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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the Impact of orlganlzatlonal factors on the rate 

at which uvenile courts commit referred youth to institutions~ Analyzing 

a national sample, the paper demonstrates that both the rate at which 

cases are handled informally and the rate at which Judges commit those 

youth who appear before them independently influence the overall commitment 

rate. It also discovers determinants of each of these two components of 

the commitment rate~ The data support a view that stresses social and 

power processes, and not administrative rationality. Implications of the 

results for the analysis of Juvenile courts and of public legal 

institutions in general are presented. 



Juvenile Court Commitments: . The Role of Organizational Factors 

Comltments to institutions are of great interest to students of Juvenile 

courts, and studies of this phenomenon are plentiful~ ~et of these works 

a t t e m p t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  how comm~t~nent d e c i s i o n s  a r e  I n f l u e n c e d  by  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of indlvldual offenders~ Commonly studied traits Include past and present 

offenses~ family background, raced sexD and class (Terry, 1967; Scarplttl and 

Stephen~onD 1970; Barton, 1976; Cohen and Kluegel, 1978)o 

Although the indlvldual-level studies are useful, they are not the whole 

story~ Juvenile courts are usually bound by few specific statutes or appellate 

decisions that might dictate the criteria for commitment of offenders, and the 

likely result of such legal discretion is t h e  substitution of local predilec- 

tions for state and national standards (Plait, 1969; Besharov, 1974; Levln and 

Sarri9 1974; Natlonal Assessment of Juvenile Corrections, 1976)o One might 

thus expect local or~anlzatlonal arrangements to have an effect on commitmen~ 

above and beyond that expected on the basis of characteristics of the individuals 

courts confront. This effect may be interactive with offender characteristics, 

but it may even be expressed in court variations in commitment rate_~s independent 

of individuals, 

Accordingly, this paper searches for organizational causes of variation in 

commitment rates across a large sample of juvenile courts. It argues that com- 

mitment rates must be conceptualized as a two-step process, and it discovers 

factors that explain a large percentage of the variance in the rates of handling 

youth at each step. In nddltlon9 it notes the xmpllcations of the empirical 

results for an understanding of Juvenile courts end for theoretical discussions 

of discretion in public legal institutions. 
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

One straightforward way of locating the determlnants of variation in 

commitment rates across Juvenile courts involves correlating some plauslble 

explanatory variables with the overall rates at which youth who face courts 

are co~tttedo However 9 this approach is not sufficient because It ignores 

the fact that the commlt~ent decision (from the perspective of the Juvenile 

c o u r t )  i s  b e s t  v iewed as  a t w o - s t e p  p r o c e s s .  Youth f i r s t  f a c e  an " i n t a k e "  

i n t e r v i e w  conducted by a p r o b a t i o n  o f f l c e r 9  i n t a k e  worker ,  pros ecu torp  or  

even s e c r e t a r y  9. and o f t e n  the  i n t e r v i e w  ends w i t h  an i n f o r m a l  d i s p o s i t i o n  

that avoid= further penetration into the court system and the possibillty of 

commit~e~t ,  .: 

For Juveniles who pass beyond the intake stage and are dealt with formal- 

ly, an adjudication and disposition hearlngls next. (Adjudication and dispo- 

sition should not be separated analytically, because they are one hearing in 

most courts; in addition, because so few youth who face a hearing are adjudi- 

cated not guilty~ separating the two stages would not be useful.) Judges m@y 

commit Juveniles to institutions only at this point, if they do not impose other 

dispositions such as dismissal, probation, or treatment in the community. 

It is plausible that decisions made at each polnt independently ~nfluence 

the commitment rate. Because Judges cannot commit Juveniles who do not appear 

before them, a h~gher rate of informal handling might reduce the commitment rate 

by limiting the pool of formal case~, while decisions vmde by Judges also affect 

the commitment rate. The first hypothesis, which summarizes this possibility, is 

thus a necessary first research step. 
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The r ~ t e  a t  which  J u v e n i l e  c o u r t s  commit y o u t h  to  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  depends  on b o t h  t h e  r a t e s  a t  which  

c a s e 8  a r e  handled i n f o r m a l l y  and the  r a t e s  a t  w h i c h  

Judges .commit those youth who come before t h e ~ ;  the 

higher the percentage of .cases handled informally, the 

lower the commitment rated end the higher the percentage 

of Juveniles committed at formal hearings, thehigher 

the co,~ni~ment rate~ 

Nl~ether t h i s  f i r s t  h y p o t h e s i s  p r o v e s  c o r r e c t  o r  not9  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  

n e x t  c o n s i d e r  d e t e r m i n a n t s  o f  b o t h  t h e  r a t e  o f  i n f o r m a l  h a n d l i n g  and the  r a t e  a t  

which formal cases are committed to institutions~ An attempt to analyze commit- 

ment rates ~rithout such a distinction would run the risk of losing much valid 

information concerning the structuring o f  these two distinct stages. In developing 

hypotheses concerning organizational cat~es for differences in the two rates~ 

two of the more common organizational explanations for variation in commit- 

ment rates must be ruled out.. 

First, a number of writers have argued that the rate of informal handling 

and the rate atwhlch formal cases are committed vary depending on whether the 

court adopts the pa.rens patrlae orientation, the family treatment orientation, 

the crime control orientation, the due process orientation, or the organiza- 

tional maintenance orientation (Allen, 1964; Packer, 1964; Grlfflths, 1970; 

Feeley, 1973; Schultz, 1973). Sosin (1978a), however, indicates that juveniles 

court orientations do not significantly affect the rate of co~=nitment of 

formal cases across a sample of juvenile courts, while a parallel, unreported 

analysis yields similar results when the rate of informal handling is the 

dependent variable. Of course, this research does not [>rove that discretionary 

decision-maklng is never structured by rational goals. Rather, the point is 

7 
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thatp g i v e n t h e  ambiguous nature o f c u r r e n t  Juven i l e  court  p h i l o s o p h i e s ,  no 

o n e  o r i e n t a t i o n  sugges t s  a c l e a r  model o f  handling J u v e n i l e s  that may be 

carried out in daily operations. 

A second common perspective suggests that rates of handling youth are 

related to co~amunity characteristics, For. examplep It can be argued that a 

large population, a high 0egree of urbanization, or a high crime rate result 

in an overload of Juvenile Courts, and that informal handling Is increased 

as a response to the high workloads entailed (Blumberg, 1967). In addition, 

because this screening implies that only the more serious cases come to a 

formal hearing, Juvenile courts in large, urban, hlgh-crlme centers may 

exper!enea higher rates of formal e0~itments. A high crime rate may also 

increase environmental pressures to handle youth more severely, further 

increasing the commltmant rate. However0 attempts to correlate these community 

characteri~tlcs (and others as well) with rates of handling youth as 

part of the present paper yield no stati~tleally significant relationships 

a~d no clear patterns~ Perhaps these results occur because Juvenile courts 

are relatively insulated from their environments and need not react to 

external pressures to speed cases through the court or to commit more 

youth. Such apparent freedom fr0m constraints, while not commonly rated 

In theoretical discussions of juvenile courts, is implied in other empirical 

work (Hasenfeld, 1976). 

Given the failure of these perhaps "rational" system explanations of the 

rates at which courts handle Juvenile offender~, the analysis next must turn 

to more "natural" systems views (Gouldner, 1959) in the search for correlates 

of commitment. Some thought reveals that two vlewa in particular, the power 

v~ew and the social vl~1 wtthln the organizational literature, suggest 

. 
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hypotheses that are both theoretically defensible and useful in terms 

of what is known or believed about Juvenilacourts. 

The Power View 

T h e  power perspective on organization (Tullock, 1965; Crozier, 1964~ 

Downsp 1967) generally assumes that the behavior of complex units is the result 

of day-to-day bar~ainlng among individuals who are primarily oriented toward 

self-lnterest. Self-lnterest, in turn, seems to be a function of the formal 

organizational positions in which individuals are placed; in order to improve 

one's own position it is common to work for the enhancement of the unit or 

hierarchical level to which one is attached, and success in this endeavor is 

closely tied to the power inherent in the organizationally defined position. 

For example, university faculty bargln for resources on a departmental basis, 

and larger rewards often accrue to those units with the most prestige and power 

(Pfeffer and Salancik, 1974). 

The sources of power and the interests of an organizationally defined 

position are themselves closely bound up with the relation of an organ~zatlon 

t o  its environment. Of particular importance is the degree to which organiza- 

tlonal leadership positions are vulnerable to outside influences. For example, 

the different vulnerabilities involved in owner-run and manager-run corporations, 

or in private and public seuvlce organizations, have been shown to affect 

organizational behavior (Berle and Means, 1932; Rushing, 1976). 

Two hypotheses are suggested by the power view: 

Hypothesis 2. ~%e greater the influence at intake of the agency that 

refers the case to court, the lower the rate at which 

cases are handled informally and the h~gher the rste at 

which Judges come, It those cases that come before them. 
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Hy~othesis 3, Juveni le  cour t s  ~rlth e l e c t ed  Judges handle fewer 

-cases informally and commit a higher  proportion o f  
J 

formal cases; Juvenile courts with appolnted Judges 

handle more cases informally-and Commit a smaller 

proportion of formal cases. 

Hypothesis 2, consistent with the view that aelf-lnterest i s  suppressed 

in terms of occupational posltlon~ assumes that the referral agency (usually 

the police) lobbies for a low informal handling rate and a large number of 

commitments; such ceurt  action legitimates the original decision to refer and 
Z 

thus improves the prestige of the referral agency. In line wlth the suggestion 

of the power view--that the ~bllity of a group to change behavior depends on 

organizational pcsltlon--the hypothesis posits that the success of such lobbying 

is directly related to the amount of influence the referr~7 ~d~uzce has in court. 

Influence at the intake stage is assumed to be most relc,~,-.: because only 

activity at this stage occurs early enough in the court process to alter court 

i 
dispositions (Sosln, 1978b)o 

The second hypothesis within the power perspective considers the role of 

vulnerabilftles to external pressures in the manner in which Judges act. 

Judges, who have a large amount of control over both the intake stage and the 

formal hearing, can be elected and maintained in office in d~fferent waysp and 

such differences may generate sensitivities to different pressures. Previous 

work suggests that elected Judges are vulnerable to short-run political interests 

but that appointed Judges are more responsive to the demands of those interest 

groups with which they develop long-term ties (Sosin, 1977). Elected Judges, 

vulnerable to short-term community pressures, might order intake workers to 

handle more case~ formally end to co.It more cases; if a Juvenile who does not 

10 
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receive strict handling in court later commits a serious crlme, the Judge 

might suffer an election defeat. �9 Judges, more amenable to 

the long-term interests of child advocates and less vulnerable to short- 

range pressures, might, in comparison, order intake workers to handle 

more cases informally and might commit fewer youth. 

The S o c i a l  View 

A second perspectlvep base�9 on tradltlonal organizational concepts and now 

regaining popularltyp derives from the soclal view of organizational beh~vlor 

(Meyer, 1978)o In brief, this approach claims that formal units respond to 

demands of internal and externa~ forces that are orlented not toward specific, 

rational ends, but toward symbolic, socially appropriate behavior. For ~exa~ple, 

one recent study argues that the bureaucratic form of organization is often 

adopted not to meet demands for effectiveness, but to meet the societal expecta- 

tions that a proper organization is bureaucratic Q~eqer and Rowan, 1977). 

Two hypotheses can be derived from the social view: 

Hypothes i s  4. The higher the percentage of time Judges spends in 

Juvenile matters, the higher the rate of informal 

handling and the lower the rate at which Judges 

commit those cases that come before them. 

llypothesls 5. The rate of informal handling and the rate of ccmmltment 

of formal cases vary with the type of court to w~leh a 

Juvenile court Is attached. 

ao When J~wenile courts are attached to courts with complex 

Juriedlctlons, the rate of Informal handling is higher and 
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. .  the rate at whs form~l cases are co~ulttsd is lo~ero 

bo ~en Juvenile courts are attacked t. courts with 

criminal Jurisdiction the rate of Informal handllng is 
q 

higher and the rate at ~hlch formal cases are committed 

is higher~ 

c~ When Juvenile courts are attached to misdemeanor courts 

the rate of informal handling is higher end the rate at 

~dllch formal cases are c~Itted is lower~ 

/ 
do Nllen Juvenile courts are attached to courts ~rlth small 

civil Jurisdlction~ the rate of Informal l.andling is 

lower and the rate at which formal cases are committed is 

lowero  

H~pothesls 4 is based on the notion that speclal social Interests accrue 

to Judges who.spend a greater time in Juvenile matters. Previous research 

suggests that these Judges view themselves as epecla%Ists and attempt to keep 

in llne with the most modern trends in court administrative philosophy (Sosln~ 

1977)o It thus see~s llkr that Judges who spend a greater amount of time in 

Juvenile matters will encourage the intake staff to utilize informal handling 

more often, and will commit fewer youth who come before the~ for recognition of 

the need to minimize the extent to which youth penetrate into the Justice system 

is a recent, highly regarded trend in Juvenile Justice administration (Schur, 

1973)o  

Hypothesi~ 5 suggests that Juvenile court behavior is based on social 

interests that result from the Judicial e.vironment estabillshed by the other 

t y p e ~  of  c a s e s  t h a t  a r e  hemrd i n  t h e  ~ o e a l  c o u r t  t o  wh ich  J u v e n i l e  c o u r t s  ~ r e  

~ t ~ a c h e d .  Tha t  fs~ when t he  J u v e n i l e  c o u r t  i d e a  f ~ s t  g a i n e d  p o p u l a r i t y ,  such  

I!ii ,+ 

12 
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courts ~ere often attached to other, preexisting courts, and the pattern 

of attachment might continue to. influence theway the Juvenile organizations 

operate. For ex~mpl~, some of the loc~l courts, such as those with unlimited 

civilD unlimited criminal, or appellate Jurisdiction arehlghly complex, as they 

handle many t)~es of cases. In a complex court it is likely that many cases 

are screened in order to systematize and set priorities for tlie Judge's time. 

If one accepts the social ~iew of organizations, one would expect Juvenile 

courts that are attached to complex local courts to follow the pattern and handle 

more cases informally. It is also posslble--although perhaps more questionable-- 

that Juvenile courts with such an attachment commit fewer of those youth who 

are handled formally, following the pattern established in complex courts of 

making many distinctions among le~'els of seriousness. 

Social factors might also operate when Juvenile courts are attached to 

courts that hear serious criminal cases. Criminal courts may ~Iso do more 

screening in order to separate the quite serious cases from the technical, 

legal violations; such courts might commit a higher percentage of cases that 

appear in hearings, given the seriousness of the offenses that reach the hearing 

stage. Under the social assumption one wouldpredict that Juvenile courts 

attached to criminal courts handle more cases informally and commit a higher 

proportion of those youth handled formally. 

Misdemeanor and small civil Jurlsdlctlon~l environments might also affect 

the operation of Juvenile courts. Misdemeanor courts, which handle such minor 

offenses as ordinance violations, apparently 0ften screen and dismiss cases 

and dispense relatively mild dispositions (Hindelang et alo, 1977). One might 

expect Juvenile courts attached to these units ~o screen heavily, to have h{gh rates 

of informal handling as a consequence, and to have low formal co~m~Itment rates. 
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SAMPLE AND 0PERATIONALIZATION 

To test the five hypotheses, 1974 data collected by the National Assess- 

ment of Juvenile Corrections (1976) are useful. The data include a random 

sample of those Juvenile courts in counties ~Ithmore than 50,000 people~ 

Four hundred counties were sampled and questionnaires were sent to the 600 

courts within them believed to have Juvenile Jurisdiction. To in~ure the 

representation of the larger urban courts in the analysis, questionnaires were 

also sent to any of the twenty largest cities in the country that did not fall 

into the random sample. 

Two sets of questionnaires, those sent the Judges and administrators, 

are relevant here. Judges were asked about the organization of the Juvenile 

court, the amount of time they spent on Juvenile matters, and whether they 

were elected, appointed, or first appointed and then later elected. The 

questionnaire sent to administrators contains the statistical information used 

to calculate the commitment rate and its components, as well as information 

concerning influence of the police at intake~ 

277 Judges with Juvenile Jurisdiction and 237 administrators responded to 

the questionnaire, for an uncorrected response rate of about 40%~ However, 

it was later determined that a large number of those courts to which question- 

14 

Small civil court~ (for example, small claims courts), in contrast, apparently 

usually encourage formal court hearings (Sarat, 1976)9 and Juvenile courts 

attached to these units might follow the pattern and also handle ;fewer cases 

Infor~mlly, However, because small civil cases seldom result in harsh dis- 

posltious, it is possible that Juvenile courts attached to these units follow 

the social trend and c~it few of those youth who come to a formal hearing. 
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nalreswere sent out did not exerclse their theoretlc=l Juvenlle Jurisdiction. 

Using telephone contacts, wrlttenr.sterlals, and letters from courts, a large 

nu~Dez of unltswere removed from the potential sample, brlnglngthe actual 

response rate up to 60% of those eligible Judges and 58% of eligible admlnls- 

trators surveyed~ 

State and local statistical report= were used to supplement the statistics 

available in administrator questionnaires~ Such an examination added statistics 

from 141 courts, raising the response to some administrator questions to 378, 

or 80% of the adjusted sample~ In addltlon, demographic data gathered on a 

county basis were combined with the questionnaire information, Population size 

and crime rate, already mentioned in this paper, were among the items included~ 

Information concerning the Jurisdiction of the local unit t~t included 

the Juvenile court was also coded for every court in which administrator data 

or statistics were available. ~e data were coded in binary form, indicating 

2 whether each court unit had Jurisdiction over any of a list of types of cases. 

Court statistics and Jurisdlctional information represent unbiased samples 

of juvenile courts to which questionnaires were sent but the administrators' 

and Judges' questionnaires slightly overrepresent the more populous (and more 

urban) counties. Further, given that there were multiple sources of data, the 

number of complete cases varies widely from variable to variable. This varia- 

tion may not cause significant problems; the correlation and regression 

coefficients that are reported below appear to be quite stable, regardless 

of the Sample size available in a given computer r~. 

Rates of Co.~mltment 

Hypothesls 1 looks at the interrelations between the percentage of cases�9 

handled informally, the percentage of cases handled for~ally that result in 
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commitmentp and the overall rate of co=~itlnento The three relevant rates are 

reported in Table Io The ~nformal rateis defined as the percentage of all 

Juvenile court cases that is handled informally. ~ne formal commitment rate is 

defined as the percentage of those formal hearings that result in commitment. 

The overall cc,~mitment rate, is defined as the percentage of all Juvenile court 

cases that result in commitment. In calculating the last two rates, co-~Itment 

to an institution, to a state agencyp or to a private, out-of-home placement 

were considered to be equivalent~ Commitment to an institution or to a state 

agency are us~mlly alternate procedures d@signed to achieve the same end (procedures 

vary by state), and commitment to a private facility still constitutes a loss 

of freedom~ In fact, these categories were sometimes combined in the available 

datap and distinguishing the types of cor~nltment would reduce the to~al number 

of cases with which the research could ~rk. Even so~ there are many more cases 

for which the informal rate is known than for which the commitment rate is known. 

It is important to note that the variance of the three rates differ 

dramatically. The informal rate has a rather large variance, and in fact has 

a nearly even distribution over the entire possible range. However, the formal 

commitment rate has much less varaince, and the overall commitment rate has the 

least variance. The empirical results that are reported below explain a larger 

percent of the variance in the informal rate than in the other rates, and it 

is possible that the range of this variable contributes to the relative ease 

of explanation. 

Independent Variables 

The independent xsriables used to test hypotheses 2 through 5 are straight- 

forward operatlonalizstions of the concepts mentioned. The independent variable 

16 
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Table i 

Rate of Juvenile Court Case Processing 

Rate -Mean Standard Deviation Variance N 

Informal ~"~ .311 ~ 336 

Formal Commltnment o 135 ,104 . Ol i 253 

Overall Commitment .053 ,050 .003 231 

N o t e :  The i n f o r m a l  r a t e  i s  the  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  a l l  J u v e n i l e  c o u r t  c a s e s  handled  
Ins the formal commitment rate is the percentage of formal hearln~s that 
result in co~-=zi~ent; the overall eomm~.tment rate is the percentage of al__~lJuvenile 
eour~ cases that result in commitment, 

I? 
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that tests hypothesis 2, influence of the referral agency at intake is opera- 

ti0nallzed from a four-polar scale (4 representing the highest degree of influ- 

ence) on which administrators rated how much Influence certain court actors 

have. The average influence of the referral agency is 2.72. The independent 

variables used in hypothesis 3, status of the Judge, are operationallzed as binary 

variables using information from the Judge questionnaire. Slightly over 

one-thlrd of the Judges say they were appolnted~ while a third Claim to be 

elected. There is a third categoryl Judges who are first appointed and then 

later elected. This category is ignored here because the multivariate regres- 

sion an~lysls used in this paper cannot ~rk with variables representing all 

three method8 of nttalnlng office; perfect multicolllnearlty would result, 

making data analysis statistically Impossible. The effect of this arrangement, 

which is minimal, can be guaged from multivariate results involving the other 

Judicial statuses. Hypothesis 4 uses as its independent variable the percentage 

of time that Judges reported they spent on Juvenile matters. The average 

percentage reported is 46.5%. Jurisdiction (of area of law)p used ~n hypo- 

thesis 5, is operatlonallzed from those coded categories mentioned previously. 

Complex courtsp those units which have a n,rmber of types of cases coming before 

them~ are deemed to exist when the larger court which includ~ the Juvenile 

court handles any of the following: appellate Jurisdiction, unlimited civil 

Jurlsdictlon~ or unlimited criminal Jurisdiction. Criminal Jurisdiction exists 

in an overlapping set including unlimited criminal Jurisdictlon~ felony juris- 

diction, or appellate Jurisdiction. The overlap between the two independent 

variables is large, so that one must look at partial correlations and regression 

coefficients in which both variables are present in order to test the hypotheses. 

Misdemeanor Jurisdiction and small civil Jurisdiction are operatlonallzed directly 

#8 
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fromthe original coding~ Of the courte~: ~3o4Z hav~ complex Jurladlctlon~D. 

49o2% have criminal Jurlsdlctlon, 27o2% have misdemeanor Jurisdiction, and 

19o8% have small civil Jurisdiction~ 

DATA AHALYSIS 

The first hypothesis predicts that the overall rate of commitment to 

institutions is a function of two rates: the rate of informal handling and the 

rate of commitment at formal hearings~ This hypothesis may be tested by a 

standard path diagram (Figure I) that covMiders the relations between the three 

�9 variables slmultaneously. The p~th diagram assumes t~t the informal =ate partly 

determines the formal c~Itment rate: ~en the informal rate is highj Judges 

face more serious cases and thus commit a larger proportion of the youth who 

come before th~o It also assumes that bc~h the informal rate and the formal 

commitment rate affect the overall commitment rate~ 

According to Figure i, the formal commitment rate is the more important 

determinant of the overall commitment rate, as the standard path coefficient 

between this variable and the overall commitment rate Is~ while the standard 

coefficient between the informal rate and the overall commitment rate is only 

-~ In addition, a closer look suggests even a smiler, role for the informal 

rate; while the informal rate has a direct, negative relation to the overall 

con~nltment rate, it has a counter-actlng , indirect posltlve effect (8 = .13), 

as it relates positively to the formal commitment rate (S = .21), which has a 

positive relation to theoverall commitment rate. However, the balance of these 

opposing forces is such that the direct effect is much larger than the indirect 

effect. 
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When part ia l  correlation c o e f f i c i e n t s ,  rather than standardized path 

coefficlentn, are used, the relation between each of the two independent 

~ariables aud theoverall commitment rate i s  nearly i d e n t i c a l ,  standing at 

-o78 for the informal rate and .89 for the formal:commltment rate. Partials 

demonstrate a more equal effect for the two indicators than the path dlagram 

because the informal rate has more variance, so that it explains a large 

amount of change in the overall co~unitment rate due to its range. 

As is true whenever multiple indicators of the same set of relations 

exist (Jencks et al, 1972), different perspectives lead to somewhat different 

explanations of the results. However, both sets of numbers underscore the 

main point, that Info~mmal handling and formal commitments have independent 
! 

impacts on the overall commitment rate. Therefore the first hypothesis is 

supported and the desirability of searching for correlates at each of two stages 

3 
is confirmed, 

Variation In Rates 

Hypotheses 2 through 5 predict relations between a series of variables 

and the informal rate and the formal commitment rate. Because some of the 

independent variables may be causally related to each other, and because corre- 

lations among these factors might mask or alter some relations, it is best to 

avoid the use of simple measures of association. Rather, the hypotheses are 

best tested with multivariate techniques; the simple correlations are reported 

in the Appendix. 

In undertaking multivariate analysis it Is useful to view the variables 

as part of a causal chain. The predetermined variables, those elements that 

are beyond the purview of Juvenile courts, include the Judge's elected or appointed 

21 
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s t a t l m  ( h y p o t h e s i s  3)9 t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  os t~ffie t h e  Judge  s p e n d s . i n  J u v e n i l e  

�9 mat . t e rn  (hypothesis 4), andthe Jur~sdlctlonal envlro,-tment ( h y p o t h e s i s  5). 

All of these factors may be viewed as possible causes of the influence of the 

referral agency at intake (hypothesis 2), for Influence might be a function of 

preestabllshed power and soclal arrangements. Influence of the referral agency 

and the predetermined variables can be viewed as cauaes of the informal rate, 

as predicted. These independent variables can also be viewed as causes of the 

formal co~mltment rate. However, the formal commitment rate is partly a function 

of the informal rate, and this variable must also be considered~ 

This chain can be represented by a series of multiple regressions by 

which each set of items is regressed cn its predicted effects. Equations in- 

elude the multiple regression of the predetermined variables on the influence of 

the referral agency at intake, the multiple regression of the predetermined 

variables and influence of the referral agency on the informal rate, and the 

multiple regression of all of these variables on the formal coum~tment rate. 

The relevant standardized regression coefficients are presented in Table 2. 

Each step in the chain ~my be discussed separatelyl 

�9 . io The predetermined variables explain a moderately h igh  19% of the 

variance in the influence of the referral agency at intake. Only the elected 

status of the Judge haa a statistically significant relation to this dependent 

variable in the regressio n equation; when Judges are elected, the referral agency 

has less power (B = -.22). However, :th[s uquatlon masks other relations. 

'~hen only the elected status of the Judge, cr~mlnal jurisdiction, misdemeanor 

Jurlsdlctlon, and the appointed status of the Judge are included in one 

equation, the first three variables have 8tntlstlcally significant relations 

to influence, and the e• variance is not affected. In this equation 

the relation between elected status and influence of the referral ~gency 

22 
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at intake is unchanged, Criminal Jursidiction relates negatively to the 

dependent variable (8 = -.32), while m~demeanor Jurisdiction relates 

positively to influence (8 = o18)o Perhaps elected Judges, involved with 

pressing local political problems, are more concerned about the prosecutor's 

office or even the point of view of defense attorneys, and thus give (and 

convince other workers to give) less influence to the referral agency. 

Misdemeanor courts might rely heavilyon police reports, while criminal 

courts mlghthave other sources of information; the high influence of the 

referral agency in Juvenile courts attached to the former and the low 

influence of this agency in courts attached to the latter might well reflect 

the larger court context~ 

2o The dependent variables e~plain a rather large 39% of the v~riance 

in informal handling, and all but three of the predicted relations hold. As 

predicted, Jurisdictlorml environments involving complex Jurisdlction~ and 

m~sdemeanor Jurlsdlctions.relate to a higher informal rate (B = .38 and .63, 

respectlvely) D while small civil Juri~dlctional environments relate to a lower 

informal rate ~=-o58)o 4 Criminal Jurlsdiction has no effect, even though 

there is a simple correlation between this variable and the informal rate; 

apparently the simple correlation is statlstlcally significant because criminal 

Jurisdiction iS highly correlated to complex Jurisdiction (r=o87)~ w~ich does 

5 
relate signlflcantly to the informal rate in the multivariate analysis. 

There are other statistically significant relations, as both the Influence 

of the referral agency and the appointed status of the Judge have a ntati~ticaily 

algnificant negative relation to the informal rate (~-~ and -~ respectively), 

while ~he percentage of ti~e a Judge ~peuds in Juvenile matters has s positive 

statistically significant relation to this dependent v~riable (~-o!4). However, !i i 
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the elected status of the Judge does not relate to the informal rate in a 

etatistlcally Significant mnnero 

In actuality, three predicted relatlovn do not occur, as criminal Jurls- 

diction and the elected status of the Judge demonstrate no significant relatlon 

to the dependent variablep while the appointed status of the Judge, which was 
.. 

expected to relate to a higher in~or~s'l ra~e, relates to a lo~er Info~al rate. 

Perhaps criminal Jurisdiction has no effect because criminal courts do not 

have the assumed higher rate of screening if complex Jurisdiction is controlled; 

this Jurisdictional environment might not have the type of screening that the 

Juvenile court ~as expected t o  emulate. The lack of a relation involvlug 

elected Judges~ and the r e v e r s e d  relation f u v o l v ~ n g  appointed Judges, indicate 

tl~t the original notions concerning vulnerability my have been mlsstated~ as 

environmental pressures to handle cases formally or informally may not actually 

exist. R~ther, it is possible that most judges desire to Imndle a large pro- 

portion of cases formally in order to ~ximlze their control over case dlspos~- 

tlons, and that appointed Judges are associated w~th courts having a lower 

informal rate because these Judges are most successful in carrying out their 

wishes~ In other ~rds, results concerning the status of the Judge may Indlc~te 

that the power model is useful~ but that the original hypothesis misca!culated 

the sources of power and vulnerability. 

- T h e  most important point o~ the analysls of the informal ra~e Is tlmt 

many predictions are supported, giving rlse to a quite high explained variance. 

Signlflc~ut relations support hypothese~ Involvln~ the Influence of the referral 

agency, the =free spend ~n Juvenile matters, and (in three of four cases) 

Jurledlct~onal enviro.~nnent. The hypothesis Involvln~, Judicial statu~ wa~ found 

to be incorrect, but it appears t h a t  this variable is related to  the ~.nfor~_ml 

rate ~n a manner that ~s conelmtent ~Ith a power analysis. 

28 
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3. About 16% of the variance in the formal commitment rate is explained 

by the independent variables. The informal rate correlates positively with the 
" ] 

formal commitment rate (8 = .25), while �9 �9 who spend ~ore time in Juvenile 

matters are found in courts with a statistically significant lower formal 

commitment rate , as expected (8 = -.20). Further, although the reported 

equation does not indicate it, elected judges exist in courts with a 

statistically slgnificanthlgher commitment rate, while appointed Judges 

exist in courts with a statistically slgnlflcant lower rate. The relations 

involving Judicial status do not appear in the final equation because the 

two statuses cancel out each other's regression coefficient (taken separately, 

8 = .16 and -.19). 

Therefore, the variables succeed in explaining a substantial proportion of 

the variance in the formal commlt~ment rate, and two of the four hypotheses 

Are supported. There are small, predicted relations involving Judicial ststu~ 

and =he percentage of time a Judge spends in Juvenile matters0 ~+ctle neither 

the influence of the referral agency nor Jurisdictional environment play a 

role. Perhaps the failure of the latter two hypotheses occurs because Judges 

are powerful enough to ignore the referral agency and the Judicial environment. 

n nnu  mT 0N 

I t  i 8  p e r h a p v  the  mos t  u s u a l  a p p r o a c h  to  b e g i n  any  i n q u i r y  c o n c e r n i n g  any  

i n o t i t u t l o n  f rom a ratlo,-u~l p e r s p e c t l v e ~ $ c h  asoumes t h a t  o r g a n S z a t l o ~ l  b e ~ v l o r  

can be explained by goals and rational adaptatlo~s to t h e  e~vlrore~ent, Later, 

after the llmlts os this perspective become apparent, IesB rational models 

may ba proposed. Th~ analysis of J~en!le court co~mltment rates is consistent 
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with this pattern as it rejects the goal and ex,Dernal adaptation arg,~ent and 

instead finds data that support social and (self-lnterest) power models. 

The final multivariate .model demonstrates the importance of social and 

power factors at each stage. The influence of the referral agency at intake-- 

a power concept in itself--ls partly determined by two measures of Jurisdic- 

tional environments suggesting that social facto'rs affect the role played by 

the referral agency~ In addition, the power view is supported by the 

statistically significant relation between Judicial status and influence~ 

Socia l  f a c t o r s  appa ren t ly  a re  q u i t e  important  In  determining the  in fo rmal  

rate~ Juvenile courts in complex ~-misdemeanor Jurlsdlctloual envlro~ments 

bare a hlgh~ rat~ of Informsl F.~udli~D apparently because the nature of the 

court to which they are attached suggests e higher rats~ S~-~larly, the Jurle- 

dlctlonal environment of Juvenile courts atteched to maall civil courts apparently 

relate to lower rates of informal handling~ Further, another social. 

factor, the percentage of time a Judge spends in Juvenile matters, is also 

important, perhaps because Judges who are specialists believe that informal 

handling is more appropriate and convince court workers to handle more 

cases informally~ 

The power view is also supported in this analysls of the informal ratep . 

ao the influence of the referral agency and the appointed status of the Judge 

relate to Ic,Jer rates of informal handling. As has been mentioned, the 

f~rst relation may reflect the attempts that referral agencies make to lobby 

for form~l handling, while the second may result from the desire and ability 

of appointed Judges to max~m/ze control over the court. 

The formal commIL~ent rate is partly expialned by three different perspec- 

tlve~~ Firstp Judge~ tend to cor~i~ a higher p~rcentage of cases %~,en there 

is more informal handling, perh~pe because-they base their dec~slons to some 

28 
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degree on offense, and higher rates of Infornml handling lead to mainly the 

more serious cases appearing in court. However. Itmust be pointed out that 

�9 sensitivity to Informal rates is not great, as the standardized regress!on 

coefficient between the informal rate and the formal commitment rate is only 

moderate~ The second perspective explalnxng the formal com~tment tats is 

social in nsture~ as specialized Judges c~It a mallet percentage of smaller 

cases~  pe rhaps  because  they  a r e  caugh t  up i n  the r e c e n t  a rguments  t h a t  c o ~ m l t -  

ment i s  u n d e s i r a b l e ~  Fina l lyD the  power v iew I s  a l s o  s u p p o r t e d ,  as  t h e  s t a t u s  

of the Judge relates to the formal cc~mltment rate~ Apparently elected Judges 

cc~zalt more youth in order to avoid outside pressured while appointed Judges9 

not az clc~ely bound to political pressures~ comlt fewer youth. 

Assuming that the presumed causal relations e~Ist~ the a~al~sis of orgsnl- 

satlonsl causes of vari~tlon in corzmit~ent rates suggests that courts are quite 

heavily influenced by factors that are not administratively rational. For 

example, while administrative rationality would suggest that the informal r~te 

and the formal commitment rate are strongly related because Judges commit 

a higher percentage of youth when they are sent only serious case~, the rela- 

tion is actually quite small. When thls is Combined with the fact that the 

crime rate does not influence the informal rate (so that it cannot be argued 

that the informal-formal connnltment relation is s,.mll because of previous 

selection), there is a strong implication that Judges commit a proportion of 

those youth, who come before them that does not reflect how serious the average 

offense ISo. Perhaps, as s Durkhelmian (1938) approach suggests, ~udges believe 

that a certain percentage of co,~Itments is d~slrable in order to protect the 

public order, and they co=~It thl8 percentage, regardlesI~ of the range of 

39 
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o f f e n s e s  presented to  th~mo ~ t ~  t h e  c a g e ,  t h e  s m a l l  relation app~rs�9 

tO suggest largedegre~s of ~onratlonalbeha~ioro~ " ' 
�9 �9 . .  . . 

R e s u l t e  conccrnln~ informal handling f u r t h e r  underscore thls p o i n t .  Yhe 

l o n g e r  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  i n f o r m a l  r a t e  and t h e  o v e r a l l  commitment  r a t e  

impllea that intake workers0who are not u~ually appointed in the open manner in 

~fhich Judges are selected, are crucial in determining the cos~i~ment rate~ 

In addition, social and power factors are important in their pattern of 

decislon-maklng, as is apparent from empirical results concerning hypotheses 

2 through 5.  In sum, lower-leve~ offlc~als make crucial decisions, and 

t h e y  make t h e s e  d e c i s i o n s  i n  manners  t h a t  to  a s u r p r i s i n g l y  l a r g e  d e g r e e  

reflect "nonratlonal" social and power environments~ 

Of c o u r s e ,  the v a r i a b l e s  tee'ted ~ t h  r e s p e c t  t o  hypotheses 2 t h r o u g h  5 

leave much of the variance unexplalnedp and cannot be viewed as a couplets 

model o f  the commitment p r o c e d u r e ~  However ,  t h e y  explsln comparatively t e t h e r  

large proportions of the variance~ The best studies of indlvldusl-level 

determinants of dispositions explain 15Z of the varlance~ t h e  current study 

explalns 38% of the variance in informal rates and 16% of the variance in folmml 

c o m m i t m e n t s .  Pc,~er and s o c l a l  f a c t o r s ,  a l o n g  .w~th t i l e  c o u r t  p r o c e s s  i t s e l f  

explain c~Itment rates to a comparatively lars degree. 
t 

TRE CRARA~ OF JUVENILE COURTS ANDTHE NATURE OF 
DISCRETION IN PUBLIC ORGANIZATIONS 

What do these results tell us about Juvenile courts and publ~c Crganizatlons 

in general? Perhaps one central point concerning Juvenile courts is that these 

institutions should not be viewed solely as rational bureaucracies that respoad 

to goals and to specific con~nunlty interests. Rather, assuming that the cor- 

relates of co~mltment can be generalized, it is more accurate to look at these 

D 
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units partly as natural systems that act in patterns related to social and 

political interests. This view of the Juvenile courts might demonstrate 8ome 

validity because of the special poslt!on these instltutions have in society. 

Juvenile courts are not "core', institutions in the sense that they are under 

intense scrutiny by those at the centers of power~ Perhaps, then, they react 

so slgniflcant.iy to social and power interests because there are few 

external pressures to demand more rational accountability. 

In view of the wide discretion given to Juvenile courts by law and custom, 

it Is possible to argue that the soclal and political forces that operate in 

t h i s  one t y p e o f  pub l i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n  do not  s t r u c t u r e  d i s c r e t i o n  in  o the r  p u b l i c  

organizations. Howeverp a large number ofpubllc bur~ucracies ~ctu~lly ~mve 

~im~lar levels of discretion and might well use s~milar social and political 

forc.~ in structuring their dec ts ions~  welfare bureacracies, other public 

social service organlzatlons) and even educational institutions quickly come to 

m/ndo It Is even po.sible to argue that many public regulatory agencies are 

so well buffered grom public view and bmve such a large leg~l latitude thaL 

they respond to social and political forces in a similar sense (Davis, 1971; 

Jowell, 1975). This suggests a novel approach to understanding regulation 

and public administrative control in general. Rather than explaining the 

lack of effectiveness of the units by pointing to cooptation by powerful 

groups, the analysis suggests that a buffering from major groups and a 

reliance on local ties due to a lack of external pressures is a more 

likely explanation. I~ short, perhaps the broad discretion given tO many 

public bureaucracies results in conduct that, while not arbitrary in the 

conventional sense of the term, is based on social and power factors more 

than on rational interests. 

L 
7 
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NOTES 

IThe influence of other actors is not included in the hypotheses 

because some of these actors (such as probation officers and Judges) have 

ambiguous goals, while others have conflicting aims that cancel each other 

out~ The influence of prosecutors and defense attorneys, for instance, 

correlate quite highly, making analysis difficult~ 

2My thanks to Barbara Kessler~ 

3To be more exact, there is an identity between the three relationsD 

as (i - informal rate) X (formal commitment rate) = (overall commitment rate). 

Taking logs, log(l - informal rate) + log(formal commitment rate) = log(overall 

commitment rate)~ This equation can be estimated using standard path 

analysls~ When it is, the results parallel those reported in the text, as 

the relation between the transformed informal rate and the traneformed 

formal commitment rate is unchanged (-.21); the relation between the 

transformed informal rate and the transformed overall commitment rate is .71; 

while the relation between the transformed formal commitment rate and the 

transformed overall commitment rate is .90. Logs are not used in the body 

of the paper because all the numbers are rates, so that logs both increase 

variance artificially and force the researcher to work with negative numbers 

that vary in opposite direction from the nontransformed variables. 

4Because the results involving the relation between Jurisdictional 

environment and informal handling might be considered suspect, an attempt 

was made to rule out an alternate explanation~ It might be aruged that the 

_ �9149 . _ �9 : �9 �9 �9149 
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crucial variable is the structure of !nereid and that iurisdlctionnl environment 

slmply stands in for such structure. Some measures of i~take structure do 

correlate ~Ignlflcantly to informal handling, as clerk(r~-,28) and secretary 

(r~-o22) control of intake correlate with lower rates of Informal handllnE. 

HoweverD when Jurisdictional environment and intake structure are placed in 

the same regression equation (even using one In~kcvarlable at a time)~ the 

relation between intake structure and informal handlln8 becomes statistlcally 

InsiEnlflcant (r=-o03 In both cases)~ Complex Jurlsdlctlonal environments 

have larse correlatlons wlth intake structure and thus may cause the reduction 

in relatlonehlpsp perhaps indicating that intake structure Is one mechanism 

by which the complex Jurlsdlctlon~l envlronment is translated into actual 

operatlons. 

5 �9 
Taken together~ the ~our variables account for 27% of the variance in 

the informal rate~ 

L �9 
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