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For more information please visit www.icmcourtacademy.org/course/underage-drinking-a-guide-for-judges/.
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THE PROBLEM: UNDERAGE DRINKING
Alcohol is the most widely abused substance among America’s adolescents and its toll on youth, their families and 
communities is serious. The reasons teens decide to drink are multifactorial and complex. Some of the reasons 
that teens drink range from attempts to self-medicate, unknown or  unmet mental health issue(s), the widespread 
notion that drinking is part of growing up, the physical and emotional feelings that arise from drinking, social 
influences, easy access and/or parental acceptance of drinking. Effective judicial responses to a youth’s drinking 
require an evaluation of its root causes. Developmentally appropriate interventions should be incorporated into the 
juvenile justice system’s responses to underage drinking. 

WHY SCREEN AND ASSESS?
When an adolescent is referred to the juvenile court for an alcohol related offense or there is information that 
alcohol use was involved in an offense, it is important to ensure that youth has been screened for an alcohol 
problem. Screenings are brief assessment tools and should be completed as early in the case as possible. If the 
screening reveals an alcohol problem, the youth should be referred for a more comprehensive and in-depth formal 
assessment. A licensed evaluator or another trained professional should complete an alcohol/substance abuse 
evaluation as early as possible to determine the clinically appropriate level of treatment needed. A key piece to 
making a referral is to follow up and ensure the child and family has completed the assessment. Any clinical 
treatments recommended should be incorporated into the disposition. Without a formal assessment/evaluation, 
the court may not have the information about what services would be beneficial to the child.

TREATMENT OPTIONS FOR UNDERAGE DRINKING OFFENDERS
If a youth has been assessed as having a problem with alcohol use, it is vital they receive an appropriate treatment 
plan, which should be developed in a collaborative process with probation, community providers and the family. 
Judges and other court professionals should rely on the results of the screening and assessment tools as well as 
the professional judgment of treatment providers when making decisions about treatment options.

IDENTIFYING COMMUNITY RESOURCES
Creating a community resource map or inventory will ensure judges know what programs are available and 
effective. Courts should map services in their community from prevention through intervention. Making sure that 
the providers and services in your jurisdiction appropriately meet the needs of youth, both in capacity and efficacy, 
is a key component to inventorying resources. Once an inventory is completed, create a list or map of providers in 
an effort to match services to needs of the individual.

JUDICIAL LEADERSHIP
A significant aspect of a systems-level approach to underage drinking is judicial leadership. Judges can play a role 
in curbing underage drinking and achieving better case outcomes by becoming more involved with strategies and 
programs aimed at tackling the problem of underage drinking in their jurisdiction. Judges can educate the 
community about the consequences of underage drinking and the need for effective treatment options.

HANDLING UNDERAGE DRINKING CASES
The back of this bench card is a hypothetical scenario that examines decision points in the course of a case. 
The graphic is not intended to be exhaustive but a starting point to explore various approaches to handling 
cases of underage drinking. For more information on effective sentencing of underage drinkers, visit 
https://www.icmcourtacademy.org/course/underage-drinking-a-guide-for-judges/. This is a free, online 
course developed by judges and the National Center for State Courts.
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To get a digital copy of this bench card or to request a print copy, please visit http://www.ncjfcj.org/FAAR-Benchcard.
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