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Mr. Justice BRENNAN delivered the opinion of the Court.  

This case presents the single, narrow question whether proof beyond a reasonable doubt 
is among the 'essentials of due process and fair treatment' required during the 
adjudicatory stage when a juvenile is charged with an act which would constitute a crime 
if committed by an adult.  

During a 1967 adjudicatory hearing, a judge in New York Family Court found that 
appellant, then a 12-year-old boy, had entered a locker and stolen $112 from a woman's 
pocketbook. The petition which charged appellant with delinquency alleged that his act, 
'if done by an adult, would constitute the crime or crimes of Larceny.' The judge 
acknowledged that the proof might not establish guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, but 
rejected appellant's contention that such proof was required by the Fourteenth 
Amendment. The judge relied instead on 744(b) of the New York Family Court Act 
which provides that '(a)ny determination at the conclusion of (an adjudicatory) hearing 
that a (juvenile) did an act or acts must be based on a preponderance of the evidence.' 
During a subsequent dispositional hearing, appellant was ordered placed in a training 
school for an initial period of 18 months, subject to annual extensions of his commitment 
until his 18th birthday-six years in appellant's case.  

The requirement that guilt of a criminal charge be established by proof beyond a 
reasonable doubt dates at least from our early years as a Nation. Expressions in many 
opinions of this Court indicate that it has long been assumed that proof of a criminal 
charge beyond a reasonable doubt is constitutionally required. The reasonable-doubt 
standard plays a vital role in the American scheme of criminal procedure. It is a prime 
instrument for reducing the risk of convictions resting on factual error. As the dissenters 
in the New York Court of Appeals observed, and we agree, 'a person accused of a crime 
... would be at a severe disadvantage, a disadvantage amounting to a lack of fundamental 
fairness, if he could be adjudged guilty and imprisoned for years on the strength of the 
same evidence as would suffice in a civil case.'  

The requirement of proof beyond a reasonable doubt has this vital role in our criminal 
procedure for cogent reasons. The accused during a criminal prosecution has at stake 
interest of immense importance, both because of the possibility that he may lose his 
liberty upon conviction and because of the certainty that he would be stigmatized by the 
conviction. Accordingly, a society that values the good name and freedom of every 
individual should not condemn a man for commission of a crime when there is reasonable 
doubt about his guilt. 

Moreover, use of the reasonable-doubt standard is indispensable to command the respect 
and confidence of the community in applications of the criminal law. It is critical that the 



moral force of the criminal law not be diluted by a standard of proof that leaves people in 
doubt whether innocent men are being condemned. It is also important in our free society 
that every individual going about his ordinary affairs have confidence that his 
government cannot adjudge him guilty of a criminal offense without convincing a proper 
factfinder of his guilt with utmost certainty.  

Lest there remain any doubt about the constitutional stature of the reasonable-doubt 
standard, we explicitly hold that the Due Process Clause protects the accused against 
conviction except upon proof beyond a reasonable doubt of every fact necessary to 
constitute the crime with which he is charged.  

We turn to the question whether juveniles, like adults, are constitutionally entitled to 
proof beyond a reasonable doubt when they are charged with violation of a criminal law. 
The same considerations that demand extreme caution in factfinding to protect the 
innocent adult apply as well to the innocent child. The Court of Appeals indicated that a 
delinquency adjudication 'is not a 'conviction'; that it affects no right or privilege, 
including the right to hold public office or to obtain a license ; and a cloak of protective 
confidentiality is thrown around all the proceedings. The court said further: 'The 
delinquency status is not made a crime; and the proceedings are not criminal. There is, 
hence, no deprivation of due process in the statutory provision (challenged by appellant) 
....' In effect the Court of Appeals distinguished the proceedings in question here from a 
criminal prosecution by use of what Gault called the "civil' label-of-convenience which 
has been attached to juvenile proceedings.' But Gault expressly rejected that distinction as 
a reason for holding the Due Process Clause inapplicable to a juvenile proceeding. The 
Court of Appeals also attempted to justify the preponderance standard on the related 
ground that juvenile proceedings are designed 'not to punish, but to save the child.' Again, 
however, Gault expressly rejected this justification. We made clear in that decision that 
civil labels and good intentions do not themselves obviate the need for criminal due 
process safeguards in juvenile courts, for '(a) proceeding where the issue is whether the 
child will be found to be 'delinquent' and subjected to the loss of his liberty for years is 
comparable in seriousness to a felony prosecution.'  

Nor do we perceive any merit in the argument that to afford juveniles the protection of 
proof beyond a reasonable doubt would risk destruction of beneficial aspects of the 
juvenile process. Use of the reasonable- doubt standard during the adjudicatory hearing 
will not disturb New York's policies that a finding that a child has violated a criminal law 
does not constitute a criminal conviction, that such a finding does not deprive the child of 
his civil rights, and that juvenile proceedings are confidential. Nor will there be any effect 
on the informality, flexibility, or speed of the hearing at which the factfinding takes 
place. And the opportunity during the post-adjudicatory or dispositional hearing for a 
wide-ranging review of the child's social history and for his individualized treatment will 
remain unimpaired. Similarly, there will be no effect on the procedures distinctive to 
juvenile proceedings that are employed prior to the adjudicatory hearing.  

The Court of Appeals observed that 'a child's best interest is not necessarily, or even 
probably, promoted if he wins in the particular inquiry which may bring him to the 



juvenile court.' It is true, of course, that the juvenile may be engaging in a general course 
of conduct inimical to his welfare that calls for judicial intervention. But that intervention 
cannot take the form of subjecting the child to the stigma of a finding that he violated a 
criminal law and to the possibility of institutional confinement on proof insufficient to 
convict him were he an adult.  

We conclude, as we concluded regarding the essential due process safeguards applied in 
Gault, that the observance of the standard of proof beyond a reasonable doubt 'will not 
compel the States to abandon or displace any of the substantive benefits of the juvenile 
process.'  

Finally, we reject the Court of Appeals' suggestion that there is, in any event, only a 
'tenuous difference' between the reasonable-doubt and preponderance standards. The 
suggestion is singularly unpersuasive. In this very case, the trial judge's ability to 
distinguish between the two standards enabled him to make a finding of guilt that he 
conceded he might not have made under the standard of proof beyond a reasonable doubt.  

In sum, the constitutional safeguard of proof beyond a reasonable doubt is as much 
required during the adjudicatory stage of a delinquency proceeding as are those 
constitutional safeguards applied in Gault-notice of charges, right to counsel, the rights of 
confrontation and examination, and the privilege against self-incrimination. We therefore 
hold 'that, where a 12-year-old child is charged with an act of stealing which renders him 
liable to confinement for as long as six years, then, as a matter of due process ... the case 
against him must be proved beyond a reasonable doubt.' Reversed.  

Mr. Chief Justice BURGER, with whom Mr. Justice STEWART joins, dissenting.  

The Court's opinion today rests entirely on the assumption that all juvenile proceedings 
are 'criminal prosecutions,' hence subject to constitutional limitations. This derives from 
earlier holdings, which, like today's holding, were steps eroding the differences between 
juvenile courts and traditional criminal courts. The original concept of the juvenile court 
system was to provide a benevolent and less formal means than criminal courts could 
provide for dealing with the special and often sensitive problems of youthful offenders. 
Since I see no constitutional requirement of due process sufficient to overcome the 
legislative judgment of the States in this area, I dissent from further straitjacketing of an 
already overly restricted system. What the juvenile court system needs is not more but 
less of the trappings of legal procedure and judicial formalism; the juvenile court 
system requires breathing room and flexibility in order to survive, if it can survive 
the repeated assaults from this Court. 



 


