accounting for the costs 
of assessment and collection. Ending this high pain no gain practice is helping youth 
and families who are already facing enough challenges.66

California’s example proves that the elimination of fees can be accomplished without adverse 
fiscal consequences to the effective administration of the justice system. These reforms are 
fiscally viable, and they set the stage for a more just and effective juvenile justice system.
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CONCLUSION
The juvenile justice system is premised on the notion that young people deserve the chance to 
move forward, to mature, and to meet their potential. For more than fifty years, our legal system 
has recognized that this can only be accomplished if youth have counsel in juvenile justice 
proceedings. Yet today instead of a second chance, many youth and their families are saddled 
with debt. These policies set youth up to fail: young people don’t have money to pay for counsel, 
and imposing the costs on family members risks creating legal conflicts, financial stress, and 
emotional tensions. Charging for “free” counsel thus results in dire consequences: youth 
pushed deeper into the system, families struggling economically, racial disparities heightened, 
and youth forgoing the right to counsel to protect their families from the economic burden.

The time is right for change. States around the country should ensure that, for youth in the 
juvenile justice system, “free” counsel is actually free of any costs, fees, or requirements of 
reimbursement. This approach will provide youth with the rights promised in Gault and Gideon, 
and contribute to a more equitable juvenile justice system.
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APPENDIX: SURVEY METHODOLOGY
To complement the statutory research conducted by Juvenile Law Center, researchers in the 
Psychology Department at Drexel University (Naomi Goldstein, PhD and Emily Haney-Caron, 
MS, JD) conducted a survey of professionals working with justice-involved youth and non-
professionals (including individuals formerly involved with the juvenile justice system and 
family members or friends of justice-involved youth).

Participants

Survey respondents were 153 individuals, comprised of 79 attorneys, 40 other professionals 
working with justice-involved youth, five individuals with former juvenile justice system 
involvement, ten family members of justice-involved youth, and 19 participants who did not 
identify with one of the above categories (including five advocates, three law students, three 
educators, two social workers, two judges, one retired attorney, and two individuals identifying 
with more than one role). Respondents are presented in two samples: the first, comprised 
of attorneys and other professionals, totaled 119 participants, and the second, comprised of 
all other respondents, totaled 34 individuals. An additional eight participants discontinued 
immediately after indicating they agreed to participate. Among attorneys and other 
professionals, 28 participants (16 attorneys, 12 other professionals) discontinued immediately 
after selecting their role or state, and one other professional who reported living outside of 
the United States was removed prior to analyses. In the second sample, four participants (all 
identifying as “other”) discontinued immediately after identifying their role or state. All other 
respondents completed at least some of the substantive questions.

The sample of attorneys and other professionals ranged in age from 28-73 (mean = 49.67, 
standard deviation = 12.44). In this sample, 51.3% identified as female and 23.5% as male, 
with 25.2% of participants either choosing not to answer the question or discontinuing before 
the demographics questions. Participants identified as White (63.9% of respondents), Black 
or African American (5.0% of respondents), Asian (1.7% of respondents), and American Indian 
or Alaskan Native (.8% of respondents), with 28.57% of participants choosing not to answer or 
discontinuing before this question; 1.7% identified as Hispanic or Latino, 66.4% as not Hispanic 
or Latino, and the remainder chose not to answer. Participants reported working in 31 states and 
the District of Columbia67 and at least 78 distinct counties. 

The second sample, comprised of formerly juvenile justice-involved individuals, friends or family 
of justice-involved youth, and anyone who did not identify with one of the other categories, 
ranged in age from 22-74 (mean = 47.93, standard deviation = 15.60) and identified as 61.8% 
female, 26.5% male, 2.9% other, and 8.8% did not report gender. Participants identified as 
White (70.6% of respondents) and African American (17.6% of respondents), with the remainder 
choosing not to answer; 2.9% identified as Hispanic or Latino, 85.3% as not Hispanic or Latino, 
and the remainder chose not to answer. Participants reported living in 16 states and the District 
of Columbia68 and at least 29 distinct counties.

Procedures

Participants were recruited via professional and family advocacy listservs, social media, 
and word of mouth. Participants were provided with information about the survey and were 
asked to either agree or decline to participate. Participants were asked to complete an online, 
anonymous survey approximately 10 minutes in length. Data were collected using Qualtrics. 



The Price of Justice: The High Cost of “Free” Counsel for Youth in the Juvenile Justice System16

Two slightly different survey versions were used: the first, for attorneys and other professionals, 
asked additional questions inappropriate for lay respondents (e.g., citations for relevant 
statutes); the second, for all other respondents, provided more explanation as needed regarding 
the meaning of legal terms included in questions. Attorneys and other professionals were asked 
to provide information about the juvenile justice system in the jurisdiction in which they work. 
All other respondents were asked to provide information about the juvenile justice system in the 
county in which they live. All participants were asked questions about the frequency of costs for 
bail, court-appointed attorneys, and school-based citations, as well as criminal court costs for 
youth charged as adults, and the impact those costs have on youth and families. Additionally, 
attorneys and other professionals were asked questions about the frequency of costs related to 
municipal violations and summary offenses or other state law non-traffic tickets or citations, as 
well as questions about the presumption of indigence, joint and several liability, and challenging 
costs and fees in court. Finally, participants were asked demographic questions.

Method of Analysis

Because of the exploratory nature of this survey, only descriptive data are presented. The 
purpose of the survey was to collect preliminary information about the frequency and impact of 
various types of costs on juvenile justice-involved youth and their families to supplement the 
statutory analysis. Given the limited sample size and the approach to participant recruitment, 
as well as the varying policies and impacts across counties, the descriptive data cannot provide 
a complete picture of any jurisdiction, but rather provide initial information regarding the 
perspectives of individuals working in and experiencing the juvenile justice systems about the 
costs imposed by those systems on youth and families.
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