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Tallrgetnng §eJrn<IJ)1Ul§ Jf llirvell1lil(8ooui~Y~Ot~s 
OlfffeIDldeIr§ Caurn M2llke a DnffffceJr~Jm(Ce 
It Prosecutors' offices can success­
fully implement programs targeting 
youth defined as habitual, serious, 
and violent juvenile offenders. 
These programs can result in speed­
ier outcomes, more findings of guilt, 
more correctional commitments, and 
can reduce plea bargaining. 
o Programs successfully target ha­
bitual, serious juvenile offenders by 
devoting increased resources to 
serious cases, using vertical prosecu­
tion, and involving more experi­
enced prosecutors. They also work 

From the Administrator 

From previous research about juvenile 
offenders, we know that a small number 
of juveniles commit the bulk of juvenile 
crime. Building on previous research 
about habitual adult criminals, OJJDP 
funded a demonstration program to 
target these serious. habitual juvenile of­
fenders. The program was conducted in 
13 cities across the Nation. 

As with all demonstrations, we learned 
as much from the program's limitations 
as from its successes. The findings de­
scribed in this Update help us know 
what works and what needs further 
study. 

One of the program's objectives was to 
increase the adjudication rate and 
strengthen the disposi tions of targeted 

more closely with victims and 
witnesses. 
" Although the notion of linking 
targeted prosecution with special 
correctional efforts for the youth 
who are targeted is appealing in 
theory, it faces obstacles in practice. 

These are some of the key findings 
of an OJJDP-sponsored evaluation 
of a 2-year program to identify, 
selectively prosecute. and enhance 
treatment for serious, habitual 
juvenile offenders. The program, 
known as the Habitual Serious and 

youth. The evaluation of the program 
revealed that special targeting and prose­
cution of serious, habitual juvenile of­
fenders can work. 

Now that we know targeted prosecution 
can make a difference, we need to look 
at targeting specific correctional alterna­
tives at serious habitual offenders. That 
is, in fact, a subject OJJDP is focusing 
on through its highly acclaimed Serious 
Habitual Offender/Comprehensive As­
sistance Program (SHOCAP). 

We have added a new component to 
SHOCAP to demonstrate the effective­
ness of sending habitual juvenile 
offenders to institutions that target pro­
grams and resources at this population. 
Only when correctional efforts equal 
prosecutorial efforts can we know if tar­
geting serious. habitual offenders works. 

Violent Juvenile Offender Program 
(HSVJOP), was supported by 
OJJDP and implemented and evalu­
ated in 13 jurisdictions nationwide. 
The participating jurisdictions were 
Middlesex County (Cambridge), 
Massachusetts; Camden County, 
New Jersey~ Cook County (Chi­
cago), Illinois; Denver, Colorado; 
Marion County (Indianapolis), Indi­
ana; Jacksonville, Florida; Clark 
{"'Qunty (Las Vegas), Nevada~ Mi­
ami, Florida; Milwaukee County, 
Wisconsin; Philadelphia, Pennsylva­
nia~ the State of Rhode Island~ King 

By expanding the correctional resources 
we can address one of the project's 
limitations-the insufficient number of 
correctional alternatives for serious, 
habitual offenders. In doing so we can 
answer two related questions: If targeted 
prosecution programs result in more 
findings of guilt, will detention facilities 
have the capacity to house these juve~ 
niles? And what effect does detention 
have on serious, habitual offenders? 

In the meantime, the findings from the 
study described in this Update can be 
used to help other jurisdictions imple­
ment programs that target serious 
Juvenile offenders for intensive prosecu­
tion programs. 

Verne L. Speirs 
Administrator 



Evaluation techniques 
The evaluation 's primary objective 
was to examine whether the 
HSVJOP approach brought about 
measuraJ;>le impro~eme?ts or ;:. 
changes m processmg time, case 
findings, and dispositions of seri­
ous, habitual offenders .. 

The evaluation team selected test 
cases (targeted offenders) and 
control cases (non targeted offend:.. 
ers) and compared the processing 
of test and control cases both 
before and during the program. A 
variety of statistical techniques 
were used to determine the 
project's effects. 

The primary sources of data were: 

.. Computerized management in­
formation systems maintained by 
the justice system in each site. 
o Manual case files maintained by 
prosecutors. probation officers, and 
court clerks. 

o Personal interviews with or mail 
surveys of project staff, prosecu­
tors, judges, probation officers, and 
correctional personnel. 

.. Various project-related docu­
ments and repons. 

The indepth study sites 
The four sites chosen for the 
indepth evaluation were typical of 
the jurisdictions that implemented 
tbe program. They are diverse in 
size and other demographic charac­
teristics. Their crime rates fall in 
the average to above average range 
for all the sites and their juvenile 
prosecution divisions also are 
average to above average in size. 

In all four sites, jurisdiction over 
juvenile offenses extends through 
age 17, but otherwise the statutory 
and procedural environments vary 
conSiderably. For example. Wash­
ington, D.C., has no speedy trial 
provisions. while Milwaukee and 
Seattle must hring offenders to 
hearings within very strict time 
limits (30 days or less for de­
tainees). Seattle operates under an 
atypical juvenile code. in which ac­
countability rather than rehabilita­
tion drives sentencing decisions. 

County (Seattle), Washington; and 
Washington. D.C. 

The evalucii.ion also included an in­
tensive assessment of project 
performance in 4 of the 13 jurisdic­
tions: Miami, Milwaukee. Seattle, 
and Washington, D.C. 

This Update on Research summa­
rizes the findings of the evaluation. 

The program's goals 

HSVJOP was influenced by exten­
sive previous research suggesting 
that a small proportion of youth are 
responsible for a large share of all 
juvenile crime. The program was 
modeled in part after career criminal 
programs in which prosecutors 
target adult recidivists. 

HSVJOP was designed to improve 
case processing time, increase 
adjudication rates, reduce plea 
bargaining, and hold serious, habit­
ual offenders more accountable for 
their actions. 

A related goal reflected the growing 
concern about the treatment of 
victims and witnesses in the justice 
system. The program called for 
improved notification, consultation, 
and assistance for victims in pro­
gram cases and encouraged greater 
use of victim impact statements. 

Youth who were adjudicated under 
HSVJOP also were expected to 
receive special correctional services, 
including enhanced diagnostic 
assessments, individual treatment 
plans, and continuous case 
management. 

It was expected that HSVJOP cases 
would receive intensive attention 
from experienced prosecutors, and 
victims and witnesses would receive 
special assistance. To accomplish 
this, the prosecution process would 
include: 

o Criteria and procedures for 
selecting target cases. 
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o Vertical prosecution (the same 
prosecutor or team would remain 
with a case from start to finish). 
o Limited charge and sentence 
bargaining. 
o State representation at all critical 
stages of the case. 
o Procedures to inform victims and 
witnesses about their cases and the \. 
services available. 

Selection criteria 

HSVJOP was expected to select and 
prosecute youth with at least one 
prior adjudication for a serious 
offense and a current charge involv­
ing a serious felony such as residen­
tial burglary, robbery, aggravated 
assault, sexual assault, or murder. 
Within these guidelines, each of the 
13 jurisdictions established its own 
selection criteria. Some jurisdic­
tions, like Seattle and Miami, re­
quired multiple prior adjudications 
in celtain types of cases. 

Not all eligible cases became part of 
the program, however. Some cases 
were probably omitted inad­
vertently. In others, project staff 
used additional subjective criteria to 
keep caseloads manageable during 
busy periods and to rule out eligible 
cases that did not seem "serious" 
enough. Project staff did not appear 
to pick and choose cases that would 
be easiest to win, however. Cases 
that were not assigned to HSVJOP 
were handled routinely by other ju­
venile prosecutors. 

The major findings 

The indepth evaluation of the 
program in Miami, Seattle, Milwau­
kee, and Washington, D.C., found 
significant differences between 
cases that were selectively prose­
cuted and those that were handled 
according to nonprogram routine. ~ 
HSVJOP was related to changes in 
each of the following: 
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D The filing decision: In two of the 
sites there were some differences in 
the number of charges filed in 
HSVJOP cases-one jurisdiction 
filed more charges, another jurisdic­
tion filed fewer charges of a more 
serious nature. 
o Case processing: In all four sites, 
the degree of vertical prosecution 
increased, and in two sites disposi­
tions were speedier. In one site, the 
number of defense continuances 
declined. 
D Adjudications: Three sites in­
creased their adjudication rates, two 
sites lowered their dismissal rates, 
and two sites increased adjudica­
tions on the top charge. 
D Dispositions (i.e., sentences): 
All sites increased their correctional 
commitments. 

No effects were observed on the 
decision to accept cases for prosecu­
tion, on the proportion of cases 
resolved by hearings (Le., trials), or 
on disposition length. 

In general, HSV lOP 
project attorneys 
resolved their cases 
more quickly. 

The filing decision. In three of the 
four sites, HSVJOP prosecutors 
evaluated cases and decided whether 
to reject or file a case and what 
charges to bring. (In the fourth site, 
Seattle, special "screening" attor­
neys evaluated all cases presented to 
the prosecutor's office.) The data 
provide no indication that the proj­
ects affected the overall decision to 
file or reject cases. However, there 

were some effects on the type and 
number of charges filed in two of 
the three sites where HSVJOP attor­
neys screened cases. 

In one site, cases handled by the 
HSVJOP prosecutors were more 
likely than nonproject cases to see 
an increase in the top charge, a 
reduction in the total number of 
charges, or both. 

The overall adjudi­
cation rate ilnproved 
in three sites. 

Case processing. The vertical 
prosecution in the HSVJOP project 
meant that the same prosecutor 
handled the case from the first or 
second court event to the last. 
Levels of vertical prosecution varied 
dependir.g on the site and the statis­
tical measuring techniques used. On 
one measure, the proportion of 
vertically prosecuted cases ranged 
from 41 percent in one site to 81 
percent elsewhere. 

Because HSVJOP permitted prose­
cutors to have lighter case loads and 
more time to prepare cases than 
regular juvenile prosecutors, it was 
expected that HSVJOP attorneys 
would resolve cases more quickly, 
and in two of the four sites, they did. 

There was no indication that prose­
cution by HSVJOP was associated 
with changes in th~ proportion of 
hearings held. For the most part, the 
project also had no effect on the 
number of continuances, except in 
Milwaukee, where defense continu­
ances declined under the project. 

Adjudications and dispositions. 
One HSVJOP project objective was 
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to reduce plea negotiations and 
obtain an adjudication on all original 
charges. In practice, most prosecu­
tors were open to pleas that involved 
an admission to the most serious 
charge because the top charge was 
deemed most important in determin­
ing the outcome. Two of the four 
sites achieved their objective: 
HSVJOP prosecution was associated 
with an increase in adjudications on 
the top charge or all original 
charges. 

The overall adjudication rate im­
proved in three sites. 

In all four sites, project cases were 
more likely to result in commitment 
to State correctional supervision 
than their nonproject counterparts. 
("Correctional commitments" are 
synonymous with institutionaliza­
tion in Milwaukee and Seattle, but 
entail a wider range of options in 
Miami and Washington, D.C.) No 
project-related effects on the length 
of sentences were observed. 

Judicial discretion over terms of 
commitment or probation supervi­
sion was severely limited in three 
sites where judges impose specific 
terms according to statute. 

Other findings 

To supplement the quantifiable 
results measured in four sites, 
interviews and surveys on other 
aspects of the project were con­
ducted with project staff and observ­
ers in all 13 sites. These interviews 
and surveys uncovered additional 
supplemental findings. 

Changes in case handling. Staff 
and observers alike often attributed a 
number of changes in case process­
ing to HSVJOP. These included: 

o Improved communication be­
tween police and prosecutors. 
o Assignment of more experienced 
attorneys. 
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• Higher quality of case 
preparation. 
.. Higher quality of infonnation 
presented at disposition or 
sentencing. 
• Better victim/witness support. 
• A greater amount of preadjudica· 
tion detention. 

Correctional efforts. Correctional 
efforts differed widely Jcross sites. 
OJJDP's original model was modi­
fied considerably after the sites 
submitted their own designs. A few 
sites focused on monitoring treat­
ment plans: others used the funds to 
develop special programs to fill gaps 
in service. Several sites, including 
three of the four indepth study sites, 
created intensive aftercare programs. 

The correctional services that ap­
peared to operate most comfortably 
in tandem with targeted prosecution 
efforts were those that involved 
enhanced presentence assessments 
and reports and subsequent monitor­
ing of compliance. These services 

were relatively inexpensive, and 
providing them to all HSVJOP 
youth was within the realm of 
possibility. 

Staff and observers 
agreed that victiln/ 
witness support 
improved because of 
the project. 

Even though the correctional efforts 
were not studied systematically, it 
was apparent that they had two seri­
ous limitations: 

.. Typically, the correctional efforts 
were slow to get started because 
they required subcontractual ar­
rangements between the prosecutor 
and the provider. 

The typical HSVJOP case 

Although each of the 13 jurisdictions brought its own special flavor, legal 
environment, and staff personality to the program, some generalizations 
can be made about the type of cases that were prosecuted. 

The typical HSVJOP case involved a nonwhite male, age 16 or older, who 
was charged with burglary or a violent offense. The most serious charge 
in the caSe was likely to be burglary (37 percent of all cases), robbery (18 
percent), offelony assault (12 percent). 

More than 70 percent of the youth had been formally adjudicated more 
than once in the past, and at least one of these prior adjudications involved 
burglary or a violent offense. Forty-six percent had previously been sen~ 
tenced to a secure facility or to the State's Department of Juvenile Correc~ 
tions. Nearly 80 percent were under court-ordered supervision or had a 
case pending in the system at the time they were arrested and put into 
HSVJOP. 
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Ci'I The programs at anyone site were 
not likely to be broad enough to 
meet the diverse needs of serious 
habitual offenders and most correc­
tions programs did not have suffi­
cient capacity to handle many of­
fenders anyway. 

Criticisms of the progranl 

Although most of the observers 
supported the program's aims 
and activities, some expressed 
reservations. 

.. Some observers, especialJy judges 
and public defenders, were uncom­
fortable with an "objective formula" 
for selecting cases for HSVJOP. 
They would have prefen-ed a more 
flexible selection process. 
.. Some observers worried about 
labeling youth as serious, habitual 
offenders. They complained that tar­
geted youth were at a disadvantage 
because judges recognized the 
HSVJOP attorneys and made as­
sumptions about youths' records that 
potentially biased their decisions. 
Others pointed out that the HSVJOP 
label singled youths out for unfair 
treatment by the police. 
.. Some judges and defense attor­
neys favored a more relaxed policy 
on plea negotiations. They sug­
gested that such a policy would 
speed case processing and not neces­
sarily affect sentencing outcomes. 
.. Some observers were disap­
pointed with the limited capacity of 
the HSVJOP correctional programs. 
Correctional officials also expressed 
concern that the success of HSVJOP 
in securing detention and commit­
ments might overburden cOITectional 
facilities. 
.. The bulk of the criticism of the 
program came from public defend­
ers; the majority felt the program 
was generally ineffective and 
unnecessary. 



Institutionalization of 
the projects 

Federal funding to all projects ended 
in 1987. Three of the four indepth 
study sites have retained the prose­
cution and victim-witness portions 
of the program-a fairly strong 
endorsement of these components. 

Both Miami and Milwaukee retained 
the entire HSVJOP staff-attorneys, 
victim-witness assistant, and support 
staff. 

Seattle, the site with the smallest 
caseload, returned to original attor­
ney staffing levels but retained the 
concept of targeting the most serious 
offenders and assigning them to the 
division's most experienced trial 
team. 

Miami, Milwaukee, and Seattle all 
terminated the correctional compo­
nents of their programs. 

Washington, D.C., initially retained 
several of the most significant prose­
cution and correctional components, 
but funds for the prosecution com­
ponents were eventually deleted 
from the budget by the city council. 
A small counseling program for 
incarcerated serious offenders con­
tinues, but its future is uncertain. 

Limitations and 
unanswered questions 

The findings that emerge from the 
evaluation are limited in the sense 
that they are based on medium- to 
large-size urban jurisdictions that 
perceived serious juvenile crime to 
be a significant problem and that 
already had juvenile prosecution di­
visions. It is not known how well the 
program would work in smaller ju­
risdictions, very large cities, or more 
rural areas. 

Also, for evaluation purposes the 
prosecutorial and victim assistance 
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elements of HSVJOP were treated as 
a package program. Jurisdictions 
cannot assume that introducing only 
one or two elements of a targeted 
prosecution approach would produce 
the same results. 

We cannot introduce 
one or two elements 
of the project and 
expect to get the same 
results. 

Finally, in deciding whether and 
how to adapt targeted prosecution 
approaches to their own jurisdic­
tions, policymakers should ask some 
additional questions the evaluation 
could not answer: 

o Did the project target the right 
cases or offenders? Even though a 
great deal of research has been de­
voted to chronic offenders, the best 
predictors of continued criminal 
behavior are still being studied and 
defined. 
.. Would the effects have been the 
same if the projects had chosen a 
different target population-for ex­
ample, violent offenders without 
prior convictions, or offenders with a 
long history of misdemeanors but no 
prior serious offenses? 
o How will the program affect the 
juvenile correctional system? If 
HSVJOP increases correctional 
commitments, will juvenile correc­
tional agencies be able to house 
and provide programs for these 
offenders? 
• Do such programs and outcomes 
deter other youth from pursuing a 
criminal career? 
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Criminal justice researchers are ex­
amining some of these questions­
for example, the effectiveness of al­
ternative dispositions and treatment 
strategies and the development of 
models to predict those offenders 
most likely to recidivate. However, 
no single study can definitively 
answer all these questions, just as no 
single program can solve the prob­
lems caused by habitual, serious 
juvenile delinquency. 

The full report, Evaluation o/the 
Habitual Seriolls and Violent 
Juvenile Offender Program: Final 
Report (NCJ 113561) as well as the 
Executive Summary of the Interim 
Report (NCJ 105230) were written 
by Roberta C. Cronin. Blair B. 
Bourque, Frances E. Gragg, Jane M. 
Mell, and Alison A. McGrady. The 
full report is available on microfiche 
from the Juvenile Justice Clearing­
house, 1-800-638-8736 or 
301-251-5500. The Executive 
Summary of the Interim Report is 
available by calling NCJRS, 
1-800-851-3420 or 301-251-5500. 

This Update was prepared from the full 
report, which was produced under Grant No. 
87-JN-CX-OO 13(S-2) from the Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven­
tion, Office of justice Programs, U.S. De­
partment of Justice. Points of view or 
opinions are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the official position or 
policies of the U.S. Department of Justice. 
Portions of this Update appeared in the 
September/October 1988 issue of N /J 
Reports 

The Assistant Attorney General, Office of 
Justice Programs, coordinates the activities 
of the following program Offices and 
Bureaus: the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
National/nstitllte of Justice, Bureau of 
Justice Assistance, Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquemy Preventioll, and the Office 
for Victims of Crime. 
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