
8

the juvenile court—namely, the number of
referrals by law enforcement. The relative
rates of adjudication and placement and
changes in average lengths of stay also
affect the size of commitment populations.
(Trends in these components of delin-
quency case processing between 1993
and 1997 are summarized on page 7.)

According to data collected for OJJDP by
the U.S. Bureau of the Census, the daily
size of the committed juvenile population
in custody for delinquency offenses in-
creased 38 percent between 1993 and 1997,
from 52,000 to 71,700 (see table 1). For this
example, however, several adjustments to
these data are necessary.3 First, the raw

Table 1: Juvenile Offenders in Residential Placement, 1993–97

One-Day Count of Juvenile Offenders in Custody
(delinquency offenses only)

Population 1993 1995 1997

Total population of juveniles
committed to residential
placement 52,000 59,500 71,700

Private-facility-adjusted
population* 55,200 61,600 71,700

Age-adjusted population† 37,700 43,500 52,500

Person offenders 14,800 18,300 19,800

Property offenders 16,600 17,800 21,300

Drug offenders 4,300 4,600 5,500

Public order offenders 1,900 2,800 5,900
* Adjustments were made to 1993 and 1995 committed populations to compensate for undercounts
of juveniles in placement in private facilities in those years. This was done by applying the ratio of
delinquent youth in private facilities to delinquent youth in public facilities in 1997 to the reported
population of youth in public facilities in 1993 and 1995, respectively, to obtain an estimate of the
number of delinquent youth in private facilities for those years. These estimates were added to the
reported number of delinquent youth in public facilities for 1993 and 1995, respectively, to obtain
private-facility-adjusted commitment populations for each year.

† The Children in Custody (CIC) census for 1993 and 1995 does not disaggregate committed and
detained delinquent populations by age. To obtain this information for youth ages 10–17, offense-
specific adjustments were made based on the proportion of 10- to 17-year-olds in the overall
detained and committed populations in 1997, which is provided by OJJDP’s Census of Juveniles in
Residential Placement 1997. The assumption is that the proportion of 10- to 17-year-olds in the
detained and committed populations in 1993 and 1995 was the same as that actually observed in
1997. This assumption is supported by the age distribution of the overall custody population during
1993–97, which remained quite stable. (CIC data provide the age distribution for the overall juvenile
custody population but do not distinguish between offenders and nonoffenders or between delin-
quent and status offenders. The universe for this study is delinquent offenders only.) The 10- to
17-year-old portion of the overall custody population was remarkably stable during 1993–97: 87.4
percent in 1993, 87.8 percent in 1995, and 87.5 percent in 1997. These age-adjusted custody
populations also exclude youth in facilities for technical violations.

Note: Detail may not add to totals due to rounding. These counts include committed youth only;
detained youth are excluded.

Source: NCJJ analysis of OJJDP’s Children in Custody census 1993 and 1995 data files and
OJJDP’s Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement 1997 data file.

data most likely underestimate the num-
ber of juveniles in private facilities during
the 1993–95 period. Adjusting for this
undercount produces slightly higher fig-
ures.4 The data are also adjusted to ac-
count for the fact that although many
youth in the commitment population at
any given time are older than 17, very few
are older than 17 at the time of their com-
mitment. Adjusting the data for age allows
the analysis to compare more directly the
data on commitment populations with
data on commitment admissions.5 The
analysis also limits the commitment
population to juveniles who were placed in
residential facilities for new offenses. Juve-
niles committed for technical violations of

probation are excluded. After making
these adjustments, the analysis suggests
that the juvenile commitment population
increased 39 percent between 1993 and
1997, from 37,700 to 52,500.

To generate estimates of the future com-
mitment population, a statistical flow
model is used that analyzes the process-
ing of delinquency cases to the point
of placement and models the lengths
of stay in placement. The model begins
with a starting population and calculates
transition rates (or probabilities that
cases will move from one stage of the
juvenile justice process to the next). The
flow model includes the following stages:
(1) referral to juvenile court, (2) adjudi-
cation, (3) commitment to residential
placement, and (4) length of stay for
youth in residential placement. Transi-
tion probabilities include the adjudica-
tion rate (the percentage of referred
cases that are adjudicated), the use of
residential placement (the percentage
of adjudicated cases that are committed
to residential facilities), and the average
length of stay in facilities (measured as
a stock-to-flow ratio; see discussion of
length of stay, pages 12–13).6 These tran-
sition probabilities are shown in table 2.

Changes in the commitment population
can be shaped by a variety of case pro-
cessing components, including the num-
ber of juvenile court referrals, the per-
centage of those referrals that result in
adjudication, the number of those cases
that end in residential placement, and
the length of those placements.  As these
components increase or decrease, they
exert an influence on the size of the com-
mitment population.  It is possible to iso-
late the changes in each component and
determine the share of the total change
in the commitment population for which
each is responsible (see Methodology on
page 17).  Certain components may con-
tribute to growth, while others may have
the opposite effect.  For example, if the
number of court referrals increases, this
will contribute to an expansion of the
commitment population.  At the same
time, other elements of the system could
curtail growth.  A decrease in the use of
placement could offset part or all of the
growth generated by increasing referrals.
Adding up the “shares” from all compo-
nents of juvenile justice case processing
yields the overall net change in the com-
mitment population.


